


In the midst of grim environmental 
news and discouraging divisiveness, 
Return of the River offers a story of 
hope and possibility. 

The film follows a diverse group of 
committed people as they attempt 
the impossible: to change the public 
opinion of a town and eventually 
the nation to bring two dams down. 
Ultimately a divided community 
comes to consensus, launching the 
largest dam removal in history. 

With breathtaking footage of 
mountain headwaters, schools 
of salmon, and massive turbines 
grinding to a halt, the film offers 
an inspiring narrative that explores 
the complex relationship between 
communities and the environment 
that sustains them. The story is told 
by an ensemble cast of characters, 
who create a nuanced portrait of 
a community, and its dilemma 
regarding a shared resource. Weaving 
perspectives from the Lower Elwha 
Klallam Tribe, activists, politicians 
and scientists, the film reveals how 
an idea moved from “crazy” to 
celebrated reality.

Reviewed as “hell-raising 
documentary filmmaking at its best”, 
Return of the River premiered to 
acclaim in  September 2014, and has 
won ten film festival awards. 

About the film
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• River Ecosystems
• Salmon Restoration
• Environmental Restoration
• National Parks
• Tribal Rights
• Conflict Resolution
• Social Justice
• Environmental Justice
• Hydropower / Energy

Return of the River themes:



History / Background

Return of the River is an environmental 
history story that spans a century of 
transformation in the American West. 
The Elwha River’s story is a microcosm 
of larger tensions in the narrative of 
westward settlement – until its exceptional 
ending, in which history is rewritten. 

The story centers on conflicting values 
around a natural resource. The Elwha River 
has long been home to the Lower Elwha 
Klallam Tribe, and the river’s abundant 
salmon runs were central to the tribe’s 
culture and economy. Near the end of the 
Homestead Act, an entrepreneur named 
Thomas Aldwell made a land claim on 
the canyon closest to the sea. Ultimately 
Aldwell built two dams on the Elwha River, 
both constructed without fish passage, 
breaking the one of the first environmental 
laws written in Washington State. 

Over the course of a century, the dams 
decimated legendary salmon runs: 
transforming an ecosystem along with the 
way of life of the people who depended 
most closely on it.  However the dams 
were the primary source of electricity for 
the North Olympic Peninsula when the 
Elwha Dam was completed in 1911, helping 
to grow the pulp and timber industry, and 
few, outside of the tribe, questioned their 
impact on an ecosystem. In the film, two 
historical figures with detailed written 
accounts set the stage for this era; Aldwell’s 
autobiography Conquering the Last Frontier,  
juxtaposed with the writings of fellow 
Elwha homesteader Grant Humes, whose 

letters echo the tone of John Muir. The 
Elwha River dams made history when they 
were built, and when they were removed. 
In 1911, the Lower Elwha Dam was the first 
project to break an existing environmental 
law requiring fish passage. Rather than 
create a means to pass migratory fish 
around the dam (such as with a fish ladder), 
as required by law, Aldwell offered to build 
a hatchery to mitigate the loss of salmon. 
This hatchery set a precedent that would 
be repeated countless times around the 
Northwest. Hatcheries were built in lieu of 
fish passage on many dammed Western 
rivers, while salmon runs continued to 
plummet. 

The tribe and a handful of fishery 
advocates protested the dams’ impact 
from the time they were built, but gained 
little traction until they found common 
cause with the nascent environmental 
movement in the 1970s. Meanwhile the 
dams became increasingly obsolete, 
ultimately generating power for one 
paper mill. 

Up to this point, this is familiar story, 
echoing conflicts around the globe in 
which ecological, economic and cultural 
needs collide, often with devastating 
consequences for a place, and the people 
who know it best. 

And then – the Elwha’s narrative changed. 
Not quickly: it took decades of advocacy 
and a coalition of unlikely allies. Over three 
decades, an idea that had been initially 
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lampooned as crazy - removing two 
functional hydro-electric dams - became 
reality. The film follows a small, divided 
community, moving slowly toward a vision 
of ecological and cultural restoration. The 
film captures the tenacity of individuals who 
would not give up on a river, addressing 
environmental justice issues that resonate 
throughout the American West.

