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History 
Commentary

By Gerry L. Alexander

In the fall of 2001 I participated as a pre-
senter at a continuing legal education 
seminar sponsored by the Washington 

Courts Historical Society. The event fo-
cused on a number of landmark cases that 
over the years have gone from Washington’s 
trial courts to the state supreme court and, in 
a few instances, to the United States Supreme Court. 

I had the honor of presenting on a Chelan County case. It is 
a favorite of mine for a couple of reasons. First, it is an important 
part of the legal history of our state and nation. Just as signifi-
cantly, though, it arose out of a lawsuit maintained by an ordinary 
Washingtonian of modest means who was not, by any measure, in 
a position of influence in her community. This person was simply 
seeking what most litigants want—to have the court fairly apply 
the law. Even though the amount of controversy in that case was 
not great, the plaintiff was fortunate to find excellent attorneys 
who were willing to represent her throughout the entire course of 
the litigation. I have a strong sense that the lawyers who handled 
her case from beginning to end were doing so pro bono because 
they believed their client had been wronged and that resort to the 
courts was the only way she could obtain justice. 

What makes this case particularly notable is that the result 
achieved by this ordinary Washington citizen benefited mil-
lions of other low-income Americans who were unknown to 
her. Indeed, the impact of the final decision in the case was 
felt at the highest levels of our nation’s government, up to 
the Office of the President of the United States. The case I 
am referring to is Parrish v. West Coast Hotel Company (185 
Wash. 581, 55 P.2d 1083 (1936), aff ’d, West Coast Hotel Co.  
v. Parrish, 300 U.S. 379, 57 S. Ct. 578, 81 L. Ed. 703 (1937)), a 
case that started out in 1935 in the Chelan County Courthouse 
in Wenatchee.

Some readers may know a bit about the Parrish case, but for those 
who are unfamiliar with it, here are a few of the facts that led to the 
lawsuit. From 1933 to 1935 Elsie Parrish worked as what in those 

days was known as a chambermaid. Her place of employment was 
the Cascadian Hotel in downtown Wenatchee, a building that still 
stands on Wenatchee’s main street.

Parrish commenced her lawsuit in Chelan County Superior 
Court against the operator of the Cascadian, the West Coast Hotel 
Company. She claimed that the wage she was paid by the hotel was 
less than the minimum wage as fixed by our state’s Industrial Welfare 
Commission. That commission, pursuant to a state law, set the wage 
for women and children at $14.50. That was not $14.50 per hour, or 
even $14.50 per day. Rather, it was $14.50 per week, for 48 hours of 
work. Although that wage seems shockingly low, we must remember 
that in 1935 our nation was in the midst of the Great Depression 
and such wages were then common. In her complaint, Parrish sought 
back wages totaling $216.96—a small claims court matter these days. 
At trial, which occurred in October 1935 in the Chelan County 
Courthouse, she conceded that she endorsed the paychecks that had 
been tendered to her in the lesser amount, saying, “I took what they 
gave me, because I needed this work so badly and I figured the com-
pany would pay me what was right…the state wage.”

The then-judge of the Chelan County Superior Court, Judge 
W. O. Parr, presided at the trial. Relying on a 1923 decision of the 
United States Supreme Court, Adkins v. Children’s Hospital, he con-
cluded that Washington’s statute, which authorized the Industrial 
Welfare Commission to establish a minimum wage for women, was 
unconstitutional as an interference with freedom to contract. Judge 
Parr, therefore, awarded Elsie Parrish only $17, that sum being the 
difference between what she had been paid and the amount the hotel 
had agreed to pay her, which was less than the statutory minimum 
wage. The record showed that the hotel company had offered the $17 
to Parrish after she commenced her suit, but she refused the tender.

Elsie Parrish appealed the trial court’s decision to the Washington 
Supreme Court. On April 2, 1936, the court reversed Judge Parr, sus-
tained our state’s minimum wage, and directed judgment for Parrish. 
In doing so, the court did its best to distinguish the Adkins decision, 
hanging its ruling largely on the fact that the Adkins case dealt with 
an act of Congress that applied only to the District of Columbia. Our 
court said, “The United States Supreme Court has not yet held that a 
state statute such as one at the case at bar is unconstitutional and until 

Parrish v. West Coast Hotel Company: 
A Chelan County Chambermaid Makes History

such time Adkins v. Children’s Hospital is not controlling.” Frankly, this 
statement was rather slim support for the decision, but it was about all 
the Washington Supreme Court had going for it.

Happily for the hotel, at least, the U.S. Supreme Court granted 
its petition to review the decision of the Washington Supreme 
Court. Argument was thereafter held in Washington, D.C., in De-
cember 1936, in the relatively new U.S. Supreme Court Building. 
It is worth noting, parenthetically, that things moved fast in those 
days—a little over one year from a trial in Wenatchee to a hearing at 
the U.S. Supreme Court, with a stop in between at the Washington 
Supreme Court in Olympia. The arguments of counsel at the U.S. 
Supreme Court focused primarily on the continued viability of the 
above-mentioned Adkins decision. 

Although Wenatchee attorney C. B. Conner represented Parrish 
at trial and on appeal to the Washington Supreme Court, at the U.S. 
Supreme Court she was represented by Sam Driver of Wenatchee, 
an attorney who later served as a justice of the state supreme court. 
W. A. Toner, an assistant attorney general of the State of Washing-
ton, also appeared and argued in support of the constitutionality of 
Washington’s minimum-wage law. The West Coast Hotel Company 
was represented by Seattle attorneys E. L. Skeel and John Roberts. 
They replaced Wenatchee attorney Fred Crollard, who represented 
the hotel company at trial and on appeal to the Washington Su-
preme Court.

Before I tell you what the U.S. Supreme Court did in this case, 
let me step away from the Parrish case for a moment and say a 
word about some of the political and judicial currents swirl-

ing around the other Washington at this 
time. In 1936 the U.S. Supreme Court 
was precariously balanced between con-
servatives and liberals—not unlike today. 
In the early days of Franklin Roosevelt’s 
long tenure as president, which had com-
menced in 1933, a group of unyielding 
conservatives, commonly known as the 
“four horsemen,” had the upper hand on 
the Supreme Court. 

The four horsemen were Justices 
Sutherland, Van Devanter, Butler, and 
McReynolds, the latter justice generally 
being considered the most curmudgeonly 
person ever to sit on that court. Those 
who possessed an unfavorable view of 
the conservatives compared these justices 
to the four horsemen of the apocalypse. 
Those who admired them saw them more 
as the four horsemen of Notre Dame, the 
famous Notre Dame backfield of 1924. 
Whether one liked them or not, it was a fact that the members 
of the court were considered by many to be rather old, their aver-
age age being 71. Five of the justices were 74 or older. They were 
also, in a philosophical sense, 19th-century men who regarded 

laissez-faire—the principle opposing governmental interference in 
economic affairs—as enshrined in the Constitution. 

Three reliable liberals stood against them in many cases, Louis 
Brandeis, Benjamin Cardozo, and Harlan Fiske Stone, the latter 
eventually becoming chief justice. This meant that the balance of 
power resided in the then-chief justice, Charles Evans Hughes, and 
Justice Owen Roberts. 

Chief Justice Hughes was a very distinguished-looking man. In 
pictures he looks like he was sent to the court by central casting 
in Hollywood. He also had a fabulous career, having been elected 
governor of New York in the early part of the 20th century and 
appointed a U.S. Supreme Court associate justice by President 
William Howard Taft in 1910. He stayed on the court until 1916, 
when he was nominated by the Republican Party as its presidential 
candidate. Hughes lost to Woodrow Wilson in a close election that 
year and carried on a law practice until 1921, when he began a four-
year stint as secretary of state. In 1930 President Hoover appointed 
him chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, and he served in that 
position until his retirement in 1941. Justice Felix Frankfurter once 
remarked that to see Hughes preside was like watching Toscanini 
lead an orchestra. 

The other “swingman,” Justice Roberts, was an interesting person 
as well. Hailing from Pennsylvania, he was appointed to the court 
in 1930 by President Hoover. Early on in his Supreme Court career 
he was thought to be somewhat of a liberal, but this reputation did 
not last. Starting in the mid 1930s, he began to side with the court’s 
conservatives in a series of controversial rulings that toppled pillar 
after pillar of New Deal legislation such as the National Recovery 

Act, Agricultural Adjustment Act, and 
Railroad Employees Act. Indeed, be-
tween 1934 and 1936 the court rendered 
a dozen decisions declaring New Deal 
measures invalid. 

Pertinent to the Parrish case, Justice 
Roberts joined with the four horsemen 
in the spring of 1936 in overturning a 
New York state law that, like Washing-
ton’s, set a minimum wage for women. 
This decision, because it dealt with a 
state law, cast even greater doubt on 
the correctness of the decision that the 
Washington Supreme Court had handed 
down in favor of Elsie Parrish. 

These decisions by the court’s “old 
men” infuriated President Roosevelt, 
who told reporters that the U.S. Su-
preme Court had created a “no man’s 
land” where neither the federal nor state 
government was permitted to act on the 

citizenry’s behalf. One ardent New Dealer decried the court’s ac-
tions as “economic dictatorship.” 

The backlash against the court’s decision was thought to 
have contributed to President Roosevelt’s landslide win in the 

Chambermaid Elsie Parrish won 
her minimum wage lawsuit in 
the U.S. Supreme Court.
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presidential election of November 1936. Very likely it emboldened 
him early in 1937 to unveil his famous “court-packing plan.” The 
plan called for a constitutional amendment that would allow the 
president to appoint another judge for every federal judge who 
was over 70 and not retired. Based on the age of the justices at the 
time the president hatched this plan, he could have added six new 
Supreme Court justices. Many believe that the specter of the plan 
put the fear of God into some members of the court, particularly its 
swingman, Owen Roberts. Whether or not Roosevelt’s ploy had in-

fluence, it is a historical fact that slightly less than two months after 
the court-packing plan was broached by the president, on March 29, 
1937, the court ruled in West Coast Hotel Company v. Parrish that 
Washington’s minimum-wage law was constitutional. In doing so, 
it specifically overruled the Adkins decision as well as its decision 
in the New York case Morehead v. New York ex rel. Tipaldo, handed 
down just a year earlier. 

The Parrish decision was written by Chief Justice Hughes, 
which was not too surprising since he sometimes joined the 
liberal wing. It was Justice Roberts, though, who stunned a 

lot of people by providing the deciding vote in the court’s 5–4 deci-
sion. Two weeks later, Justice Roberts again joined the liberals in 
upholding the Wagner Labor Act, and six weeks later he was with 
them again when the Social Security Act passed constitutional mus-
ter. Although the president’s court-packing plan soon fizzled, Justice 
Roberts’s conversion from conservative to liberal engendered a bit 
of Washington, D.C., humor based on Benjamin Franklin’s famous 
maxim of thrift, “a stitch in time saves nine.” The new post-Parrish 
version was “a switch in time saves nine.” 

Although Roosevelt’s court-packing plan eventually died in 
Congress, historians have pondered whether its specter caused Jus-
tice Roberts to desert the four horsemen. We will never know for 
certain because Justice Roberts was a private man who was quite 
closemouthed about his thinking in the matter for the remainder 
of his life. The closest he came to revealing his thoughts was in a 
memorandum he drafted after he stepped down from the bench in 
1945. He did this at the request of Justice Felix Frankfurter, and it 
was published after Justice Roberts’s death in 1955. In the memo-

randum, his change of heart from Morehead to Parrish 
was attributed to what he called the “timidity” of the 
New York lawyers in Morehead to request that the 
court overturn the Adkins decision. Actually, this 
after-the-fact explanation is not really accurate be-
cause the petition for review in Morehead indicates 
that the New Yorkers wanted Adkins overturned. 

