
Artist Statement
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Disclaimer: except for noted quotation and paraphrase throughout 
this document, the content within is solely that of the artist and 
reflect her perspective. 

this is us dancing



Fine art is a manifestation of a 
culture that is living in plenty (Larry 
Campbell, swinomish). In the case 
of historic Indigenous Fine Art, we 
must be living in harmony and close 
contact with the land. The practice is 
integrated into our day to day life-
ways (Greg Archuleta, grand ronde). 
For us, the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw people, that way of life and 
those art forms were disrupted by the 
occupation of the United States on our 
land in the 1850’s. Our cultural arts 
went into hibernation at that time. 

Through my work in institutional 
reform beginning in 2010, I gained 
unique access to historic collections 
of Coos material and contemporary 
knowledge holders from the 
surrounding Tribes. I began my 
study of the technical, cultural, and 
field aspects of Indigenous weaving 
in this region with Greg Archuleta 
(grand ronde) and Greg A. Robinson 
(chinook). In the field, I learn from the 
animals, the plants, and the land.  I 
study my ancestors through visiting 
and photo documenting the baskets 
they made for us that are housed in 
regional museum collections. 

From that work I started The Hanis 
Coos Traditional Weaving Research 
and Education Project to revive the 
practice for my people. With the 
support of my Tribal government and 
The Evergreen Longhouse, I opened 
our Tribal field to studio weaving 
program in 2014. In 2016 the Potlatch 
Fund and the Oregon Community 

Foundation joined that pool of 
support and our weaving program 
continues to grow steadily. Today I 
have twenty five weaving students 
ranging in age from five to eighty 
five and one very bright and talented 
apprentice, Ashley Russell (miluk 
coos).

In an effort to share this awakening 
with the mainstream I exhibit each 
year’s cache in public spaces. This 
is an occupation of public land; an 
overt political act. To gather and 
possess these plants is an exercise of 
sovereign rights, a legal provision for 
Indigenous people of this land mass 
to continue to practice our cultural 
and spiritual birthright. Each plant 
represents a different relationship I 
initiate and maintain with Federal, 
State, and private land owners. 

More importantly, every very single 
section of this cache represents 
long relationships I have with the 
places I gather and the plants 
themselves. From an Indigenous 
world view, plants, animals, and 
elements are equals, we are relatives. 
It is forbidden to take anything 
without permission, compensation, 
follow through on promises made, 
and within the boundaries of 
sustainability. That means I must 
establish and gain permission from 
the land and plant itself. I cannot do 
that in one day, it takes years. I must 
visit these places and plants again 
and again before I am allowed to 
gather them. 

We practice the continuum of living culture. 
That means this knowledge is passed down 
one generation to the next, which includes the 
conversation we are having with the plants and 
the land. These plants remember us from our 
grandfathers and grandmothers and all of our 
knowledge and technology is collaboration between 
these entities. I am picking up that conversation 
that has been going on for thousands of years, since 
the beginning of human occupation in these places. 
It is my responsibility to maintain this conversation 
for the rest of my life and initiate introductions 
between my people and the land and to maintain 
those relationships as each new generation is born.  

The plants you are sharing space with have agreed 
to be here, to be a part of your education. I told 
them about you. The ones who gathered them and 
prepared them for today also agreed to be a part of 
your education. I told them about you. 

I am sharing this unique and privileged insight to 
our culture to benefit your education and give you 
a better understanding of the place you live and the 
people whose land you are on. To the Indigenous 
people who pass through here I hope these plants 
bring you some comfort and good company. I hope 
they remind you of who you are and how beautiful, 
powerful, and sophisticated your culture is. I hope 
that the ancestors that you carry with you can feel 
my love and gratitude for them.

I am speaking to you through all of your senses 
except touch and taste. You can see these plants 
and the perfection of their design, hear their 
movement when your body stirs the air in the 
space, you can smell them as you bring the 
medicine they are giving you in with your breath. 
By stimulating your senses, I am situating us in 
your memory bank. I am informing you that we are 

living and practicing our culture all around you. 
By not allowing you physical contact, I am exerting 
a boundary, showing you how to love us without 
trespass.

