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Sahaptin and the mutually unintelligible Nez Perce comprise 
the Sahaptian language family.  This paper attempts to 
reconstruct the sound system of the parent language of that 
family. There is little dialect variation in the available data for 
Nez Perce, whereas Sahaptin divides into three definable 
dialect clusters: Columbia River (Umatilla, Tenino, Celilo, 
etc.); Northwest (Klickitat, Upper Cowlitz, Yakima, etc.); 
Northeast (Priest Rapids, Walla Walla, Palouse, etc.).  Various 
features distinguish the dialects, e.g., long vowels derived 
from certain VCV sequences are more common in the 
Northern dialects and in Nez Perce, the Northeast dialects and 
Nez Perce are more likely to preserve the glottal stop, and the 
palatalization of *k is most extensive in the Columbia River 
dialects. The reconstructions proposed here are, as always, 
more or less tentative.  Unless otherwise indicated the 
examples labeled Sahaptin (S) are from Umatilla.1 

 
Figure 1. The Sahaptian language family 

 

 

Proto-Sahaptian 
    

Nez Perce Sahaptin 
    

 Columbia River Northern 
   

 Northwest Northeast 

                                                 
1 For the connection between Sahaptin and Nez Perce, see Aoki (1962), Rigsby (1965), 
Rigsby and Silverstein (1969), and Rude (1996, 2006). For the relationship with Plateau 
Penutian, see Aoki (1963), Rude (1987), and Pharis (2006).  For a possible relationship 
within the broader Penutian macro-family, see DeLancey & Golla (1979) and Mithun 
(1999), also Rude (2000) for a possible connection with Uto-Aztecan.  For Sahaptin 
grammars, see Jacobs (1931), Millstein (ca. 1990a), Rigsby and Rude (1996), Rude 
(2009), and for published NW Sahaptin texts, see Jacobs (1929, 1934, 1937).  Beavert 
and Hargus (2010) provide a dictionary of Yakima Sahaptin, Millstein (ca. 1990b) an 
unpublished dictionary of Warm Springs Sahaptin, and Aoki (1994) a dictionary of Nez 
Perce.  I wish to thank Inez Spino Reves, a Umatilla speaker, for the Columbia River 
(CR) examples, and Elizabeth Wocatsie Jones, a Walla Walla speaker, for the Northeast 
(NE) examples. Thanks also are due to Sharon Hargus for reading and commenting on 
this paper. Abbreviations are as follows: CR: Columbia River Sahaptin, K: Klikitat, N: 
Northern Sahaptin, NE: Northeast Sahaptin, NP: Nez Perce, NW: Northwest Sahaptin, 
PS: Proto-Sahaptian, S: Sahaptin, WS: Warm Springs, Y: Yakima. 
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1 Vowels 

1.1 Basic vowel inventory 
 

Proto-Sahaptian *i and *u survive intact in both Nez Perce and  
Sahaptin.  Stressed vowels are length-
ened in Nez Perce (though with some 
phonological caveats).  Because of the 
complexity of Nez Perce phonology 
Nez Perce examples will be provided 
in underlying form between slashes.   
 

(1) NP k•i /k•/ ‘this’; S Č•; PS *k• 
 

(2) NP kõut /kut/ ‘going, doing’; S kõt; PS *kõt 
 

Nez Perce contrasts two low vowels, /æ/ and /α/, represented 
orthographically as /e/ and /a/. 
 

(3) NP tÃhay /tahay/ ‘hardened snow’ 
 

(4) NP tƒhey /tehey/ ‘fur’ 
 
Sahaptin blurs the /æ/ - /α/ contrast with one low vowel, /a/.  Evidence for the 
contrast in Proto-Sahaptian is supplied by palatalization in Sahaptin (see §3.1). 
 

(5) S pČÃ ‘mother’; NP p•ke /pke/; PS *pkƒ 
 

(6) S skÃwn ‘fear’; NP cikÃawn /ckÃwn/; PS *skÃwn 
 

Nez Perce contrasts /u/ and /o/.  There may be no test, however, that 
could prove that this distinction obtained (or didn’t obtain) in Proto-Sahaptian.  
The reconstructions given in this paper assume that it did. 
 

(7) NP påhos, pohås-  /pohos/ ‘mountain mahogany, Cercocarpus 

ledifolius’; S põuí ‘juniper, Juniperus occidentalis’; NE puŞõí; 
PS *pohåí 

 

(8) NP põhs , puhõs- /puhs/ ‘inner side of hide’; S põuí; NE puŞõí; 
PS *puhõí 

 
PS *i is assumed to have been epenthetic (see §1.4). 
 

 

Table 1. Proto-Sahaptian vowels 
 

 Front Central Back 
High i i u 
Mid   o 
Low æ  α 
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1.2  Long vowels 

 

1.2.1 Lengthening under stress 
 

Stressed vowels are lengthened in Nez Perce. 
 

(9) NP nõusnu, nusnõu- /nusnu/ ‘nose’; S nõínu; PS *nõínu 
 

(10) NP tÃa¤am, ta¤Ãam- /ta¤am/ ‘egg’; S tamÃm; PS *ta¤Ãm 
 

Lengthening does not occur in the environment /VŞV/ or /VhV/ (V = vowel). 
 

(11) NP sõŞum, suŞõm- /suŞum/ ‘master, pet’ 
 

(12) NP tåhon, tohån- /tohon/ ‘leggings’ 
 

High vowels (/i/ and /u/) do not lengthen before a morpheme boundary plus /y/ 
(or [y]). 
 

(13) NP kõy /ku-y/ ‘go!’ or ‘do!’; cf. kõuse /ku-sen-s/ ‘I am going’ 
 

(14) NP hiŞn•ye /hi-Şni-e/ ‘he gave’; cf. Şin•ise /Şni-sen-s/ ‘I am giving’ 
 
1.2.2 Compensatory lengthening 
 

An unstressed vowel lengthens in Nez Perce when a deleted /h/ follows 
after a morpheme boundary. 
 

(15) NP hiinõŞ /hi-hn-õŞ/ ‘he will say’ 
 

(16) NP peepõŞ /pe-hp-õŞ/ ‘we shall eat’ 
 
1.2.3 Loss of medial consonant 
 

Proto-Sahaptian *ewe becomes /uu/ in NP and sporadically so in 
Sahaptin (least common in CR and most commonly in NE).  In Nez Perce *awa 
becomes /oo/. 
 

(17) NP kõus ‘water’; NE & CR Čõuí; K ČÃwaí; PS *kƒweí 
 

(18) NP miyåoûat ‘chief’; NE & CR miyõuû; NW miyÃwaû; 

PS *miyÃwaû(ato) 
 

Proto-Sahaptian *ene/*ele and *ana/*ala variously mutate to /aa/ in the 
Sahaptin dialects. 
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(19) NW  aal• ‘dangerous being’; CR  alal•; PS * alal• 
 

(20) NE -twaa; CR -twana ‘together with’; PS *-twenen 
 

The sequence *eye or *aya variously simplifies to /aa/ in the Sahaptin 
dialects, and regularly to [ee] or [aa] in Nez Perce when unstressed.   
 

(21) S ČČÃa ‘serviceberry’; Y ČČÃya; NP kikƒeye /kkeye/; PS *kkƒye 
 

(22) CR ÓaamÃ ‘golden eagle’; WS & N ÓayamÃ; PS *ÓayamÃ 
 

(23) NP weecƒeye /weyece-e/ ‘I danced’; weyƒeces /weyece-s/ ‘I have 

danced’ 
 

A medial glottal stop variously deletes in Sahaptin depending on 
position and dialect. 
 

(24) CR nÃamn ‘wear out, fade away’; NE naŞÃmn; NP /laŞÃmn/; 

PS *naŞÃmn 
 

(25) CR kõuí ‘thusly’; NE kuŞõí; NP kuŞõs /kuŞõs/; PS *kuŞõí 
 

(26) S yÃamaí ‘mule deer doe’; NP yeŞƒmes /yeŞemes/ ‘black-tailed doe’; 

PS *yeŞƒmeí 
 

A medial /h/ regularly deletes in Nez Perce when both vowels are 
unstressed. 
 

(27) NP ŞeexnõŞ /Şe-hekn-õŞ/ ‘I will see it’; Şehƒkin /Şe-hekn-s/ ‘I have seen 

it’ 
 

(28) NP hitoos•ca /hi-tohosn-sen-s/ ‘the fire is dying down’; hitohåsin 

/hi-tohosn-s/ ‘the fire has died down’ 
 
Proto-Sahaptian *VhV typically shortens to V (V = vowel) in Sahaptin (see 
§3.7). 
 