Regardless of what caused Roberts to vote in 
favor of Elsie Parrish’s position and overturn Ad-
kins and Morehead, there is no question that the 
opinion in Parrish v. West Coast Hotel Company has 
had enduring significance. Not only did it give the 
green light to the states to pass minimum-wage laws, 
which are ubiquitous today, but it quickly opened 
the floodgates to other New Deal legislation, such as 
the Social Security Act, which has had a huge effect 
on just about everyone in our nation. 

It is the view of some that the court’s decision to 
grant review of the Parrish case had nothing to do with 

the court-packing plan because the plan was not unveiled by President 
Roosevelt until after review was granted. It may well be that the liber-
als on the court granted review in Parrish because they were looking for 
a case that would allow them to overrule the Adkins opinion—which 
even the chief justice at that time, the conservative former president 
Howard Taft, disliked and dissented. It takes only four votes to grant 
review at the U.S. Supreme Court and it is possible that the liberals 
thought they might pick up one more vote to overturn Adkins. As it 
turned out, they picked up the vote of Justice Roberts.

Did the court-packing plan influence the court? Although that 
will forever remain a mystery, we do know that the Parrish case 
made history. But it is history that was made only because a woman 
from our state, Elsie Parrish, sought to assert her right in court and 
found attorneys who were willing to handle her case without any 
expectation of financial gain. The client and her attorneys did rise 
to the challenge, and the rest is history. It is my hope that the many 
Washington lawyers who provide legal services at no cost to the 
economically disadvantaged will be cognizant of this important part 
of our state’s legal history and be inspired by it to carry on the great 
tradition of Washington lawyers to, as the oath of attorney says, 
“never forsake the cause of the defenseless or oppressed.” 

Gerry L. Alexander served as a justice on the Washington State Supreme Court 

from 1995 through 2011, and was chief justice from 2001 through 2009. His 

legal career spans almost five decades.

The U.S. Supreme Court justices, c. 1937–38. Sitting, from left to 
right, Justices Sutherland and McReynolds, Chief Justice Hughes, 
Justices Brandeis and Butler. Standing, left to right, Justices 
Cardozo, Stone, Roberts, and Black.
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W      ell-dressed patrons  
   of the arts fidgeted in  
 their seats, restlessly 
waiting for the heavy cur-

tain to rise. When the velvety folds finally 
lifted, viewers stared in amazement at the 
sight before them. Thanks to stage magic, 
they had been transported across the 
mountains from their familiar urban set-
ting to the village of Chief White Cloud 
and his tribe. The audience sat spellbound 
through the intricate plot twists of the 
five-act play, accompanied by the plain-
tive, hypnotic sounds of Indian flute and 
drum music. This performance of Wah-
Mah-Whah-Lah, written and directed by 
Laura Belle Downey Bartlett, took place 
almost a century ago on May 16, 1916, in 
the Tacoma Theatre. 

 “Wah-mah-whah-lah” means “beau-
tiful mountains, lovely valleys, and 
crystal streams” in Chinook Jargon, 
according to the playwright, who was 
something of an expert in the trade lan-
guage. The playbill described the pro-
duction as a “dramatic, musical Indian 
Character Play.” The audiences liked 
what they saw, and the play continued its 
run. In June the production triumphed 
in Portland; a review in the Morning Or-
egonian reported that it was 

full of music seldom heard.… Pen-
sive Indian music, the romance and 
fascination of the red man before he 

Laura Belle  
Downey Bartlett

mingled with the whites, combined to 
make Wah-Mah-Whah-Lah, given at 
the Eleventh-Street Playhouse, under 
the direction of Laura Belle Downey 
Bartlett, an unusual success. The play 
and music were written by Mrs. Bartlett 
from her intimate knowledge of the In-
dians and her life among the Chinooks.

Stalwart Steilacoom Settler and  
Woman of Many Talents

Another critique noted, “Local sing-
ers who are students of Indian customs 
and language enact the play. Good voic-
es, good acting, and splendid staging 
assist in making Mrs. Bartlett’s Indian 
work a triumph.”

Bartlett was 63 when she wrote 
Wah-Mah-Whah-Lah, which could be 

Laura Belle Downey Bartlett, who crossed the Oregon Trail at the age of two, became a 
mining engineer, Chinook Jargon translator, author, musician, and playwright.

BY NANCY COVERT
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considered the artistic culmination of 
the desire to share her knowledge of Pa-
cific Northwest Indian culture. The play 
incorporated day-to-day living customs, 
courtship rituals, burial traditions, and 
preparations for war. Organized as a series 
of dramatic tableaus,with a minimum of 
dialogue, the production had a cast of 
over two-dozen actors and included nine 
original songs. Although it is simplistic 
and might be considered an amateurish 
effort by today’s standards, the play pro-
vides a glimpse into an early settler’s view 
of Native American culture.

B   artlett’s connection  
   with Pacific North- 
 west Indians began dur- 
 ing her early childhood. 

Less than two years after her birth in 
Clark County, Missouri, on August 
18, 1851, her family embarked on the 
Oregon Trail. In an 1892 Tacoma Daily 
Ledger article, she reminisced: “My par-
ents had 11 children when they decided 
to come to Oregon. Just about then, I 
decided to make it an even dozen, so 

they waited in Missouri until I ar-
rived and then came west.” They 
made the difficult journey with the 
Longmire-Biles party.

Her family settled near Roy on 
the Nisqually plain. In the Ledger 
article, Bartlett tells of growing up 
in Washington Territory in the early 
1850s. When the “Indian Trouble” 
arose, the Downeys left their home-
stead for the safety of Fort Steilacoom, 
about 12 miles north. She recalled 
that there had been some terrifying 
moments during those tense days:

 I shall never forget how frightened I 
was, as was everyone, when a shot 
was fired by our guard, which all 
thought was the beginning of the at-
tack, but proved, by daylight, to be a 
large fat hog…. However, the Indians 
never made an attack on Steilacoom, 
as there were two or more companies 
of soldiers stationed at the garrison….

The Downeys returned to Roy 
once the fear of Indian attacks had 

ABOVE: As a child, 
Laura Belle Downey 
Bartlett learned 
Chinook Jargon, the 
trade language that 
developed in the mid 
19th century in the 
Pacific Northwest. 
Besides serving as 
a translator for the 
Quinault Indians, 
she authored several 
small books about 
the language in 
hope of helping to 
preserve it.

LEFT: This publicity 
photo depicts cast 
members from 
Wah-Mah-Whah-Lah, 
Barlett’s 1916 play.  
The production 
received critical 
acclaim from the 
local press and was 
well-attended during 
its runs in Tacoma  
and Portland.St
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passed, but they later relocated again 
to Steilacoom, where Laura Belle’s 
father William became a prominent, 
civic-minded citizen. She grew up 
speaking Chinook Jargon, the simpli-
fied trade language used among Pacific 
Northwest Indians and white immi-
grants, missionaries, and traders. In a 
1920 Yakima Republic article Bartlett 
explains her fluency: “We were simply 
surrounded by Indians. I learned to 
speak their language and also many of 
their songs and chants.” 

Remnants of the jargon—words such 
as potlatch, muckamuck, hiyu, and til-
licum—are still used throughout the 
region and beyond. Bartlett authored 
a Chinook dictionary and gave numer-
ous lectures and musical presentations 
in Chinook Jargon. As a locally recog-
nized authority on Native Americans 
and the Chinook trade language, she 
was called upon to act as translator at 
debates between Quinault Indians and 
visiting congressmen on the issue of 
public lands. 

Unlucky in matrimonial matters, 
Laura Belle was married three times—
once abandoned, once widowed, and 
once divorced. Her first husband, George 
Fisher, “deserted her” in 1868, when she 
was just 16. Her second husband, Lieu-
tenant Nehemiah Bartlett, accidentally 
drowned in 1875 off Henderson Bay. 
With their only child, Lizzie, the couple 
had lived in a two-story frame house in 
Chapman’s Addition, in what is now 
Steilacoom’s 40–block historic district. 
Laura Belle’s third husband was Ezra “Ed” 
Ellis, a Tacoma police sergeant. After 
they divorced she resumed using Bartlett 
as her surname. 

In 1902 Bartlett prepared a book of 
then-well-known songs she had translat-
ed into Chinook Jargon. Chinook-English 
Songs, published by J. K. Gill Company 
of Portland, is still used by researchers. 
“Boston Illume” is an example of this 
translation work:

Nika illahee, kah-kwa mika,  
T’see illahee, wake e-li-te,  
Kah-kwa mika, nika shunta.  
Illahee, kah nika papa mamoloos,  
Illahee, klosh tellicum chaco;  

Kee-Kwilla konaway lemoti,  
Mamook wake e-li-te tin-tin. 

My country ‘tis of thee,  
Sweet land of liberty,  
Of thee I sing:  
Land where my fathers died,  
Land of the pilgrims’ pride;  
From every mountain side,  
Let freedom ring. 

According to Bartlett, “The object 
in presenting to the public this little 
book of Chinook translations of folk-
lore songs is the hope that it will interest 

the rising generation and thereby assist 
in perpetuating the life of the Chinook 
Jargon.” This desire to call attention to 
and preserve the pidgin dialect seems 
to have been at play later on when she 
wrote Wah-Mah-Whah-Lah.

Bartlett’s other written works include 
the Students’ History of the Northwest and 
the State of Washington and a collection 
of biographies on early settlers. She also 
published a small cookbook—primarily for 
use by Klondike gold seekers—and wrote 
numerous poems and short stories. Other 
passions of Bartlett’s were music and min-
ing. She served as director of the Interna-
tional Studio of Music in Portland as well 
as president and manager of a mining and 
milling company—the officers of which 
were other businesswomen—and around 

1910 became president of the Oregon State 
Mining Association.

I    n addition to writing,  
   translating, music, and min- 
   ing, Bartlett was a driving 
spirit behind a number of wom-

en’s organizations. Women in the Pacific 
Northwest were part of the club move-
ment that began to sweep the nation 
in the 1850s. They organized informal 
volunteer societies dedicated to chari-
table efforts, self-improvement, and civic 
reform. Unsurprisingly, Bartlett was at the 
fore of this trend, which peaked between 

the 1890s and 1920s, and she appears to 
have made use of her involvement with 
women’s groups to further draw attention 
to the Chinook trade language. 

In 1975 Bartlett’s descendants do-
nated to the Steilacoom Historical Mu-
seum Association many of her papers, 
photos, and books, as well as a trunk full 
of costumes used in the play. These ma-
terials paint a portrait of an energetic, 
multi-faceted woman—author, musi-
cian, translator, miner, historian, and 
avid patron of the arts—and Wah-Mah-
Whah-Lah stands out as a high point in 
a busy and productive life. ❧

Nancy Covert, now retired after a 30-plus-year 
career in journalism, is currently researching 
the history of the American Lake community. 

Bartlett’s eclectic collection of memorabilia includes this postcard, written in Chinook, with a 
photograph of Princess Angeline, Chief Seattle’s daughter, on the front.
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Elisha W. Chester’s 
Quixotic Indian 
Removal Plan I

N THE SUMMER OF 1838 the United States government sent 
troops into the Cherokee Nation, rounded up every Cherokee 
they could find, and interned them in cramped and dirty camps. 
Over the following fall and winter the United States forced over 

15,000 Cherokees to migrate from their homeland to what is now 
Oklahoma. Somewhere between 4,000 and 8,000 Cherokees died as 
a direct consequence of their internment and relocation. 

Cherokees 

On the Columbia?

