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History 
Commentary

By John C. Hughes

Steve Willis did a double take 
as he was cataloging an 1853 
map at the Washington State 

Library, where we both work. He 
squinted at Grays Harbor, as he 
always does, and found a strange 
name—Quenaudenville—right 
where Aberdeen is today. He made 
a copy and swept down the stairs to 
the oral history office. I too was flabbergasted. We both live 
in Grays Harbor County, and we’ve been researching and 
writing Northwest history for decades. Never had we seen a 
reference to such a place name.

When I Googled it, I made the serendipitous mistake of sub-
stituting an “n” for a “u.” Up popped: “QUENANDENVILLE, a 
village of Lewis co., in Oregon territory, at the confluence of the 
Chehalis river with Gray’s harbour, 142 m. N by W of Salem.” 
The source was A Gazetteer of the World, Vol. VI, published in 
London and Dublin in 1856 by the Royal Geographical Society.

My coworker Lori Larson, an ace researcher, took up the 
search and found this: “Lewis, a large county in the W. part 
of Washington Territory, has an area estimated at 4000 square 
miles. It is bounded on the W. by the Pacific, on the N. by 
the Straits of Juan de Fuca, partly on the E. by Admiralty 
sound, and on the S.E. by Cowelitz [sic] river, and is drained 
by Puget sound, Chehalis river, and several smaller streams.… 
There were 13 pupils attending an academy. Capital, Quen-
audenville. Pop. 558.” The source was A New and Complete 
Gazetteer of the United States, published in Philadelphia in 
1854. The otherwise accurate map with the mysterious Quen-
audenville designation was also published in Philadelphia. 

Professor Edmund S. Meany, who wrote Origin of Washing-
ton Geographic Names, makes no mention of Quenaudenville. 
No pioneer post offices bore that name. Nor is any such place 
to be found in the annals of the Wilkes expedition of 1838–
42, which explored Grays Harbor and produced detailed 
maps. In the 1850s, Indians fished at present-day Aberdeen—
at the confluence of the Wishkah and Chehalis Rivers—but 
apparently never had a village there, regarding the place as 

The Curious Case of Quenaudenville
“bad water.” Wishkah, or hwish-kahl, means “stinky water,” 
according to most accounts. 

Equally baffling was the reference to Quenaudenville as the 
“capital” of Lewis County. Although the sparsely populated 
county encompassed Grays Harbor from 1845 to 1852, its “capi-
tal” then was John R. Jackson’s dirt-floored log cabin at The 
Highlands, south of Chehalis near Mary’s Corner. No one at 
the Lewis County Historical Society had ever heard the name 
Quenaudenville. We consulted books and maps there with-
out success. I was stumped. Was it a Brigadoon-like place that 
emerged from the drizzle along the muddy banks of the Wishkah 
every 200 years; a misreading of an explorer’s journal; an honest 
misunderstanding, or perhaps a bit of mischief? 

David Thompson, Canada’s great explorer and mapmaker, 
in 1813 drew a map of the West depicting a nonexistent Cale-
donia River flowing into Puget Sound from British Colum-
bia. He based its existence on native accounts. Given “the 
scarceness of information and the degree to which maps were 
copied,” the fictitious river persisted for decades, Derek Hayes 
wrote in the Historical Atlas of the Pacific Northwest.

David Nicandri, former director of the Washington State 
Historical Society, noted that mapmakers going back to an-
cient times and really up to about the late 18th and early 
19th centuries took fanciful liberties with their documents: 
“The oldest of them had mythological sea creatures as adorn-
ment, while speculation on lost continents bordered on a 
pastime. All that changed with Captain James Cook, who 
established a new paradigm for mapmaking with his terribly 
exact, indeed, chaste cartography.” After Cook, mapmakers 
couldn’t get away with much by way of the fanciful.

Lori Larson solved the mystery one night by searching the In-
ternet using alternate spellings of Quenaudenville. She discov-
ered a series of articles that appeared in The Seattle Times in 1952, 
written by the late Lucile McDonald, a prolific Northwest his-
torian. She was chronicling the recently authenticated diary of 
Andrew Levitt, a Lewis County pioneer who frequently worked 
as a guide. The first entry, on Monday, December 29, 1851, 
describes how Levitt had taken up temporary abode in a shack 
likely built by Indians along the bay near present-day Westport. 

The men who’d hired him were in Portland registering 
land claims. B. C. Armstrong, a logger, had been looking for a 

mill site on a navigable body of water adjacent to a good sup-
ply of timber. Dr. Daniel Quenaudon was scouting for a place 
to found a colony of some 3,000 Germans from Pennsylvania. 
The pair had come to Grays Harbor, liked what they saw, and 
filed “donation claims,” which were grants of 320 acres of pub-
lic lands to a single man or 640 acres to a man and his wife, 
given by the federal government to encourage settlement.

Having done all that was required, “according to act of 
Congress,” for taking possession of 36 square miles of 
land along the banks of the Chehalis, the two men 

left Levitt to watch over their claims. In his diary Levitt wrote 
that the doctor’s stay was brief and bizarre. After sniffing the 
sea breeze and sizing up the trees, he headed back to Oregon. 
Levitt described Quenaudon as “a strange being and the most 

inconsistent and least accommodating of any human beings I 
ever had anything to do with or ever wish to have.” 

“Levitt’s appraisal of the doctor appears to have been an 
accurate one,” wrote McDonald, “A Pennsylvania professor, 
Dr. Wilbur H. Oda, recently completed some research on 
Quenaudon which was published in The Pennsylvania Dutch-
man.” Oda characterized the doctor as “brilliant but eccen-
tric.” Quenaudon came to Pennsylvania from Europe in 1829 
and established a practice as a magnetic healer, specializing in 
hypnotic medicine and homeopathic remedies. He was also 
the inventor and distributor of a sure-fire nerve tonic. 

An early advocate of psychotherapy, “he headed a spe-
cies of medical school, and after completing studies in the 
Reformed Church was licensed to preach.” He went on to 
teach herbal medicine in Charleston, South Carolina, served 

as a state notary in New York, and 
got himself appointed as chaplain to 
an artillery regiment. Around 1837, 
he led “Captain Quenaudon’s Com-
pany of Pennsylvania Volunteers” in 
Florida during the Seminole Indian 
War. Afterward, he petitioned Con-
gress for $200 to compensate him 
“for forage of his own horses during 
the campaign.” The War Depart-
ment was ordered to pay up.

This 1853 map of the state of California 
and its neighboring western territories 

places a nonexistent Quenaudenville 
(centered in the detail above) at the 
eastern end of Grays Harbor on the 

coast of Washington Territory.
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Fullarton's 1856 Gazetteer of the World, volume 6, page 
213, contains an inexplicable listing for the "village" of 

Quenandenville, a place that never existed.

“By 1840,” McDonald wrote, “he was back in New York, ef-
fecting hypnotic cures, and by 1844 he had founded a peculiar 
medical institution in Berks County, Pennsylvania, staying with 
this for a year until he ran into financial difficulties.” Rebound-
ing, the doctor promoted himself to major, ran unsuccessfully 
for the state assembly, and penned a new book on medical hyp-
nosis. “He also became noted 
for his herb and whey treat-
ments. One of his contempo-
raries, not numbered among his 
admirers, complained that ‘his 
God was wine and beer and his 
principles were rather airy.’ ” 

A handbill disseminated 
in Washington, DC, in April 
1847, offered a “Spring Cure”—
Dr. Quenaudon’s extract of 
green herbs “for purifying the 
blood and the cure of all dis-
eases arising from its impurity, 
also of all other chronic diseases,” including consumption, liver 
complaints, bilious fever, bleeding at the lungs, rheumatism and 
gout, scrofula, ringworm, dropsy, swelling, and derangement of 
the pulmonary and digestive organs. A teacup full of the herbal 
extract was to be taken every morning, followed by “an early 
promenade in the free air.” All those “desirous to use this pleas-
ant mode of treatment will please make early application to me 
at my office: Pennsylvania Avenue, South side, 2d door west of 
12th Street. Nervous diseases, which no more yield to any other 
means, will be treated with animal magnetism.”

By 1846, Quenaudon was collecting subscriptions for his 
“Oregon Colonization Society.” For five dollars a subscriber was 
to receive “300 acres of land and a lot in our city on the Pacific 
in Oregon.” In 1847 he presented a memorial to the United 
States Senate, requesting a land grant for the colony, adding that 
he would use his military skill to organize the colonists “into a 
regiment of cavalry, to serve during the war with Mexico.” The 
matter was dismissed by the Committee on Territories. 

In 1848 the doctor married Caroline Braddock in Balti-
more. He never stayed long in one place, and apparently 
Mrs. Quenaudon was left behind most of the time. In the 

summer of 1849, “the well-known doctor, major and orator” 
was on the stump in Cincinnati, calling himself the “founder 
of the Oregon Colony.” On September 30, 1851, The Oregon 
Statesman, Salem’s new newspaper, announced: 

Dr. D. V. Quenaudon of Berks County, Pa., has recently arrived 
in the territory in the capacity of agent for a company of 5,000 

families in Pennsylvania, New York and Missouri, who will emi-
grate to Oregon next season in case he returns a favorable report 
of the country. The mechanics propose to come by water and the 
balance of the party by land across the Plains. Dr. Quenaudon has 
a brother residing in Germany, who with 500 families, also will 
emigrate to this territory at an early day if he reports favorably. 