(29) S pÃp ‘man’s daughter’; NP pÃhap /pahap/; PS *pÃhap 
 

(30) S p•napam ‘four times’; NP pilepƒhem /pilepehem/; PS *p•nepehem 
 

In the NW dialects Proto-Sahaptian *eRe (R = resonant or glottal) 
variously becomes /ii/. 
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(31) NW t•in ‘person’; CR tanÃn; PS *tenƒn 
 

(32) Y Č•ií ‘water’; K ČÃwaí; PS *kƒweí 
 

(33) NW Ó•imi ‘up, above, high, up high’; CR ÓÃami; NE also ÓayÃm; 

PS *Óeyƒmi 
 

(34) Y wÃsiis ‘canoe’; CR wÃsas; PS *wƒseŞes (< *wƒse ‘ride’ + purpose 

nominalizer *-Şes) 
 

 

Table 2. Ablaut in Sahaptin 
 

Zero Long Vowel 

aa-ablaut 

√wÃtn ‘vanish’ Ãawat ‘vanished’ 
·™ûn ‘remember’ ·Ãaû ‘remembered’ 

sćÃt ‘night’ sÃaćat ‘very dark’ 
ii-ablaut 

Õp™t ‘bead’ Õp•it ‘ball’ 
µ • ‘day’ µ•i i ‘all day’ 

·™ûn ‘remember’ ·•iû ‘sober’ 
uu-ablaut 

đ™µ ‘that many/much’ kõuµn ‘be full, satiated’ 
 ™ln ‘be soft’ Õõul ‘pounded fine’ 

m™µ ‘how many/much?’ mõuµ ‘a little, a few’ 
 
1.2.4 Ablaut 
 

A long vowel might be inserted between consonants (or in substitution 
for *i) as a derivational process.  In Sahaptin the long vowel is /aa/, /ii/, or /uu/, 
as in Table 2.  The process is fairly productive, the rarest being the uu-ablaut 
and probably the most frequent the aa-ablaut.  The uu-ablaut seems to occur 
only next to a labiovelar or /m/.  Often the zero form is a verb and the ablaut 
form has an adverbial or adjectival force.  There are instances, however, where 
verbs are derived by ablaut (such as kúułn ‘be full, satiated’).  The oblique forms 
of the independent pronouns variously fit these ablaut patterns—see Table 4 for 

examples with the distal demonstrative (the absolute singular is a suppletive  Ã 

‘that’).  An earlier *úk has been reanalyzed as /™đ/ in order to derive the first 
example below (see §3.4).  The second example provides an instance where /á/ 
has been reconceived as /í/. 
 

(35) S ČmÃađ ‘very black’ (Čm™đ < Čmõk ‘black’); cf. NP s•mux /smuk/ 

‘charcoal’ 
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(36) S íÃat√m ‘all summer’ (í™t√m < íÃt√m ‘summer’)  
 

Table 3. Ablaut in Nez Perce 
 

Zero Long Vowel 
aa-ablaut 

/ć´kn/ ‘be split, cut’ (Aoki 1994:58); cf. 

S ∆™ûn ‘be cut, cracked, split’ 

hićÃaûca /hi-ćÃaûn-sen-s/ ‘it is splitting’ 

(Aoki 1994:61) 
  

/Õppn/ ‘be round’ (Aoki 1994:266) ÕapÃap ‘in a round manner’ (Aoki 1994:265) 
  

tÃyam /t´yam/ ‘summer’ (Aoki 1994:697) tÃayamima /tÃayamima/ ‘from in the summer’ 

(Aoki 1994:697) 
  

ïÃtniŸ /ï´tniŞns/ ‘torn’ (Aoki 1994:809) ïÃat /ïÃat/ ‘torn’ (Aoki 1994:810) 
  

/waqlp/ ‘put the arms around’ (Aoki 

1994:384) 

/waqlÃaptan/ ‘hold in arms’ (Aoki 1994:343) 

wÃ…at /w…at/ ‘far’ (Aoki 1994:839); cf. 

S w•yat 
/wÃa…atn/ ‘go on guardian spirit quest’ (Aoki 

1994:839) 
  

/ûl´p/ ‘open’ (Aoki 1994:914) ; cf. S ûl™p 

‘open’ (vi.) 

ûalÃap /ûlÃap/ ‘slowly opened’ (Aoki 

1994:914) 

ee-ablaut 
/Şnp/ ‘get, take, hold’ (Aoki 1994:1045); cf. S 

n™p (bound) 

/Şnƒepten/ ‘hold, keep, dominate’ (Aoki 

1994:1032) 

ii-ablaut 
/tlqn/ ‘stop’ (Aoki 1994:673) (Aoki 1994:673) tal•iû /tl•iq/ ‘still, quiet’ (Aoki 1994:677) 

/tp•pi/ ‘foam, be sudsy’ (Aoki 1994:753) t•ipip /t•ipip/ ‘foam’ (Aoki 1994:753) 

oo-ablaut 
/éµ/ bound in /nkÃéµk/ ‘remove’ (Aoki 

1994:611) 

ßåoµ /ßåoµ/ ‘slippingly’ (Aoki 1994:611) 

uu-ablaut 
/p´çn/ ‘go separate ways’ (Aoki 1994:560) põuû /põuq/ ‘scatteringly’ (Aoki 1994:560) 

qõû /ç´q/ ‘loose dirt’ (Aoki 1994:598) qõuû /qõuq/ ‘powdery’ (Aoki 1994:598) 

/ç´qn/ ‘raise dust, powdery snow’ (Aoki 

1994:598) 

/qõuûn/ ‘be gray (of cloud)’ (Aoki 1994:598) 

 
The process is rarer in Nez Perce and harder to detect because vowels are 
lengthened under stress in that language.  Included in the process are at least the 
examples in Table 3.  There are also examples in Nez Perce where the second 
vowel in the sequence VhV is lengthened. 
 

(37) NP tehƒem ‘dark, empty (of a house)’; cf. /tehƒmn/ ‘be dark (from 

smoke, fog)’  
 

(38) NP tohåos ‘dim, dimming (of fire)’; cf. /tohosn/ ‘be extinguished (of 

fire)’  
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A similar process lengthens a vowel in the sequence VŞV or VhV:   
 

(39) S qaŞÃan (NP /qaŞÃŸis/) ‘respectful, well behaved’; cf. S qaŞÃnn (NP 

/qaŞÃnn/) ‘respect, treat respectfully’ 
 

(40) NP /tehƒem/ ‘dark, empty (of a house)’; cf. NP /tehƒmn/ ‘be cloudy’. 
 

(41) S ÓiŞ•iµ ‘slippery’; cf. S Ó•iµn (NE ÓiŞ•µn) ‘slip on the ice’; NP 

ûuysûõys /ÓysÓ´ys/ ‘slippery’; NP /Óysn/ ‘slip on the ice’ 
 

(42) NP /tohåos/ ‘dim’; cf. NP /tohosn/ ‘die out (of fire)’. 
 

(43) S puŞõuµ ‘blind’; cf. S põuµn (NE puŞõµn) ‘be blind’ 
 

For some words, such as Sahaptin tílaaki ‘woman’ and Nez Perce 

ûÃûaac ‘grizzly bear’, though the reason for the long vowel may not be clear, it 
is likely the result of one of the above four sources for long vowels.  If, for 

example, ûÃûaac /û´ûaac/ is related to ûƒûes /û´ûes/ ‘greedy, grabby’, it is likely 

the result of diminutive sound symbolism and ablaut (cf. S ûÃaí ‘greedy’).  
Compare Crook (1996). 
 

Table 4. Ablaut patterns in the distal demonstrative 
 

 zero-ablaut aa-ablaut ii-ablaut uu-ablaut 

Absolute đ™ma ‘those’  điin• ‘those two’  

Accusative  
đaanÃ ‘that’ 

đaamanÃy ‘those’ 

đ•inaman ‘those 
two’ 

NW kuunÃk ‘that’ 

NW kuumanÃk 
‘those’ 

Genitive đ√nm• ‘of that’ 
đaam•in ‘of 
those’ 

điinam• ‘of those 
two’ 

NW kuum•nk ‘of 
those’ 

Ergative đ™n√m ‘that’    

Allative •đ√n ‘to that’    

Versative  
đÃan ‘toward 
that’ 

 
NW kuun•k 
‘toward that’ 

Ablative đ™ni ‘from that’    

Locative đnÃ ‘in that’    

Instrumental đ™nki ‘with that’    

Distance  
đÃal ‘that 
long/far’   

Quantity 
đ™µ ‘that many/-
much’ 

   

Lateral 
đn•in ‘on that 
side’ 
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1.3 Vowel harmony 

 
Though only Nez Perce has vowel 

harmony, there is evidence that the phenomenon 

existed in Proto-Sahaptian.  There are in Nez Perce 

two sets of vowels, a weak set and a strong set, as in 

Table 5.  The vowel /i/ occurs in both sets.  

Morphemes are inherently weak or strong (in this paper the underlying forms of 

Nez Perce strong morphemes are underlined).  The process works forward and 

backward—any morpheme inherently strong causes all other morphemes in a 

word to be strong.  See Aoki (1966), Rigsby & Silverstein (1969), and Rude 

(1996, 2006). 