BY TIM ALAN GARRISON

At first glance, the removal of the Cherokees does not ap-
pear particularly relevant to the history of the Pacific North-
west, but the federal government’s willingness to follow its 
precedent of relocating eastern tribes in its plan to organize the 
greater Oregon Territory forms one link between the Chero-
kees and the Pacific Northwest. Another connection—both 
strange and obscure—is the spectacularly naïve and futile 
effort by a lawyer named Elisha W. Chester to relocate the 
Cherokee Nation to the mouth of the Columbia River. 

t
he pressure on the Cherokees to move began in the 
early 18th century when people of European descent 
started to encroach into their territory. By the time 
of the American Revolutionary War, the Cherokees 

had already surrendered more than half of the territory they 
had possessed at their first encounter with whites. The Chero-

kee cessions did not diminish demands for their land, and their 
efforts to defend their territory only antagonized the southern 
colonists (and later, the southern states). During a conflict 
between the Cherokees and southern state militias in 1776, 
Thomas Jefferson suggested that the United States drive the 
Cherokees across the Mississippi River. 

In the late 1780s and early 1790s the U.S. government 
began urging the Cherokees to abandon their traditional ways 
of life and learn how to live, worship, and farm like American 
Christian yeomen families. There were some Cherokees who 
embraced this “civilization program” and integrated them-
selves into the regional market economy. 

Not long after the conclusion of the Louisiana Purchase 
in 1803, Jefferson resurrected his idea of relocating the east-
ern tribes beyond the Mississippi. One of the first tribes he 
approached about removal was the Cherokee Nation. Across 
the Mississippi, Jefferson promised, the Cherokees could re-
tain their political autonomy and live free from the trespasses 
of American settlers. Although the leaders of the Cherokee 
Nation rejected Jefferson’s entreaties, a small group of Chero-
kees moved west to the Arkansas River valley in 1810. Other 
groups migrated to that region between 1817 and 1819. 

In Jefferson’s mind, another impetus for removal was the 
Compact of 1802, in which the state of Georgia surrendered 
its territory west of the Chattahoochee River in exchange for 
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FACING PAGE: The forced removal of the Cherokee Indians from  
the southeastern United States to present-day Oklahoma is  

often referred to as the “Trail of Tears.” If the U.S. government had 
followed the suggestion of one Georgia lawyer, the Cherokees would 

instead have ended up at the mouth of the Columbia River.

BELOW: The Cherokee Nation once inhabited a vast region covering 
present-day Kentucky and parts of Tennessee, the Virginias, North  

and South Carolina, Alabama, and Georgia.
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a promise from the federal government to eliminate Indian 
land claims in the rest of the state as soon as the titles could be 
acquired “peaceably” and “on reasonable terms.” At the time, 
the Cherokees and the Creeks possessed much of what is now 
central and western Georgia. In 1826 the Creeks ceded their 
remaining lands in the state, leaving the Cherokees to bear the 
full brunt of Georgia’s intimidation. Pro-removal politicians in 
Georgia demanded that the federal government extinguish the 
Cherokees’ rights to their territory and 
open up the lands to white constituents 
wishing to join the burgeoning cotton 
economy. By the mid 1820s, calls for 
the expulsion of the Cherokees domi-
nated political discussions in the state. 

Throughout this period the Chero-
kees continued to make adjustments 
to their legal and political institutions. 
They established a court system with 
trial and appellate levels, formally aban-
doned their traditional law of blood 
revenge, and adopted a republican form 
of government. Many, but not most, 
converted to Christianity at the be-
hest of Protestant missionaries residing 
among them and read the Bible and 
other spiritual tracts published in their 
own language. All of their efforts toward 
acculturation were in vain. Despite the 
Cherokees’ accommodations to the civ-
ilization policy, white men in Georgia 
refused to accept them as social equals 
and urged their political representatives 
to seize the Cherokees’ land and kick 
them out of the state. 

In the early 1820s the Cherokee National Council informed 
the United States that it would refuse future cession requests 
and enacted a law prohibiting Cherokee individuals from sell-
ing tribal land upon penalty of death. In 1827 the Cherokees 
adopted a written republican constitution, reasserting to the 
world that they considered themselves an independent, sover-
eign nation. John Ross, principal chief of the Cherokee Nation 
from 1827 until his death in 1866, consistently opposed U.S. 
efforts to persuade the Cherokees to move. 

In the late 1820s the Georgia legislature extended the 
state’s jurisdiction over Cherokee territory and purported to 
abolish the Cherokee Nation’s laws and government. The 
legislature then established a process to survey and seize the 
tribe’s land and distribute it to white Georgians in a lottery. 
Political leaders in Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee fol-
lowed Georgia’s lead, passed their own extension laws, and 
called for the removal of the Indians inside their borders. 
After Andrew Jackson became president in 1828, Congress 
narrowly passed a bill—now known as the Indian Removal 
Act—granting the president authority to negotiate removal 
agreements with the eastern Indian tribes. Jackson quickly 

moved to solidify his political support by using the legislation 
to coordinate what we today would call an “ethnic cleansing” 
of Native Americans from the Southeast. 

Jefferson’s idea had been to push the Cherokees across 
the Mississippi River into the Louisiana Territory and leave 
them there to govern themselves and acculturate at their own 
pace. His recommendation for a removal destination was gen-
eral in nature, but a logical place at the time was Arkansas, 

where some Cherokees had immigrated 
between 1808 and 1819. However, that 
region became Arkansas Territory in 
1819, and by 1828 the U.S. government 
wanted the southeastern tribes pushed 
even farther west. At that point the “Old 
Settler” Cherokees who had immigrated 
10 to 20 years earlier exchanged their 
land in Arkansas for 7 million acres in 
the northeastern corner of what is now 
Oklahoma. 

The land directly west of Arkansas 
thus became a primary terminus for archi-
tects of the federal Indian removal policy, 
and the government began planning to 
relocate the southeastern tribes to the 
areas north, south, and west of the Old 
Settler Cherokees, calling it the “Indian 
Territory.” In the brief interlude between 
passage of the Indian Removal Act and 
the government’s decision to remove 
the southeastern tribes (including the 
Cherokees) to the Indian Territory, Eli-
sha W. Chester attempted to persuade the 
federal government to move the Chero-

kees to the area near present-day Astoria, Oregon, where the 
Columbia River flows into the Pacific Ocean. 

e
lisha W. Chester was born in 1795 in Groton, Con-
necticut, and graduated from Congregationalist 
Middlebury (Vermont) College in 1818. After com-
pleting his college studies, Chester began studying 

for the bar. By 1825 he had moved to Georgia and opened a 
law office, which he developed into such a lucrative practice 
that he could afford to own two slaves. 

In the late 1820s Chester began to perform legal work for the 
Cherokee Nation and several Cherokee individuals. William 
Rogers, who later became a prominent Cherokee planter, de-
scribed Chester as a “lawyer of some reputation and ability.” As 
a young man, Rogers had boarded in Chester’s home and studied 
law under his tutelage. Not surprisingly, Rogers remained loyal to 
Chester, even when many tribal members later questioned the 
lawyer’s motives in representing the Cherokee Nation. 

In the early 1830s Chester achieved a measure of histori-
cal notoriety when he served as missionary Samuel Worces-
ter’s counsel in Worcester v. Georgia, an important case in the 
modern conception of tribal sovereignty. In 1830 the state 
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A protestant missionary among the Cherokees 
who was jailed for his anti-removal stance, 
Samuel Worcester (above) was represented  

in legal proceedings by Elisha Chester.

legislature had attempted to break the alliance between the 
Cherokees and anti-removal Protestant missionaries from the 
North by enacting a law that prohibited whites from living 
in the Cherokee Nation without a license from the governor 
of Georgia. Several of the missionaries, including Worcester 
and Dr. Elizur Butler, refused to comply. Although Chester 
lost the case at the state level—as the missionaries and the 
Cherokees had expected—Worcester wrote that Chester had 
“argued the case well, but of course without effect.” Worcester 
added that Chester, upon first reflection, agreed that Georgia 
had the authority to extend its jurisdiction over the Cherokee 
Nation, but once the attorney had been engaged to handle the 
missionaries’ case, he became convinced that Georgia had ac-
knowledged the Cherokees’ rights to live secure from the state’s 
trespasses in earlier treaties with the United States.

In February 1832, Chester traveled 
to Washington, D.C., and sat in for 
the Worcester v. Georgia oral arguments 
before the U.S. Supreme Court with 
John Sergeant, soon to become the vice- 
presidential nominee of the emerging 
Whig Party in the fall election, and Wil-
liam Wirt, former attorney general and 
Anti-Masonic Party presidential candi-
date in the same election. In a stunning 
legal victory for the missionaries and 
the Cherokee Nation, Chief Justice 
John Marshall, writing for the majority, 
declared that the Cherokee Nation re-
tained significant powers of sovereignty 
and that Georgia’s extension laws and 
efforts to constrain the missionaries’ 
freedom had wrongfully intruded upon 
those powers and the exclusive diplo-
matic relationship that existed between 
the Cherokees and the United States.

When on March 3, 1832, the Su-
preme Court ordered the Georgia 
Superior Court to reverse its decision 
and free the missionaries, it was Ches-
ter who carried the document from 
Washington, D.C., to the Georgia state capital. The Geor-
gia court refused to reverse the convictions and kept the 
missionaries in jail. Chester informed the Supreme Court 
that the state court judge had refused to acknowledge its 
judgment and enter it in the latter court’s record of the case, 
but at no point thereafter did the Supreme Court, Congress, 
or the Jackson administration act to force Georgia to accede 
to the court’s decision.

Chester, for his part, remained on retainer for the Cherokee 
Nation for several months after the Worcester controversy, 

attempting to persuade the governor of Georgia to release the 
missionaries and preparing a memorial to President Andrew 
Jackson, asking him to intervene on the missionaries’ behalf.

N
ot long after making his unsuccessful plea to the 
president, Chester began to express an interest in 
serving as a U.S. government agent in removal ne-
gotiations with Cherokee leaders. In the spring of 

1832 he embarked on a trip to Boston to update the Ameri-
can Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions on their 
missionaries’ situation in Georgia. On the way, he stopped in 
Washington and met with Secretary of War Lewis Cass and 
other war department officials. Chester told them he held 
the confidence of influential Cherokee leaders and could 
assist in the conclusion of a removal treaty. Persuaded by his 

argument, Cass appointed Chester as 
a special agent to deliver a removal 
proposal to the Cherokee government. 

Chester attempted to persuade prin-
cipal chief John Ross to reconsider his 
entrenched position for the sake of his 
people, arguing as had many before him 
that removal was the only solution to 
the Cherokees’ difficulties. The lawyer 
met with determined resistance and an-
tagonism from the chief, who believed 
that Chester had betrayed the Chero-
kees’ trust. Ross called Chester’s ar-
rangement to act as a U.S. government 
agent “uncouth” because the lawyer had 
represented Worcester and Butler and 
the Cherokee Nation in the past and 
had so recently expressed his support for 
Cherokee interests. 

Ross responded to the removal pro-
posal by demanding to see Chester’s 
government credentials. According to 
Ross, Chester denied at this meeting 
that he had switched sides and “boldly 
declared that he was acting under the 
special advice and influence of sincere 

friends of the Cherokees in Congress.” Ross brusquely informed 
Chester that he opposed the idea of a removal treaty of any kind 
and that most of the Cherokees agreed with him. The chief then 
declared that the council would have no further communica-
tion with Chester and sent an official rejection of the proposal 
directly to the secretary of war. 

On July 1, Chester wrote to Cass to summarize his as-yet 
unsuccessful efforts to bring about a removal treaty. In this let-
ter Chester first broached the idea of a removal to the Pacific 
Northwest: “Some speculations have been started among the 

Chester achieved a measure of historical notoriety when he served as Samuel Worcester’s counsel 
in Worcester v. Georgia, an important case in the modern conception of tribal sovereignty.
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A force behind President Andrew Jackson’s 
Indian removal policy, Secretary of War 
Lewis Cass appointed Elisha Chester a 

government agent to negotiate a removal 
treaty with the Cherokee Nation.
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principal men about removing to the mouth of the Oregon on 
the Pacific (the Columbia River was occasionally referred to as 
“the Oregon” at this time). They think the Creeks and Choc-
taws would be induced to unite with them in such a removal.” 

