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Brian McCormack, owner of McCormack Landscape Architecture, displays some of his completed
works and designs.

Working in two worlds
As a landscape
architect,
Brian McCormack
incorporates and
protects tribal
heritage
8

By Mary Tatko

Of Target Publications

SPALDING — Brian McCormack has made a career
of balancing two worlds.
The son of a Nez Perce father from the Wallowa band
and a mother of Danish, Scot-

tish and Irish descent, McCormack appreciates the
value of tradition, no matter
its origins.
In his work as a landscape
architect specializing in projects for Native American
tribes, he constantly makes
decisions about how to com-
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bine elements from a tribe’s
heritage with contemporary
components.
The name of his business,
McCormack Landscape Architecture, represents such a
choice.

 See WORLDS, Page 9
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The Nixyáawii (pronounced nikh-yaw-way) Governance Center in Pendleton, Ore., features native plants planted in seven small islands. Seven is an important number in many tribal cultures.
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frequently, but McCormack
did most of his growing up in
San Diego, where he lived for
13 years.
The summer before his
From page 8 senior
year of high school,
though,
his
mom
an“I was trying to give my
nounced
they’d
be
moving
to
firm a Nez Perce name, but
Clarkston.
they were all too long,” McMcCormack and his three
Cormack said.
younger
brothers had visited
The compromise is his online presence, www.weetes. the area before, coming up
com. Weetes, pronounced every couple years to spend
“wat-us,” means “earth,” a summer working on their
“land” or “world” in the Nez grandparents’ farms. “For us,
it was really boring,” he said.
Perce language.
Despite his hesitation about
Another element of Nez
Perce culture is reflected in the move, he graduated from
his firm’s logo. Tribal mem- Clarkston High School, then
ber and consulting firm studied for three semesters at
founder Jo Ann Kauffman Lewis-Clark State College behelped craft the image, a sim- fore enrolling at Washington
ple design that resembles a State University as an engicross or sword. In fact, it is a neering major pursuing mitraditional Nez Perce digging nors in history and music.
He soon found he was as
tool, not unlike a hand spade.
After all, he said, “people intrigued by the interpretive
say landscape architects are work involved in developing
museums and cultural centers
like glorified gardeners.”
as by the design of the buildings themselves, a realization
that led him to a new major:
The Journey
landscape architecture. And
McCormack’s father was in though he continued to study
the Navy, so the family moved history and music, he “ran
MONDAY, MARCH 15, 2010

Brian McCormack
Occupation: landscape architect
Age: 49
Residence: Nez Perce County
Education: Clarkston High School, 1979; Washington
State University, 1985
Civic: includes Nez Perce National Historic Trail education and outreach, volunteer; Nez Perce St. Louis
Warriors committee past secretary, project manager;
Nez Perce Trail Foundation, past secretary; Lewis
& Clark Bicentennial celebration planning, event
speaker; Nimiipuutimt (Nez Perce language) education
and preservation; assisting Ku-Au-Mah, WSU’s Native
American alumni group, with campus projects
out of time” before completing enough credits to earn minors in those subjects.
His first taste of designing
for a tribe came with his senior thesis, which centered on
the Nez Perce National Historic Park’s Spalding Visitor
Center, (where he returned
for this interview). It was a
project for which he had to
get permission from his professor since it involved more
interpretive work than was
typical in a landscape archi-
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tecture thesis.
After graduating from
WSU, though, he moved
back to San Diego where he
worked for one of the largest
landscape architecture firms
in the world.
“I got a lot of experience,
fast,” he said.
His projects included resorts, hotels and the upscale
planned communities that
were springing up as South-

 See WORLDS, Page 12
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“The tribes were
starting to do
things, but they still
weren’t doing
landscaping.”
— BRIAN MCCORMACK

ern California boomed. The
designs followed the trends
of the day — if a developer
wanted Tuscan-style homes,
that was the look McCormack
worked with. It was lucrative,
but not particularly satisfying.
In the early 90s, though, a
downturn in the economy hit
the firm hard, and McCormack knew his time there was
nearing its end. As the “last
one standing,” other than the
principle, at the firm’s San
Diego office, McCormack figured he might as well clean
out his desk before leaving
for Tahiti where he was working on a Hyatt Regency hotel.
When he returned from Tahiti at Christmas, the San Diego office was closed.
After working for a firm in
Portland for a couple years,
McCormack resigned, bought
a Volkswagen Westfalia van
and hit the road.
“I was kind of burned out,”
he said.
As he drove through the
Southwest, he visited different tribes and noted the development that was starting to
take off on the reservations.
He also saw bad master
planning, no landscaping and
poorly planned parking. He
gave out his name.
“The tribes were starting
to do things,” he said. “But
they still weren’t doing landscaping.”
Eventually, he drove north,
12
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This view of the Nixyáawii center shows the 21 pillars of basalt that
correspond to the three sets of seven religious songs. The building
faces east to greet the dawn.
ending up in Bear Paw, Mont.,
in October, on the eve an important day for his tribe: the
anniversary of the Nez Perce
surrender to General Howard
and Chief Joseph’s famous
speech.
McCormack hadn’t arrived
at Bear Paw realizing the importance of the place or the
date, but he had felt drawn
there. He camped there that
night, and the next day, as Nez
Perce tribal members began
arriving, he was drawn into
the celebration.