I gathered this cache of weaving materials in the 
Columbia River Bio-region. Portions of it I gathered 
in workshop with my Tribal weaving students 
in our ancestral homeland on the South Coast of 
Oregon, for some of them it was a first gathering. 
This is a particularly precious point of joy and I 
hope you recognize it for the tender and powerful 
moment that it is. You are witnessing a victory over 
genocide here archived by children and generations 
of grandmothers and grandfathers; please let that 
connection impact your day today. 

Other parts of this cache I gathered on public lands 
set aside as wildlife preserve and public recreation. 
This is a political act of sovereign rights. I am 
educating governmental entities to include us in 
their sphere of service and understand our rights as 
they pertain to their jurisdiction. I teach them that 
the spiritual protocols of gathering require privacy 
from outsiders. We are not there for their benefit 
to entertain or utilize in any way. By creating this 
understanding I am seeding the field for the next 
generations. I am teaching my students how to 
navigate these protocols for themselves so they are 
safe and undisturbed during their work with the 
land. 

I will take these materials into workshop in 2019. 
The next time you see these plants they will be 
baskets woven by Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw people. The education that you have gained 
through visiting with these plants will be embedded 
into those baskets. They will remember you and 
this time in your life. Through your witness and 
education, this will be a cross cultural victory over 
genocide.

CACHE VII: 
this is us dancing
Materials: 2018
Cat Tail
Ridgefield Wildlife Reserve, Chinook Land, WA
Smith River, OR
Charleston, OR
Gathered by: 
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos), the McNutt Family 
(miluk coos, snuneymuxw, menomonee) the Russell 
Family (miluk coos), the Petrie Family (miluk coos 
and alaskan native), the Medina Family (miluk 
coos, mexican, and filipino)

Sedge
Smith River, OR
Umpqua River, OR
Charleston, OR
Gathered by:
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos) and Ashely Russell 
(miluk coos)

Bear Grass
Tillamook Forest, OR
Salmon Ceremony Gardens, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by:
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos) and Doc Slyder (hanis 
coos)

Tule
Coos Bay Estuary, OR
Gathered by: 
Sara Siestreem (hanis coos), Doc Slyder (hanis 
coos), and Scott Slyder



My dear friend and colleague, Dr. Rebecca Dobkins is writing 
a book called The Art of Ceremony featuring the nine Tribes 
of Oregon and how Fine Art is integrated into our ceremonial 
practices. For this project, I created photographs documenting the 
weaving revival of my community (coos, lower umpqua, siuslaw 
tribes) and the Na Dosh Ceremony of the Siletz Tribe. Na Dosh is a 
three day winter dance ceremony that the Siletz have been working 
to activate for thirty years. Because you may not take photos in 
ceremony, the Siletz asked that I document the women and regalia 
as they prepare to dance, an all day and all night process. I helped 
them unload their regalia from the vehicles to the dressing room 
and was speechless at the mountain of wealth they have dedicated 
their lives to collecting and creating. It was a once in a life time 
privilege to be trusted to document this process and it altered me 
indelibly. I left the Siletz more committed than ever to my people 
and our efforts in this work. 

Like most of the Tribes in my area, not only were our cultural 
lifeways disrupted, all items of cultural patrimony were destroyed 
or stolen by the United States government and settlers in the 
1850’s-1930. We own next to nothing of our historic items. The 
offense of this injustice is more than material. These objects are 
the living embodiment of our ancestors, they are living beings. 
They are also our libraries and colleges; they contain all of the 
knowledge and records of our history. By not having domestic 
access to them our development is severely arrested. 

Over the last few years I have been weaving to create the base 
line of our contemporary baskets based on the traditional styles 
of our people using the photographs of those baskets I create in 
museum investigation and records of our language. Leaving Na 
Dosh my focus has shifted to regalia and dance caps specifically. 
We have no dance caps, in fact in all the museum collections I have 
investigated; I have only seen a few. As a weaver, this particular 
area of grief is something with a tangible solution; I am starting 
with the children.   