 

(44) NP pƒeŞniye /pƒ-Şni-e/ ‘he gave it to him’; hiŞn•yuŞ /hi-Şni-uŞ/ ‘he will 

give it’ 
 

(45) NP pÃamćiya /pƒ-mći-e/ ‘he heard him’; himć•yoŞ /hi-mći-uŞ/ ‘he will 

hear’ 
 

Vowel harmony is related to the sound symbolism common to both 
languages.  The following two examples share the same sounds except for the 
palatalization in the one and the switch of /n/ to /l/ the other.  The one where 
palatalization was blocked is an example of diminutive sound symbolism.2 
 

(46) S wÃaliČanwi ‘run downhill’ < *weyƒlikenwi 
 

(47) S wÃalikalwi ‘sled downhill’ < *wayÃlikanwi 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 The Sahaptian m ~ w contrast is not very productive.  Most examples are cross 

dialectal, e.g., CR & NW Ãmt in ‘overtake’ versus NE Ãwt in and NP /hewt i/ (Aoki 

1994:123); WS & Y tamalÃw ‘gravel’ over against U & NE tamalÃm (NP /tamalam/) 

‘rocky bar in river’; Nez Perce mƒeywi ~ mƒeymi ‘morning’ and wƒetmet ~ mƒetmet ‘do 

not’; NP w•ite‰uu and NE m•talu ‘mourning dove, Zenaida macroura’; NP cem•itx 

‘huckleberry, Vaccinium membranaceum’ and the NP diminutive caw•itx ‘Indian carrot, 

Perideridia gairdneri’.  The NP cognate of S amõyn ‘wave’ is /hƒ»yn/ (hehƒ»iine ‘it 

was a wave’ - Aoki 1994:124), cf. also NP ha¤åoyha¤oy ‘flexible’ (Aoki 1994:95).  

And then there is the Nez Perce exclusive nõun ‘we’ which suggests *newen < *nemen 

(cf. CR & NE nÃma; NW namÃk).  The Nez Perce gentilic -puu suggests earlier *-pewe < 

*-peme (cf. N -pam). 

 

Table 5. Vowel 
Harmony Sets 

 

Weak Strong 

i u i o 
e   a 
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Table 6. Sahaptian Sound Symbolism 
 

Nez Perce Sahaptin 
Plain Diminutive Plain Diminutive    Augmentative 

m w m w  

n l n l  

s c í s µ 
  Č c ñ 
k q q k  
x û û x  
C ¿ C ¿  
e a 

 

Note that C = consonant 

u o 
 
1.4  Epenthetic vowels 
 

Barred i is epenthetic in Sahaptin—see Hargus & Beavert (2002a; 

2002b; 2005).  Unlike the other Sahaptin vowels, it does not have a long 

equivalent, occurs variously in the dialects (almost missing in Warm Springs) 

and is more or less predictable.  It might carry morpheme inherent stress, but 

unlike the regular vowels it will delete when the stress comes off. 

 

(48) CR & NW µamt™û ‘head’; µamtûm• ‘of the head’ 
 

(49) NE Ş√n•kaaí ‘I put it away’; paŞn•ka ‘they put it away’ 
 

In Nez Perce the epenthetic vowel is phonetically [i].  Word initial 

consonant clusters are disallowed, and a vowel [i] which does not lengthen 

under stress is inserted. 

 

(50) NP p•ley /pley/ ‘pestle’; S pnÃy; PS *pnƒy 
 

(51) NP s•we /swe/ ‘forehead’; S íwÃ; PS *íwƒ 
 
In words marked for strong vowel harmony the epenthetic vowel is [a]: 
 

(52) NP ŞÃma /Şma/ ‘island’; S √mÃ; PS *Ş√mÃ 
 

(53) NP pÃyos /pyos/ ‘snake’; S pyõí; PS *pyåí 
 
Next to a uvular consonant the vowel is [e] ([a] if marked for strong vowels). 
 

(54) NP mƒqeŞ /mqeŞ/ ‘paternal uncle!’ ; S m™ûa; NE m™ûaŞ; PS *m™qeŞ 
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(55) NP qÃpqap /qpqp/ ‘cottonwood’; S ûpû™p; PS *q√pq™p   
 
Next to an underlying labio-velar or labio-uvular the epenthetic vowel is [u] (or 
[o] if marked for strong vowels).  
 

(56) NP nõkt /nđt/ ‘meat’; S n√đ™t 
 

(57) NP sõqu /squ/ ‘river bank’; S íûõ 
 

(58) NP Õåcac / cc/ ‘pointed’; S  s™s 
 

(59) NP tåÕo /tÕo/ ‘tule’; S tÕõ 
 

Table 7. Nez Perce diphthongs 
 

Weak Vowel Harmony Strong Vowel Harmony 

pƒews /pews/ ‘tongue’ hÃawn /hÃwn/ ‘rapids’ 
pƒeykt /pƒykt/ ‘pipe stem’ mÃayx /mayk/ ‘sand’ 
q•iwn /q•wn/ ‘old man’  

mõuyn /mõyn/ ‘steam, vapor’ påoy /påoy/ ‘niece!’ 
 
1.5  Diphthongs 
 

Sahaptin has four diphthongs: /aw/, /ay/, /iw/, /uy/.  Nez Perce has the 
seven diphthongs illustrated in Table 7 which can be viewed as representative of 
Proto-Sahaptian. 
 

(60) PS *skÃwn ‘fear, be afraid’; S skÃwn; NP cikÃawn /ckÃwn/ 
 

(61) PS *k…ƒwnu ‘gill, salmon gill’; S ČyÃwnu; NP ki…ƒewnu /k…ewnu/  
 

(62) PS *pawÃy ‘niece!’ (‘woman’s brother’s daughter’); S pawÃy; NP påoy 

/påoy/  
 

(63) PS *Şƒyq ‘white salmon’; NE Ãyû; NP Şƒeyû /Şeyq/  
 

(64) PS *Ş•wí ‘urine’; S •wí; NP Ş•iws /Ş•ws/ 
 

(65) PS *t√míåy/*tamíåy  ‘ant’; S tamíõy; NP tÃmsoy, tamsåoy- /tmsoy/  
 

(66) PS *ŞõykŸik ‘further, yet more’; N õyknik; CR õykni; NP ŞõykiŸix 

/ŞõykŸik/  
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1.6  Breaking 

 
There are some diphthongs in Nez Perce that do not lengthen under 

stress as expected, and which are reflected in Sahaptin cognates by a simple 
vowel.  These Nez Perce diphthongs are assumed to reflect a vowel breaking, 
e.g., *u/*i to *iu/*ii to *iw/*iy to [iw]/[iy] and [aw]/[ay].   They are here 
represented underlyingly as /w/ and /y/ between consonants (or between a 
consonant and the end of a word). Some examples are provided in Table 8.  

Note that yiÕ•wn / iČõn and ïÃwn / óõn are imperfect matches, perhaps due to 
sound symbolic changes.   Also NP laymíwt is marked for strong vowels yet has 
[iw] and not [aw]. 
 

Table 8. Breaking in Nez Perce 
 

 Nez Perce Sahaptin 

√w ~ u l•wn ‘burn’ lõn ‘burn’ 
 Õ•wn ‘split apart’ Õõn ‘be gathered’ 
 yiÕ•wn ‘shine (sun)’ iČõn ‘shine (sun)’ 
 laym•wt ‘youngest’ lÃymut ‘youngest’ 
   

√w ~ u ß•lawn ‘turn head, look back’ ß•nun ‘see’ 
 ßalÃwn ‘bead’ ßlõn ‘be bald’ 
 sÃwn ‘be quiet’  sõsun ‘whisper’ 

 ïÃwn ‘guess in stick game’ óõn ‘guess in stick game’ 
   

√y ~ i cikl•yn ‘turn over, turn back’ skl•n ‘turn over, turn back’ 
 likl•yn ‘go around’ nkn•n ‘go around’ 
 Õill•yn ‘be bent, bend’ Õl•n ‘bend (elbow, knee)’ 
   

√y ~ i taÕÃyn ‘watch’ tÕ•n ‘watch’ 

 taklÃyn ‘exchange’ tkn•n ‘twist (dogbane)’ 
 ÕassÃyno ‘elbow’ ÕÃíinu ‘elbow’ 
 tolÃyn ‘go upstream’ tun•n ‘go upstream’ 
 ·Ãyn ‘drain, ooze’ ·•n ‘drain, ooze’ 
 ŞÃstay ‘needle, awl, metal’ √st• ‘needle, awl, metal’ 
 ŞÃys ‘cow-parsnip’ •ií ‘cow-parsnip’ 
  Şayq (bound) ‘wash’ •iûn ‘wash’ 
 sÃyxsayx ‘Equisetum spp.’ siiđs•iđ ‘Equisetum spp.’ 