By mid November 1851 Quenaudon was exploring the Che-
halis River valley with Levitt and Armstrong. On the 16th he 
wrote to Joseph Lane, Oregon Territory’s representative to Con-
gress and future governor and U.S. senator, reporting that he had 
presented a memorial to the U.S. Senate, asking for a land grant 
along Grays Harbor for his German colony. Quenaudon had 
high hopes because his “friend,” Senator Sam Houston, “told me 
in the Senate Chamber, ‘The land you get.’” Moreover, Quen-
audon promised Lane he would raise two regiments of militia to 
be ready “on a day’s notice” should the Germans or other Lewis 
County settlers be attacked by Indians. “All I want is to make my 
fellow citizens happy, give them in Oregon a good home and do 
the best for our glorious Union, following the principles of our 
immortal Jefferson. I have the honor to remain very respectfully 
your most obedient servant, Daniel V. Quenaudon.”

The doctor was clearly adept at press agentry. In 1848, 
three years before his arrival on Grays Harbor, The New York 
Herald reported he had “already engaged 3,000 persons from 

Pennsylvania and other states who are ready to proceed at once 
to Oregon.” Once there, he would organize regiments from the 
settlers’ ranks, keeping them 

drilled and disciplined for the protection of the colony. He asks, 
on behalf of himself and his associates, a grant of land, on the 
assurance that on each section of 640 acres, they will bring an 
actual settler within the period of five years.… Here is a body of 
men, hardy, enterprising, industrious, and many of them having 
seen hard service in the field, who desire to proceed at once to the 
Pacific, and who guaranty protection to the neighborhood where 
they are to settle. They wish to locate in one particular spot, in 
order that their party may not be dispersed and so weakened so 
as to become an easier prey to the savages.

Meanwhile, back at the shack, Andy Levitt’s only com-
pany in his lonely vigil as caretaker of what the doctor dubbed 
Quenaudon’s Ruhe (German for resting place) came from the 
Indians. Their ancient village was at Point Chehalis in the 
area of Westport now bordered by the South Jetty. Members 
of Chief Carcowan’s tribe had a hut near Levitt’s and inter-
mittently stopped to chat. 

On January 9, 1852, George Phillips, captain of the schoo-
ner Columbia, came ashore with some of his men. Surprised to 
find Levitt with no white companions, he supplied him with 40 
pounds of beef, syrup “and many necessities of life and would 
receive no pay. However, I prevailed on him to take some pota-
toes.… I had lent the doctor $50 with the understanding he was 
to purchase (some provisions).” Dr. Quenaudon had left him 
with but “three pounds of dirty sugar and about as many pounds 
of apples, only 13 pounds of beef and bone. He said it was plenty.” 
The crew of the Columbia received him “bounteously,” Levitt 
wrote, bestowing him with “a quantity of books, and some of 
them on religious subjects, and presented beets and turnips, and 
a number of other luxuries for which I shall ever feel grateful.” 

An Indian named Honest Jim gave him some seal oil and 
three “hyas” (very good) clams. In mid January the weather 
turned bitterly cold, and Honest Jim and his wife returned 
with a gift of sturgeon. Near sundown a few days later, B. C. 
Armstrong arrived back at the point accompanied by John W. 
Champ, a settler who later became justice of the peace at 
Bruceport on Willapa Bay. “Glad to see them,” Levitt told 
his diary. “They was tired and hungry.”

Herr Dr. Rev. Maj. von Quenaudon was still in Portland, 
drumming up support for the colony’s land grant, so the three 
of them went to work surveying Quenaudon’s town site. Arm-
strong and Champ departed on February 1. “I am again alone,” 
Levitt told his diary. “I feel gloomy though I try to employ me 
by reading and prayer. I feel the hiding of God’s face.… Wind 
blows brisk tonight with rain and appearance of quite a storm.”

Having loyally held the fort all winter, by spring Levitt was 
out of flour and potatoes. On April 20 he wrote, “Circum-
stances compelled me to leave Grays Harbor this morning.” 

Armstrong had returned with bad news: Dr. Quenaudon had 
changed his mind and decided that a tract in the Umpqua val-
ley would be a more hospitable place for his German colony. 
On April 24, Quenaudon wrote again to Joseph Lane, asking 
the territorial representative to use his influence to help him 
secure a land grant on the Umpqua sufficient to accommo-
date 3,000 families. On the other hand, if Congress had al-
ready granted him rights to the land near Chehalis Point—it 
hadn’t—“then we are satisfied and settling there.”

On December 20, 1852, the Oregon Territorial Legislature 
considered a resolution to support the doctor’s memorial to 
Congress for the tract near present-day Westport. Isaac N. 
Ebey, the delegate from the Puget Sound district, branded 
the scheme a “tremendous humbug.” The motion to endorse 
Quenaudon’s memorial was rejected 11–8. He pressed his case 
in Congress, but neither house would support his scheme. 

The Oregon Territorial Census of 1853 records Daniel v. 
Quenaudon living alone in Washington County. He wrote 
once more to Joseph Lane in the spring of 1854. We have 
yet to find a copy of the letter. Presumably it was about some 
grand new Germanic plan. Thereafter he disappears. In 1896 
The Philadelphia Inquirer noted the marriage of his daughter 
Louisa, with no mention of the doctor. If alive, he would have 
been quite elderly. Some accounts, obviously erroneous, say 
he died in 1850 in California.

What a fabulous character. On the one hand, Quen-
audon appears to have been a bona fide medical 
doctor—to the extent medicine was learned and 

practiced in that era—with theories rooted in homeopathic and 
Chinese medicine. On the other, he comes across as a snake-oil 
salesman, experimenting with hocus-pocus and whey to cure 
scrofula and whatever else. He spoke fluent English and wrote 
it in an elegant hand. That Quenaudon enjoyed some genuine 
credibility in Pennsylvania, or at least possessed impressive 
public relations skills, is evidenced by the fact that someone 
printing otherwise excellent maps in Philadelphia in 1853 and 
writing gazetteers as far away as England actually believed that a 
fictitious place called Quenaudenville was the “capital” of Lewis 
County in the wilds of the Oregon Territory. Let history also note 
that his colony was to be across the river and 20 miles up the bay 
from where it was placed on the map. 

Enterprising Germans came to Grays Harbor in due course, 
but the Irish, English, Scots, Swedes, Finns, Croatians, Poles, 
and Italians were all more numerous by far. If things had gone 
Quenaudon’s way, however, there’d have been 3,000 stalwart 
Germans at Westport by 1860 and Grays Harbor would have 
had a 100-year head start on Leavenworth. ❦

John C. Hughes, former editor and publisher of The Daily World at 
Aberdeen, is chief oral historian for the Washington Secretary of State. 
Hughes is the author of seven Northwest history books and a former 
trustee of the Washington State Historical Society.
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F
ollowing the Civil 
War, many Union 
veterans headed west 
in search of oppor-
tunity and, perhaps, 

a chance to make real the vision of the 
“more perfect Union” for which they had 
fought so hard and sacrificed so much. 
A. K. Bush and his son William carried 
the influence of the Civil War into south-
western Washington, where they had a 
hand in postbellum community building 
up to the brink of World War II. The Bush 
family story is a classic case study with 
some unusual twists.

On the day of his funeral, William 
Henry Bush was given tribute as “the 
Grand Old Man” of Montesano, Wash-
ington. The October 28, 1938, Montesa-
no Vidette reported, “All business houses 
in Montesano have been asked by Mayor 
Calder and the chamber of commerce to 

close from 2 until 3 o’clock this Friday 
afternoon.” The article recognized Bush 
for an impressive list of contributions to 
the public good, but not a single word 
was said about his unique place in Civil 
War history. Only the editorial page 
mentioned what has perhaps become his 
most famous claim to fame: “A treasured 
memory of Will Bush was the time he 
talked with Abraham Lincoln during the 
dark days of the Civil War. And it seems, 
in that childhood encounter, that he 
caught something of the gentleness and 
nobility of character we associate with 
the name Lincoln.”

Family lore has it that young Willie 
Bush met the president in 1864 when 
he was only six and a half years old and 
was possibly the youngest person to wear 
a military uniform on either side of the 
Civil War. From the 1970s to 2005, Civil 
War scholar Jay S. Hoar gathered a great 
deal of data on children serving in the 
military during the 1861–65 period. In 
a war where it was not unusual to have 
soldiers in their mid teens, the defini-
tion of “children” can be relative, but 
in a 1997 letter Hoar wrote, “Of all the 
childlike martinets who were to ‘perform 
duty’ in the Union forces—musicians, 
powder monkeys, messengers, orderlies, 

guidon markers, mascots, valets, or wait-
ers—very probably the latest born and 
youngest of all was Willie H. Bush.”

Hoar went on to qualify that claim: 
“True, he was never issued formal en-
listment papers, never had pay records, 
never drew a Civil War pension, and 
practically never mentioned himself as 
ever having done anything in or for the 
war effort…. But Bush’s scarce creden-
tials, while not quite in neat order, are 
for all their humble nature unmistakable, 
credible, reportable.”

The story begins with Asahel Kidder 
Bush, Willie Bush’s father, who was born 
September 9, 1830, in Yates County, 
New York, a descendant of 17th-century 
Dutch immigrant Hendrick Albertus 
Bosch. The A. K. branch of the family 
was described as “Maryland-English and 
Pennsylvania-Dutch.” Asahel was the 
oldest of the numerous offspring of Henry 
Lodowick and Margaretta (Lacey) Bush. 

The family migrated to southern 
Wisconsin in 1846 after living in south-
ern Michigan for seven years. A. K. 
read medicine and interned with Rufus 
Howard, MD, from 1847 to 1850. In 
the final year of that internship he at-
tended the recently established Rock 
Island Medical College, 1849–50. Dr. 