Unfortunately, Chester never identified these “principal 
men,” although he apparently had befriended William Rog-
ers, and Rogers had close relationships with 
Major Ridge and John Ridge, the father and son 
who were emerging as leaders of the Treaty Party, 
which advocated removal. It is unclear whether 
these discussions were actually taking place 
among the Cherokees or Chester was simply 
trying to secure permission from the war depart-
ment to press his own removal idea on the tribe. 

I
n a July 10 letter to the war department, Ches-
ter expanded on his removal scheme, adding 
that the “intelligen[t] men” in the Cherokee 
Nation admitted that “the interest of their 

people demands a removal; but they cannot and 
dare not enter into terms, until a like conviction 
is produced in the minds of the populace.” Ches-
ter wrote that he expected this popular consensus 
to develop at the upcoming 
October council meeting. By 
the summer of 1832, disap-
pointment over the U.S. gov-
ernment’s failure to enforce 
the Worcester decision against 
Georgia had induced more 
influential Cherokees such as 
Andrew Ross (John’s broth-
er), William Hicks, Rogers, 
and William Shorey Coodey 
to join the Ridges and Elias 
Boudinot, editor of the Chero-
kee Phoenix newspaper, in their 
willingness to contemplate a 
removal treaty 

In the same letter he wrote: 
“[I]n my last, I mentioned that 
there had been suggestions 
made by some of the Chero-
kees, about a removal to the 
Pacific. I am inclined to think 
that such a plan, if possible, would be more agreeable to many 
of them, than a removal to the Arkansas.” Chester admitted, 

I have little information about the country on the Pacific, and no 
books within my reach at present afford any. From a map before 
me, it would seem that the country between the Pacific and Mult-
nomah, and extending from the Mexican boundary to the Colum-
bia, contains something like 20,000,000 acres. This would be 
sufficiently large to accommodate the three tribes [presumably, the 
Cherokees and the neighboring Creeks and Choctaws].”

This letter suggests that the plan may have been more of 
Chester’s idea than that of the unidentified Cherokees: 

It has long been a question with me, what is eventually to be done 
with the country west of the Rocky Mountains. It is too remote 
ever to be formed into a State, or States of the Union; unless rail 

roads, and the power of steam, 
are hereafter to make neighbors 
of antipodes. Between the Rocky 
Mountains and the States there 
is a large extent of country, which 
must for ages be unsettled by civi-
lized man. 

Chester asserted in his let-
ter that a general removal of 
all the southeastern tribes to 
the region would be benefi-
cial to their populations for it 
would separate them by a wide 
distance from white Ameri-
cans. Would not removal to 
the region, Chester asked, en-
able the Indians to avoid “all 
the jealousies and ill blood, 
so apt to arise between the 
white and the red men?” The 
Cherokees, he added, would 
also be able to influence the 
other removed tribes and the 
peoples already living in the 
region along the path toward 
“civilization.” “Or,” he won-
dered, “would the expense, 
or difficulty of transporting so 
large a number of people to so 
great a distance, constitute an 
insurmountable obstacle?” 

If the government found 
that it could afford to remove 
the tribes to the region, Ches-
ter’s question then was, “What 
shall be the nature of the rela-
tions between them and the 
United States?” He proposed 

that the United States establish a colonial relationship with the 
tribes that were to be removed, with “the powers and rights of 
both parties being distinctly settled by treaty.” He left it to Cass 
to determine what “commercial advantages might be derived 
from planting these peoples there” and closed with: “It has been 
my object only to throw out hints for your consideration.”

On July 20, 1832, the War Department flatly rejected 
Chester’s Columbia scheme. John Robb, chief clerk of the 
war department, who occasionally served as the acting sec-
retary of war in Cass’s absence, tersely deflated the grandiose 
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ABOVE: Major 
Ridge was a 

member of the 
minority Treaty 

Party who 
saw Cherokee 
relocation as 

inevitable.

LEFT: Painting 
(c. 1843) of 

John Ross, head 
chief among the 
Cherokees during 

the time they 
were forcibly 

removed beyond 
the borders of the 

existing states. 

proposal. First he reminded Chester “that Congress alone 
can authorize the establishment of a colony at the mouth of 
the Oregon, or the purchase of lands from the natives of that 
region.” Such a plan, Robb explained, would require more 
than simple approval by the department. As to the proposal’s 
feasibility, “You will permit me to add,” Robb wrote, “that 
this project does not seem to have been well considered by 
the Cherokees.” 

“It is true there is a vast extent of unoccupied country,” he 
went on, countering that the territory was 

surrounded and roamed over by numer-
ous tribes, fierce in their disposition, 
warlike in their habits, unacquainted 
with the advantages and despising the 
restraints of civilization…. What could 
the Cherokees do, unaccustomed as 
they are to war, with wealth sufficient 
to attract these roving savages, in an 
encounter with enemies, superior in 
number, familiar with the country and 
habituated to its climate? Obviously they 
must fall before the invader. 

R
obb is either representing an 
exaggerated view of the threat 
posed by Pacific Northwest 
Indians or exposing his lack 

of knowledge. In actual fact, the many 
distinct Indian peoples living along the 
Columbia River and north and south of 
the great waterway varied in the nature 
of their culture and in the degree of 
their hostility toward intruders. 

Robb then turned to the future of 
settlement in the region. He too thought it probable “that 
[white] settlements will soon be made upon the Columbia 
river.” When that happened, Robb asked, would they “not be, 
as almost all new colonies so formed have been, composed of 
men of low character and bad principles, of that class whose 
association has always been fatal to the Indians?” In other 
words, Robb argued, the Cherokees would soon be facing in the 
Pacific Northwest the same affronts and trespasses they were 
experiencing in the Southeast. 

Robb also suggested that the proposal was politically infea-
sible. If the United States agreed to a removal of the south-
eastern tribes to the Columbia region, he wrote, it would 
“subject itself to the imputation of cruelty to the red men, if 
it were to countenance a project for their removal to a place 
where its protecting arm could not reach them, and to which 

the transmission of their annuities and of supplies would be 
all but impractible [sic].” 

Robb pressed Chester to return to the government’s current 
removal agenda: “Upon the other hand, if the Cherokees re-
move beyond the Mississippi, they will retain all the advantag-
es, over the other tribes in that region, which their superior im-
provement gives to them…. [T]hey may become the head of a 
federative Union,” he added, “and they will be within the over-
sight and guardianship of the United States, until the advance 
of the other tribes in wealth and civilization, shall qualify them 
all for an independent government.” Robb then got to the firm 

position of the war department: “You 
will avail yourself of these hints, and of 
such others as your own good judgment 
may suggest, to discourage this project 
of the Cherokees, and to reconcile them 
to the decision of the Government upon 
this subject.” Chester’s dramatic plan 
to remove the Cherokees to the Pacific 
Northwest was dead.

On August 16, Chester retreated 
with as much dignity as he could. He 
continued to maintain that the scheme 
had originated in the minds of the 
“principal men” among the Cherokees. 
He wrote that, “I see much weight in 
your remarks in relation to a removal 
of the Cherokees west of the Rocky 
Mountains.” He added that he thought 
Robb’s arguments would be “conclu-
sive with them, if a nearer country at 
all satisfactory can be found,” but he 
warned that many of the Cherokees 
doubted that the government had ac-
cess to land that would afford them 
“good land, timber, water and health.”

Apparently, Chester gave up on the Columbia scheme at that 
point, but the question remains: who hatched the idea, Chester 
or the “intelligent men” among the Cherokees? Evidence of 
Cherokee contemplation of the Columbia proposal does not 
appear among the papers of the Cherokee leadership or the 
federal agency to the tribe. Ross’s papers, for instance, make 
no mention of the Oregon territory or the rivers in the region. 
Chester’s immediate abandonment of the idea suggests that he 
had conceived it himself. Fearing, perhaps, that it might meet 
with disapproval in the war office, he suggested that it came 
from the Cherokees. In a letter to Edward Everett in late August, 
Chester noted, somewhat wistfully, that the war department had 
“discourage[ed] all thoughts about the Country on the Pacific.” 

Abandonment of the Columbia idea, however, did not 
end his responsibilities with the Cherokees. For a few months 

“It has long been a question with me, what is eventually to be done with the country west of the 
Rocky Mountains. It is too remote ever to be formed into a State, or States of the Union....”
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Tahchee, a western Cherokee, was among 
the group referred to as “Old Settlers,” who 

relocated to Arkansas in 1828.
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thereafter, Chester continued as the fed-
eral government’s agent and tried unsuc-
cessfully to convince the Cherokees to 
agree to a removal treaty. The Cherokee 
Nation rejected all of his proposals. Ac-
cording to one source, John Ross “barely 
listened” whenever Chester spoke to the 
Cherokee council. Although Chester remained involved with 
the Cherokees for some time thereafter, attending council meet-
ings and working to persuade the Cherokees that removal was a 
necessity, he made no headway and finally gave up. The removal 
opponents among the Cherokees, who numbered all but a few 
of the tribe’s population, were disgusted with the lawyer and 
ready for him to leave. On February 2, 1833, Cass wrote to Ross 
and the rest of the Cherokee delegation to inform them that 
the president was disappointed in their refusal to sign a removal 
treaty. Cass briefly mentioned Chester’s futile role in the negotia-
tions. The war department, he said, had appointed Chester to 
“communicate the wishes of the department.” “The result,” Cass 
wrote, “was fruitless.” Thus ended Chester’s role in the Cherokee 
removal negotiations. 

A s Georgia and the United States continued to 
increase the pressure to remove, the Cherokees 
became divided between the thousands who 
wanted to continue their opposition and the 

smaller group that wanted to surrender and depart for the 
West. On December 29, 1835, the latter group, led by Major 
Ridge, John Ridge, and Elias Boudinot, signed a removal 
treaty with the Reverend Jacob Schermerhorn—Chester’s 
replacement as government agent—at the Cherokee capital 
of New Echota, without seeking the authority of principal 
chief John Ross or the Cherokee government. 

The Treaty of New Echota required the Cherokee Nation to 
exchange its national lands for a parcel in the recently established 
“Indian Territory” west of Arkansas. The federal government 

promised to remit $5 million to the Cherokee Nation, 
compensate individuals for the loss of their buildings 
and fixtures, and pay for the costs of the Cherokees’ 
relocation and acclimation. The United States also 
promised to honor the title of the Cherokee Nation’s 

new land, respect its political autonomy, 
and protect it from future trespasses—all 
promises it subsequently abandoned. Even 
though the treaty was written without the 
sanction of the Cherokee national gov-
ernment, the U.S. Senate ratified it by a 
single vote.

The treaty required the nation’s de-
parture from Georgia within two years. 
When the Cherokees—most of whom 
signed a petition protesting the treaty—
refused to prepare for removal, President 
Martin Van Buren sent federal troops 
to force them into internment camps, 
where they remained while preparations 
were made for their departure. Over the 
brutally hot, dry summer of 1838 thou-
sands of Cherokees in the camps died 
from disease, malnutrition, and heart-
break. When it was time for the them 
to depart, John Ross requested that the 

tribe be allowed to supervise its own trek to the West. General 
Winfield Scott consented to the arrangement, and the Chero-
kee people migrated 800 miles to the Indian Territory over 
the terrible winter of 1838–39. There they joined those who 
had moved there in previous migrations; and after a tumultu-
ous civil war that raged between the adherents of the “Ross” 
and “Treaty” parties, the Cherokees resurrected their nation, 
restored their national institutions, and rebuilt their economy. 
Today, these resilient people are thriving as a vibrant, sovereign 
nation in eastern Oklahoma. 