 
2  Stress 
 

Nez Perce and Sahaptin are syllable timed languages with three levels 
of stress.  The orthographic traditions of both languages mark only primary 
stress with a secondary stress being considered more or less predictable.  In 
Sahaptin all lexical morphemes have morpheme inherent stress.  Some Nez 
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Perce words also have morpheme inherent stress, which generally is the same as 
for the Sahaptin cognate. 
 

(67) NP tu…ƒ, tu…ƒe- /tu…ƒ/ ‘blue grouse, Dendragapus obscurus’; CR & 

NE tuyÃ; PS *tu…ƒ 
 

(68) NP yÃakaŞ, yÃakaŞ- /yÃkaŞ/ ‘black bear, Ursus americanus’; S yÃka; 

PS *yÃkaŞ 
 

For Nez Perce words without inherent stress, the stress is on the 
penultimate vowel if the word ends in a vowel or single consonant. 
 

(69) NP nõusnu, nusnõu- /nusnu/ ‘nose’; S nõínu; PS *nõínu 
 

(70) NP tÃa¤am, ta¤Ãam- /ta¤am/ ‘egg’; S tamÃm; PS *ta¤Ãm 
 
Nez Perce penultimate stress can be borne by an epenthetic vowel.  This might 
be the vowel that breaks up word initial consonant clusters. 
 

(71) NP pÃyos, payåos- /pyos/ ‘snake’; S pyõí; PS *pyåí 
 

(72) NP ûƒûus, ûeûõus- /ûûus/ ‘green’; S û™ûuí; PS *û™ûuí 
 

(73) NP t•we, tiwƒe- /twe/ ‘tepee pole’; S twÃ; PS *twƒ 
 

(74) NP tåÕo, toÕåo- /tÕo/ ‘tule, Schoenoplectus acutus’; S tÕõ; PS *tÕå 
 

(75) NP sõqu, suqõu- /squ/ ‘river bank’; S íûõ; PS *íqõ 
 
Penultimate stress might also be born by an epenthetic vowel in a medial cluster 
of sonorant and/or ejective obstruents.  
 

(76) NP ŞalÃwa, ŞalwÃa- /Şalwa/ ‘bison yearling’ 
 

(77) NP silƒßis, silß•is- /silßis/ ‘wet’ 
 

(78) NP him•yu, himyõu- /himyu/ ‘relative’ 
 

(79) NP hatåÕic, hatÕ•ic- /hat ic/ ‘difficult’; S aïõk; PS *haï™đ(-Şic)  
 

(80) NP ŞistõÕes, ŞistuÕƒes- /Şist es/ ‘guest, visitor’ 
 

There is no epenthesis with /Ş + n/ or with a sonorant and /s/. 
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(81) NP qõŞnes, quŞnƒes- /quŞnes/ ‘condor’ 
 

(82) NP hÃaslam, haslÃam- /haslam/ ‘flea’ 
 
Stem final clusters are likewise broken up to carry penultimate stress.  
 

(83) NP pÃaps, papÃs- /paps/ ‘Douglas fir’; S pÃpí; PS *pÃpí 
 

(84) NP tƒeqt, teqƒt- /teqt/ ‘northern flicker’; S tÃût; PS *tƒqt 
 

(85) NP p•ips, pip•s- /pips/ ‘bone’; S p•pí; PS *p•pí 
 

(86) NP tÃtx, tatåx- /ttđ/ ‘spotted fawn’ 
 

(87) NP põhs, puhõs- /puhs/ ‘meaty side of hide’; S põuí; NE puŞõí; 
PS *puhõí 

 
Words without inherent stress that end in a consonant cluster stress the final 
vowel. 
 

(88) NP qilÃasû, qilasÃû- /qilasq/ ‘otter’ 
 

(89) NP kikƒŞt, kikeŞƒt- /kikeŞt/ ‘blood’ 
 

(90) NP tewl•ikt, tewlik•t- /tewlikt/ ‘tree’ 
 

(91) NP nacåŞû, nacoŞåû- /nacoŞq/ ‘salmon’ 
 

(92) NP silõuqs, siluqõs- /siluqs/ ‘saliva’ 
 

Morphemes with inherent stress follow a stress hierarchy (suffix  ⊂  

prefix  ⊂  root): 
 

(93) S itđÃta /i-tđÃta/ ‘he has eaten’ 
 

(94) S pÃtđata /pÃ-tđÃta/ ‘he has eaten it’ 
 

(95) S patđataµÃ /pÃ-tđÃta-µÃ/ ‘cannibal’ 
 

(96) NP hipÃayna /hi-pÃyn-e/ ‘he arrived’ 
 

(97) NP hiŞnÃhpayka /hi-Şnƒk-pÃy-k-e/ ‘he brought (it)’ 
 

(98) NP paŞnahpaykåoya /pƒ-Şnƒk-pÃy-k-õu-e/ ‘he brought it to him’ 
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Many Nez Perce verbs lack morpheme inherent stress, though probably 

not as large a percentage as nouns.  An epenthetic vowel may carry penultimate 
stress.  This may be the vowel that breaks up an initial consonant cluster. 
 

(99) NP mÃćis /mći-s/ ‘I have heard’; himć•ya /hi-mći-e/ ‘he heard’ 
 

(100) NP w•ćes /wće-s/ ‘I have become’; hiwćƒeye /hi-wće-e/ ‘he became’ 
 

It may be word internal. 
 

(101) NP lamÃlis /lamli-s/ ‘it (snow) has melted’; laml•isa /lamli-sen-s/ ‘it 
(snow) is melting’ 

 

(102) NP teŸ•wes /teŸwe-s/ ‘I have spoken’; teŸwƒese /teŸwe-sen-s/ ‘I am 

speaking’ 
 

(103) NP hewtõÕis /hewt i-s/ ‘I have overtaken’; hewtuÕ•ise /hewt i-sen-s/ 
‘I am overtaking’ 

 
With nouns (as we have seen above) stem final penultimate epenthesis occurs in 
the environment C_C+CV; with verbs it is in the environment C_+CV.  
 

(104) NP nek•se /nek-sen-s/ ‘I am thinking’; nƒeke /nek-e/ ‘I thought’ 
 

(105) NP misem•se /msem-sen-s/ ‘I am lying’; misƒeme /msem-e/ ‘I lied’  
 
Unlike with nouns, verb stem final penultimate epenthesis is never with [a], nor 
is an unstressed epenthetic vowel that breaks up an initial consonant cluster ever 
[a]. 
 

(106) NP watik•se /watik-sen-s/ ‘I am stepping’; wat•ika /watik-e/ ‘I stepped’  
 

(107) NP mić•ise /mći-sen-s/ ‘I hear’; cf. mÃćis /mći-s/ ‘I have heard’ 
 
3 Consonants 
 

The consonants in Table 9 are phonemic either in Nez Perce or in 

Sahaptin and (perhaps with the exception of the glottalized resonants ¤, Ÿ, ‰, », 

… and perhaps the Č – c distinction) represent the consonant system of Proto-
Sahaptian. 
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Table 9. Sahaptian consonants 
 

p t ñ c Č k đ q ç Ş 
· ï ó ć ∆ Õ   ß é  
  µ s í x ù û Ó h 
m n l        
¤ Ÿ ‰        
w    y      
»    …      

 
3.1 Palatalization 

 

In Sahaptin, PS *k and *Õ are palatalized before a front vowel.  The 
front vowel may be obscured by further sound changes. 
 

(108) S Č• ‘this’; NP k•i /k•/; PS *k• 
 

(109) S pČÃ ‘mother’; NP p•ke /pke/; PS *p√kƒ 
 

(110) S ČČÃa ‘serviceberry, Amelanchier utahensis’; Y ČČÃya; NP kikƒeye 

/kkeye/; PS *kkƒye 
 

(111) S Čanõwit ‘weaving’; NP keŸ•wit /keŸwit/; PS *keŸ™wit 
 

(112) S Čõuí ‘water’; K ČÃwaí; Y Č•ií; NP kõus /kõus/; PS *kƒweí 
 

(113) S Ãn∆a ‘again’; NW Ãna∆a; NP hƒeneÕe /hƒneÕe/; PS *hƒneÕe 
 

(114) S µ∆Ãpa ‘rose hip’; cf. S íÕapÃíway ‘rose bush’ (PS *µÕƒpe; 

*íÕapÃíway) 
 
In some Sahaptin examples there is both palatalization and diminutive sound 
symbolism. 
 

(115) S sćÃtn ‘be dark, be night’; NP ciÕƒetin /cÕƒtn/; PS *sÕƒtn 
 

(116) S ćsw•n ‘curve around, turn back’; NP Õicw•in /Õcw•n/; PS *Õ√sw•n 
 
It is possible that the following does not indicate the recent inception of 
palatalization, but rather represents an analogical change based on čá- ‘with the 
teeth, etc.’ 
 

(117) S ÐalÃmat ‘pipe’ (from Canadian French calumet); NP kelƒemet 
/kelemet/ 
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PS *k and *Õ are preserved before a back vowel. 
 