In our workshops we usually have an even split of children, adults, 
and elders. As a community we are working so that our youth 
grow up immersed in their culture, fully integrated into their 
everyday life. I want them to be comfortable and confident in their 
privilege as Indigenous people of this land mass. By the time they 
are representing to their community, both Tribal and mainstream, 
they will have a fluency and support system to be safe in that role. 
Part of creating that ease is in participation and education. As in 
the tradition of our people, the children are there with us when we 
gather, they are there when we process, they are there when we 
weave; and they have responsibility’s in this work. Sometimes they 
are asked to lead the prayer, gain permission from the plants for 
the whole group to gather; sometimes they must offer up the song 
to soothe and honor the plants while we work. Sometimes, they are 
tasked to tell the stories embedded in the baskets to the group.  

The Hanis and miluk coos people are united with the Lower 
Umpqua and Siuslaw people. We banded together in the eighties 
to have enough people to gain federal recognition. Today we have 
about a thousand people in our combined Tribe; we are spread 
all over the land mass. Twice a year we gather as a collective, 

for Winter Celebration in December and Salmon Ceremony in 
August. Of those thousand people we probably have forty known 
weavers (twenty five coming up in my program). Before contact 
all Tribal people would have been a part of weaving culture, as 
all people would know their food and speak their language. We 
want to restore those things but that requires the participation 
and commitment of the people. It takes substantial commitment 
and work to acquire these practices and knowledge and for that 
investment to take root, we must inspire.

The children who are members of the weaving program now 
will help to achieve that. I have woven each of them dance caps 
from materials gifted to me by Indigenous weavers around the 
world, materials that I have gathered, and plants they themselves 
have gathered. These caps are their ceremonial responsibility. 
They will be gifted the right to dance these caps into ceremony 
and be publicly recognized as weavers. This lifts them up in the 
community as leaders and treasured Tribal members. The caps will 
work to inspire those in the community who have not yet answered 
their ancestors call to pick up their privileges and unify their life to 
land and their spiritual and cultural inheritance. 

In order for an item to be fully living it has to be danced into 
ceremony. Five of the caps in this exhibition were danced into 
Salmon Ceremony this summer; the rest will be danced in the 
summer of 2019. Art exhibition is also a form of ceremony. For a 
human being to interact with objects that have been lifted up and 
set out in this formal manner is a spiritual interface between that 
object and the viewer. In this way, the baskets that were made after 
Salmon Ceremony are being activated by you, the viewer.     

For the youth, dancing these caps into ceremony is a part of their 
training. It gives them confidence in their culture, their identity. It 
helps them to gain and feel the community support and recognition 
they will need to lead the Tribes publicly and at home as they 
become adults. When they outgrow the caps, they will weave their 
own and identify the next youth who will care for the cap they 
danced as children. They will be instrumental in educating that 
next generation in our culture and tradition and the continuum will 
be completely mended by this. Our children overcome genocide 
with every breath they breathe and every stalk of sedge they pick, 
with every dance they dance and every word they speak in any 
language. It feels like everyday life, and it is.

Hiimeis Taltsan Tleihlchiit tlp’ola  
(children’s dance armor caps) 
The Caps (2016-2018):
Pray For Rain Dance Cap
For Kira Petrie (alaskan native, miluk 
coos)
Materials:
Spruce Root
North Spit of Jordan Cove, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Mud Dye
Place of Beginning, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: The Coos, Lower Umpqua, 
and Siuslaw Weavers

Oregon Grape Root Dye
Evergreen Longhouse, WA
Gathered by: Maori, Samoan, Japanese, 
Hawaiian, and Indigenous Weavers from 
all over this land mass

Bear Grass
Salmon Ceremony Gardens, Coos Bay  

Swahahl + Alyuudaq Dance Cap
(coos, lower umpqua, siuslaw, and all our 
relations)
For Liam Petrie (miluk coos and alaskan 
native)
Materials:
Spruce Root
North Spit of Jordan Cove, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)
Mud Dye
Place of Beginning, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: The Coos, Lower Umpqua, 
and Siuslaw Weavers