Ironically, even without Elisha Chester’s Oregon removal 
plan, many Cherokees did ultimately make it to the Pacific 
Northwest. Today, Cherokees in numbers greater than the 
nation’s entire 1832 population now live in the region. In the 
2000 U.S. Census, over 32,000 residents of Oregon and Wash-
ington claimed Cherokee ancestry; this number will likely be 
in the range of 40,000 when the final 2010 census surveys are 
tabulated. While many Cherokees are residents of Oregon and 
Washington, hundreds of miles from the Cherokee Nation 
proper, they are enrolled citizens who vote in tribal elections 
and stay abreast of tribal issues and news. Doubtless, few of 
them realize that they are living exactly where an idiosyncratic 
lawyer would have placed their forebears 175 years ago. `

Tim Alan Garrison is a professor of history at Portland State University and 
has served as director of the university’s Native American Studies program. 
He is author of The Legal Ideology of Removal: The Southern Judiciary and 
the Sovereignty of Native American Nations (University of Georgia Press) 
and several shorter pieces on Indian removal policies and repercussions.
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An early edition of the Cherokee Phoenix 
(above), founded and edited by Elias Boudinot 
(right), a member of the pro-removal Treaty 
Party and a signatory of the removal treaty 
negotiated with Elisha Chester’s replacement 
as agent for the United States government.
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To donate prints or negatives of regional historical interest to the Washington State Historical Society’s photograph collection, please contact Ed Nolan, 
special collections curator (253/798-5917 or enolan@wshs.wa.gov). To purchase a photo reproduction of an image in the Society’s collection, visit 

WashingtonHistory.org and click on Collections, or contact Fred Poyner IV, digital collections curator (253/798-5911 or fpoyner@wshs.wa.gov).

HISTORY ALBUM

Shot from an elevated view, this 1910 photograph depicts the in-
tersection of Pike and Fourth Streets in Seattle. An electric cable 
car shares the road with a horse and wagon in this early view of the 

Emerald City. Foster & Kleiser, a billboard company, hired photographer 
Asahel Curtis to document the Table Rock Mineral Water sign perched 
on a building in the center of the image. The slow exposure time Curtis 
used resulted in blurring of the moving pedestrians and horse-drawn buggy, 
creating an interesting dynamic in an otherwise static scene. The Histori-
cal Society is steward of the largest collection—about 60,000—of Asahel 
Curtis photographic images.

—Maria Pascualy
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Following PaPer Trails Th
Hunting for 
Treasures in the 
Numerous Historical 
Archives around  
the State

By Lorraine McConaghy

Our shared history from 1853—
the creation of Washington 
Territory—until today is doc-
umented by a rich paper trail 

held in the state’s historical archives. 
Our shared inheritance resides in repos-
itories all over Washington in archival 
boxes, file folders and microfilm reels 
containing treaties and scrapbooks, 
mug shots and paper dolls, menus and 
political cartoons, postcards and FBI 
files, newspapers and maps, personal 
correspondence and business records, 
patents and poems. The lengthy list of 
these repositories encompasses federal, 
state, county and municipal archives; 
corporate archives; college and univer-
sity special collections; public libraries; 
and historical museums and societies, 
large and small. 

A representative selection of primary 
documents from Washington’s varied ar-
chives has been published in anthology 
form, functioning as a historical exhibit 
between book covers: New Land, North 
of the Columbia: Historic Documents that 
Tell the Story of Washington State from 
Territory to Today. In this article you 
will find a sampling of these documents. 
The project was undertaken to call wide 
popular attention to Washington’s rich 
and abundant archival resources, which 
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Getting Started—Becoming a Territory
The Olympia Columbian—the first newspaper 
published north of the Columbia River—went 
to press in September 1852 to agitate 
for the separation of “northern Oregon” 
from Oregon Territory. The Columbian’s 
campaign was successful, and Congress 
created Washington Territory on Feb-
ruary 8, 1853. Once the territory was 
established, federal appointees arrived 
in the Far West to govern the huge 
expanse of land, and they began to create 
the bureaucratic paper trail housed by the 
Washington State Archives. The territorial 
seal shown here adopted the Chinook trade 
jargon phrase “al-ki,” or “in a little while,” to 
demonstrate confidence in Washington Territory’s 
rapid transition from prairie schooner and log cabin to 
steamships and shining cities. In the center of the seal is the goddess Hope. Behind her is the 
everyday reality of the territory, and before her is the future; the anchor at her feet symbolizes 
the great harbors of Washington’s Pacific and Puget Sound coasts.
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Three Great Fires
Three devastating fires swept through cities in Washington Territory in the statehood summer. 
On June 7, 1889, Seattle’s entire business and commercial district—32 square blocks—burned 
to the ground. On the night of July 4, a fire 
began in a grocery store that consumed 
the town of Ellensburg. A month later, on 
August 5, 40 blocks of Spokane—again, 
at the city’s heart—went up in flames. In 
all three cases, the particularly hot, dry 
summer, combined with strong winds, 
was largely to blame. A spark was all 
it took. Low water levels hindered the 
efforts of volunteer firemen to douse the 
flames. Newspaper accounts make clear 
that these dense cities of wooden build-
ings, dry as tinder in the summer heat, 
burned so fiercely that the fires did not 
stop until they ran out of fuel. In the boom 
decade of the 1880s, Seattle, Ellensburg, 
and Spokane had grown too fast, without 
good building codes, professional fire 
departments, or adequate fire-fighting 
equipment. These three city sites, swept 
clean by fire, constructed new, better 
designed urban centers with modern 
infrastructure.

Irrigating the Okanogan
This political cartoon by Charles Lovejoy appeared in the Okanogan Record on August 25, 1905. 
Lovejoy frequently drew this caricature of a local settler—“the Okanogan farmer”—with his char-
acteristic gangly frame, seedy clothing, and crafty, somewhat dissipated, expression. Spread behind 
him is the rich cornucopia of fruit, grain, vegetables, hay and livestock that would be made possible 
by the long-anticipated federal irrigation project. Authorized by the Newlands Act, the Reclamation 
Service—as the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation was then called—began to study irrigation potential 
in the Okanogan in 1902. The service organized the Okanogan Irrigation District in December 1905 
to bring water to nearly 10,000 acres of farmland—the first federal reclamation project in Wash-
ington. When Lovejoy drew his cartoon, the project was still under study but was expected to be 
approved promptly. The cartoonist has left us an artful caricature through the cynicism, optimism, 
and opportunism that pervade this image.
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provide a mirror of who we have been 
and who we are, and suggest who we 
might become. Our archives comprise 
our collective memory. They document 
Washington as a place and Washingto-
nians as a people; the portrait is not al-
ways flattering, but it is always revealing 
and instructive. 

R esearch for New Land, North 
of the Columbia started at the 
Washington State Archives 
in Olympia and went on to 

the Washington State History Research 
Center in Tacoma, then outward from 
Bellingham to Walla Walla, Kelso 
to Newport, and dozens of sites in-
between. The documents selected for 
the book had to meet several criteria: 
they had to be powerful, fit on a page of 
the book, and express a great deal in a 
small space. The project’s first questions 
to many archivists were: What do you 
have in the collection that’s especially 
provocative? Beautiful? Frightening? 
Funny? Fundamental? The archivists 
worked hard to answer these open-
ended questions, eager to share their 
collections with the public. 

The project was obliged to consider 
certain events and topics that are cen-
tral to Washington’s distinctive experi-
ence of economic, political, and social 
history—Native treaties, federal rela-
tionships, anti-Chinese violence, and 
wartime home front activities, for ex-
ample. But our shared collections offered 
delightful surprises as well, such as patent 
medicine labels, an advertising brochure 
for Longview’s Aerocar, a menu from 
Seattle’s Twin Tepees Restaurant, and 
a cover from Spokane’s counterculture 
newspaper, The Spokane Natural.

As in any research project, there 
were many long days and plenty of 
disappointments. Why did so many 
correspondents write their letters in 
pencil on pale blue paper? When their 
correspondence was legible, why did it 
take the writer so many lines to get to 
the point? And why was there so much 
material on one topic and so little on 
another? For instance, resources are 
relatively abundant on the life and work 
of Washington’s Governor Albert Mead 

Chinook Jargon Dictionary
This copy of a 1909 dictionary 
of the Chinook trade language 
at the Cowlitz County Histori-
cal Society has been much used. 
It demonstrates that well after 
its publication in 1909, Chinook 
Jargon was used as a common 
language between nonnatives and 
Native Americans in the surround-
ing region. At some point the 
cover became detached and was 
mended at home—reinforced 
with a heavy flower-print fabric 
impregnated with paste and 
then rebound with two thick 
strips of black twine—perhaps 
shoelaces—threaded through 
holes drilled into the book . 
Someone wrote a list of Chinook 
words and phrases on the inner cover, and it fell 
open easily to sections that dealt with economic transactions in the mixed society 
of the early 20th century.
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The Columbia Basin Project
The Columbia Basin Project was a mammoth program of land reclamation, irrigation and produc-
tion of hydroelectricity—a New Deal project designed to reinvent agriculture and industry in 
Washington. The construction of Grand Coulee Dam, key to the Columbia Basin Project, began in 
1933 and reached completion in 1942, creating Franklin D. Roosevelt Lake and Banks Lake. Start-
ing in 1937, the federal government organized the Bonneville Power Administration to manage 
the hydroelectricity generated by 
the Bonneville, Grand Coulee, and 
other dams on the Columbia River. 
This cheap electricity revolutionized 
industry in the state, powering the 
World War II home front production 
of aluminum, bombers, and plutoni-
um. The Columbia Basin Project is the 
largest federally-run irrigation project 
in the United States, bringing water 
to nearly 700,000 acres in Grant, 
Lincoln, Adams, Franklin, and Douglas 
Counties. Additionally, Grand Coulee 
Dam generates an average annual net 
of about 21.2 billion kilowatt-hours 
of electricity. This 1934 map clearly 
shows the regional integration of the 
Columbia Basin Project as its impacts 
spread throughout the Pacific North-
west—to Idaho, Oregon, and British 
Columbia, as well as Washington. 
This remarkable map is also interest-
ing for what did not exist in 1934—
there is no North Cascades Highway 
and no Hanford Nuclear Reservation. 
Mount St. Helens is still whole. 

One Big Union
The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)—the Wobblies—were established in Chicago in 
1905 but quickly spread to the mines, sawmills, and logging camps of the Pacific Northwest. In 
Washington the Wobblies were most successful among footloose men working in harsh condi-
tions, and their message was powerful: labor and management have nothing in common—the 
laboring class is the productive class; one big union and one big strike would break the capitalist 
system. Anyone could join—the IWW did not discriminate against unskilled, nonwhite, or female 
workers. The union’s aims engendered resistance from business and government entities, often 
resulting in violence. Three years before the 1919 Armistice Day parade in Centralia and Seattle’s 
General Strike, the Everett Massacre took place. On November 5, 1916, 250 Wobblies steamed 
to Everett from Seattle on the Calista and Verona to protest the beating of Wobblies by Everett 
vigilantes. When the Verona docked, the Wobblies were met by nearly 200 armed deputies. The 
ensuing gun battle left two deputies and at least five Wobblies dead.
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FROM THE COLLECTION

in comparison with those of his con-
temporary, Luella Boyer, an African-
American hairdresser and civil rights 
activist in Everett. Nevertheless, our 
shared archives are comprehensive in 
their scope. Materials surfaced on Wob-
blies in Pend Oreille County, Klansmen 
in King County, a fugitive slave from 
Olympia, a prostitute from Spokane, a 
political cartoonist from Conconully, 
an inventor from  Mercer Island, and a 
U.S. senator from Everett. 

