
 
 
LEGEND OF MOUNT ADAMS 
 
Mount Adams (12,307), the second highest peak in Washington, stands in the 
southwestern part of the state.  The Yakamas called it Pahto.  They claim it as their 
mountain.  On a clear day Pahto (Mt. Adams), the sacred mountain of the Yakamas, 
towers above the Lower Valley.  The great white mountain represents the ways of 
the past – the pursuit of game on the foothills, the gathering of wild plant foods on 
the lower slopes and the snows which give life to everything.  Most of all, Mt. Adams 
symbolizes the strength of the People, who in spite of years of adversity, forged a 
truly strong and great Nation.  This is a legend told by Jobe Charley . . . . 

 

Back when the 
mountains were 
people, Sun 
was a man.  He 
had five 
mountains for 
his wives.  One 
was Plash-
Plash, where 
the Goat Rocks 
are now.  
Plash-Plash 
means “white 
spots.”  
Another was 
Wahkshum, 
west of Satus Pass.  The others were 
Mount Adams, Mount Rainier and Mt. 
St. Helens. 
 
Sun traveled from east to west, of 
course. So Wahkshum was the first 
wife he talked to every morning.  
Plash-Plash was the second, and Pahto 
was the third.  Pahto became jealous 
of the other two and made up her 
mind to get rid of them. 
 
Jealous and angry, she fought them 
and broke down their high heads.  All 
that is let of Plash-Plash is Goat Rocks.  
All that is left of Wahkshum is the 
mountain called Simcoe Mountain and 
the little huckleberry bushes on it. 
Rainier and St. Helens were so far 
away that Pahto left them alone. 

 
Pahto was 
happy.  Every 
morning she 
was the first 
wife Sun spoke 
to.  She was 
the tallest 
mountain 
around, and 
she was proud 
and strong.  
But she was not 
satisfied.  She 
crossed the 
river and went 

to the mountains south of her and 
brought back all their grizzly bears, 
black bears, elk, deer, pine nuts, 
huckleberries, roots and herbs.  From 
the river and creeks she took the 
salmon and trout and put them in her 
streams that flow down the side.  She 
planted the berries and the pine nuts 
and the roots all around her.  She 
turned loose the elk, deer and bears.  
That’s why there is plenty there today. 
 
The Great Spirit was watching, and 
thought:  “There must be a law that 
any wrong doing shall be punished.”  
But Pahto was not punished right 
away.  The other mountains saw how 
tall and strong she was, so they said, 
“We’ll not do anything about what she 
has done.  We’ll just let it go.” 

This painting, Puget Sound and Mt. Rainier from Whitby’s Island by 
John Mix Stanley, shows Mt. Rainier which, like Mt. Adams, was 

considered in Yakama belief to have been one of the wives of the 
sun.  Washington State Historical Society Collection. 



 
But Klah Klahnee, “the Three Sisters.” 
said among themselves, “Pahto is too 
proud and greedy.  We must do 
something.”  They talked to Mt. Hood, 
“Why don’t you destroy Pahto?  Why 
do you let her get the best of you?  
You are tall and strong.  Someday 
there will be people on the earth.  
When they find that we have let Pahto 
destroy us and steal from us, they will 
make fun of us.”  So, Wyeast (Mt. 
Hood) fought Pahto.  “If I get the best 
of her, I will give back all she has 
stolen from us.”  But first Wyeast said 
to Pahto in a nice way, “I want you to 
give back half of what you took from 
us, so our people in our part of the 
country can have the same food as 
you dear people have.  I ask you in a 
nice way.”  But Pahto was greedy.  
“No, I shall never give you anything.”  
So, they fought. . . Up to that time, 
Pahto had had a high head.  Wyeast 
hit her from the eastside and knocked 
her head off.  Today on the north side 
of Pahto there is a pile of the fine 
rocks a half a mile long.  These rocks 
were once Pahto’s head.  Then Wyeast 
thought.  “I’ll leave a little bit of 
everything here and there that Pahto 
took away,  Pahto can’t have 
everything .”  So Wyeast shared with 
the other mountains. 
 
The Great Spirit saw all that had 
happened.  He did not help Pahto, he 
thought she deserved all the 
punishment that she had got for she 
destroyed the heads of Wahkshum and 
Plash-Plash.  That will be the law.  If 
people do wrong, they will be punished 
in the same way. 
 
But after Pahto lost her head she 
became mean.  When she was angry, 
she would send a big thunder-storm 
and much rain.  In the winter she 
would send big snows and in the 
spring there would be floods.  All thru 
the Valley there were lakes from the 

big floods.  The first people had to live 
only in the mountains. 
 
The Great Spirit was watching.  He 
saw all that happened.  He said, “I will 
make a new head for Pahto, so she will 
not be so mean.  I will send White 
Eagle and his son Red Eagle to be your 
head.  Don’t have hard feelings 
towards the other mountains and don’t 
flood the earth again.  Remember you 
are the daughter of the Great Spirit.” 
 