(118) S yÃka ‘bear’; NP yÃakaŞ /yÃkaŞ/; PS *yÃkaŞ 
 

(119) S kõmkum ‘salmon head or jaw cartilage’; NP kõumkum /kumkum/ 
 

(120) S ÕÃíinu ‘elbow’; NP ÕassÃyno /Õassyno/; PS *ÕÃíí√yno 
 

(121) S ÕuítÃyn ‘guess wrong (in bone game)’; NP Õõuxsteyn /Õõxsteyn/; 

PS *Õõxsteyn 
 

Progressive palatalization occurs in the CR dialects. 
 

(122) CR anw•Čt ‘year’; N anw•kt 
 

(123) CR √w•Č ‘cut up for drying’; N √w•k; NP /hwik/ 
 

(124) CR tinÃynaČt ‘sunset, moonset’; N tinÃynakt; NP tiŸeynƒekt /tiŸeynƒkt/ 
 

(125) CR wan•Čt ‘name’; N wan•kt; NP weŞn•ikt /weŞnikt/ 
 

(126) CR wÃyČ ‘cross’; N wÃyk; NP /wƒyik/ 
 

(127) CR waps•c ‘braid (rope)’; Y waps•k 
 
There is palatalization before the epenthetic vowel except when the morpheme 
is marked for strong vowel harmony (as indicated in Nez Perce cognates). 
 

(128) S Č™mti ‘new’; NP k•mti /kmti/; PS *k™mti 
 

(129) S √íČ™t ‘trail, road’; NP Ş•skit /Şskt/; PS *Ş√ík™t 
 

(130) S kk™m ‘full’; NP kakmÃm /kkm´m/; PS *k√k™m, *k√km™m 
 

(131) S Õ™plaČ ‘war club’; NP ÕÃplac /Õplac/; PS *Õ™plaČ 
 
3.2 Palatals and sibilants 
 

Though most examples of Sahaptin č results from palatalization, PS *č 
seems to have survived in a few Sahaptin words where it was weakened to /s/ in 
Nez Perce. 
 

(132) S Čmõk ‘black’; NP s•mux /smuk/ ‘charcoal’; PS *Čmõk ‘charcoal’ 
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(133) S qČÃqn ‘open the mouth’; NP 

/qseqn/; PS *qČƒqn 
 

(134) S ČČõu ‘quiet, still’; NP /s´wn/ ‘be 

silent, absent’; PS *(Č)Č™w(n) 
 
There are also a few examples where 

Sahaptin ∆ corresponds to Nez Perce ć. 
 

(135) S Č∆Ãal ‘noisy’; NP ćićÃl /ćć´l/; 
PS *∆∆™l/*∆∆Ãal 

 

(136) NE ∆Ãyn ‘jump’; NP /weyećƒyn/; PS *∆ƒyn 
 

(137) S ∆û•iû ‘curly, kinki’; NP ćaûaûćÃûaû /ćûûć´ûû/; PS *∆™û√û/*∆û•iû 
 
The diminutive of /č/ is /c/ in Sahaptin, whereas in Nez Perce /c/ is the 
diminutive of /s/. 
 

(138) S c™mti ‘brand new’; cf. Č™mti ‘new’ 
 

(139) NP cimõuxcimux /cmuk-cmuk/ ‘black’; cf. s•mux /smuk/ ‘charcoal’ 
 
Nez Perce does not distinguish /š/ from /s/ (rather the upriver dialect has only /s/ 
and the downriver dialect has only /š/).  The following examples point to PS *š. 
 

(140) S í•í ‘mush’; NP s•is /s•s/; PS *í•í 
 

(141) S í™íaa ‘freeze’; NP /s´će/; PS *í™íeŞe 
 

(142) S í™íaaí ‘porcupine, Erethizon dorsatum’; NP sÃćas /sćas/; PS *í™íaŞaí 
 

(143) S í•ki ‘badger, Taxidea taxus’; NP s•ikiŞ /s•kiŞ/; PS *í•kiŞ 
 

(144) S íß•ií ‘shade’; NP sÃßis /sßis/; PS *íß•í/*íß•ií 
 

(145) S íwÃ ‘forehead’; NP s•we /swe/; PS *í™íeŞe 
 

(146) S íwÃïaí ‘cloud’; NP si»ƒetsi»et /s»ƒts»et/ ‘dark, twilight’; PS *í»ƒt- 
 
In some instances Sahaptin /š/ corresponds to Nez Perce /c/.  Diminutive sound 
symbolism may be involved in Nez Perce. 
 

Table 10. Sahaptian sibilants 
 

Nez 
Perce 

Sahaptin 
Proto-

Sahaptian 

s Č *Č 
ć ∆ *∆ 
s í *í 
c s *s 
s ñ *ñ 
ć ó *ó 
s µ *µ 
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(147) S íõđa ‘know’; NP /cõkwen/; PS *íõkwen (cf. S íõk & NP /suk/ 

‘recognize’) 
 

(148) S íwÃû ‘opposite sex cross-generational in-law’; NP ciwÃaqo /cwÃqo/; 

PS *íwÃqo 
 

(149) S Ãí ‘enter’; NP /ŞÃc/; PS *ŞÃí 
 
Mostly Sahaptin /s/ corresponds to Nez Perce /c/. 
 

(150) S saw•tk ‘yampah, Perideridia gairdneri’; NP caw•itx /cawitk/; 

PS *saw•tk 
 

(151) S s•wsiw ‘Lewis’ woodpecker, Melanerpes lewis’; NP c•iwciw 

/ciwciw/; PS *s•wsiw 
 

(152) S s™may ‘whitefish, Prosopium williamsoni’; NP c•mey /cmey/; 

PS *s™mey 
 

(153) S sćÃt ‘night’; NP ciÕƒetin /cÕƒtn/; PS *sÕƒt- 
 

(154) S skÃwn ‘fear’; NP /ckÃwn/; PS *skÃwn 
 

(155) S skl•n ‘turn, return’; NE scl•n; NP /ckl´yn/; PS *skl•n 
 

Sahaptin /ł/ corresponds to Nez Perce /s/.  This may represent a Proto-
Sahaptian *ł. 
 

(156) S µayµÃy ‘impetigo, boil’; NP sÃhay /sahay/ ‘sore, measles’; PS *µÃhay 
 

(157) S µ•itk ‘nasal mucus’; NE µiŞ•tk; Y µ•iïk; NP s•it /s•it/; PS *µiŞ•tk 
 

(158) S µµÃwn ‘leak, srip’; NP /ssƒwn/; PS *µµƒwn 
 

(159) S µ·õµ ‘tears’; NP s•·us /s·us/; PS *µ·õµ 
 

(160) NE •µ ‘your mother’; NP Şi¤•is /Ş¤-Ş•s/; PS *Ş√¤Ş•µ 
 

(161) S -wÃakuµ ‘similar to’; NP -wƒekuŞs /-wƒekuŞs/; PS *-wƒekuŞµ 
 

(162) S µÃyµayit ‘sores, measles, pox, small pox’; NP sahÃywit /sahÃywit/ 
‘smallpox’ 

 
Sometimes Sahaptin /ł/ corresponds to a Nez Perce diminutive /c/. 
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(163) S µayµÃy ‘impetigo, boil’; NP cahaycÃhay /cahaycÃhay/ ‘measles’; PS 

*µahayµÃhay 
 

(164) S m™µ ‘how many/much?’; NP mÃc /m´c/; PS *m™µ 
 

(165) S Ó™µÓµ ‘meadowlark, Sturnella neglecta’; NP qåcqoc /çcçc/; 

PS *ç√µç™µ 
 

(166) S µ • ‘day’; NP /cÕw/ ‘day or night’ (bound); PS *µÕ•w/*µ • 
 

(167) S µßõp ‘move about, wriggle’ (Jacobs 1937:31.32.3, pg. 77); NP /c´ßop/ 

‘cling’ (Aoki 1994:51); PS *µßåp 
 

(168) NE •µaŞ ‘mother!’; NP Ş•iceŞ /Ş•ceŞ/; PS *Ş•µeŞ 
 
Nez Perce /ł/ is somewhat rare.  It is possible that PS *ł disappeared in Nez 
Perce only to be borrowed back.  
 

(169) NP µƒepµep  /µepµep/ ‘butterfly’ 
 

(170) NP µ•iÕis /µiÕis/ ‘dirty’ 
 

(171) NP µiïÃan ‘bitterroot, Lewisia rediviva’ 
 

(172) NP µiïeŞµ•ïeŞ /µïeŞµ´ïeŞ/ ‘flat’ 
 

(173) NP µiµ•pµiµip /µiµ´pµiµp/ ‘ribbon’; U µiµ•pµiµip 
 

(174) NP ßeµßƒµ /ßµß´µ/; ÕaµÕÃµ /ÕµÕ´µ/; S ß√µß™µ ‘crackers’ 
 

(175) NP tÃaqmaaµ /tÃqmaaµ/; S tÃqmaaµ ‘hat’; Klamath daqmil (Barker 

1963); from Jargon 
 

The lateral affricate /ñ/ does not occur in Nez Perce and is rare (as a 

nonejective) in Sahaptin.  It is found word initially in ñç™tn ‘catch, grab’, ñõpn 

‘jump’, ñûÃat ‘tame, domesticated’, and in a few more examples.  Sahaptin /ñ/ 
and /ł/ are augmentative variants of the Sahaptin palatals and might also 
substitute for one another. 
 