A ll told, the project gathered 
nearly 2,000 images of great 
documents from collections 
throughout the state and could 

have turned up more. For practical 
reasons related to book publishing, the 
research simply had to end, although it 
was by no means complete. The selec-
tion process was an enormous chal-
lenge—from 2,000 down to 400–500. 
To provide an inkling of what awaits 
the diligent researcher in Washing-
ton’s archives, here is a tiny sampling 
of documents from the book. There 
are many possible pathways through 
Washington’s magnificent shared ar-
chival collection—in women’s history, 
ethnic history, labor history, political 
history—the list is endless. These gov-
ernment agencies, libraries, museums, 
and research centers are open to all of 
us, and their exploration and interpreta-
tion is the our shared opportunity. The 
archives are our public treasure and our 
public trust; use and cherish them.

One last word: collecting, preserving 
and providing public access to our ar-
chives are vital functions performed by 
dedicated men and women working in 
repositories throughout the state—they 
deserve our gratitude and respect. •

Lorraine McConaghy is a public historian 
devoted to researching and teaching Pacific 
Northwest history in a museum setting. 
At Seattle’s Museum of History & Industry, 
she was responsible for the curation of the 
core exhibit, True Northwest, and is currently 
working on the Washington State Historical 
Society’s statewide Civil War Read-In project 
and preparing to curate Civil War Pathways, a 
Historical Society exhibition opening in 2014.

Without a Trace
On November 24, 1971, a passenger who had identified himself to the ticket agent as “Dan 
Cooper” hijacked a Boeing 727 while en route from Portland to Seattle. Cooper handed 
a flight attendant a note that read, in part, “I have a bomb in my briefcase. I will use it if 
necessary. I want you to sit next to me. You are being hijacked,” and demanded parachutes 
and $200,000. He insisted that the plane not land at Sea-Tac Airport until the money and 
parachutes were ready and waiting. There, the passengers and some crew members were 
released, and an airline employee made the delivery to the plane. After refueling the 727, 
Cooper ordered the pilot to fly to Mexico, and told all on-board crew members to stay 
in the cockpit, leaving him alone in the unpressurized cabin. At some point, Dan Cooper 
opened the aft cabin door and jumped from the plane, with one of the parachutes and the 
money. Cooper’s true identity and what became of him remain a mystery. 
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1962 Model Technology in 2005 Seattle
The Alweg monorail was a model technology at Century 21, the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair, 
connecting the fairgrounds with the downtown core in a mere 95 seconds. A demonstration 
of single-rail, high-speed public transportation, the monorail seemed to point the way to 
the future. In the Washington State Pavilion, visitors marveled at a huge model of central 
Puget Sound in the 21st century, threaded by hundreds of miles of monorail. Fast forward 
to the 21st century: ambitious plans for a citywide monorail in Seattle failed to garner 
citizen support—mainly due to cost. Voters rejected even a modified version in 2005, and 
the monorail project died. The Seattle Center Monorail has continued its service, despite 
occasional glitches, completing its millionth mile in 2008. 
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DEAR MOM AND DAD

Tacoma resident Wesley H. Tissot (1925–1991) enlisted in the U.S. Army shortly after 
his 18th birthday in October 1943 and completed his basic training at Buckley Field 
near Denver. He was then assigned to the Army Air Corps and received training at 

Santa Ana and Victorville, California; Lincoln, Nebraska; and finally at Pyote Air Force Base, 
Texas. In July 1945 he deployed as a bombardier to Tinian Island, which served as a primary 
air base for attacks on the Japanese homeland. After the Japanese surrender, Tissot served in 
Manila, The Philippines, until his discharge in July 1946. He was a diligent correspondent, 
writing home frequently and describing much of his daily life from the time of his induction 
until his discharge. Tissot (above right and bottom left in group shot) wrote the letter included 
here just a few days after the devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

The Society acquired the Tissot collection as part of an effort to obtain, preserve, and make available the correspon-
dence of Washingtonians who served in all wars, as well as letters from the home front written to service members. 
If you have material you would like to donate, contact Ed Nolan, head of Special Collections, at 253/798-5917.
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W
hen Hal Sylvester ranged the Snoqualmie and 
Wenatchee National Forests in the early 1900s, 
one of his most important jobs was putting names 
on maps. In his 23 years as Forest Service supervi-

sor, he named more than 3,000 uncharted ridges, mountains, 
lakes, streams, and rivers. Sylvester was respectful of names giv-
en by those who had ranged before him—Native Americans, 
miners, sheepherders, and settlers—but he also pulled names 
out of the proverbial hat. “Farm bred and university trained,” 
Sylvester drew names from nature, classical mythology, the 

Bible, and his many friends. In some of the monikers he came 
up with, his wit and sense of humor are evident. 

Albert Hale Sylvester—known as Hal—was born on a 
farm in Woodside, California, and educated at Berkeley, 
where he earned a degree in civil engineering. He came to the 
Northwest in 1897 as an assistant topographer for the United 
States Geological Survey (USGS), which was conducting an 
official mapping of every wilderness mile in the country. “I 
think it was from no particular merit of my own that I was 
selected for this job,” he wrote in his memoirs. 

HAL SYLVESTER
Head Ranger and Namer of Names  
in Wenatchee National Forest

BY JUDY BENTLEY
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One of his early field trips as a “young fellow out on his first big 
job” was a ride to Snoqualmie Pass to place survey cairns and es-
tablish a triangulation network along the Cascade Range. That 
ride imprinted Sylvester with the beauty of the region whose 
every mile he would soon know. From the pass “we retraced our 
steps to Gold Creek, which flows into Lake Keechelus at its head. 
By good luck and a miner’s trail we made our way up this stream. 
Its valley is glacial and U-shaped. Over its walls the snow water 
was pouring in a hundred glittering falls and cascades. It was at 
that time the most wonderful scenery I had ever seen….” 

His habit of naming the unnamed began on that field trip 
when he left an undersized overcoat buttoned around the 
cairn he and John Charlton, his assistant, had built. Thirty 
years later a Mountaineers expedition found the remnants of 
the coat on the peak northeast of Snoqualmie Pass and sent 
him the shreds as a souvenir from Overcoat Peak. 

Sylvester established his reputation as a jokester on that 
trip. “Back in camp I undressed and plunged into the icy pond. 
Ugh! But it was cold. But I managed to stay in long enough to 
persuade John that the water was fine. When he hit the water 
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Asahel Curtis photo taken near the head of Box 
Canyon Creek in the Alpine Lakes Wilderness of 
Wenatchee National Forest, 1914. 

INSET: Albert H. “Hal” Sylvester (1871–1944).
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Sylvester tended to 
name lakes after 
women. About 
150 lakes and 
ponds bear the 
names of wives, 

sisters, sweethearts, 
mothers, and 

daughters of the 
Forest Service.

RIGHT: As head ranger, Sylvester (center) led numerous pack trips into 
the Cascade Mountains, during which he would designate place names 
for as-yet-unnamed landscape features. 

FACING PAGE: Sheep grazing near Horseshoe Basin, 1920.  At one 
point in the early 1900s, 60 percent of Washington sheep ranged the 
mountain meadows in Wenatchee National Forest during the summer.

with a yell I can still hear, I climbed out 
well satisfied with a good day’s work.” 

President Theodore Roosevelt and 
Gifford Pinchot designated national 
forest reserves in 1902. The president’s 
actions aroused opposition from private 
landowners, but before Congress could 
act to stop him he proclaimed a number 
of areas as national forests, including the 
Wenatchee and Snoqualmie National 
Forests, on March 2, 1907. Sylvester soon 
switched from the USGS to working for 
the United States Forest Service and 
joined that cadre of first generation forest 
rangers inspired by Pinchot. He became 
the Wenatchee National Forest’s first 
operating supervisor, a job he held from 
1908 to 1931. 

S
ylvester was keenly aware of the 
importance of naming landscape 
features on maps so that firefighters 
could find and extinguish fledging 

fires. Wherever he went, he took along 
the most recent version of the USGS 

quadrangle maps, which were updated 
every two or three years. 

“I seldom went on a field trip without 
coming back with some new names to add 
to the map,” Sylvester related. During 
each winter Sylvester and other rangers 
would edit the maps, adding new names 
and features. Sylvester supervised 20 men 
from the Leavenworth office, a crew that 
grew to over 100 by 1928 when the office 
moved to Wenatchee. 

Most of the time Sylvester took a sys-
tematic approach to naming. Main water-
ways already had names given by Native 
Americans, so he named ridges, ranges, and 
divides to the left looking upstream after 
the waterway. Hence, Keechelus Ridge he 
named after Lake Keechelus. This pattern 
worked well with the Chelan Mountains 
and the Entiat Mountains, but later he was 
unable to stick with this plan, and Icicle 
Ridge is to the right of Icicle Creek. 

Louis Judd, a Wenatchee Indian, 
taught Sylvester some of the Native 
American names and their meanings. 
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Judd was the source for Peshastin, Chiwaukum, Cle Elum, 
and Entiat. Judd also gave him Na’-sik’elt, the Indian name 
for what became Icicle Creek. (Put an N in front of Icicle and 
a T at the end, and it sounds like the Indian name.) Sylvester 
became an advocate for retaining some of the Indian names. 
He was not successful with Icicle Creek and Icicle Ridge, but 
he did retain the original spelling for Na-sik’elt Canyon. He 
also persuaded the Board of Geographic Names to change 
the North Fork of the White River back to Mapequa (or 
Napequa—both names appear in his writings), reestablishing 
the old name that meant “white or muddy water.” 

Sylvester borrowed words from the Chinook trade jargon 
used by Indians and nonnatives. Klonaqua Lakes combines 
klone, the Chinook word for three, with the Latin word aqua for 
water. Sylvester noted with satisfaction that the Wenatchee In-
dians used the syllable qua as the ending of many of their stream 
names, too, so his chosen name had even more resonance. 

T
he chief ranger also made use of the names settlers, 
prospectors, and sheepmen had given to landscape 
features. Tumac Mountain, for example, is named after 
two Macs—McDuff and McAdam. “Toward the sum-

mit of the Cascades in the Carlton Pass area there stands a 
fine example of a volcanic cinder cone rising some 1,500 feet 
above the general level of the terrain,” Sylvester wrote. “I asked 
a sheepherder its name. He said, ‘Oh, it hasn’t any real name,’ 
then rather hesitantly, ‘We call it the ‘Two Macs Mountain.’ 
He then told of two Scottish sheepherders, McDuff and Mc-
Adam, who used to race their bands to try and be first to get 
the pasturage on this mountain. I spelled two ‘Tu’ and added 
the ‘mac’ to it for Tumac, which makes as fine a looking Indian 
name as I will ask you to find anywhere.” 

Although Sylvester generally respected sheepherders, he 
found some of their names—such as Ass Hole—unusable. 
He discreetly renamed that particular hollow Cultus Hole, 
cultus being Chinook for anything bad, mean, and disgusting. 
Sheepherders had chosen Ass Point as the name for a finger 
of tableland over which they had hard going trailing their 
sheep. He changed it to the German “Asel” Point, “which at 
least looks better to the average American.” 

If there was no known name for a feature, Sylvester was 
free to use his imagination. He tended to name lakes after 
women. About 150 lakes and ponds bear the names of wives, 
sisters, sweethearts, mothers, and daughters of the Forest Ser-
vice. On a single horseback trip along Icicle Ridge in 1909, he 
named nine lakes in two days, all of them for women he knew: 
Mary and Margaret, the two sisters of his companion, Burne 
Canby; Florence, a friend of Margaret and Mary’s; Alice, after 

Mrs. Sylvester; Flora, another ranger’s wife; Edna, “Burne’s 
best girl”; Augusta, Sylvester’s mother; Ida, his wife’s sister; 
and Victoria, the queen of England. The pass above Lake 
Florence he labeled Ladies Pass. This trip in 1909 marked the 
beginning of Sylvester’s habit of naming lakes after women; 
other forest rangers followed suit. 

