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Handout 6F: Transport and Trade
Directions: Read the following text. Refer to the glossary as needed for definitions of 
unfamiliar words. Then, reread the text and annotate three to five things you notice and 
three to five things you wonder about.

From the Nez Perce Museum Collections, National Historic Park

Transport and Trade

The Nimiipuu were skilled participants in a vast trade network that extended west to the 
Pacific, east through the Great Plains, south to Mexico and north into the Canadian sub-
arctic.

Trade was a complex arrangement that involved the exchange of commodities, the sharing 
of resources, marriage, alliances, and the diffusion  of new ideas from other cultures. It 
was not just an economic activity in the Euro-American sense. The distribution of food and 
animal hides, for example, benefited an entire village rather than one individual.

The trade network allowed for the flow of valued decorative items such as dentalia, cowry, 
and clam shells from the west. Buffalo robes, dried meat, and pipestone came from the 
Plains in the east. Baskets, berries, salt, herbs, dried salmon, furs, hides, roots, stone for tool 
making, and, later horses were moved freely through this vast network.

For generations, trade routes followed the route systems of the Nimiipuu homeland, the 
Snake, Clearwater, and Columbia Rivers. Dugout canoes made it easier to transport goods 
and people quickly and safely. Given the alignment of trade networks along the river 
systems, trading centers such as Celilo Falls on the Columbia River, near present-day The 
Dalles, Oregon became the primary centers of Plateau trade. 

Courtesy of the U.S. Department of the Interior/National Park Service

commodities: things that can be bought or sold 
alliances: groups that share certain goals and agree to work together 
diffusion: the spreading or wide scattering of something 
dentalia: tooth or tusk shells used for ornament and by native peoples as a form of money 
cowry: a tropical marine mollusk having a glossy and colorfully marked shell, used as money in some cultures
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