A CIVIL WAR LEGACY IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST

W illiam Henry Bush 

•
By Steve Willis

FACING PAGE: Willie Bush, age 6, posing  
as a little Union corporal, Elmira, New 
York, 1864. This image was mounted on a 
carte de visite.

BELOW: An 1883 oil painting by artist 
Mary E. Achey of Montesano, Washington 
Territory. Willie Bush arrived in the 
pioneer town early that year.
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Bush married Eliza A. Congdon in early 
1857, and the couple took up residence 
in Indiana, where their first child, Wil-
liam Henry, was born September 21, 
1857. Despite his medical training, 
Bush worked mainly as a carpenter and 
bridge superintendent for the Michigan 
Central Railroad Company.

O n April 16, 1861, 
only a few days 
after the battle 
of Fort Sumter, 
Bush enlisted and 

was mustered in as a first lieu-
tenant in Company B, Ninth 
Indiana Infantry. Thirty-four 
years later, while addressing an 
audience on Decoration Day, 
he commented:

When, in the month of April 
1861, the news was flashed 
over the wires that Fort Sumter 
had been fired upon, and after 
heroic but unsuccessful defense 
its small but brave garrison had 
been surrendered, such a wave 
of surprise, grief, and anger 
swept over the North as was 
never before witnessed. Even 
before the first call of troops 
was made, companies were or-
ganized…. When the call for 
75,000 volunteers was made, 
the farmer left his plow in the fur-
row, the mechanic his workshop, 
the clerk his counter, the student 
his books. 

After his enlistment, Bush was 
rarely home. He took part in military 
actions in what is now West Virginia. 
After a brief return to civilian life, 
he organized the Fourth Independent 
Battery Indiana Light Artillery, which 
became known as “Bush’s Battery” or 
“Bush’s Brigade” after it was mustered 
in under the command of Captain A. K. 
Bush in Indianapolis on September 30, 
1861. He declined a promotion when 
it was offered, saying he had made a 
promise not to leave his men. His bat-
tery served with distinction throughout 
battles in the South.

In Perryville, in October 1862, Bush 
contracted a virus that evolved into 
hemoptysis, or coughing up blood. He 
was hospitalized for “several months” in 
Nashville but released in time to partici-
pate in the Battle of Chickamauga (Sep-
tember 19–20, 1863), his last Civil War 
battle experience. At the end of Septem-
ber he received a transfer to the Invalid 

Corps (renamed the Veteran’s Reserve 
Corps in March 1864), a unit designed 
to place disabled soldiers in noncombat 
roles. His hemoptysis was severe enough 
to keep him off the battlefield and, ap-
parently, away from potential patients. 
Although the army desperately needed 
physicians, Bush’s medical skills were 
never put to use. 

When he was sent home on furlough 
for the last quarter of 1863, it was decided 
that during Bush’s next tour of duty his 
young son Willie would accompany him 
as valet. The fact that A. K. would not 
be operating in a combat zone must have 

entered into the decision. Such a turn of 
events was actually not all that unusual 
during the Civil War. According to Hoar, 
hundreds of boys under the age of 12 likely 
wore the uniform. Most accompanied 
a relative, but roughly 35 percent were 
thought to be orphans. 

In early 1864 Asahel and Willie 
Bush reached Washington, DC, 
and it was here that Willie met 
President Lincoln. Although there 
are no primary documents that 
verify the meeting, Civil War his-
torian Jay Hoar pieced together 
the following account based on 
local Montesano lore:

Father and son in a party of White 
House visitors were scheduled for a 
brief walk-by and greeting from the 
president. The affair came off almost 
magically. “Uncle Abe” beamed way 
down to the boy, each extending a 
hand, and inquired, “Your name, 
Son?” “Willie!” exclaimed the six-
year old, not realizing that this giant 
commander-in-chief had lost a son 
named Willie [on February 20, 
1862]. The boy’s tragic death had 
plunged the First Family into deep 
grief. The Great One swallowed 
hard and, stooping, conferred upon 
the surprised youth a hug…. 

A March 11, 1999, profile of 
Will Bush in the Montesano Vi-
dette relates a different tale:

When he was about eight years 
old, William and other boys were 

playing soldiers in a vacant lot near the 
White House. During this time they 
would frequently see president Abraham 
Lincoln out for a walk. The boys would 
always stop what they were doing and 
salute the president. One day, one of the 
boys cried, “Here comes the President!” 
They all stood and saluted him. He re-
turned the salute and then asked, “Are 
you boys going to be soldiers when you 
grow up?” “Yes,” they replied. “Well,” 
said Mr. Lincoln, “It’s to be regretted 
that we have to be soldiers at all. I hope 
you’ll never be called upon to fight.” 
Then he walked away.

E lmira, New York was the 
next destination. A. K. and 
his son arrived there in late 
March 1864. The former 
Camp Rathbun was being 

converted into a prisoner-of-war facil-
ity for Confederate troops. Asahel was 
assigned to the 11th Regiment (later 
12th) as a captain. In Elmira, Willie 
posed for the carte de visite (visiting 
card) photograph that has brought him 
some measure of attention a century 
and a half later. The image depicts a 
young boy of serious demeanor, dressed 
in the uniform of a corporal and prop-
ping up a rifle almost as tall as himself. 

The backmark on the Elmira calling 
card tells us the image was created in 
1864, but there is no exact date and the 
details have eluded history. Hoar sup-
posed Willie might have accompanied 
his father while on guard duty, but it is 
possible that the only time young Bush 
wore the uniform was when he posed 
for that photograph. In fact, some Civil 
War firearm experts have said the rifle—
much too short for adults—was designed 
as a studio prop. 

Elmira Prison opened in July 1864. 
Exactly when the boy returned to his 

mother is unknown. At 
his young age it is dif-
ficult to guess whether 
Willie’s presence would 
have been considered a 
help or a hindrance to 
his mother Eliza, who gave 
birth to Hattie C. Bush on 
August 17. He might 
have remained 
with his father 
beyond June. 

Elmira became the Andersonville of 
the North. Nearly one in four Confed-
erate prisoners confined in what they 
called “Hellmira” died as a result of the 
poor sanitary conditions, malnutrition, 
and exposure. Nearly 3,000 Americans 
met their death in that facility. Stationed 
at the very worst POW camp under 
Union command and still coughing up 
blood, Bush was promoted to brevet 
lieutenant colonel on March 13, 1865. 
He was mustered out of the army eight 
months later. It seems unlikely that Wil-
lie was still his valet at that point. 

A. K. had a brief foray back into civil-
ian life. Reenlisting in March 1867, he 
was assigned to Fort Stevens, Oregon, at 
the mouth of the Columbia River, as a 

second lieutenant in 
the Second Artillery. 
One reason later giv-
en for his move to the 
Pacific Northwest was 

“on account 
of lung trou-
ble.” Also, it 

appears he was 
able to bring along his family. 

In 1909 Will Bush listed Fort Stevens 
as a place of former residence. Lieuten-
ant Bush held the position of acting 
assistant quartermaster at Fort Stevens 
during his tenure there, June 1867 to 
February 28, 1869. Daughter Dora was 

FACING PAGE: Dr. Asahel Bush headed 
to Washington Territory after the Civil 
War, and three generations of his family 
followed him. 

ABOVE: A Civil War-era drum and fife.

BELOW: The Union Army’s prisoner-
of-war camp in Elmira, New York—
called “Hellmira” by its Confederate 
inmates—has often been referred 
to as the Northern counterpart of 
Andersonville, the Confederate Army’s 
infamous prisoner-of-war camp. 
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On view at the 

WASHINGTON STATE HISTORY MUSEUM  
through July 6, 2014

SHOULD NONWHITES live in Washington? Should Washington become a 
separate nation? How should the government deal with political dissenters? 
These were the debates of the day in our region during the Civil War. Many people 
assume the Civil War happened “back East.” This misconception neglects the 
impact the war had on other areas of the country, including the Pacific Northwest. 
In fact, the Civil War was a national war about radically different ideas—slavery, 
state’s rights, political dissent, and federal power—not just a regional war on 
eastern battlefields. The people of the Pacific Northwest responded to the conflict 
and its related issues in many different ways. This exhibit, curated by historian 
Lorraine McConaghy, is about the choices they made and where those choices led. 
These Civil War pathways were discovered through a large crowd-sourcing project 
that turned everyday citizens into historical researchers who collected valuable 
references to Civil War-era life in Washington.

Over 150 original artifacts are on display in Civil War Pathways, including 
a host of weapons, maps, sketches, and photographs, and such rare items as 
an early photograph of Abraham Lincoln, Isaac Stevens’s sword, and drawings 
from the National Archives. Together with the stories gleaned from the 
research project, visitors will experience a powerful exhibit connecting the 
issues of the past to those of the present day. 

Among their many occupations, 
Asahel Bush and his son Willie 
were druggists when they first 
arrived in Montesano.

born on Valentine’s Day in 1869, and 
Bush resigned from the military the 
same month.

The Civil War veteran secured civil-
ian employment as lighthouse keeper for 
the facility at the north shore entrance 
to Shoalwater Bay, Washington Territory 
(now known as Willapa Bay). The 1870 
Census shows the entire Bush family in 
residence. Asahel’s father Henry had 
joined them and was employed as an assis-
tant lighthouse keeper. A short time later, 
on August 11, 1870, Asahel purchased 
a 160-acre donation land claim directly 
across the Willapa River from present-
day Raymond, in an area then known as 
Riverside. He and his father soon set up a 
sawmill, and Asahel became the region’s 
justice of the peace and postmaster. 

I   n the latter half of 1882 
   Will Bush, then age 24, 
  was appointed to his first 
  position of civic authority as 
Riverside postmaster. Around 

January 1883 he relocated a bit north to 
Montesano, the Grays Harbor County 
seat, where his father had moved to set 
up a medical practice and pharmacy. 