Sylvester preferred variety in names. He never liked to 
name tributaries as forks of another river: “Any name…is bet-
ter than calling a stream a fork.” He grew tired of the many 
Cougar Creeks in the Chiwaukum drainage system and so 
poured over the map one winter in the office, renaming the 
creeks with synonyms like painter, panther, lion, and puma. Of 
the many Trout Lakes, he wrote: “Such names appear more or 
less out of thin air by a sort of common consent and practice.” 

His knowledge of animal names served him well. Marmots 
gathered in Whistling Pig Meadow. Foulhen Creek is named 
after a spruce goose, a type of partridge that lives in the deep 
woods and refuses to be afraid. Woodsmen called it “fool,” 
which has metamorphosed into foulhen. 

Many of Sylvester’s choices were whimsical. When he ran 
out of names of friends and family, he picked whatever was 
at hand. Index Creek was named because it forms the index 
finger of the Chiwaukum drainage system. He named Kodak 
Peak, near the headwaters of the Little Wenatchee River, 
when an assistant left his camera there. Mule Creek, near 
Whitepine Creek, he said, honored “the dishonored animal 
so useful in getting across country like this.” Battle Canyon, 
in the Chiwaukum Creek watershed, was named after a fist 
fight that took place there between two sheepherders. 

He was not above poking fun at famous people. Harding 
Mountain (7,173 feet) he named after President Warren G. 
Harding, who had visited Seattle in 1923. He quipped, “Like 
Harding, who compared with some of our presidents does not 
rate so high, so this mountain compared with the big ones is 
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In conflicts between 
agriculture and 

forestry, Sylvester 
took the unpopular 

view that some 
land claimed by 

homesteaders in the 
upper Wenatchee 

River drainage was not 
suitable for farming. 

“

not so much; but nevertheless, it is a con-
siderable chunk of a hill.” 

M
y guess is that it takes humor 
as well as whimsy to name 
names,” he wrote. Some of the 
names were slight mistakes. 

A ranger, Jim McKenzie, submitted the 
name Pomas Creek in the Entiat range, 
and Sylvester tried to figure out what the 
location had to do with the French word 
for apples. “’Apple?’ I pondered. There are 
no apples up in that territory, even though 
Wenatchee is one of the great apple grow-
ing districts of the world.” Then he real-
ized the ranger had meant pumice, for the 
pumice blown out by Glacier Peak, which 
fills the creek. Sylvester decided not to 
correct the mistake. “Because of pleasure 
in the name Pomas itself, and for the love 
of McKenzie, I would not change Jim’s 
name to Pumice. It is too rich.” 

Less imagination is required to guess the 
origin of Dishpan Gap, Saucer Lake, Cup 
Lake, Lake Camp Fire Girls, and Dirtyface 

Mountain. When Harry Reid carved a life-
size figure of a woman, minus legs, from a 
tree trunk, a sheepherder named the near-
by watercourse Grandma Creek. 

Other names reflected Sylvester’s clas-
sical education. Lake Valhalla, named 
after a Viking paradise, lies just north 
of Stevens Pass. Studying a topographi-
cal map of Chelan County, he noticed 
contour lines so close together that they 
resembled a maze. This inspired him 
to name that mountain Labyrinth and 
two lakes nearby Lakes Theseus and 
Minotaur, thinking of Theseus entering 
the labyrinth to kill the Minotaur. He 
also used Biblical names: Mount David, 
Mount Jonathan, Mount Saul. He named 
Poets Ridge peaks after Washington Ir-
ving, Edgar Allan Poe, Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow, William Cullen Bryant, and 
John Greenleaf Whittier. 

Some of the monikers he bestowed are 
obvious to anyone who has seen them. 
Sylvester recounts camping between two 
fine lakes in the Mount Stuart Range, the 
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followed a very rough trail. One of the packhorses slipped and 
fell end over end to its death at Deadhorse Pass. When the group 
started out again, they sidehilled below Lake Grace and camped 
under Snowgrass Mountain at Lake Mary. 

The next day the five-horse caravan set out, with Sylvester 
guiding the pack horse, its lead rope thrown around the horn 
of his saddle. They traversed the saw-tooth ridge between 
Lake Mary and Lake Florence on a steep switchback trail. Just 
after crossing the ridge, with Lake Florence in view below, 
Sylvester paused to point out Snowgrass Mountain, which 
had been named by sheepherders for the grass that grows 
through the snow in the spring. 

The horses bunched up so the group could talk more easily, 
but as they did, the lead rope caught under the tail of Sylvester’s 
horse. His horse went off the trail, bucking, and lost its footing. 
Sylvester was trapped in the saddle with his leg pinned down 
by the rope. Both horses went over the side into a jagged rock-
slide area. Sylvester could not fall free and was pinned under 
the horse. In sleet and snow, he was carried out on a stretcher 
with relays organized by the Forest Service. Rescue efforts not-
withstanding, Sylvester died a week later. 

Six years after his death, 500 people signed a petition to 
rename Snowgrass Mountain in his honor. The U.S. Board of 
Geographic Names refused, however, citing the picturesque 
origin of the name. Instead, the board named one of the high-
est lakes in the Cascades after him, Lake Sylvester. Located 
straight south of Ladies Pass at the head of Grindstone Creek, 
Lake Sylvester overlooks Lake Alice, which he had named for 
his wife in 1909. 5

Judy Bentley is a writer and historian whose book Hiking Washington’s 
History, published in 2010 by the University of Washington Press, 
includes Sylvester’s two-day naming spree near Ladies Pass. 

Snow Lakes. “I camped between them overnight and the next 
morning went on up the creek to see what I could see. There I 
found five or six most beautiful small lakes grouped in a won-
derful little glacial valley all ringed with alpine larch. From the 
highest up over an entrancing fall tumbled the water it received 
from a small glacier. It was an enchanting scene.” The lakes did 
not appear on the Mount Stuart Quadrangle map, so he named 
the group Enchantment Lakes. 

B
esides his responsibilities as a topographer, Sylvester 
embraced the conservation practices introduced by 
Pinchot and Roosevelt. In conflicts between agricul-
ture and forestry, he took the unpopular view that 

some land claimed by homesteaders in the upper Wenatchee 
River drainage was not suitable for farming. However, he 
encouraged a conservative approach to timber harvesting 
on federal lands, preferring to hold off until private forest 
reserves were diminished. 

Sylvester also made efforts to rehabilitate erosion- damaged 
soil caused by over-grazing of sheep and wildlife. In the early 
1900s sheep numbering in the hundreds of thousands were 
driven into the mountains each summer to graze. Soon, some of 
the mountain meadows were overgrazed and grizzly bears disap-
peared from the forest, shot by sheepherders. French Ridge, he 
noted, “formerly had a good sheep range on it, but it was bit-
terly used.” Sylvester set aside areas for limited use, including 
an unpopular closure of Buck Creek Pass to grazing.

Instrumental in negotiating the route of the Blewett Pass 
Highway, Sylvester aided the causes of forest recreation and 
forestry access. One of the keys to his success, he claimed, was 
that he was more interested in human relationships than in 
trees alone. He moved key personnel to towns and cities to 
have contact with sheepmen and cattlemen, sawmill opera-
tors, timber purchasers, and homesteaders. 

Needless to say, the head ranger was an avid outdoorsman, 
leading a pack trip to the summit of Mount Stuart, the high-
est peak in Chelan County, in the summer of 1916. He had a 
number of first ascents: Mount Baring, White Chuck Moun-
tain, Columbia Peak, Overcoat Peak, Sahale Peak, Snoqualmie 
Mountain, Gardner Mountain, Star Peak, and Reynolds Peak.

After his retirement in 1931, he wrote his memoirs and arti-
cles but continued to visit remote terrain, especially the circle of 
lakes he had found in 1909. In September 1944 he invited three 
friends on a trip back to Ladies Pass. With four saddle horses and 
two pack horses, they approached the pass from the northeast, 
following a trail up Chiwuakum Creek. They spent the first night 
at Lake Chiwaukum, then proceeded up through the valley to 
Larch Lake, switchbacked steeply on a granite talus slope, and 

RIGHT: Hal Sylvester and his wife Alice. Sylvester named many 
lakes in Wenatchee National Forest after women, including one 
for his wife—Lake Alice.

FACING PAGE: Blewett Pass, c. 1926. Hal Sylvester was involved 
in determining the route of the Forest Service road through 
Blewett Pass, which improved recreational and forestry access.
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photographs are provided, but the illustrations with the 
most lasting impact are the color paintings and line art 
drawings prepared by Jo Proferes. Over 80 percent of the 
text pages contain at least one illustration. Chapters are 
short—roughly four or five pages long—direct and to the 
point. Students like that. Names of people and places are 
given in both English and Nimiipuu in the text, but there is 
also a two-page glossary of Nez Perce words included as an 
appendix. In keeping with the educational mission of the 
book, the map is large and uncomplicated. 

With just a few flashbacks, Tah-hy begins telling her 
story in 1877 when her tribe leaves the Wallowa Valley. The 
main battles with which Joseph and the Nez Perce are as-
sociated receive mention: the battles at the Clearwater, the 
Big Hole, Camas Meadows, and Bears Paw. But this is not a 
military history. More emphasis is given by Tah-hy to events 
between the battles: crossing the Snake River at Dug Bar, 
crossing the Missouri River at Cow Island, crossing Yellow-
stone National Park, passing by the Heart of the Monster, 
and by-passing Fort Fizzle. After her father’s surrender at 
Bears Paw, Tah-hy makes her way with others to the La-
kota village of Sitting Bull. The final seven chapters report 
Tah-hy’s life at the Lapwai Agency following her return to 
the Pacific Northwest. In time Chief Joseph also returns to 
the Northwest, but this time to the Colville Reservation 
in Washington. The final chapter is titled “Betrayed.” The 
epilogue consists of three sentences: “It is said Chief Joseph 
was allowed to preside over his daughter’s funeral and burial 
at Spalding. He returned to Nespelem and died three years 
later on September 21, 1904. The Agency doctor there said 
he probably ‘died of a broken heart.’”

Of course, Tah-hy is not an objective storyteller about the 
tribulations of her tribe. Nor is she always accurate with the 
facts. Lewis and Clark, for example, did not bestow the name 
Nez Perce upon the tribe; they called them Chopunnish. On 
the plus side, Tah-hy provides many insights into the history 
of the Nez Perce and the traditions they adhered to—the 
kind of informational nuggets that are seldom, if ever, noted 
by other historians. This is good stuff.

Dawn Maureen Burns, a native of Oregon, is an elementary school teacher 
and mother of two daughters.

Current & Noteworthy
By Robert Carriker, COLUMBIA Reviews Editor.

Twice nominated for the Pulitzer Prize for excellence 
in news photography, Associated Press cameraman 
Barry Sweet has pulled together his favorite images 

in Split Seconds: Four Decades of News Photography from the 
Pacific Northwest and Beyond (Kenmore, Wash: Raleigh 
Press, 2012; 144 pp., $19.95 paper). The chapters are divided 
chronologically into decades (the 1960s, 1970s, and so on) 

Address all review copies  
and related communications to: Robert C. Carriker,  

Columbia Reviews Editor, History Department,  
Gonzaga University, Spokane, WA 99258

Bartering with the Bones of 
Their Dead
The Colville Confederated Tribes and 
Termination
By Laurie Arnold. Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2012; 208 pp., $60 hardcover, $24.95 paper.

Reviewed by Eleanor Carriker.

House Concurrent Resolution 108 passed both 
houses of Congress in 1953, but it never gained 
widespread acceptance beyond the Washington, 

D.C., Beltway. Considered yet another “new approach” to 
the management (or mismanagement!) of federal–tribal 
affairs, HCR 108 called for the termination of federal– 
Indian stewardship, thereby allowing Native Americans to 
be held to the same laws and responsibilities as all Ameri-
can citizens while foregoing any perceived privileges they 
might have had. Under terms of the law, reservation land 
would be given a value and a lump sum payment would be 
paid to tribal members on a per capita basis. Congress made 
it sound simple, but it was not. Approximately 100 tribes 
were terminated under HCR 108, and each case was com-
plicated and contentious. By 1958 most of the momentum 
for termination bills had vanished. 

