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For Native American entrepreneur 
Terrie Brigham, 46, commercial 
fishing is not just a business ven-
ture, but has defined her family and 
tribe for generations. 

When she and her family set up 
Brigham Fish Market in Cascade 
Locks, Oregon, it was just a contin-
uation and expansion of what they 
had been doing all their lives. The 
Brigham family opened their fish 
shop location, where Terrie is now 
manager, in February 2014 and it 
has been going strong ever since.

“We’ve always lived on this river. 
I grew up on the Columbia,” said 
Brigham, referring to the river sys-
tem that has been the lifeblood of 
her family and their Oregon Native 
American community. The Colum-
bia River is the largest river in the 
Pacific Northwest region of North 
America; its famous gorge is home 
to some of the best windsurfing in 
the world.

Brigham’s family is from the Con-
federated Tribes of the Umatilla 
Indian Reservation (CTUIR). The 
reservation is a union of three tribes 
-- the Cayuse, Umatilla, and Walla 

Walla – and has over 3,100 trib-
al members. Nearly half of those 
members live on or near the Uma-
tilla Reservation. The cultural tradi-
tions of the community are wrapped 
up in fishing, both for ceremonial 
purposes and for food. 

Brigham’s father was on and off 
the reservation throughout the life, 
whereas her mother grew up there. 

Brigham said she has been fishing 
since she was eight years old, as 
did her siblings and the rest of her 
family. Her father also started fish-
ing around eight years of age. 

“My parents, my aunts and uncles, 
we all fished. It was all we knew. 
It wasn’t considered a job. We just 
fished. Farmers farm, we fished,” 
she said. 

Terrie Brigham started her educa-
tion after high school with an eye 
towards tourism. After earning an 
associate’s degree in hotel tourism 
at Blue Mountain College, she even-
tually transferred to Eastern Oregon 
University to study business admin-
istration, with a focus on gaming 
and tourism. She did not complete 
the program and eventually went 
into building the family business. 

“I am actually about 30 credits shy 
of that degree,” she said. 

For the Brighams and other mem-
bers of the tribe fishing the river, 
the spring fishing season starts 
around March. The fall season runs 
until around November. The sum-
mer months of June and July are 
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the peak time for catching Steel-
head, Sockeye, Coho and Chinook. 

However, it was when the govern-
ment opened the Columbia River for 
commercial fishing during the sum-
mer that the Brigham family began 
to seriously consider setting up 
the fish market business. Brigham 
Fishing Market deals in all aspects 
of the tribal fishery business—from 
harvesting the fish, to processing 
them, to selling fish to the public. 
Terrie’s sister Kim Brigham Camp-
bell runs the fish market’s opera-
tions while also doing net fishing 
herself. Between the fishing op-
eration, the boats and the crews, 
the market really is a whole-family 
venture. 

Finding the initial capital to finance 
the venture at the start was the 
toughest obstacle they had to over-
come. Members of the family used 
their personal savings on the busi-
ness and Brigham said her brother 
used his 401k retirement savings 
plan to invest in the business. 

“The whole family contributed. They 
really did,” said Brigham. 

Brigham, however, credits a local 
economic development district loan 
with helping to set the business up. 
She also found wide support for 
their venture from the local commu-
nity and the reservation. 

Brigham said the growth of the 
business over the years can be at-
tributed to Cascade Lock as a tour-
ist destination. Visitors from all over 
come to the region to hike, fish, or 

just explore the nearby waters. The 
community also claims the distinc-
tion of being the windsurfing capital 
of the world. 

The fishing market’s busy season 
is from June to September. They 
already had a pre-existing clientele 
when they were selling fish in the 
past. Now, they have just added 
the tourist market to expand their 
sales. 

Brigham said the local tribal gov-
ernment has been supportive to 
Indigenous entrepreneurial initiative 
through the setting up of business 
seminars for tribal members. There 
are classes on finances, as well as 
writing an effective business plan. 
Brigham said when setting up their 
business they had to learn many 
things, “the hard way.” For exam-
ple, as a tribal venture, they had to 
learn what was taxable and what 
was not taxable in their business, 
given the exemptions available on 
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Native American ventures. They had 
to hire an accountant to deal with 
these issues. 

“We had to deal with the reality of 
running a business both on and off 
the reservation,” she said. 

For aspiring Indigenous entrepre-
neurs, Brigham said that they must 
learn the realities of business, in-
cluding the possibility of failure. 
That is where a strong and realistic 
business plan comes into play, she 
said.

“I was told by other business peo-
ple that if you can survive for two 
years, you are good to go. However, 
I have come to not believe that. I 
think it is maybe four to five years,” 
she said, with a laugh. 

So, she insists that tribal govern-
ments keep doing these kinds of 
business seminars for budding en-
trepreneurs and business leaders. 

A strong business plan, she said, 
helps you realize the reality of the 
market you are in. As an example, 
she pointed to some businesses 
that think they can add a coffee 
shop to their venture without really 
thinking through whether there is 
a good market and the necessary 
business traffic to sustain that oper-
ation. 

Finally, she cautions those starting 
out in business not to be enticed by 
the idea of starting a big operation. 
Starting a smaller, more realistic 
operation would be best. 

“You have to really learn what you 
are getting yourself into,” she said. 

The Brigham Fish Market has re-
ceived recognition along the way, 
including an award just last year. 
The business was awarded the 2017 
Entrepreneur of the Year Award 
by the Wildhorse Business Devel-
opment Services (WBDS) during a 
luncheon ceremony in June 2017.
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