Will arrived in time to serve as print-
er’s devil for the first newspaper pub-
lished in the jurisdiction, The Chehalis 
County Vidette. Soon thereafter, A. K. 
became the county coroner and first 
town recorder when the settlement in-
corporated in October 1883. He started 

a second family two years after Eliza Bush 
died in 1890, marrying 18-year-old Julia 
Carlile in 1892, and he died in Monte-
sano on November 20, 1902.

Meanwhile, Will Bush carried over 
his civic skills when he migrated to Mon-
tesano, serving as the first postmaster of 
the city from 1883 to 1885. He married 
Anna Phelon on May 20, 1885. She was 
four years his junior and another native 
Hoosier who had arrived in Montesano 
in 1883 with her family. Their first son, 
William Jr., was born in 1886. 

Will was appointed a deputy sheriff on 
January 18, 1886, his first step into a law 
enforcement role that earned him great 
fame during his lifetime. In July of that 
year he helped organize Montesano’s first 
fire department, and in November he 
was elected county sheriff as a Republi-
can. The local newspaper endorsed him 
thus: “For sheriff, W. H. Bush, the pres-
ent deputy, is candidate. As a deputy, Mr. 
Bush has had no superiors; his business is 
promptly and carefully executed, and no 
real cause of complaint has arisen. He 
will execute his duties fearlessly, without 
regard of persons or friends. His past re-
cord as deputy is sufficient recommend.”

Apparently quite small in physical 
stature and, according to Grays Harbor 
historian Paul B. Taylor, “so well man-
nered and so reserved in disposition that 
the citizens thought he was too gentle-
manly to ever go up against any hard-
ened lawbreakers,” Sheriff Will Bush had 
a chance to  reshape his image in the 
Fishermen’s War of 1887 when gillnet-
ters from Astoria invaded the territory 
of local Grays Harbor trap fishermen. A 
shooting war ensued, possibly resulting 
in the deaths of a few Astorians. 

Even though the Oregon fishermen 
came out the worse in this battle, they 
were viewed as the instigators, and ar-
rest warrants were issued for 19 of them. 
Sheriff Bush gathered a posse of a dozen 
or so, and they left Montesano aboard 
the SS Hunter, headed down the Che-
halis River for Aberdeen, where the 

culprits were barricaded inside a bunk-
house next to the water.

Upon arrival, Bush instructed his 
men, “There will be no shooting unless 
they start it, and if they do start it, we 
will finish it.”

Paul Taylor quotes Bush as saying: 

Upon arriving at the site, I ordered my 
armed deputies to remain at the landing, 
with the skiff, which was about 300 
feet from the bunkhouse. There were 
no windows, but the planks had cracks 
between them, so that one might see or 
shoot through. I knew that they were 
well armed, and had been on liquor; and 
that they had publicly threatened to kill 
anyone who tried to come after them.

I left my revolver at the skiff, and 
showing the empty holster, walked alone 
up to the door. I knocked three times be-
fore the plank door opened a few inches. A 
double-barrel shotgun was shoved within a 
foot of my chest, and it was so dark inside 
that I could not see who held the gun. The 
fishermen never said a word, but then I 
said to them, in a firm voice, “I am the 
sheriff of Chehalis County, and I have a 
warrant for the arrest of 19 men, and as 
I read your names, I want each of you to 
come out and line up in front of me, and 
to lay your guns on the ground.”

I read the first man’s name twice, and 
then he appeared and did as he had been 
told. After that, each man came out as 
his name was read and laid down his gun.

The sheriff took more prisoners than 
any jail in Chehalis County could hold 
at one time, so Bush transported the 
men to Olympia. During the trip “near 
Cloquallum Creek, Sheriff Bush over-
heard a plan that the prisoners were 
going to escape into the woods. About 
that same time a grouse flew up, and the 
dead shot Bush clipped its head off at 50 
feet. When the 16 men saw that, they 
gave up the escape idea.” 

Apparently one of the prisoners was 
in critical medical condition and died 
despite Will’s efforts to save him. The 
Astorians took note of the sheriff’s kind-
ness and, according to Taylor, were among 
the donors of a public fund to buy a fine 
gold watch which was presented to Bush 

by grateful citizens for settling the war 
without bloodshed. Thanks to the Fish-
ermen’s War exploit, Sheriff Bush was a 
bona fide local hero, and his name would 
forever be associated with the brave and 
peaceful conclusion of this conflict. 

I   n an endorsement for 
   his reelection as sheriff 
  in 1888, the local paper 
 characterized him in laudatory 
fashion: “Strict integrity and the 

closest attention to business has won the 
esteem of all who know him, and his 
many fine traits of character have brought 
to his side a host of friends. Wherever any 
official duty has called him, he has per-
formed his work well. A more painstaking 
or scrupulously honest official has never 
been elected to an office in this county.“

In the years that followed he became 
half-owner of the Weekly Vidette (as the 
newspaper was called in that era) and in 
1889 incorporated the Montesano Sash 
and Door Manufacturing Company, 
which lasted well into the 1890s.

In December 1892 Bush became may-
or of Montesano, by a vote of 132 to 68. 
In 1898 he bucked the Republican Party 
establishment, revealing his practical 
side and a willingness to accept reality 
that served him well throughout his life. 
He later recalled: 

This was back in the days when regu-
larity was very strict. The Civil War 
had not been forgotten and feeling was 
strong. This being the case, quite an 
uproar resulted among the powers that 
were when I nominated a Democrat for 

the office of county surveyor. I did so 
on the grounds that the office was in no 
way political and the only Republican 
candidate, while a good man, was not an 
engineer, while my Democrat was a good 
engineer. The old line fellows and GAR 
members went into the air, but there 
were a lot of young fellows who agreed 
with me. Enough of them to carry the 
day, and that is how E. G. Hunt, 

now of Aberdeen, was nominated and 
elected county surveyor. He was later 
re-elected.

 When the 20th century rolled around, 
Bush was regarded as a local legend. He 
engaged in a number of commercial ad-
ventures: coinventor on a patent for a 
coupling device, co-owner of the Mon-
tesano Steamship Company, a dealer in 
Rambler automobiles, insurance broker, 
freight service owner, real estate agent, 
and shingle mill owner. Still held in high 
regard by the populace in 1922, he made 
a second run for mayor at age 65, three 
decades after he had last served, and won 
a landslide victory, 274–24.

William Henry Bush experienced 
America from the Civil War to the New 
Deal, dying just a year before the start of 
World War II. He was a bridge between 
the old world of Back East and the new 
frontier of the Far West. The Civil War 
events he experienced in his childhood  
seem to have been etched into his being. 
He cherished the memory of his meeting 
with President Lincoln all his life. He ab-
sorbed his father’s Union patriotism and 
carried that into his public life, without 
being negative or divisive. When Will 
Bush died, the editorial page of the Mon-
tesano Vidette paid him homage: “His 
quiet humor, his frankness and his kindli-
ness endeared him to a legion of friends. 
He earned respect, admiration, and affec-
tion by a life which was open and devoted, 
without stint, to objects that made his 
world better for having lived. So Monte-
sano, which loved him, salutes him.” • 

Steve Willis is program manager for Central 
Library Services at the Washington State Library 
in Olympia. This article is based on a presenta-
tion at the 64th Pacific Northwest History 
Conference in October 2012.Fe
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E.

C.

During much of human history, baskets have been 
essential tools of daily life. They have been used 
for gathering, processing, and keeping food, car-

rying babies, catching fish and birds, and storing clothing 
as well as religious items. Today, many of us use baskets, 
but very few people in our culture make baskets. We rely 
more on baskets made in other countries or manufactured 
by machines.

People have been making baskets for millennia all around 
the world. In the Northwest, many of us are familiar with 
basket making as an activity traditional to Native American 
cultures, but few people realize that immigrants from many 
parts of the world have brought their basket making tradi-
tions with them to Washington. Historically, baskets have 
been largely utilitarian; more recently basketry has become 
a recognized art form. 

The Seattle area has one of the most active bas-
ketry guilds in the United States. At the beginning 
of the new millennium, members of the Northwest 

Basket Weavers Vi Phillips Guild became increasingly con-
cerned that the work of older members would pass away 
with them. The death of Vi Phillips, the basket maker for 
whom the guild is named, was a special motivation. Guild 
members contacted the Historical Society and proposed 
a collaborative project to preserve basketry history in our 
state. The guild began recording oral histories and collect-
ing baskets from its members.

In 2004, the guild donated the first group of baskets to 
the Historical Society. Over the past 10 years, the group has 
donated eight oral histories and 43 baskets, plus raw materi-
als, tools, and other related items. The examples illustrated 
here give some sense of the variety in this collection, which 
includes traditional baskets from several different cultures 
as well as baskets made as art. p

The Basket Heritage Project:  
Northwest Basket Weavers Vi Phillips Guild

A.

D.

B.

A. Lidded basket by Jan Hopkins; orange 
peels, waxed linen thread, 2001. A 
traditional ginger jar shape executed 
in a very non-traditional material. 
(WSHS #2006.54.3)

B. Backpack by Nhia Heu, 
Hmong; bamboo, 1999. Heu 
came to Seattle as a refugee 
and has sold traditional Hmong 
baskets in the area for many 
years. (WSHS #2004.143.7)

C. Clam basket by Ed Carriere, 
Suquamish; cedar withes and 
cedar root, 1987. A modern 
version of a traditional Northwest 
Coast clam basket. (WSHS 
#2006.54.6)

D. Basket by Mary Irvine; reed, gut, 
paint, c. 2005. This nontraditional 
basket was made by stretching gut 
over a base of woven reeds. (WSHS 
#2012.78.1) 

E. Basket by John Engfer; hazel and 
vine maple splints, 1980s. Engfer was a 
German-American resident of Orting who 
made and sold traditional splint baskets. 
(WSHS #2006.54.2)

F. Antler basket by Joyce Johnson; 
antler, reed, sea grass, c. 1990. (WSHS 
#2006.135.8)

F.
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S. W. Jackman notes, “His political career was respectable but 
not very distinguished.” 