With a price tag over $300 million, the 
Elwha River restoration project is among 
the largest ecosystem restoration efforts 
ever attempted in the United States, 
second only to the Everglades in National 
Park history. As the largest dam removal 
in history, it continues to attract media 
attention from around the world. While 
the Elwha River now runs free, many 
waterways in the West remain dammed 

for power or irrigation. Dam removal was 
completed in 2014: however the long-
term recovery of a river ecosystem, and 
the communities that share it, is just 
starting to unfold. 

The film ends with the completion of dam 
removal, a turning point in the political 
and cultural journey of the Elwha River. 
However the filmmakers acknowledge 
that the scientific restoration story is only 
beginning; the answers to some science 
questions raised in the film will be better 
understood decades from now. 
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Directors Statement
The Elwha River offers a story of hope and 
possibility amid grim environmental news. It 
a film for our time: an invitation to consider 
crazy ideas that could transform the world for 
the better. It features an unlikely success story 
for environmental and cultural restoration. 

Fundamentally, the Elwha River story is about 
people and the land they inhabit. The film 
captures the tenacity of individuals who would 
not give up on a river, mirroring the tenacity 
of salmon headed upstream to spawn. It 
is a narrative with global ramifications, 
exploring the complex relationship between 
communities and the environment that 
sustains them. 

The Elwha River is the ancestral home of the 
Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe, who witnessed 
firsthand the impact of two dams on the river 
and its legendary fish runs. The tribe led the 
campaign to take the dams down; a century 

Jessica Plumb is a filmmaker focused on the 
relationship between people and the places 
they call home. Before producing the award-
winning feature documentary, Return of the 
River, Plumb’s short films, best described as 
video poetry, screened in theaters and galleries 
throughout the United States and internationally.

Plumb also directs a video production company 
producing educational and promotional videos for 
clients. She holds a B.A. from Yale University and 
an interdisciplinary MFA from Goddard College, 
and studied documentary film at 911 Media in 
Seattle and the New School University in New 
York. See www.plumbproductions.com for more. 
She moved to the Olympic Peninsula a over 
decade ago, after working in Boston and Beijing.

JESSICA PLUMB
Producer, Co-Director, 

Writer, Editor 

Biography
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later, with help from numerous environmental 
groups and a national park, they are watching 
their dream come true. The film addresses 
environmental justice issues that resonate far 
beyond the Pacific Northwest. As the Elwha 
Dams come down in Washington State, the 
future of the Amazon River is under debate, 
one of many river dilemmas unfolding across 
the globe.  

More simply, this film is a labor of love, 
created by a team who share a deep 
connection to the land and the people at the 
heart of this story. Co-Directors Jessica Plumb 
and John Gussman both live on the Olympic 
Peninsula. The film reflects their love of place, 
offering a spectacular and intimate view of a 
uniquely beautiful region, with respect for the 
diverse communities that call it home. The 
film features people and perspectives on all 
sides of the Elwha debate, reflecting the many 
voices of the Elwha valley.



The power of the Elwha River’s story is described on 
screen by former U.S. Senator Bill Bradley: 

“Here, in the success of our collective action on the Elwha, is a template for 
success on climate change, energy policy, ocean conservation… and hundreds of 

other issues. It will be the great gift of the Elwha: Hope.”  
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John Gussman is a cinematographer best known 
for landscape and time-lapse images. He was a 
still photographer specialized in architecture and 
location work before turning his attention to HD 
cinematography. 

Gussman began documenting the Elwha story 
consistently in early 2010, after 32 years of 
hiking, camping, fishing and filming the beautiful 
Olympic Peninsula. When dam removal was 
scheduled, he saw the opportunity to document 
this once-in-a-lifetime event and decided to focus 
his creative skills on witnessing the healing of 
this place and the people who share this land. 