(176) S pñ™k ‘spicy, hot’; pµ™û ‘medicine’; ·•sx ‘sour’; NP pisÃÕis /psÕis/ 
‘spicy, hot’; p•squ /psqu/ ‘leaf’; p•sû /psq/ ‘deer tick’ 

 

310



 

(177) S ñayñÃy ‘jingling, ringing’; cÃycay (sound of rattlesnake); 

NP caycayÃ‰as /caycay‰as/ ‘rattlesnake rattles’ 
 

(178) S µmÃma ‘old woman’; NE ímaaw•í; asmaawitõma (plural) 
 

(179) S ßõûµ ‘knee’; ÕuxsÕõxs ‘ankle’ 
 

(180) S ñamÃy ‘hidden, covert’ (Jacobs 1937:16.9.4, pg. 30); µÃamay ‘lost, 

disappeared, vanished’; µamÃyn ‘be lost, disappear’ 
 

Sahaptin /ó/ is not as rare as /ñ/.  In a few examples it corresponds to Nez Perce 

/ć/ (there are not as many cognates as might be expected). 
 

(181) S ó™kn ‘be cut, split, cracked’; NP /ć´kn/ (Aoki 1994:58); PS *ó™kn 
 

(182) S ówÃyn ‘be stiff, rigid’; NP /ćwƒyn/ (Aoki 1994:75); PS *ówƒyn 
 

(183) S ó•n ‘fall dead or unconscious’; NP /ćill´yn/; PS *ó•n 
 

Sahaptin /ó/ appears to result from /ñ + Ş/ in the following. 
 

(184) S óiyÃwi ‘die’; NP /caŞyÃwi/ ‘die’ (Aoki 1994:13); 

PS *ñaŞyÃwi/*ñŞayÃwi 
 

In at least one instance Sahaptin /ó/ corresponds to Nez Perce /ï/. 
 

(185) S óõn ‘guess right in stick game’; NP /ï´wn/ 
 
3.3 The velar-uvular distinction 
 

Both languages distinguish /k/ from /q/, the latter being more common 
in Nez Perce than in Sahaptin. 
 

(186) S kõ ‘do’; cf. S qõ ‘heavy’ 
 

(187) NP kikƒŞt /kkeŞt/ ‘blood’; cf. NP qeqƒŞt /qqeŞt/ ‘comb’ 
 

(188) NP kahÃl /kahÃl/ ‘that long’; cf. NP qÃhas /qahas/ ‘milk’ 
 

(189) NP kƒetis /ketis/ ‘leister spear’; cf. NP qƒetqet /qetqet/ ‘duck’ 
 

(190) NP k•i /k•/ ‘this’; cf. NP q•iwn /q•iwn/ ‘old man’ 
 

(191) NP kåoû /ku-qa/ ‘I do’; cf. NP qåotqot /qotqot/ ‘short feather, down’ 
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(192) NP kõus /kõus/ ‘water’; cf. NP quusqõus /quusqõus/ ‘blue gray’ 
 
Word final *k was spirantized in Nez Perce. 
 

(193) NP s•mux /smuk/ ‘charcoal’; S Čmõk ‘black’; PS *Čmõk 
 

(194) NP Ş•itx /Ş•tk/ ‘woman’s sister’s son’; N •tk; CR •tt; PS *Ş•tk 
 

Word final *q and *û were merged in both Nez Perce and Sahaptin and it is thus 
mostly impossible to determine where they may have contrasted. 
 

(195) NP Şƒeyû /Şeyq/ ‘chum, dog or white salmon, Oncorhynchus keta; post-

spawning salmon’ (cf. NP Şeyq•in /Şeyq-iins/ ‘having chum salmon’); 

NE Ãyû; PS *Şƒyq ~ *Şƒyû 
 

(196) NP sÃ¤û /s¤q/ ‘shirt, clothing’ (cf. NP sa¤q•in /s¤q-iins/ ‘having a 

shirt’); S í™mû ‘shirt, shell dress, buckskin dress’; PS *í™¤q ~ *í™¤û 
 
Spirantization also occurs before a resonant. 
 

(197) NP hƒexne /hekn-e/ ‘I saw’; hƒekin /hekn-s/ ‘I have seen’ 
 

(198) NP ć•iûne /ć•qn-e/ ‘I spoke’; ć•iqin /ć•qn-s/ ‘I have spoken’ 
 
Nez Perce /q/ can be assumed to represent PS *q, which was mostly merged 

with /û/ in Sahaptin. 
 

(199) NP qƒetqet /qetqet/ ‘generic duck, mallard, Anas platyrhynchos’; 

S ûÃtûat; PS *qƒtqet 
 

(200) NP qåoqoû /qoqoq/ ‘raven, Corvus corax’; S ûõûuû; PS qåqoq 
 

(201) NP Ş•sqi /Şsqi/ ‘pine pitch’; S √íû•; PS *Ş√íq• 
 

(202) NP sõqu /squ/ ‘river bank’; S íûõ; PS *íqõ 
 

Proto-Sahaptian *û, though less common than *q, seems to be preserved in the 
following. 
 

(203) NP ûalÃp /ûl´p/ ‘open’; S ûl™p; PS *ûl™p 
 

(204) NP ûƒûus /ûûus/ ‘green’; S û™ûuí; PS *û™ûuí 
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(205) NP ûƒûes /û´ûes/ ‘greedy’; S ûÃaí; PS *û™ûeí/*ûƒeí (perhaps these 

relate to one another via ablaut and reanalysis) 
 

(206) NP ûƒmïuy /ûmïuy/ ‘caddisfly larva (Trichoptera)’; S û√mïõy;  

PS *û√mïõy 
 

(207) NP wƒeûpus /weûpus/ ‘rattlesnake’; S wÃûpuí; PS *wƒûpuí 
 

(208) NP pÃaûat /pÃûat/ ‘five’ (cf. NP paqÃham /paqÃham/ ‘five times’); 

S pÃûat; PS *pÃûat 
 
Exceptions are likely due to borrowing—e.g., the following appear to have been 
borrowed into Sahaptin. 
 

(209) S qaŞÃnn ‘respect’; cf. NP /qaŞÃnn/ 
 

(210) S qaŞÃûn  ‘have a sore throat, laryngitis’; cf. NP /qaŞÃqn/  
 

(211) S qalÃmqalam  ‘lodgepole pine, Pinus contorta’; cf. NP qalÃmqalam 

/ql´mqlm/  
 

(212) NE qÃap  ‘wild cat, bobcat, Lynx rufus’; cf. NP qƒhep /qehep/ 
 

(213) U qõŞií ‘wealthy’; cf. NP qõu…s /qõŞis/ 
 

In sound symbolism (see Table 6), Sahaptin /k/ and /Õ/ are diminutive 

variants of /q/ and /ß/, whereas in Nez Perce /q/ and /ß/ are diminutive variants 

of /k/ and /Õ/. 
 

(214) S kÃµ ‘maternal grandmother’; cf. NP /qÃc/ 
 

(215) S lÃkas ‘mouse’; cf. NP lÃaqac /laqac/ 
 

(216) S laÕisÃ ‘out on the end’; cf. S nÃßi ‘finish, complete’ (bound root) 
 

(217) NP cißÃamqal /cßÃm-qal/ ‘dog’; cf. NP s•Õem /sÕem/ ‘horse’ 
 

The velar [x] (as opposed to the uvular [û]) is rare in Sahaptian; that is, except 
for the spirantization of /k/ in Nez Perce (see above).  The velar spirant as a 
diminutive equivalent of the uvular was more or less productive in the speech of 
Inez Spino Reves, primary Umatilla informant of the author.  Perhaps the same 
could be said for Y xyáaw ‘dry’ (Beavert and Hargus 2009). 
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3.4 Laviovelars/uvulars 

 

Sahaptin has a full set of labiovelar/uvular obstruents, namely:  đ, ç, 

 , é, ù, Ó. 
 

(218) S đÃy ‘in that direction’ 
 

(219) CR  Ãy ‘that’ 
 

(220) S ç™tni ‘stuck’ 
 

(221) S éÃaí ‘obstinate, bull headed’ 
 

(222) S ù™saat ‘old man’ 
 

(223) S ÓÃami ‘above’ 
 
These might also stand before another consonant or at the end of a word. 
 