Yet Sturgis made valuable contributions to the political world 
beyond Boston. His first opportunity to do so involved national 
debates on American interests in the Oregon Country in the late 
1810s and early 1820s. Following the Treaty of Ghent, which 
formally ended the War of 1812 between the United States and 
England, it remained unclear if Astoria on the Columbia River 
should be considered a settlement that had been captured by 
the British—and thus returned to Americans according to the 
treaty—or a property purchased at the end of the conflict by Brit-
ish competitors of John Jacob Astor’s venture. The uncertainty 
dragged on for a number of years until negotiations in London 
in 1818 offered the solution of joint occupancy of the Oregon 
Country. Eager to move on the matter, a number of American 
congressmen, most prominently Representative John Floyd 
of Virginia, introduced bills throughout the 1820s meant to 
provide government support for post-Astoria settlement in the 
Northwest. Congress never took action on the proposals, but 
a lively public debate about Oregon captured the attention of 
many, ultimately proving irresistible to Sturgis.

The former shipmaster first entered the fray in a letter to the 
Boston Daily Advertiser published on January 28, 1822. Sturgis 
noted that while his interests in a settlement on the Pacific Coast 
“are much less sanguine than those avowed by Mr. Floyd”—in 
part a reference to the heavily anti-Russian rhetoric of the first 
congressional bill—he agreed that the United States govern-
ment should establish some form of presence in the territory, de-
spite concerns of many at the time that such a maneuver would 

violate the joint occupancy provision. Like Astor, Sturgis was 
one of the more uncommon maritime traders who envisioned 
and sought out governmental involvement in the Northwest fur 
trade. Unlike Astor, he had been to the region, and he argued 
that the Columbia River was a bad choice. 

STURGIS POINTED TO his own experience as a 
sailor along with the testimonies of others to demon-
strate the dangers of navigating the river’s entrance. 
He cited the British captains John Meares and George 

Vancouver as well his fellow countrymen Robert Gray and Wil-
liam Shaler. Writing under the pen name “Circumnavigator,” he 
ended the letter: “From these facts we may reasonably conclude 
that the mouth of the Columbia can never be entered by loaded 
vessels of 400 tons burthen—that its navigation must always be 
exposed to delays, difficulties, and dangers, and therefore is not 
an eligible situation for the proposed settlement.” 

Following up three days later with a second letter, Sturgis 
emphasized where he felt a settlement should be built: “on 
the Southern side of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, in the vicin-
ity of Port Discovery.” He wrote of the strait’s safety, its natural 
bounty, and the existence of good harbors in the area, including 
Puget Sound. The letter demonstrates that Sturgis, like many 
of his contemporaries, worked with incomplete cartographic 
knowledge of the Northwest. He misunderstood where the 
Fraser River empties into the Strait of Georgia and repeated a 
late-18th-century myth regarding a transcontinental waterway 
across the Rocky Mountains. According to Malloy, he also exag-
gerated the ease with which the Cowlitz River (between Puget 

Grounds of Our Claim
WILLIAM STURGIS AND COMMERCIAL DIPLOMACY  
ON THE NORTHWEST COAST

By Richard Ravalli

S TUDENTS OF THE American West might be 
familiar with William F. Sturgis—of the Bryant 
and Sturgis shipping firm—as one of the more 
prominent Boston merchants engaged in the 
sea otter trade in the early 19th century. Others 
may recall that the brig Pilgrim, engaged in the 

hide and tallow business in Mexican California and the scene 
for much of Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s 1840 maritime classic 
Two Years Before the Mast, was a Bryant and Sturgis ship. Yet 
too few today appreciate the important role Sturgis played in 
American controversies surrounding territorial claims in the 
Pacific Northwest. While not as popular as Dana’s opus, his po-
litical writings, produced as early as the 1820s, gave a respected 

northeastern businessman and civic 
leader a prominent readership and 
helped shape western borderlands 
for a generation.

Over the last decade or so histo-
rians Briton Busch, Barry Gough, 
and Mary Malloy worked to bring 
Sturgis’s pamphlets, lectures, and 
letters to a wider audience, includ-
ing but not limited to those on the 
subject of international rivalry in 
the Northwest. As Malloy’s book 
A Most Remarkable Enterprise dem-
onstrates, Sturgis began employing 
his expertise in the fur trade and 
frontier commerce to examine the 
question of United States rights as 
early as 1822. After Sturgis died in 
1863, Charles Loring, writing for the 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 
looked back on the Oregon issue 
and wrote that “the settlement of 
this dangerous controversy, by the line adopted, was mainly, if 
not entirely, owing to this effort of Mr. Sturgis.” While such a 
claim is a bit exaggerated, it is clear that Sturgis thrust himself 
into a number of territorial disputes over the region with some 
measure of consequence. 

A look at the man’s work, along with the political connec-
tions he established over a long career, reveals a thoroughly 

intelligent and complex individual who did not shy away from 
criticism of his own nation’s expansionist claims. He checked 
the interests of Russia and England as well as those of some of 
his countrymen. This may come as no surprise to those familiar 
with William Sturgis the sea otter trader, as he was one of the 
most vocal critics of the mistreatment of Northwest indigenous 
peoples at the hands of American crews. 

William Sturgis was born in February 1782 in Barnstable, 
Massachusetts, on Cape Cod. Completing rudimentary school-
ing at the age of 14, the youth was sent to Boston as a junior 
shipping clerk to learn the family business. By 1798 he found 
himself at sea aboard the Eliza, engaged in the Northwest-
Canton trade. Sturgis quickly gained a reputation as a skillful fur 

negotiator with Pacific Northwest 
natives and soon rose in the trade. 
He commanded the Atahualpa in 
1809, which sailed directly to Can-
ton to exchange silver dollars for 
Chinese goods, one of the last of 
many successful voyages for Sturgis 
as a merchant at sea. He then settled 
in Boston and joined with John Bry-
ant in founding a highly lucrative 
shipping firm.

Bryant and Sturgis vessels were 
seen often in Pacific waters in the 
first half of the 19th century. Over 
time, Sturgis himself grew into his 
role as an authority on the fur trade. 
At a major address in Boston in 
the 1840s (which, according to an 
observer, was “set forth in a clear, 
methodical, and comprehensive 
manner”) he detailed the history, 
geography, and economy of mari-

time enterprises involving the Northwest. In what has become 
a popular quote in histories of the sea otter trade, Sturgis com-
mented that sea otter pelts, “excepting a beautiful woman and a 
lovely infant,” were “among the most attractive natural objects” 
that one could personally examine. Meanwhile, Sturgis devel-
oped a lengthy public service career in his home state as a mem-
ber of the General Court of Massachusetts for over 30 years. As 

RIGHT: The American 
settlement at Astoria 
on the Columbia 
River continued to 
inspire plans for 
American expansion 
to the Northwest 
Coast even after its 
purchase by British 
fur traders during 
the War of 1812. 
In 1822, William 
Sturgis argued for 
settlement north of 
Astoria, at the Strait 
of Juan de Fuca. 

FACING PAGE:  
This portrait is one 
of only two known 
photographs of 
Boston merchant  
and politician 
William F. Sturgis.
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ABOVE: “The 
Oregon Question” 
was developed 
from an 1845 
lecture Sturgis 
gave in Boston. 

LEFT: Printed 
along with “The 
Oregon Question,” 
this map displayed 
Sturgis’s proposed 
borderline 
between what 
are now British 
Columbia and 
Washington. A 
dotted line skirts 
the southern tip 
of Vancouver 
Island and divides 
the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca.

Sound and the Columbia River) could be navigated. Yet overall 
Sturgis made a logical case for an American settlement to the 
north of Astoria. 

He closed his second letter by noting how the geography of 
the sea otter trade had shaped American perception of lands 
surrounding the 49th parallel. Since “very few of the valuable 
sea otter skins are found” in that area, knowledge of the region 
was incomplete. Sturgis recommended that a naval expedition 
be sent to survey the Northwest and its waterways. As historian 
Frederick Merk notes, Sturgis’s fellow northeastern expansion-
ist, President John Quincy Adams, was motivated at least in 
part by this recommendation in his call for exploration of the 
Pacific Coast, included in Adams’s 1825 inaugural address. The 
proposal was not fulfilled until the United States Exploring 
Expedition (Wilkes) close to two decades later.

A THIRD LETTER, dated February 6, 1822, car-
ried a much more critical tone. In characteristic 
fashion, Sturgis first suggested that contro-
versy surrounding national claims in the Pacific 

Northwest might be better handled by surrendering the 
territory to native tribes:

If, by negotiation, the whole extent of coast, from Cape Mendiceno 
[sic] in latitude 40, to Prince William Sound, in latitude 60, could 
be left in quiet possession of the native and rightful proprietors of 
the soil, it would be better for the civilized world, even in a political 
point of view, to say nothing of those moral considerations, which 
might lead one to doubt the strict justice of despoiling a brave and 
independent people, of a country which, for aught we know, has 
been in possession of their ancestors since the dispersion of Babel. 

