The Yakama: a story of health decline

Beginning in the 1870s, the office of Indian Affairs placed a large number of Yakama Indians onto a limited land base and subsequently restricted their access to traditional foods and medicines off the reservation.  (The term Yakama collectively refers to 14 tribes and bands).

Confinement of Reservation meant changes in:

· subsistence

· maternal-child care

· housing/settlement patterns

-------------------------------------------------------------------

pre 1920 – seasonal gathering “rounds”  meant that women and some children spent time together in various traditional collection areas

since 1920 – seasonal rounds for food acquisition and socialization were substituted for by increases in ranching/farming employment and gov’t food rations, mat lodges gave way to wood framed dwellings which were overcrowded and not well ventilated.  TB rates skyrocketed.

Tuberculosis is caused by airborne bacilli, which generally spread from one person to another.  Native Americans particularly suffered because they were often confined to barracks or permanent reservation quarters, a large change from their semi-nomadic life.

Health care: traditional methods (used by medicine men and women) didn’t well address “white mans” diseases (smallpox, measles, flu), and the breakdown of seasonal rounds also limited women from passing on the valuable cultural traditions in prenatal care, birthing, and childcare.  Grandmothers, mothers, aunts, and other relatives who once shared in caring of children no longer banded together as regularly to travel from the rivers to the plateaus and mountains.  Ironically, reservation life and the breakdown of seasonal rounds often separated women from extended family and friends.
In some years between 1914 and 1964, perhaps as many as half of infants died before reaching one year old.
Pneumonia was leading cause of death of infants, which was set up by:

· Deteriorating diets (malnutrition)

· Lack of medical care (Congress in 1930s refused to fund Indian health)

· Insufficient space to use indigenous methods of quarantine