(224) S sayÃyđ ‘sand’ 
 

(225) S  m™l ‘too late’ 
 

(226) S çninçninµÃ ‘peddler’ 
 

(227) S éµt™p ‘strong’ 
 

(228) S s™ïùs ‘wild hyacinth, Triteleia hyacinthina’ 
 

(229) S óÃaÓ ‘all’ 
 

There are no surface labiovelar/uvulars in most Nez Perce dialects.  But 
that they are there underlyingly or were there historically is evident in the 
following contrasts. 
 

(230) NP tukel•ixne /tđel•kn-e/ ‘I hunted (big game)’; hitkul•ixne 

/hi-tđel•kn-e/ ‘he hunted’ 
 

(231) NP tukƒeyiye /t ₣ƒyi-e/ ‘mine lay there’; hitkõuyiye /hi-t ₣ƒyi-e/ ‘it lay 

there’; S t  ₣Ãyi 
 

(232) NP tukepelikƒeceye /t ₣epelikƒce-e/ ‘I signed/voted’; hitkupelikƒeceye 

/hi-t ₣epelikƒce-e/ ‘he signed/voted’; S tđapaniČÃía 
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(233) NP tuÕmƒene /t mƒn-e/ ‘mine lay inert’; hitÕumƒene /hi-t mƒn-e/ ‘it 

lay inert’ 
 

(234) NP ŞiyåoûoŞya /ŞyÃÓaŞa-e/ ‘I waited’; nÃaćyaûoŞya /nƒs-ŞyÃÓaŞa-e/ ‘I 

waited for you (plural)’; CR yÃÓa; NE iyÃÓa 
 

(235) NP ca¤åqam /ca¤çam/ ‘corner’; ca¤oqÃampa /ca¤çam-pe/ ‘in the 

corner’ 
 

(236) NP tiŸõxne /tŸđn-e/ ‘I died’; tiŸk•ce /tŸđn-sen-s/ ‘I am dying’ 
 
Next to an underlying labiovelar/uvular the epenthetic vowel is [u] (or [o] if 
marked for strong vowels—see §1.3) in Nez Perce. 
 

(237) NP sõqt, suqõt- /sçt/ ‘stump’ 
 

(238) NP tÃtx, tatåx- /ttđ/ ‘spotted fawn’ 
 
Next to a labiovelar/uvular the diphthong *iy is realized as [uy] ([oy] with 
strong vowels).  See §1.3 above. 
 

(239) NP suÕõysuÕuy /s ´ys y/ ‘dark complexioned, dark horse’; S í •í i 
 

(240) NP cåqoy, coqåy- /cçy/ ‘tepee top’ 
 

(241) NP ßåyn /é´yn/ ‘have diarrhea’; S ßõy ‘colon’ 
 

(242) NP xuysxõys /ùysù´ys/ ‘slippery’ 
 

There seems to be no phonemic distinction in Sahaptin between [i] or 
[u] in the environment of a labiovelar (or labiouvular). 
 

(243) S đ™ma ~ kõma ‘those’ 
 

(244) S  ™nČ ~ ÕõnČ ‘black pine lichen’ 
 

(245) NW ç™- ~ qõ- ‘with a pack’ (Jacobs 1931:169) 
 

(246) S taù™s ~ taxõs ‘dogbane’ 
 

(247) S Ó™tutay ~ ûõtutay ‘pillow’ 
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That the contrast was phonemic in Proto-Sahaptian is suggested by Nez Perce 
cognates where the vowel does not lengthen when the vowel was epenthetic. 
 

(248) S Č™đí ~ Čõkí ‘obsidian’; NP sõxs /s´đs/; PS *Č™đí 
 

(249) S  s™s ~ Õus™s ‘pointed’; Õåcac / cc/ ‘pointed’; S  s™s 
 

(250) NE ù™sanat ~ xõsanat ‘old man’; NP qåsalat /ç´salat/ ‘male mountain 

goat’; PS *ç™salat 
 

(251) S Ó™µÓµ ~ ûõµûuµ ‘meadowlark, Sturnella neglecta’; NP qåcqoc, 

qocqåc- /çcçc/; PS *ç™µçµ 
 
The Nez Perce vowel does lengthen when it is an underlying /u/. 
 

(252) S Ãyđs ~ Ãyuks ‘cottontail rabbit’; NP hƒe…uxc, he…õuxc- /he…uxc/; 

PS *hƒ…uks 
 

(253) S Čm™đ ~ Čmõk ‘black’; NP s•mux, simõux- /smuk/; PS *Čmõk 
 

(254) S  ítÃyn ~ ÕuítÃyn ‘guess wrong (in stick game)’; NP Õõuxsteyn 

/Õõxsteyn/; PS *Õõxsteyn 
 

(255) S íÃç√nkt ~ íÃqunkt ‘decapitating’; NP Şiseqõulkt /Şseqõlkt/;  
PS *(Ş√)íƒqunkt 

 
3.5 Ejectives and glottalization 
 

Both Sahaptian languages contrast a plain and an ejective series of 

stops—though not word finally (which suggests an origin /C + Ş/).  In Nez Perce 

an obstruent plus glottal stop becomes an ejective.  Note that /s + Ş/ becomes [ć]. 
 

(256) NP ŞƒeÕex /ŞeÕek/ ‘magpie, Pica pica’; N Ã∆ak; CR Ã∆ay; PS *ŞƒÕek < 

Şek-Şek 
 

(257) NP /s´će/ ‘freeze’; S í™íaa; PS *í™íeŞe 
 

(258) NP tƒe·es /te·es/ < /tep-Şes/ ‘night fishing torch’; S tÃ·aí ‘Ponderosa 

pine’; cf. NP /tep/ & S tÃp ‘spear fish by torchlight’ (purpose 

nominalizer is *-Şeí) 
 
The process is productive in Nez Perce. 
 

(259) NP Şenƒećniye /Şe-nƒs-Şni-e/ ‘I gave it to them’; cf. NP /Şni/ ‘give’ 
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(260) NP qoßÃalßayn /qoßÃlq-Şayn/ ‘for bison’ (Aoki 1994:595); cf. 

NP qoßÃalû /qoßÃlq/ ‘bison’ 
 
Glottalization across word boundaries sometimes occurs in rapid speech. 
 

(261) NP kex Ş•in ~ keÕ•in /ke-k Ş•n/ ‘I who…’ 
 
Glottalization is generally not productive in Sahaptin.  In the following, 

however, the sequence /q + Ş/ leads historically to an ejective in Sahaptin. 
 

(262) S ßay•k ‘calf, elk calf, colt’; cf. NP qeŞƒyix /qeŞeyik/; PS *qeŞey•k 
 

(263) S Ãßpaí ‘stomach, tripe’; cf. NP qoŞåpas /qoŞopas/; PS *(ŞÃ/hÃ)qoŞopaí 
 
In the following the process appears to have occurred in Nez Perce but not in 
Sahaptin. 
 

(264) NP /Õƒsn/ ‘admire, envy’; cf. NE ČaŞÃíwi ‘flirt’; PS *keŞƒín/*keŞƒíwi 
 

Nez Perce has glottalized resonants (‰, ¤, Ÿ, », …) which never occur 
word initially.3 
 

(265) NP hƒwsi‰iks /hƒws‰iks/ ‘throw down mat or bedding’; N Ãwínikí; PS 

*hƒwí‰ikí 
 

(266) NP ti¤•ne /t¤ne/ ‘heart, seed’; S t√mnÃ; PS *t√¤nƒ 
 

(267) NP keŸ•wit /keŸwit/ ‘weaving’; NE Čanõwit; PS *keŸ™wit 
 

(268) NP wa»Ãaµam /wa»aµam/ ‘cutthroat trout’; S wawaµÃm ‘rainbow 

trout’; PS *wa»aµÃm 
 

(269) NP ti…ƒ /ti…ƒ/ ‘blue grouse, Dendragapus obscurus’; NE tuyÃ; PS *tu…ƒ 
 

Glottalization may result from a resonant plus glottal stop /R + Ş/. 
 

(270) NP /kÃ‰amk/ < /kƒ-laŞÃmn-k/ ‘eat up, devour’; /kƒ-/ ‘in eating’; 

/laŞÃmn/ ‘be used up’ 
 

                                                 
3 A recording by native speaker Eugene John of Nez Perce words with glottalized 
resonants was sent to phonologist Sharon Hargus.  She reported (personal 
communication) that Nez Perce has true glottalized resonants. 
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(271) NP qƒ¤es /q¤es/ ‘camas, Camassia quamash’; S ûmÃaí; PS *qmeŞeí 
 

(272) NP tiŸõun, tiŸun•n- /tŸunn/ ‘male bighorn, Ovis canadensis’; S tnõun 

‘bighorn sheep’; PS *tnuŞunn 
 

(273) NP Şe»n•y /Şew-Şni-i/ ‘give it to him’; NP /Şew-/ ‘him’; /Şni/ ‘give’; 

/-i/ imperative 
 

(274) NP mamÃ…ac /m-myaŞac/ ‘children’; cf. NP miyÃŞc /myaŞac/ ‘child’ 
 

(275) NP /q…Ãwn/ ‘be dry’ (Aoki 1994:591); cf. /qŞyÃwn/ ‘be thirsty’ (Aoki 

1994:593); Y xyÃaw ‘dry’ (reflecting an earlier *qyÃŞaw; NP /q…Ãwn/ < 

/qŞyÃwn/ < /qyÃŞawn/) 
 

The adverbial /-Ş/ and attributives /-Şew/ and /-Şis/ glottalize a preceding 
sonorant.  The verbalizer /-n/ is in complementary distribution with these 
suffixes. 
 