Sturgis coupled genuine 
concern for indigenous civi-
lization with a critique of 
Representative Floyd and his 
supporters based on worries 
over national cohesion. He 
questioned the wisdom of 
“making distant settlements, 
and encouraging emigration 
from the United States to 
a region too remote.” Set-
tlers would find it difficult 
to defend such an expan-
sive territory from invasion, 
and, after all, “countless mil-
lions of fertile acres” were 
already available within the 
Union. Sturgis opposed the 
notion that the government of the United States “is adapted 
to a populous empire” and suggested that a continental nation 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific was perhaps nothing more than 

“flattering to national vanity” and not “sound policy.” In this re-
gard, Circumnavigator expressed many of the same philosophi-
cal, Jeffersonian sentiments regarding the frontier and national 
unity that vexed politicians in Washington, DC, during the 
Oregon debates of the 1820s. The fact that Oregon was not a 
contiguous territory and the question of where the hearts and 
minds of future settlers would be fixed—to Asia? to Spanish-
speaking countries?—troubled those in Congress who formed 
the opposition to Floyd’s bills. 

As an expert in Pacific commerce, Sturgis added an eco-
nomic layer to these arguments. Beyond the fur trade, he was 
skeptical about the value of Oregon. He pointed out the mar-
ginality of sea otter pelts in terms of American involvement 
in the China market:

Furs therefore only played a partial role in procuring Asian 
tea and silk. Sturgis also was critical of the importance of the 
Northwest for the whaling industry, based in part on the fact 
that whaling was just beginning to reach its heyday in the Pa-
cific in the early 1820s. 

I F SECURING SOME measure 
of government support for the 
maritime fur trade was the principal 
basis for United States investment 

in the Northwest, then more detailed 
knowledge of that enterprise was needed. 
This is what Sturgis argued in a fourth and 
final letter to the Boston Daily Advertiser. 
His narrative of major developments in 
the trade is one of the earliest histories of 
it, and lays forth a chronology that became 
standard for future authors: Russians in the 
North Pacific, followed by Captain Cook, 
American voyages, and Astoria. Sturgis 
noted the decline in sea otter populations 
and the shift to less valuable land furs, 
which made profits in Canton more difficult 
to come by. Likewise, he reported that the 
current trade was best north of 51 degrees 
latitude, writing with emphasis: “On this 
part of the coast only is the trade worth pur-
suing, and from this part of the coast the late 
Russian ukase [proclamation], if enforced, 
will entirely exclude us.” 

Indeed, the ukase became an urgent 
concern for Sturgis. The economics of the 
fur trade may have prompted him toward a 
more cautious diplomatic tone in relation 

to the British, but it inspired in him a firm stance toward the 
Russians. The renewed royal charter for the Russian Ameri-
can Company in 1821 coincided with a dramatic statement 
of czarist sovereignty in the Pacific. Alexander I declared that 
territory from the Bering Strait to 51 degrees latitude, or the 
northern tip of Vancouver Island, was exclusively Russian and 
that foreign vessels were prohibited within “100 Italian miles” 
(about 92 miles) from shore. For years officials in St. Petersburg 
had complained about the presence of American ships in Alas-
kan waters, and the ukase—even if a diplomatic bluff—was 
in large measure an attempt to deal with Yankee interlopers. 

Then-Secretary of State John Quincy Adams sought to 
calm tensions and work on a negotiation. Yet, as a supporter 
of American commercial activities in the Pacific, Adams was 
bolstered by Sturgis’s October 1822 article in North American 
Review, which attempted to deconstruct the czar’s claim. By 
early in the following year, for example, he wrote to the Ameri-
can minister in Russia and told him to read the latest Sturgis 
treatise in order to strengthen his efforts there. Additionally, 
Adams met with Sturgis later in 1823, one of his many personal 
dealings with the Boston maritime trading community.

The proximity of Asia is not an important circumstance—it 
is well known that most of our commerce with that quarter 
is merely an exchange of the precious metals [silver] for 
what may be generally considered as the luxuries of life, 
and therefore not beneficial to a newly settled country—the 
western shores of North 
America produce nothing 
valuable for export (furs 
only excepted) but what is 
common to both sides of the 
stony mountains, and even 
Asia can be supplied with 
such products, on more fa-
vorable terms from the At-
lantic States than from the 
borders of the Pacific.… 

Sturgis questioned the wisdom of “making distant settlements and encouraging emigration from the United States to a region too remote.” 
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In the first part of the article, Sturgis sought to explain the 
economic importance of the fur trade for his audience, “indepen-
dent of any territorial rights which it may be thought to involve.” 
He then quoted from the ukase as well as a lengthy letter to Sec-
retary Adams from the Russian minister to the United States, 
Pierre de Poletica, before providing a critique of the Russian 
position. As he did earlier in the year, Sturgis relied on historical 
information—in this case, data relating to Russian discoveries 
in the Northwest—in order to cast doubt on the southern limits 
demanded by the czar and Poletica. Conceding that Russia had 
a “plausible foundation” to the Aleutian Islands, Cook’s River, 
and Prince William Sound (basically, western and southern 
Alaska), he argued that any title to southeastern Alaska and sur-
rounding lands was weak, partly because Spanish explorers made 
a stronger case of “first discovery” for that part of the coast. As 
before, Sturgis blended his hands-on business knowledge with 
historical sources in order to defend his view. Established in 1799 
after English, American, and other visitors had been to the area, 
Russian claim to the colony at Sitka lacked strength, and the czar 
had no right to forbid foreign shipping where merchants knew a 
lucrative trip could still be made: 

It is well known to the Russian fur company, that nearly all the sea 
otter skins, and most of the other valuable furs, are procured north 
of the 51st degree, and if “foreign adventurers” can be prevented 
from approaching that part of the coast, the company would soon 
be left in undisturbed possession of the whole trade, for south of 
51° it is not of sufficient value to attract a single vessel in a season. 
This would not only secure to them a monopoly in the purchase, 
but give them control of the Chinese market, for the most valuable 
furs, which would be still more important. 

In case the commercial ramifications of the ukase did not 
convince his American readers, he pressed the geopolitics of 
the sea otter trade farther south. He warned of the Russian 
settlement at Ross and of a potential takeover of California, 
which would place a “formidable population” of the tsar’s sub-
jects west of United States boundaries. This is perhaps more 
than a little ironic, as just months before Circumnavigator had 
questioned whether the United States could claim any legiti-
mate interest in the far western portions of North America. 
Nevertheless, Sturgis utilized a measure of Russophobia in his 
article that may well have pleased Representative Floyd as well 
as Hispanic officials in California. 

In the end, the North American Review article buttressed an 
uncompromising stance against the ukase by the James Mon-
roe administration. Adams demanded that American ships be 
free to trade anywhere on the coast and that Russia restrict its 
aggressive claims. A treaty in 1824 allowed American trade at 
unsettled points on the coast for 10 years, and Russia agreed 
not to form new colonies south of Sitka. The diplomat from 
Barnstable had succeeded in helping defend his nation’s inter-
ests in the Pacific Northwest.

A number of years passed before the Northwest again 
demanded national attention in a major way. With joint oc-
cupancy extended indefinitely in 1827, a diplomatic deadlock 
existed in which neither the United States nor England would 
budge from its collection of arguments for legitimate title to 
Oregon. Meanwhile, settlers began arriving in the 1830s and 
1840s, strengthening the United States’ position as new po-
litical debates emerged. Sturgis represented the northeastern 
Whig position, as did his Massachusetts colleague Daniel Web-
ster, in opposing those who called for the “whole of Oregon.” 
Such a stand, it was felt, would unnecessarily provoke a war 
with England and damage the investments of Pacific whalers 
and traders. 

As Malloy notes, another of Sturgis’s New England associ-
ates, Secretary of the Navy George Bancroft, corresponded 
with him in 1845 and 1846 during Sturgis’s push for a treaty 
at the 49th parallel. Of primary importance to these advocates 
were ports, not land. In the words of one congressman, Oregon 
“will command the trade of the isles of the Pacific, of the East, 
and of China”; another argued that “[a]s to land, we have mil-
lions of acres of better land still unoccupied on this side of the 
mountains.” Since many of the basic elements of this position 
had already been set forth by Sturgis two decades earlier, it was 
only natural that his latest pamphlet gained prominent atten-
tion as negotiators centered on precisely how the waterways 
near the 49th parallel might be divided.

T HE OREGON QUESTION” was originally de-
livered as a lecture to the Mercantile Library As-
sociation in Boston on January 22, 1845. Sturgis 
noted that United States action in the burgeoning 

crisis over the territory “may go far to decide whether our pres-
ent amicable relations with Great Britain are to be preserved.” 
Therefore, he sought to explain the history of the conflict and 
the various arguments on both sides. He recounted Cook’s 
Northwest voyage, the Nootka Crisis between Spain and Eng-
land, and the American voyage of the Columbia Rediviva. Re-
garding the Lewis and Clark expedition, Sturgis stressed: “This 
was the first exploration of any branch of the ‘Columbia’ from 
the interior to the ocean, and is one of the grounds upon which 
we rest our claim.” He mentioned personally assisting Astor with 
plans for the Astoria venture and quoted documents relating to 
the United States’ repossession of the fort in 1818.