JOHN GUSSMAN
Co-Director

Director of Photography

SARAH HART 
Executive Producer

Executive Producer Sarah Hart recently returned 
to the Northwest after 20 years of teaching at 
the Rhode Island School of Design.

Before heading east decades ago she lived on 
San Juan Island and in Seattle where her work 
was involved in documenting family owned 
commercial fishing fleet in Washington and 
Alaska.  Her long standing commitment to 
documentary work about environmental issues, 
with an emphasis on the marine environment, 
was a natural fit for becoming a part of the team 
producing Return of the River.

Sarah received her BFA from the University of 
Washington and MFA from CalArts.  She has done 
extensive photographic, video and web work in 
Russia, Western Europe and the US.  She has 
taught in the photo/film/media departments at 
Hampshire College, Rutgers University and the 
Rhode Island School of Design.



Community  transformation questions: 
[For possible use by policy, history or peace & justice studies classes] 

1) What were some of the competing values held by different users of the river? How did 
different users perceive the river? In particular, how did the tribe value the river? 

2) How do you interpret the “Sleeping Giants” story told by Tribal Elder Ben Charles?

3) Is there a natural resource in your community that is under debate, or a source of conflict? 
How do competing values impact this debate? 

4) How do we quantify value of a natural resource? What is the value of an intact ecosystem?

5) How does a community balance economic and ecological needs? Are they mutually 
exclusive? 

6) The campaign to free the Elwha River went on for decades, and some proponents did not 
live to see the results. What do you learn about sustained activism from this story? 

7) The outcome of the dam debate involved federal legislation and local grassroots activism. 
What role did each play? 

8) Legislation to restore the river had bi-partisan support. Is it possible to come to bi-partisan 
agreements on natural resource issues today? 

9) Several of the politicians and political advisors in this story assert that environmental issues 
are not, and should not be partisan issues. Do you agree? 

10) On the Elwha River, how did an idea move from ‘crazy’, to broad agreement and 
celebration? What helped a community unite around an unlikely idea? Did scientists, activists, 
politicians and tribal advocates find common ground? 

11) Was the price tag of $325 million dollars for dam removal and restoration efforts worth it? 

12) Dam removal can be seen as a symbolic as well as a practical act. What does dam removal 
symbolize to you? 

13) What did you learn from the Elwha River’s story?

Discussion Questions for Audience 
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Science Questions:

1) Beyond the obvious devastating impact on salmon and their predators, what were the 
ecological consequences of damming a river? Possible areas to discuss: 

• sediment sequestration in reservoirs and depletion in downstream reaches and the coast.

• changes to the shoreline by increasing erosion and loss of fine silt and sand; loss of habitat   
for species such as shellfish

• loss of marine derived nutrients upstream; the role migrating salmon play in bringing nutrients (not 
protein) from the ocean to mountain ecosystems.

2) What role do salmon play in freshwater ecosystems? How did the dams affect plants and 
animals living upstream in Olympic National Park? (Marine derived nutrients, for example)

3) Do dams have a lifespan?

4) Why weren’t the reservoirs left to re-vegetate themselves? 

5) What science questions remain to be answered in this ambitious project? 

6) In removing the dams for ecosystem and salmon restoration, the release of massive 
amounts of sediment were required. Why did the managers of the project release the sediment 
in stages instead of all at once?

7) In releasing massive amounts of sediment the river downstream was impacted during and 
following dam removal. In what way were plants and animals downstream affected by all of 
the sediment?

8) Why did biologists transport fish by helicopter upstream of the dams? 

9) How do hatchery-raised salmon differ from wild salmon? Do you think this matters? 

10) What changes are occurring at the mouth of the river?



Discussion Questions for an Expert Panel

1) Will this project set a precedent for other aging dams? If so, what? 

2) In what ways was the Elwha River’s situation unique?