But 1958 was too late for the Colville Confederated 
Tribes of Washington. Two years earlier they had received 
their notice to begin the process of termination. More than 
a century earlier the federal government had arbitrarily as-
sembled a dozen tribes into the confederation and placed 
them on the Colville Reservation. Suddenly these dis-
similar peoples were supposed to work together to dissolve 
their status with the federal government? It would take 
until 1972. And that double-decade struggle is the story 
told by Laurie Arnold in the book under review. Herself a 
member of the Arrow Lakes band of the Colville Tribes, 
Arnold objectively presents the arguments of the tribal 
members who aggressively sought termination. Status as a 
ward of the federal government, they said, held them back 
from success in white society. Moreover, the confederated 
tribes had been pushed together and had no genuine unity. 
Some Colvilles already lived “off the rez” and eyed a cash 
payout. And there were those who rejected the concept of 
termination. Tribes are communities, went their argument, 
and they should neither be broken nor forcibly relocated. 
Think of heritage and history, think of future generations. 

Leaders from the National Congress of American Indians 
also weighed in with advice and interference. 

Navigating her way through these difficult opinions 
could not have been easy for Arnold. Yet, at all times 
she is respectful of the tribal politicians who had to make 
decisions, while still relying on documentary evidence. 
Research for this book was completed at the National 
Archives and Records Commission in both Seattle and 
Washington, D.C., at the Newberry Library in Chicago, 
at the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, and 
in the special collections of Washington State University 
and Spokane Public Library. Among those who assisted 
Arnold, and thereby strengthened her conclusions, are 
well-known historians Robert Trennert and Peter Iverson. 
The whole package, then, is one of unbiased scholarship 
in a readable format. The literature on termination as an 
Indian policy has been significantly enriched with this 
publication.

Eleanor Carriker is a retired teacher. She is coeditor of Guide to the Pacific 
Northwest Indian Mission Collection of the Society of Jesus (1987). 

Be Brave, Tah-hy!
The Journey of Chief Joseph’s 
Daughter
By Jack R. Williams. Pullman: Washington State 
University Press, 2012; 134 pp., $29.95 paper.

Reviewed by Dawn M. Burns.

J ack R. Williams, as superintendent of the Nez Perce 
National Historic Park from 1969 to 1975, conducted 
extensive research on the Nez Perce (Nimiipuu) people.  

  His interest in the material culture of the tribe brought 
him into contact with tribal elders and, along with them, he 
developed an interest in educating children about Nez Perce  
history, language, and culture. As the author or coauthor 
of six books, Williams knows the importance of finding a 
“point of view” in developing a story. The campaign of the 
Nez Perce War of 1877 is at least equally as well-known as 
the life story of Chief Joseph, but nothing is ever said about 
Joseph’s only daughter to reach maturity. Thus, 12-year-old 
Tah-hy became Williams’s “point of view” for the book 
under review.

This book of juvenile fiction is a model publication that 
will certainly inspire middle school students everywhere, 
not just those enrolled in tribal schools. Several historic 

and then subdivided into topics like Trial of the Seattle 
Seven, Pike Place Market, WTO Protests, etc. Outside the 
Pacific Northwest, Sweet covered the Apollo space mis-
sions, the Alaska pipeline, the Olympics, and other notable 
events. For most of his career, how-
ever, Sweet was based in Seattle 
and his portfolio is a visual history 
textbook for the region.

Sweet is as adept at writing pithy 
sidebars for his photographs as he 
is at tripping a shutter. He thinks 
he did his best work in one-on-one 
situations. Shooting portraits of Dan Evans, Dixy Lee Ray, 
and Gary Locke, he writes, was easy because there was a rela-
tionship between them in the days before they became state 
governors. The same is true of subjects like Dale Chihuly, 
Bill Gates, and Jacob Lawrence; Sweet knew them and pho-
tographed them before they became famous. In group shots, 
he believes, people act differently. But sometimes groups are 
more fun because of the varied expressions. 

At the beginning of his career, Sweet favored black and 
white photography. After the mid 1980s he began to use 
more color film. On some subjects he used both, carrying 
one camera loaded with color film and one with black and 
white. Pop singer Madonna, for example, was photographed 
in both mediums when Sweet covered the first stop—at 
Seattle’s Paramount Theatre—on her career-making Virgin 
Tour. Among other historic photographs is a mock-up of 
the proposed Boeing SST, Jimi Hendrix’s funeral in Renton, 
Mount St. Helens, the sinking floating bridge, the “Teapot 
Dome” gasoline station at Zillah, the troll under the Aurora 
Avenue Bridge, “guerilla art” at Magnuson Park in Seattle, 
Steve Largent in action, Ken Griffey Jr. scoring, and the 
building of—and subsequent implosion of—the Kingdome. 
There is little debate about Sweet’s most memorable photo-
graph. On March 24, 1971, the United States Senate voted 
to halt funding on the Boeing SST; that same day Boeing 
terminated 7,000 jobs. Sweet memorialized forever the bill-
board that read: “Will the last person leaving Seattle—turn 
out the lights.” The billboard was displayed near Sea-Tac 
Airport for only 15 days, but it is part of Seattle’s time cap-
sule of history.

Sweet self-published Split Seconds, naming Raleigh Press 
after his wife, Raleigh Sweet. Ironically, all of the images in 
the book belong to Associated Press, so he had to buy the 
rights to publish them!
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Additional Reading
Interested in learning more about the  
topics covered in this issue? The sources 
listed here will get you started.

retrospeCtive reviews

tHe puget sound novels 
 of patriCia Campbell

By Peter Donahue

In the 1950s when testosterone- driven 
authors like James Jones and Norman 
Mailer dominated American fiction, 

it was difficult for a 
novelist like Patri-
cia Campbell (1901–
1976), author of sev-
en historical novels 
set on the Olympic 
Peninsula and Puget 
Sound, to garner criti-
cal attention. Since 
then our views on 
gender, genre, and 
region have evolved, 
and it’s time to begin 
a critical reappraisal of Campbell’s work.

In The Dove and the Dart (1950), the 
matriarch of a wealthy New York family 
relocates her son and four daughters to a 
mansion she’s built on an island in Puget 
Sound. Her sense of position and refine-
ment, however, is immediately challenged 
by island inhabitants, most pointedly by 
the captain of the Dart, one of two steam-
boats (based on the Mosquito Fleet) that 
serve the island. As the 
novel proceeds, Madame 
McIntosh watches as each 
of her offspring—despite 
her efforts to preserve 
their upper-class values—
is picked off by the coarse 
locals through sex, love, 
and elopement.

As Helen M. Hughes, 
in The Historical Ro-
mance,  1890–1990 , 
notes, “The importance 
of ‘period’ detail is of-
ten emphasized by link-
ing it to significant themes and events in 
the texts.” Madame McIntosh exerts her 
influence on the island by plotting to bring 

ferry service to its shores. She also cam-
paigns for a highway to connect the north 
and south ends of the island. She thereby 

ensures that even though “the 
rakish and windswept lines of 
the Sound steamers…looked 
at home on the water, grace-
ful as the gulls that followed 
them,” ferries like the Island 
Queen, “squarely ponderous 
as a floating applebox,” would 
soon make steamboats and 
their vulgar captains obsolete.

Following The Dove and 
the Dart, Campbell published 
a trilogy of novels set in Port 

Garry, a composite of Puget Sound mill 
towns like Port Gamble, Port Blake-
ly, and Port Ludlow. The three 
novels comprise an intricate view 
of women’s lives in the region be-
tween the mid 1800s and World 
War I. What William R. Handley, 
in Marriage, Violence, and the Nation 
in the American Literary West, says of 
Willa Cather, one of Campbell’s main 

influences, holds true 
for Campbell as well: 
she refuses to associate 
masculinity with hero-
ism, impose Anglo beliefs 
on the western landscape, 
or homogeneously Amer-
icanize every character. 
Campbell’s women pro-
tagonists must defy their 
overbearing, work-driven, 
bigoted husbands not only 
to preserve their integrity 
but to survive. They do so 
by connecting with other 

women in Port Garry, including Indian 
women, who do not bow to their husbands’ 
ambitions. In Handley’s terms, they resist 

the aspect of western myth whereby “wom-
en and land are subjugated by male desire 
in acts of courtship or conquest.”

In The Royal Anne Tree (1956), set in 
the 1850s, Louise Vane marries Herman 
Feltz, who after having worked his first 
wife to death on his Port Garry home-
stead tries to do the same to Louise. Then 
she encounters Tom Wolfkill, who is part 
Shoshone—though the name, he points 
out, is Irish. Initially, Louise feels threat-
ened. Yet, under his influence, she begins 
to imagine life beyond her homestead 
prison. To achieve this, however, she must 
first reckon with her violent husband. In 
By Sun and Candlelight (1955), set in the 

1880s, Dothie Cummings comes to Puget 
Sound and sees how “each town had its 
sawmill ringed about by orange sawdust 
and burning slab”—and realizes the extent 
to which her husband, Amory, will go to 
make his mill the largest in Port Garry. Like 
Louise, Dothie must overcome her racial 
prejudice toward Indians before she can 
find her own place in the region. Finally, 
in Silver Fruit (1959), set in the decade 
prior to World War I, the school-age grand-
daughter of Louise and Tom Wolfkill be-
friends the daughter of Dothie and Amory 
Cummings. Port Garry is now a major 
lumber port dominated by the Cummings 
Brothers Milling Company. The Wolfkill 

family has an important, though decidedly 
less prominent, role in the town. Against a 
backdrop of labor strife and imminent war, 
the two girls try to untangle their families’ 
shared history, confronting the class and 
racial implications of long-held secrets on 
both sides.

Patricia Campbell’s novels are the-
matically complex and narratively skilled. 
They synthesize historical detail and story 
in a manner that reinforces both. While 
her novels occasionally partake of the 
formulaic tropes of romance fiction—the 
aristocratic daughter seduced by the rug-
ged stable hand—they complicate these 
tropes significantly. Similarly, her novels 
never settle for predictable plot moves, 
though they sometimes make awkward, 
albeit never dull, narrative turns—as 
when the cruel Herman Feltz ends up with 
a pitchfork in his back. As for Campbell’s 
prose, it is lucid and engaging and contains 
captivating descriptions of Puget Sound, 
including its tidal pools, vistas, and towns, 
such as this simple vignette of Olympia, 
circa 1858: “the tide flats silver under the 
seeping rain, the long-legged docks, the 
unpainted buildings; close behind, crowd-
ing it toward the water, the evergreen for-
est hung with shreds of low cloud.” 

As with any writer, it is impossible to 
fully separate the work from the life. The 
Dove and the Dart is based on Campbell’s 
own family history on Vashon Island. In 
the author’s words, the novel is “a sort of 
dream version of the Island as it used to 
be.” Similarly, the Port Garry novels draw 
on her many years of living in Port Lud-
low. Campbell published her first novel 
at age 46, after taking extension courses 
in creative writing at the University of 
Washington with playwright George Sav-
age. Once established, she became active 
in the Pacific Northwest Writers Confer-
ence. At the time of her death in Port 
Angeles she was revising her only con-
temporary work of fiction, titled “Endure 
for the Night”—a novel that, regrettably, 
remains unpublished. g

Peter Donahue is a participant in the Humanities 
Washington Speakers Bureau 2012–14. His talk is 
titled “Washington History and Historical Fiction.” 
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Those who don’t know history are destined to repeat it. 
—Edmund Burke
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