Sturgis’s detailing of discoveries and treaties had by the mid 
1840s become a somewhat tired exercise, something of which 
he seemed conscious, describing it as a “very dry” subject. Ac-
cording to Norman Graebner in The Northwest Coast in World 
Diplomacy, 1790–1846, American politicians were increas-
ingly impatient with such debates in 1845. He writes, “No 
longer would the United States base its claims on discovery and 
exploration.... Edward D. Baker of Illinois informed the House 
of Representatives that he had little regard for ‘musty records 
and the voyages of old sea captains, or the Spanish treaties,’ 

“

As a challenge to advocates of “54-40 or Fight,” Sturgis once again emphasized the dangers of a republic growing too quickly.
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RIGHT: American visions 
of expansion to the Pacific 
reached beyond early 
19th-century maritime fur 
traders like William Sturgis. 
As depicted in this famous 
mid-19th-century mural by 
Emanuel Leutze, overland 
settlers helped shape new 
ambitions of America as a 
continental power. 

BELOW: This cartoon 
captures the international 
stand-off over the Oregon 
Country in 1846. Political 
blustering on the American 
side of the Atlantic was 
ultimately curtailed in favor 
of compromise at the 49th 
parallel, a long-standing 
borderline between the 
United States and Canada.
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P EOPLE OFTEN WONDER how the city of Toppenish, composed 
mainly of non-Indian residents, became established inside the bound-
aries of the Yakama Reservation. After all, Article 2 of the Treaty 
of 1855 states, “nor shall any white man, excepting those in the 

employment of the Indian Department, be permitted to reside upon the said 
reservation without permission of the tribe and the superintendent and agent.” 

Like many tales of western develop-
ment, this one begins with a railroad. 
Another section of the 1855 treaty—
Article 3—authorized roads for the 
convenience of the public, and in 1864 
Congress empowered the Northern Pa-
cific Railway to lay track westward until 
it reached Puget Sound. The route it 
was to take, if the tribe granted permis-
sion, ran just inside the northeastern 
border of the Yakama Reservation.

In 1881 an estimated 1,700 tribal 
members had homes on the reservation 
and operated farms or grew gardens and 
raised livestock to achieve varying de-
grees of self-sufficiency. Only a few whites 
worked for the tribal agency at Fort Sim-
coe; two-thirds of the workforce con-
sisted of Indian employees. Many tribal 
members continued to rely on fishing 

at various times of the year, particularly 
when drought reduced crops or severe 
winter weather diminished livestock. 
Meanwhile, more than 1,200 Indians 
subject to the treaty still lived off the res-
ervation. Most of the time they followed 
traditional seasonal rounds and lived at 
established campsites, according to Ya-
kama agent James Wilbur. Some were of 
Yakama lineage, but many were Palouse, 
Columbia Sin kiuse, Wenatchee, Wana-
pum, and members of bands along the 
Columbia River who saw themselves as 
separate from the Yakamas. 

When it became known in 1884 that 
the Northern Pacific Railway planned 
to expand to Yakima City, Yakama 

agent R. H. Milroy claimed that almost 
half of the Native American population 
was living outside the reservation, con-
trary to the 1855 treaty. Generals O. O. 
Howard and Nelson A. Miles sought a 
solution by encouraging individual tribal 
members to file claims off the reservation 
under the authority of the Indian Home-
stead Act of 1875. They sent Major J. W. 
MacMurray to meet with tribal members 
and assist them with maps and filing pro-
cedures. Agent Milroy objected to the 
military’s interference with Indian policy 
and challenged the effort. He believed 
that Indians should move to the reserva-
tion in accordance with the terms of the 
treaty. Ultimately, about 100 Yakamas 
took claims off the reservation. Many 
turned down the opportunity, being 
more interested in keeping traditional 
relationships with the land than accept-
ing American concepts of written deeds 
and boundaries.

Northern Pacific Railway construc-
tion crews began hauling timber and 

A Washington Town that Grew Up on an Indian Reservation
because the United States had a better title ‘under the law of 
nature and of nations.’” Yet Sturgis, perhaps anticipating what 
his published lecture would become as a bargaining tool, un-
derstood that diplomacy required a calm and comprehensive 
approach. Thus after explaining the various grounds for the 
United States’ claim to Oregon, he moved to an evaluation of 
the British claims.

Always willing to concede something to the opposition, Stur-
gis argued that it is “evident to any one who looks carefully and 
impartially into the whole matter, that some of the pretensions 
of each party are, to say the least, plausible.” Even so, he sought 
to undercut the British position by pointing to the facts of the 
Northwest fur trade. Sturgis once again employed economic 
conditions to make his case, stressing the meager profit for the 
Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) south of 49 degrees. Realization 
of that fact by England should make her leaders more willing 
to yield. Although Malloy may be correct that Sturgis “grossly 
simplifies” the value of the area’s fur trade at the time, it is clear 
that market considerations remained central to his geopolitical 
thinking. Additionally, the HBC did indeed relocate operations 
from the Columbia River to Vancouver Island in 1845, based at 
least in part on a decline in the trade. 

As a challenge to advocates of what became known as “54-
40 or Fight,” Sturgis once again emphasized the dangers of a 
republic growing too quickly. This time he directly quoted the 
Virginian Thomas Jefferson on the issue, prefacing for his New 
England audience that “whatever some may think of him as 
a politician, few are now disposed to deny that he was a saga-
cious and far-sighted statesman.” Sturgis further quipped that 
he would rather see the “unoccupied portions” of the Oregon 
Country swallowed up by “Symme’s Hole” (a reference to hollow 
earth theory accepted by some earlier in the century) and filled 
in with the Pacific Ocean than see Oregon add new states to 
the Union. He reasoned that if some Americans were unwise in 
seeking to add a large swath of territory simply for its own sake, 
and if the British had some legitimate claims, then sober-minded 
listeners should agree on compromise at the 49th parallel—a 
long-standing territorial boundary in North America and one 
discussed in previous Oregon negotiations.

Sturgis recommended the following:

I doubt not that the distinguished statesmen, Messrs. Packenham 
and Calhoun, who now have charge of the negotiation, will cor-
dially concur; and it seems to me that each party will attain their 
object, and justice will be done to both, by adopting as the boundary 
a continuation of the parallel of 49° across the Rocky Mountains, 
to the tide-water, say to the middle of the “Gulf of Georgia”; thence 
by the northernmost navigable passage (not north of 49° ) to the 
Straits of Juan de Fuca, and down the middle of these Straits to 
the Pacific Ocean; the navigation of the Gulf of Georgia and the 
Straits of Juan de Fuca, to be forever free to both parties—all the 
islands and other territory lying South and East of this line to belong 
to the United States, and all North and West to Great Britain. 

He was not the first to suggest this general borderline. Presi-
dent John Tyler’s minister to England, Edward Everett, had ear-
lier proposed extending the 49th parallel to skirt the southern 
edge of Vancouver Island. Yet that was before the incoming com-
mander in chief, James K. Polk, declared a “clear and unques-
tionable” title to all of Oregon in 1845, upsetting negotiations 
and leading to talk of war. Sturgis’s published lecture, therefore, 
entered an unstable diplomatic environment, allowing the 
knowledgeable and reasoned approach it contained an opportu-
nity to rise to prominence. Indeed, near the time he was recalled 
from London by Polk, Everett sent a copy of “The Oregon Ques-
tion” to a trade advisor for the British foreign secretary, writing 
that Sturgis, “now a wealthy merchant in Boston, was originally 
a shipmaster and passed several years in that capacity on the 
coast of the debatable territory.” 

Sturgis’s expertise, coupled with rational compromise that 
even Polk wished for, at the very least gave his pamphlet a 
respectable place in the final Oregon settlement. What is less 
certain is whether the map that he produced of the proposed 
borderline played a major role in the settlement. Malloy notes 
that it likely accompanied the original lecture in Boston, but 
it was also reproduced for printed copies. 

I N THE LAST paragraph of “The Oregon Question” 
Sturgis returned to his concern for Native American 
rights in the Pacific Northwest. If perhaps muted by his 
focus on American claims and interests, it is one of the 

most passionate and forthright statements regarding the lack of 
attention given to Indian sovereignty during the Oregon con-
troversy. It represents William Sturgis at his best: free-thinking, 
resolute, and truly considerate of all sides:

There is a third party interested in this matter, of whom I have 
not spoken, and who have not been mentioned or even alluded 
to in the discussions and negotiations that have been going on, in 
relation to this territory, among four civilized nations, for more 
than fifty years. The claims of this party do not depend upon 
discovery, or exploration, or contiguity, but rest upon actual, 
undisturbed, undisputed possession—by themselves and their 
fathers—from a period of which the history of this continent does 
not reach. But these claimants are powerless, and have neither 
the fleets nor armies to maintain their rights; and ’tis not the 
practice of civilized and Christian nations to listen to the claims, 
or respect the rights, of savages and heathens! The rights of the 
Indians, from one extremity of this continent to the other, have 
been disregarded, and will, I fear, continue to be disregarded until 
the day of retribution comes, when equal justice will be meted out 
to the Christian destroyer and his heathen victim—and that will 
be a woeful day for the white man. u

Richard Ravalli is assistant professor of history at William Jessup 
University in Rocklin, California. He is currently working on a history 
of the sea otter.

“The rights of Indians from one extremity of this continent to the other have been disregarded and will, I fear, continue to be disregarded....”

Toppenish

By Jo N. Miles

Toppenish town site, 1906.  
The name is said to come from 
a Yakama-Sahaptin word that 

translates roughly to “a way out of 
mountains into valleys or plains.”
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RIGHT: Chief White Swan/Joe Stwire 
(1831–1907), of Klickitat heritage, 
was elected Yakama head chief in 
1868. He later supported the sale of 
reservation land to non-Indians.

FACING PAGE, TOP: A 1900 
map showing Northern Pacific 
Railway routes in Washington. 
The highlighted area is the Yakama 
Reservation. The railway runs along 
its northeastern edge. 

FACING PAGE, MIDDLE: Toppenish 
residents pose in front of the 
original 1885 train depot. The 
Washington Hotel, completed in 
1909, is under construction in the 
background.