3) What should the role of hatcheries be in salmon restoration? (A major hot button topic, par-
ticularly in the Northwest) 

If tribal representatives are on the panel: 

How has this experience changed the Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe? Has it empowered other 
tribes to take action on environmental questions? 
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“I believe that it has changed us. [the way Klallam people see 
ourselves] For myself?  One of the things that we were always told: 
never give up. If you have a dream out there and you have challenges, 
never give up. Be a believer in yourself and believe in the creator and 
believe in Mother Nature.”

“When we were up there witnessing…the first portion of it coming 
down… I had that tingly feeling that oh my god, it is reality, and it is 
happening in reality. That’s the day that reality really hit with many of 
community members, many of our youth, and when they were able to 
watch it and say: “We’re proud to be Klallam people.” 

“We were told this was never going to happen. Belief in the government 
was one of the biggest challenges for many of our community members, 
and many in our tribal government; to be able to have that belief and 
to trust in the responsibilities that all agencies had to play through this 
process and work through the challenges.”

Common audience questions & answers:  

Q: How was the power replaced from the two decommissioned dams? 

A: In this case the power generated was very small; at the time of closure the dams provided less 
than half of the power required by a single paper mill. Some argued that the power loss could 
be offset simply by efficiencies at the mill. Ultimately the mill got a preferential deal on power 
from Bonneville Power Administration, utilizing hydropower from another source. There was no 
interruption to work at the mill. 

Q: What happened to the people who lost their jobs at the dam sites? 

A: Most were quickly re-employed at other hydro-electric facilities in the Northwest. Some chose to retire. 

Q: Has this experience changed the tribe? 

A: This question is best addressed by members of the tribe. Some excerpts from recorded 
interviews with Chairwoman Frances Charles:



Additional Resources & Readings

Elwha A River Reborn
Author: Lynda Mapes   
By photographer: Steve Ringman 

Published: 2013
A beautifully illustrated book with historic images, 
stunning photographs and graphics that tells the 
interwoven stories of the Elwha River, with an 
emphasis on the science of dam removal and the 
tribe. An excellent companion book to Return of 
the River. 

 
Finding the River: An Environmental 
History of the Elwha
Author: Jeff Crane
Published: 2011
A rich environmental history account of the Elwha 
River; a key resource in the development of 
Return of the River.

Mountain in the Clouds
Author: Bruce Brown
Published: 1981
A natural history classic of the Pacific Northwest, 
this book is sometimes compared to Rachel 
Carson’s Silent Spring, for its galvanizing influence 
on the Northwest environmental movement. 
Brown analyzes the decline of Pacific salmon with 
a focus on Olympic Peninsula rivers. The author is 
interviewed in Return of the River.

Conquering the Last Frontier
Author: Thomas Aldwell
Published: 1950
An autobiography by Thomas Aldwell, builder 
of the Elwha River dams. With three chapters 
devoted to the damming of the river, and a rich 
account of life in the frontier town of Port Angeles, 
Conquering the Last Frontier is a memorable 
account of a man who embodied the belief 

system of manifest destiny. 

King of Fish: The Thousand Year 
Run of Salmon
Author: David Montgomery
Published: 2004
Drawing on a combination of scientific, historical, 
sociological and political research, Montgomery, a 
professor of geomorphology at the University of 
Washington, traces the tragic and steady decline in 
salmon populations in Europe, New England, Eastern 
Canada and the Pacific Northwest. 

Olympic National Park: A Natural History
Author: Tim McNulty
Published: revised edition, 2009

A comprehensive and poetic natural history 
book that includes revised segments on the 
restoration of the Elwha River. The author is 
interviewed in Return of the River.

Websites

Information about dam removal from 
Olympic National Park:
www.nps.gov/olym/learn/nature/elwha-
ecosystem-restoration.htm

Information about dam removal from the 
Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe:
www.elwha.org/damremoval.html

Information about the science occurring in the 
Elwha River and scientific reports:
www.usgs.gov/elwha

Discussion Guide Created by Collective Eye Films
Written by: Jessica Plumb
Design by: Harben Lachica
Discussion Guide Advisors:

Tim McNulty, Natural History author
Jeff Duda,  Research Ecologist, USGS
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Sign up for monthly newsletter
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