Oregon Grape Root Dye
Evergreen Longhouse, WA
Gathered by: Maori, Samoan, Japanese, 
Hawaiian, and Indigenous weavers from 
all over this land mass

Bear Grass
Salmon Ceremony Gardens, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)  

Red Cedar Bark
Siuslaw Forest, OR
Gathered by: Doug Barret (Siuslaw) and 
Mark Petrie (miluk coos)

Red Headed Woodpecker Dance 
Cap
For Christine Juliet Medina Garcia (miluk 
coos, Mexican, Filipino)
Materials:
Cat Tail
Smith River, OR

Gathered by: the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw Weavers

Sedge
Umpqua River, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Flax
New Zealand
Gathered and spun by: Christina Hurihia 
Wirihana, Master Maori Weaver

Bear Grass
Salmon Ceremony gardens, Coos Bay, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)  

Red Dyed Horse Hair
Flat Head, Montana
Found with Linda King (salish/kootenai)

Black Horse Hair
Missoula Montana
Gifted by Molly Murphy-Adams (lakota)

Shell Disks
Philippines 

Public Lands Dance Cap
For Talice Russell (miluk coos)
Materials:
Cat Tail
Smith River
Gathered by: the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw weavers

Sedge
Umpqua River
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Yellow Bailing Twine
Forest Grove, Oregon
Found by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Pink construction twine
Portland, Oregon
Found by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Little Brother Dance Cap
For Tycen Russell (miluk coos) 
Materials:
Cat Tail
Smith River
Gathered by: the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw weavers

Sedge
Umpqua River
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Yellow Bailing Twine
Forest Grove, Oregon
Found by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Pink construction twine
Portland, Oregon
Found by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Blue Jay Way Dance Cap 
For Kai  Russelll (miluk coos)
Materials:
Cat Tail
Smith River
Gathered by: the Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw weavers

Sedge
Umpqua River
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Blue Twine
Forest Grove, Oregon
Found by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Black and Grey Horse Hair
Missoula Montana
Gifted by: Molly Murphy-Adams (lakota) 

Sequoia Wren Mendoza Is Here, 
Woven In Utero Dance Cap
For Sequoia Wren Mendoza (miluk coos 
and Mexican)
Materials:
Sedge
Umpqua River, OR
Gathered by: Sara Siestreem (hanis coos)

Tule wings
Smith River, OR

Dentalium
Philippines

Abalone
Northwest Coast

Glass Beads
Central Europe

Rabbit Fur
North America
Working with fur Instruction: Linda King 
(salish/kootenai) 

e



Sequoia Wren Mendoza Is Here, Woven In Utero Dance Cap



THE ARROWHEAD
(An Indigenous Deconstruction of Historic and Contemporary Economic Racism)

Public Lands Dance Cap



*at the request of the curator, I 
have provided an Indigenous 
deconstruction of historic and 
contemporary instances of racist 
economic strategies (cultural 
appropriation) in our community 

The primary building that houses 
PNCA is a former federal post office 
designed by Lewis Parsons Hobart 
(American) was opened in 1919. 
Carved into the travertine over eight 
of the doors on the ground floor are 
identical male “Chieftain” heads. 

It is a racist act for people who are 
not Indigenous to use our people or 
reference to our culture as decoration 
or enhancement of their economic 
enterprise. 

If the architect had been a Tribal 
member and the carvings were 
individualized to commemorate 
specific humans or contextualized 
within the carving tradition of his 
family, this would be an acceptable 
inclusion of the space. It would 
be informed by the culture that it 
referenced and the beneficiary would 
be appropriate. 

For a hundred years this subtle 
feature has been imprinting the 
fallacy of acceptability and elevation 

of colonial entitlement to Indigenous 
property to every person who enters 
the space. 

In order to negate this and draw 
attention to it, I have covered the 
faces of the carvings with red tape, 
identifying them as “red face”, a term 
that indicates the masquerading of 
Indigenous identity by a Euro decent 
person. I have covered the circular 
halo around the heads with yellow 
florescent safety tape. These two 
colors combined indicate ambulance, 
or emergency health vehicles. I am 
working to protect all of us while 
we are in the space from the virus 
of institutionalized racism and 
deactivate the carvings for as long as 
I am permitted to.   