(276) NP lamïÃ… /lamï´y-Ş/ ‘last, final’; cf. /lamï´yn/ ‘be the last’ 
 

(277) NP Şikõuyti¤ew /Şikõuytm-Şew/ ‘truthful, honest’; cf. /Şkõuytm/ 

‘speak the truth’ 
 

(278) NP cikÃa»aw /ckÃw-Şew/ ‘easily scared’; cf. /ckÃwn/ ‘fear’ 
 

(279) NP cikÃa»is /ckÃw-Şis/ ‘fierce, ferocious’; cf. /ckÃwn/ ‘fear’ 
 

(280) NP hamåo‰ic /hamol-Şic/ ‘cute’; cf. /hamåln/ ‘consider cute (such as a 

baby)’ 
 

(281) NP qaŞÃŸis /qaŞÃn-Şis/ ‘modest, respectable’; cf. /qaŞÃnn/ ‘honor, 

respect’ 
 

The resonant is preserved before /-ŞÃl/ ‘season of’ and the purpose nominalizer 

/-Şes/. 
 

(282) NP håop‰al /håp‰al/ ‘October’; /hõpn/ ‘fall (of conifer needles)’ 
 

(283) NP hek•Ÿes /hekn-t-Şes/ ‘in order to see’; /hekn/ ‘see’ 
 

The past participle /-iŞins/ provides some examples of progressive 
glottalization.  On an unstressed root it is pronounced -íin (-íis- before another 
suffix). 
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(284) NP hany•in, hany•is- /hani-iŞins/ ‘made’ 
 

On a stressed root /-iŞins/ is pronounced -iŸ (-iŞs- before another suffix). 
 

(285) NP cõukweniŸ, cõukweniŞs- /cõkwen-iŞins/ ‘known, spirited’ 
 

Glottalization likely has two sources in Sahaptian, the most common 
being a resonant plus glottal stop, the other being diminutive sound symbolism.  
The following appear to be examples of the latter. 
 

(286) NP Õo…a¤Ã / a…a¤Ã/ ‘cougar, Felix concolor’; CR & NW  ayaw•; 
NE  ayamÃ 

 

(287) NP ti¤Ãa… /t¤Ã…/ ‘maiden’; S tmÃy 
 
Ejectives too might be derived via diminutive sound symbolism. 
 

(288) S ·•sx ‘sour’; cf. pñ™k ‘spicy, hot’; pµ™û ‘medicine’ 
 

(289) NP ßi¤õuyn /ß¤õyn-t/ ‘copulating’; cf. ki¤õuyniŸ /k¤õyn-iŞns/ 
‘humped’   

 
3.6 The glottal stop 
 

Nez Perce and NE Sahaptin are more likely to preserve the glottal stop.  

Convention dictates an orthographic /Ş/ word initially in Nez Perce but not in 
Sahaptin. 
 

(290) NP ŞÃawit /Şawit/ ‘levirate in-law after relating kin is dead’; S aw•t; 
PS *Şaw•t 

 

(291) NP Ş•itx /Ş•tk/ ‘woman’s sister’s son’; N •tk; CR •tt; PS *Ş•tk 
 

(292) NP Ş•skit /Şskt/ ‘road, path’; S √íČ™t; PS *Ş√ík™t 
 

(293) NP Şõyit /Şõyit/ ‘beginning, first’; S õyit; PS *Şõyit 
 
The root initial glottal stop is written when not word initial. 
 

(294) S Ãíía ‘he is entering’; paŞÃíía ‘they are entering’; NP /Şac/ ‘enter’ 
 

A root medial /Ş/ variously survives depending on position and dialect—mostly 

in the sequence VŞV when the second vowel is stressed. 
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(295) NE naŞÃmn; ‘wear out, fade away’; CR nÃamn; NP /laŞÃmn/; 

PS *naŞÃmn 
 

(296) NE kuŞõí ‘thusly’; CR kõuí; NP kuŞõs /kuŞõs/; PS *kuŞõí 
 

A word final *Ş was lost in Sahaptin 
 

(297) S í•ki ‘badger’; NP s•ikiŞ /s•kiŞ/ 
 

(298) S tl™pa ‘fox’; NP til•peŞ /tl´peŞ/ 
 

(299) S û™pa ‘cornhusk storage bag’; NP qeqƒpeŞ /qq´peŞ/ 
 

(300) S yÃka ‘bear’; NP yÃakaŞ /yÃkaŞ/ 
 

Exceptions are the clause final interrogative enclitic -Ş and the senior vocative 

-aŞ in the NE dialects. 
 

(301) S ČnÃ iwaČÃŞ ‘was he here?’ 
 

(302) NE tõtaŞ ‘father!’ (vocative); S tõta; NP tåotaŞ /tåtaŞ/ 
 

3.7 Loss of PS *h 

 
Proto-Sahaptian *h was retained in Nez Perce and generally lost in 

Sahaptin.  Word initially *h merged with *Ş (though not represented in the 
orthography), as indicated in the cognate sets in Table 11.  In NE Sahaptin *h 

survives between vowels as Ş when the second vowel is stressed. 
 

(303) NE maŞÃl ‘how long? how tall?’; S mÃal; NP mahÃl /mahÃl/; 
PS *mahÃl 

 

(304) NE puŞõy; S põuy ‘snow’; NP påhoy /pohoy/ ‘fine snow’; PS *pohåy 
 
Otherwise PS *VhV shortens to V and *VhC to VC in Sahaptin. 
 

(305) S pÃp ‘man’s daughter’; NP pÃhap /pahap/; PS *pÃhap 
 

(306) S saysÃy ‘worms, maggots’; NP cahaycÃhay /cahaycÃhay/; 

PS *sahaysÃhay 
 

(307) S w•na ‘go’; NP /w•hnen/; PS *w•hnen 
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Table 11. Some examples of word initial *h 
 

 Nez Perce Sahaptin 

‘wing’ /helqhelq/ al™xalx 

‘back’ /hƒlek/ N Ãnak 

‘nit, louse egg’ /hasas/ asÃs 
‘boy’ /hÃcwal/ Ãswan 
‘flea’ /haslam/ Ãínam 

‘slave’ /haswal´ya/ aíwan•ya 
‘bitter cherry’ /hesl´ps/ aín™pí 

‘valuable’ /hetƒŞew/ Ãtaw 
‘rainbow trout’ /heyey/ ayÃy 

‘cottontail’ /he…uxc/ Ãyđs 
‘eye matter’ /hqs/ √q™í 

‘chest’ /hni/ √n• 
‘mouth’ /h¤/ ™m 

‘pregnant’ /hiyƒk/ N iyÃk 
‘make’ /hani/ an• 

‘be clear’ /haykÃatn/ aykÃatn 
‘scratch’ /hÃ…a/ Ãya 
‘spawn’ /hƒ…e/ Ãya 

‘win’ /h•sn/ •ín 
‘dream’ /hwƒkt/ NW √wÃkt 

‘say, tell’ /hn/ ™nn 
 
Nez Perce /h/ disappears after a consonant. 
 

(308) NP hƒeyey, heyƒey- /hey-hey/ ‘rainbow trout’ 
 

(309) NP håopop, hopåop- /hop-hop/ ‘edible pine lichen, Bryoria fremontii’ 
 

In those instances where Sahaptin has /h/, it can be assumed that these 
represent borrowing. 
 

(310) S hÃaín ‘breathe’; NE haŞÃín; NP /hƒsn/; S may be a reduplication 

borrowed from NP (e.g., /hehƒín/) 
 

(311) S hahÃn ‘root top’; NP hƒhen /hƒhen/ 
 

(312) S hawlÃak ‘invisibility, empty space, the spirit realm, air, thin air’; 

NP /hƒwlekn/ 
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(313) S hawl√pÃwl√p ‘energetic, spry, lively, willing, eager’; NP hawlapÃwlap 

/hawlph´wlap/ 
 

(314) S haw™lií ‘mean, ornery’; NP hawÃ‰is /haw‰is/ < /hawl + -Şis/ 
 

(315) S hÃwtn ‘be a landslide’; NP /hƒwtn/ 
 

(316) S haywÃni ‘peaceful’; NP haywÃaniŸ /haywÃniŞns/ 
 

(317) S hutuhõtu ‘kinnikinnick, Arctostaphylos nevadensis’; NP hotåoto 

/hotohoto/ 
 

(318) S √sïiyahÃ ‘Sasquatch’; NP Şicïiyehƒ /Şcïiyehƒ/ 
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