
By Zachary D. Lyons

Growing up, my family would go to Maine every summer.  
What sticks with me to this day is the food:  boiled lobster fresh 
off the boat at the pier at Southwest Harbor, steamed clams and 
clam chowder from clams we dug ourselves at Little Moose 
Island, blueberry pancakes made from the berries we picked 
while climbing Cadillac Mountain, saltwater taffy I could 
watch being made through the window of a shop at York Beach, 
and fresh, hot popovers smothered with butter and strawberry 
preserves at the Jordan Pond House.  The food and the place were 
inextricably linked.

The new book, Renewing Salmon Nation’s Food Traditions,
is a dream come true for my brand of food junkie. It is the fi rst 
in a series of publications to come out of a new campaign called 
Renewing America’s Food Traditions, or RAFT, that endeavors 
to preserve North America’s food sources and traditions by 
focusing on the relationships between food and place.  The 
book is a compilation of almost 180 different cultivated, 
caught, foraged and hunted food sources critical to the historic 
food traditions of the region aptly named “Salmon Nation” by 
Portland, Ore. based Ecotrust.

Salmon Nation encompasses Alaska, the Yukon territories, 
British Columbia, Washington, Oregon, northern California, 
Idaho and western Montana, where the salmon is king.  

“Among all the ‘food nations’ of North America – ranging 
from Clambake Nation to Chile Pepper Nation – Salmon 
Nation is the richest in mushrooms, berries, wild roots, fi sh and 
shellfi sh,” wrote Gary Paul Nabhan in his introduction to the 
book.  “Native American traditions are at its core, but Russian, 
Spanish, Scandinavian, Japanese, Filipino, African and Basque 
have added other culinary accents to the mix.”

Nabhan is director of the Center for Sustainable Environments 
at Northern Arizona University, one of the partner organizations 
in RAFT, and founder and primary coordinator of RAFT. He has 
written books of food traditions.  

In September 2005, Ecotrust hosted a convening in Portland 
of about 20 food historians, botanists, tribes, etc., to brainstorm 
the food types and their sources that are important to the food 
traditions of Salmon Nation. Nabhan researched and compiled 
that information into this book.

Salmon Nation is one of 11 identifi ed eco-regions by the RAFT 
project (see RAFT map on following page).  Salmon Nation was 
chosen as the focus of the fi rst RAFT publication in large part 

due to Ecotrust’s prior development of the Salmon Nation food 
eco-region concept, as well as because of the incredible diversity 
and abundance of food species in the region.  In fact, the Salmon 
Nation idea stimulated the RAFT project.  

“Inspired by Ecotrust’s 1999 publication Salmon Nation, the 
RAFT map celebrates the distinctive regional food traditions on 
the North American continent by featuring a ‘totem food’ key 
to the identity of each region,”  Nabhan wrote.  “These totem 
foods are more than important commodities – community feasts, 
household rituals, song, stories, and the nutritional well-being of 
residents have revolved around these foods for centuries.”  

RAFT intends to publish four more regional books, and fi ve 
regional pamphlets, in the process of developing a continent 
wide encyclopedia of at-risk foods.

At-risk foods are at the heart of Renewing Salmon Nation’s 
Food Traditions, be they wild or cultivated, at-risk species 
or traditions.  The idea is to identity those foods and then to 
encourage their recovery.  In many cases, that means encouraging 
the consumption of those foods.  It may seem counter-intuitive, 
but this thinking is at the heart of the Slow Food movement 
(another RAFT partner).  Many foods, wild and cultivated, can be 
saved from extinction by creating demand for them.  The ozette 
potato, for instance, was brought up the West Coast from Peru by 
the Spanish and introduced to the Makah tribe in the late 1700s.  
A unique potato, it is recovering from at-risk status because 
Slow Food has created markets for it, making it commercially 
attractive to farmers. The Olympia oyster, Washington’s only 
native oyster, is also recovering because of increased demand.  
Oyster beds are now being protected and encouraged.

What I love about this book is the way it reads as a resource 
guide, listing each species individually, explaining its history, 
its use as food, and its at-risk status.  It even includes a list of 
suppliers in the back.  One can pick it up and skim through it 
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from time to time, reading about this food or that, without feeling 
the need to commit to reading the whole thing cover to cover. The 
stories of the various foods, from roots and mushrooms to shellfi sh 
and seals, are fascinating and informative, and they will change the 
way you look at your natural surroundings.  Ultimately, it is a book 
of foods we can help protect, with a few exceptions, by eating, 
while reconnecting to our sense of place in the process.

“The RAFT project is a new approach to food preservation by 
engaging the marketplace,” said Jennifer Hall, executive director 
of Chefs Collaborative, another RAFT partner organization.  “It is 
not just about preserving genetic diversity, but also food traditions 
and cultures.”  

The RAFT map has become a powerful tool for helping people 

identify with their region, said Hall, whether or not they agree with 
the name.  

“The map is open enough to welcome all players, but simple 
enough to welcome and encourage conversation,” Hall said.  “It 
affects people’s perception of place, and it encourages them to 
think in terms of regions, instead of arbitrary state boundaries and 
100-mile diets.  It promotes a concept of local without being too 
structured.”

RAFT is making seeds for at-risk foods available to farmers. Go 
to www.seedsavers.org, www.nativeseeds.org, or www.chefscollab
orative.org, for more information.

 Gary Nabhan will be speaking throughout Salmon Nation this 
fall.  For more information: www.garynabhan.com ■
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