There is a certain safety to look at 
these historical instances because 
the authors are gone and the guilt is 
somehow further out there. It is quite 
a bit more uncomfortable to look 
closer to home, to places and people 
who we love today.

I recently stayed at a popular resort 
in Seaview, Washington. This town 
is in the ancestral and contemporary 
territory of the Chinook Tribe. The 
owner of the resort has a stellar 
reputation as a fair and beloved 

businesswoman who does wonderful things for her community 
and employees. The theme of this resort is vintage trailers and 
eclectic accommodations. 

On the first page of the resorts web site they say “come join the 
sea-tribe”. The term Tribe on this land mass refers to Indigenous 
people of this place. You must be born into one, you cannot join 
them. Pretending that you are in a Tribe or referring to you and 
your community as a Tribe if you are not a part of the original 
groups here is an act of red face. The website promised you could 
“explore the rich history”, yet at no time mentions the Chinook 
people. 

The owner and this business are not Chinook, the actual sea-
tribes land they are occupying.  

If you use the Arrowhead motif or commercial reference on 
this land mass, you are referring to Indigenous culture. We 
invented them and have been using them here for thousands and 
thousands of years. Arrowhead is a brand of travel trailer that 
were manufactured in the fifties (vintage cultural appropriation is 
still racist). They put me in the Arrowhead trailer. 

The trailer was decorated with a collection of “Indian kitsch” 
that are ripe with differing problematics.  On the bed there was 
a pillow decorated with an embroidered tee-pee. The Chinook 
people have plank houses, not tee-pees. There was a figurine of 
an owl in the bathroom. To many of the local Tribes of this region, 
an owl is a messenger of death and catastrophic change. This is 
a fairly sinister suggestion to causally encounter for an overnight 
stay. The gas stove that is in the trailer is a “Princess” brand. 
The “Indian Princess” stereotype works to fuel the epidemic of 
sexual violence against Indigenous women. Then there were 
the Cowboys (because you can’t have Indians without cowboys, 
right?). There was a refrigerator magnet of a Jack-a-lope, 

somehow looping in an invented Wester animal into the theme. 
The curtains had sort of a Western hunting theme, buffalo and 
other game animals and English hunting dogs. 

Now I want to look at the dollars. The arrowhead trailer rates are 
$113 for midweek days, $163 for Saturdays and $133 for Sundays. 
If the trailer were rented at every day of the year it could earn 
$44,772.00. Even if it were to only rent 50% of the time, it would 
earn $22,386.00. It is most likely it is somewhere in between the 
two at $30,000.00 (ish). The resort does not give the Chinook or 
any other Tribe any portion of that income.  

The fortunate thing for the resort is that this particular trailer 
does not actually have the Arrowhead motif or word anywhere 
on it. They do not even need any machinery to fix this. If they 
were to stop calling this trailer “The Arrowhead”, remove the “join 
the sea-tribe” verbiage from their website, and do a once over 
throughout the resort to remove other kitsch items that refer to 
cultures not their own, they could eradicate the racist incidence 
they are currently benefiting from and align their business with 
their beliefs in a more successful manner. 

As a way to pass the $163 dollar night of hot rage and impotent 
nausea I experienced in the Arrowhead, I made art that night. 
I photo documented each item and constructed some verbiage 
to deconstruct the problems. Most of that is contained here and 
is installed above the architectural interventions in the lobby of 
PNCA. 

Today, I spoke with the owner about all of this at length. They 
said they have been called out on the verbiage on the web site 
and other issues along these same lines in other trailers (African 
Queen, etc.) but decided to stick with it. They said they will think 
about the issues I pointed out and speak with their board about it. 
They said they would get back to me.

THE ARROWHEAD
(An Indigenous 
Deconstruction 
of Historic and 
Contemporary 
Economic Racism)
Digital photographs and text created by Sara 
Siestreem (hanis coos), 2018

Electrical and safety tape, commercially sourced 