Pahto said, “I am glad you have given 
me the eagles.  I will forgive the other 
mountains and I will not flood the 
valley anymore.”  Then she raised her 
right hand and said, “I did not know 
that the Great Spirit is my father.  I 
am sorry for all the wrong things I 
have done.” 
 
Then the Great Spirit replied, “I gave 
the world to you mountains, I put you 
here and there where I wanted you to.  
Some of you I made high, and some I 
made low.  You should never destroy 
Plash-Plash and Wahkshum.” 
 
From that time on to this day it is 
really true in your belief and in my 
belief that the Great Spirit is the 
father. 

 

This detail of an 1857 map shows the approximate 
location of Mt. Rainier (1) and Mt. Adams (2), two 

of the mountains described in this legend. 
Washington State Historical Society Collections. 



 
THE ANCIENT INHABITANTS OF THE EYAKEMA VALLEY 
 
The beautiful Valley lies along the Eastern Slopes of the Cascade Mountains in the 
south-central part of the state of Washington.  The snowcapped peak of Mt. Adams 
dominates the western horizon.  The eastern foothills of this great mountain are 
heavily timbered, dotted with alpine lakes and laced with streams, creating a natural 
habitat for fish and wildlife.  The lower ridges and the cultivated valley floor produce 
a large variety of crops and are noted for apples and cattle.  Here is the land of the 
Yakamas – the Indian Reservation of one million four hundred thousand acres, one 
and a half times larger than the state of Rhode Island. 
 

During the last stages 
of the Pleistocene Ice 
Age, some 14,000 
years ago nomadic 
bands roamed the 
Great Plains that 
would eventually 
become Eastern 
Washington.  The 
Peaks of the Cascades 

had already been uplifted and stood 
raw and treeless. 
 
The plains east of the southern 
Cascades consisted of volcanic basalt 
rock and wind-blown dust from the 
sandy deserts to the south.  Rivers 
and streams eroded the soil and 
brought fresh water to sustain life.  
Vegetation, fish and animals were in 
abundance and provided for the People 
who inhabited the new land. 
 
The first People to inhabit this land 
were proficient in the hunting and 
preservation of wild game, in the 
catching of salmon and the gathering 
of wild plant foods.  Gathering food 
made them a People on the move.  In 
early spring the migration led to the 
traditional root grounds at the 
timberline where, as the snow melted 
and left the earth uncovered and wet, 
the tender roots were easy to dig.  
Then to the rivers and streams for the 
great salmon runs.  Deer, elk and 

other game were hunted in the 
summer in 
the high 
country.  
Finally, just 
before the 
winter snows, 
the fields of 
huckleberries 
that grow on 
the foothills 
of Pahto (Mt. 
Adams) were 
harvested. 
 
The People’s 
survival from 
year to year, 
generation to 
generation, 
was 
assured.  
Their way of 
life was in 
rhythm with 
nature.  
Earth and life were sacred.  The land 
taught material and spiritual values. 
 
In the early 1700’s they acquired 
horses and became highly skilled 
horsemen.  The horse made possible 
expeditions to the plains east of the 
Rockies to hunt the plentiful buffalo, a 
journey of many months. 
 

This photographer asked Yakama 
women to dress in traditional 

clothes and demonstrate gathering 
activities.  The picture above is 
entitled “The Plateau Gatherer”. 

Washington State Historical Society 
Collection. 



One legend told and retold from 
generation to generation recalls the 
ancient history of our Yakama People. 
 

 In the beginning, our Creator 
spoke the word and this earth was 
created.  He spoke the work again and 
all living things were put on earth.  
And then he said the word and we, the 
(Indian) people were created and 
planted here on this earth. 
 
 We are like the plants of this 
earth.  Our food was put here as 
plants to feed us; just like when we 
plant a garden.  That is the way our 
earth was in the beginning. 

 
 There were salmon, deer, elk, and all 
kinds of birds.  It is as if our bodies are 
the very end of the earth, still growing 
while our ancestors are all buried in the 
ground. 
 
 He named everything he created.  He 
put water on the earth.  He made I flow 
into the rivers and lakes to water this 
great garden and to quench the thirst of 
the people, the animals, plants, birds 
and fish. 
 
 He took the feet of the people and 
made them walk on this earth.  He 
created the horse; which is like a 
human being.  He put the horse and the 
people together to help one another. 
 
 All of the land where we live and 
where our ancestors lived was created 
for the (Indian) people.* 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

This photograph of a Yakama warrior on horseback, entitled “The 
Challenge”, is credited to Eugene Everett Lavalleur and L.V. 

McWhorter.  It was taken in 1911.  McWhorter, a member of the 
Washington State Historical Society, had become an adopted 

member of the Yakama Nation on June 9, 1909.  The name which 
he was known by was “Big Foot”. 

Washington State Historical Society Collection. 

*This legend reprinted 
courtesy of Consortium of 

Johnson O’Malley Committee 
– “The Way it Was.” 

This woman's basketry hat is woven in wrapped 
twining of hemp, bear grass, and an unidentified 

plant fiber.  The creator was most likely a member 
of a plateau tribe. 

Washington State Historical Society Collection. 
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