Learning The
Language
A project for the Umatilla
Tribe in 1995 began the current chapter of McCormack’s
career. He designed the landscaping for the tribe’s Tamastslikt Cultural Institute, and

has since gone on to design or
consult on projects for tribes
throughout the West.
“That’s kind of how my
whole business started,” he
said.
At first, he worked from
Portland, but in 1997 he got a
call from his dad, Jim McCormack, saying the Nez Perce
language was being taught
to adults on the Reservation
again.
“My dad didn’t speak it to
us growing up at all,” McCormack said.
But now his father would be
teaching it, and McCormack
knew he couldn’t let the opportunity slip by. Few young
people knew the language
well, and the elders who did
were beginning to reach old
age.
“We’re running out of
time,” he said. “All the tribes
are.”
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Learning to speak and
write his tribe’s language
wasn’t easy, but McCormack
embraced the challenge and
soon found a way to share his
new knowledge through his
profession.
Today, he incorporates the
language into projects for the
Nez Perce Tribe, and when
he designs projects for other
tribes, he makes a point of
using their language in his
work.
“That’s one of the things I
really strive to do.”
Something as simple as
labeling restrooms or street
signs in a tribe’s native language goes a long way toward
keeping the language visible,
he said.
In addition to work he has
designed, McCormack has
been a tribal liaison or advisor
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for several projects, including the Confluence Project, a
series of interpretive installments by artist Maya Lin
at sites along the Columbia
River, including one planned
for Chief Timothy Park, west
of Clarkston.
In 2008, he met with Lin,
best known for designing the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial
in Washington, D.C., at her
offices in New York City and
saw models of the Chief Timothy site.
McCormack
also
has
worked with Native American
architect
Johnpaul
Jones, a founding partner of
a firm in Seattle renowned
for designs that respect native culture. Jones was the
lead design consultant for
the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of the American Indian on the Mall in Washington, D.C.
Though
opportunities
within his specialty of Native
American design suggest possibilities like expanding his
firm or relocating to a major
city, McCormack seems satisfied for now with where his
journey has taken him.
“I started this business on
my own because I didn’t like
the stress at a design office,”
he said.
His projects and consulting often take him on the
road, sometimes out of the
country. As the sole employee
at his firm, he can set his own
hours and work from wherever he needs to. Currently, a
project for Northern Arizona
University in Flagstaff has
him in Arizona about once a
month.
The pace he’s chosen for
his firm – he works on three
or four large projects a year
– allows him the flexibility to
consult when he wants and
14
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McCormack Landscape Architecture
Location: www.weetes.com
Products/services: culturally appropriate and environmentally sensitive landscape designs, primarily for
Native American tribes; consulting
Employees: one
History: Brian McCormack worked for architecture
firms in San Diego and Portland before launching his
own company in 1995. An enrolled member of the
Nez Perce Tribe, McCormack found his niche designing landscaping, interpretive signs and other elements
that marry contemporary and traditional aesthetics
in projects for Native American tribes throughout the
Western United States.
volunteer for his tribe, including promoting the Nez
Perce language and working with the Native American alumni association at his
alma mater to develop projects for the WSU campus.

Exercise In Patience
McCormack grimaces as
he explains landscaping often is one of the first elements
to be cut from a project when
money is tight. Though that
occasionally has happened
with his projects, working
with Indian tribes has been
an advantage during tough
economic times.
“Fortunately for me, the
tribes are somewhat cushioned from this recession,”
he said.
In any economy, though,
an architect’s work can get
stuck in the design phase.
In McCormack’s portfolio,
a combination of sketches,
computer-generated plans
and photographs of completed projects, not every design
corresponds with a ribboncutting photo.
Often, designs are requested before funding has been
secured, and waiting for the
financial pieces to fall into
place can be a years-long
process.
“Patience is very impor-

tant for me because my projects take so long to get built,”
McCormack said. “There is
no instant gratification.”

It’s All Connected
Though he sets office
hours, McCormack might
work any time.
Whether he’s sharing his
perspective with other architects, artists or historians or practicing his tribe’s
native language with school
children in Lapwai, much of
what he does outside “work”
informs the designs he creates for McCormack Landscape Architecture.
And not completing a minor in college didn’t make
music any less significant in
his life. Music is part of his
heritage, too: His grandfather was in an all-Indian jazz
band. McCormack studied
piano at WSU, and though he
hated performing for an audience, he still likes to play.
“It helps me relax,” he
said.
On the shelf by his desk,
he said, are three books:
Webster’s Dictionary, a dictionary of the Nez Perce Language and Sunset’s Western
Garden Book.
Add some sheet music, and
that would be his life, in
a nutshell.
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Darlene Larson

Showing up
is just the
beginning
Some time ago in the
Portland area, I was asked
to assist a management team
hire a restaurant staff for a
new business. The process
had been set up so everyone applying for any of the
available positions would
fill out the application form
immediately; if the application passed muster, the
individual would be sent
on for an initial screening
interview. The application
form is a way to screen out
those who have not done
their preparation properly:
incomplete answers, leaving
out names, addresses, phone
numbers, e-mail addresses
and a complete, relevant job
history.
Of 1,395 applicants scheduled for interviews, 383
didn’t even show up. 1,012
made the first interview and
226 quickly went on to the
second interview. In seven
hours, 91 staff members had
been hired.
There are several things
you can do to be one of those
hired.
Do your home work;
Fill out a master applica-
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