FACING PAGE, BOTTOM: Hotel 
Toppenish was built in 1907 by 
stockman Charles Newell who 
had submitted the highest bid 
to purchase the first inherited 
allotments sold on the reservation 
by Joe Stwire and Stwire George 
Waters in 1904.

grading roadbeds on the reservation in 
October 1884. The track was completed 
on December 11, the day Agent Milroy 
received the first report complaining of 
livestock killed by a locomotive. The 
railroad paid stock owners for losses of 
this type. A council with the Yakama Na-
tion was held in January 1885 to finalize 
transfer of property before construction 
of depot buildings commenced.

 The Fort Simcoe Council set a pur-
chase price and formally relinquished the 
necessary property from the tribe to the 
railroad. The steps mirrored those taken 
at the 1855 Walla Walla Treaty Council. 
A commissioner, Robert S. Gardner, met 
with representatives of the tribes and 
bands. Also present were Agent Milroy, 
witness James McNaughton, and inter-
preter Andrew Riddle. The document 
was signed by Joe Stwire, Captain Eneas, 
Thomas Pearne, Willie Shuster, Thomas 
Simpson, George Waters, and 12 other 
headmen. The tribe received $5,309 
cash for the land. Apart from a written 
agreement, railway negotiators verbally 
promised free passage to Yakamas wish-
ing to travel by train between Toppenish, 
Wallula, and Ellensburg. For a year or 
two, local Indians rode for free, but the 
program came to an end after a change 
in railroad administration. 

T he arrival of the railroad dra-
matically altered activities on 
the reservation. Soon, white 
employees began residing at 

new depots and section houses situ-
ated on land relinquished by the tribe. 
Farmers and settlers living outside the 
boundaries took advantage of the oppor-
tunity to ship goods to and from depots 
at Toppenish and Simcoe (Wapato). 
The reservation became busy with non-
Indian activity; however, no commercial 
business could operate without a license 
from the Indian Agency.

The 1887 Dawes Act changed the 
conditions of land ownership for tribal 
members. It required dividing reserva-
tion land into allotments that resulted 
in 80 acres being assigned to every man, 
woman, and child with one-quarter or 

more Indian blood. The remaining un-
allotted lands continued to be part of 
the reservation and could not be sold 
without the tribe’s consent. 

News of the impending allotments 
inspired some non-Indians to look for 
ways to access reservation land. In 1889 
Yakama agent Thomas Priestly com-
plained of white men marrying Native 
American women solely for the purpose 
of establishing homesteads on the res-
ervation. Priestly recommended that a 
rule be implemented “to prevent any 
more white men from residing on this 
reservation, whose only claim is that 
their wives are of Indian blood.” 

During 1892 and 1893 agency re-
ports stated that 1,075 Indians “cheer-
fully” came forward to make their allot-
ment claims. The new program was not 
without opposition. Yakama agent Jay 
Lynch believed only about a quarter of 
the reservation population was in favor 
of the act when it was passed. But by 
the time allotments were surveyed and 
assigned five years later, only seven or 
eight families were reported to be in 
opposition to the plan. Most families 
claimed their shares and made sure 
eligible children also received their 
entitlements. The agent assigned allot-
ments to the reluctant few who did not 
wish to select their own.

By 1894 a total of 1,927 tribal 
residents had taken allotments. In-
dian agent L. T. Erwin boasted in his 
1895 annual report, “Indians occupy-
ing (irrigated) lands, as a rule, are self- 
supporting, and some of their crops are 
equal to the whites. For example: …
Mrs. Lillie, half-breed, raised 75 bush-
els of oats per acre on 200 acres.” The 
report did not specify that Josephine 
Lillie’s white husband Nevada was the 
principal farmer. The Lillies, like many 
other families, enjoyed multiple allot-
ments—those of Josephine and the six 
Lillie children—totaling 560 acres. A 
general ban prohibiting non-Indians 
from living on the reservation remained 
in effect. Agent Erwin posted notices at 
the Toppenish depot: “All white men 
shall be removed from the Reservation 

except the fifty bearing permits and 
those married to Indian women.”

The policy restricting non-Indian 
residents relaxed in 1898 when the first 
of hundreds of agricultural leases went 
into affect. Grazing permits had been ap-
proved for years, but for the first time out-
siders were allowed to reside on land and 
farm up to five years in return for making 
payments to the Agency which in turn re-
munerated individual Indian landowners. 
Federal financial support had dwindled 
since the 1880s, after the government fin-
ished paying the purchase price for ceded 
lands and the treaty-specified 20-year ob-
ligation to provide services had expired. 
With the last of the annuities distributed 
in 1886, federal support became limited 
primarily to the children’s school. 

 The Interior Department allowed 
leases provided that Indian landown-
ers kept at least 40 acres for their own 
homes and gardens. New sources of 
income became important because con-
gressional budget reductions in 1900 re-
sulted in the closure of several mills op-
erating on the reservation—a gristmill, 

a shingle mill, and two sawmills—and 
corresponding loss of jobs. 

In 1902 the federal government 
eliminated Jay Lynch’s position as 
United States Indian agent and reas-
signed him—at a lower salary—to the 
post of superintendent of the children’s 
school. Despite his demotion, Lynch 
continued to carry out administrative 
duties at the agency and even stepped 
up liquor law enforcement.

C ongress opened the door for 
outsiders to legally own land 
on reservations in 1902 when it 
granted heirs the option of sell-

ing the allotments of deceased relatives. 
Indian heirs had a choice of keeping the 
inherited land or requesting permission 
from the Department of the Interior to 
sell it to the highest bidder. The program 
began slowly at first. No lands were sold 
in 1903, and eight allotments were pur-
chased in this manner in 1904—a total 
of 653 acres—for $20,645. 

Two of the first petitioners were 
Chief Joe Stwire (White Swan) and his 
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brother George Waters, who sold their 
late mother’s allotment to Charles H. 
Newell for $1,208. Stwire also sold 
his wife’s allotment after she died, and 

Waters sold Stwire’s allotment after the 
chief’s death in 1907. Tribal members 
were sharply divided over the issue 
of selling land to non-Indians. Chief 

Sluskin We-Owikt remarked, “White 
Swan town was named for one Indian 
Chief White Swan. That Indian helped 
to sell dead Indians’ lands. It looks like 
everything will be burned up for these 
wrongs.” Others were in favor of the 
program, and sales increased by 12 ad-
ditional allotments in 1905, a total of 
960 acres purchased for $37,393. One 
of the Indian heirs was Josephine Lil-
lie, who divided the $5,040 from her 
deceased daughter’s allotment proceeds 
with her white ex-husband, Nevada 
Lillie, who had divorced her and remar-
ried in 1901. The cultivated allotment 
generated a higher bid amount than 
others that were still in sagebrush with 
no irrigation improvements. 

B etween 1902 and 1904 the 
commissioner of Indian Af-
fairs approved nonagricultural 
leases, allowing a school and 

a number of businesses to operate on 
allotted parcels in addition to 335 agri-
cultural leases on 27,338 acres. Indian 
owners received payments twice a year at 
between $2 and $5 per acre. A directory 
published in 1904 described the Toppen-
ish community as having a public school, 
a Methodist church, two hotels, two 
meat markets, two blacksmith shops, two 
barbershops, two livery barns, telephone 
service to Sunnyside, a lumber company, 
post office, mail stage to Zillah, general 
store, and trading company. All could 
operate with written permission of al-
lotment owners and the agent in charge, 
and approval from the Department of 
the Interior. Rules required allotment 
owners and persons leasing land to 
meet face to face in the agent’s office to 
sign documents. The directory listed as 
residents 53 farmers, 12 laborers, seven 
stockmen, four teamsters, three carpen-
ters, three bookkeepers, and two teach-
ers. Agent Lynch reported that there 
were so many white leaseholders living 
on the reservation that Yakima County 
had established two public schools near 
the depots, hired three teachers, and 
enrolled 40 Indian children to be taught 
alongside white students. 

By 1905 agriculture and business 
were well established on the reservation. 
Horace M. Gilbert leased and farmed 
up to 2,000 acres as part of a venture he 
began in 1899 with his father-in-law, 
James Richey. The Richey and Gilbert 
Company shipped approximately 60 
railcars per month filled with hay, pota-
toes, grain, livestock and assorted fruit. 
Washington Nursery began operations 
near the railroad’s right-of-way in 1903, 
and company officials lived in cottages 
leased on Indian land. The nursery em-
ployed 54 men in the field and nine office 
workers filling orders from all over the 
United States and Canada. A nation-
wide demand for young fruit trees arose 
as unspoiled lands of the reservation 
enabled the nursery to produce pest-free 
trees. The company grew 1,500 variet-
ies of trees and shrubs on more than 
300 acres. The Toppenish Depot rivaled 
North Yakima at times, shipping more 
than 100 tons of fruit monthly. 

At the beginning of 1905, two delega-
tions of Yakama tribal leaders journeyed 
to Washington, DC, to meet with Presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt and testify for 
and against issues related to selling tribal 
lands. One group, represented by Chief 
Joe Stwire and Charles Wannassay, 

favored expanded sales of allotted reser-
vation land. The second group consisted 
of head men Thomas Simpson and for-
mer tribal police chief Captain En-
eas, accompanied by interpreter Frank 
Meacham. They argued against the pro-
posed sale of unallotted reservation land 
and strongly supported restoration of 
disputed property on the western bound-
ary, which Congress had approved in 
December 1904. Together, White Swan 
and Simpson advocated a common issue, 
tribal fishing rights. Their position was 
successfully upheld by a United States 
Supreme Court decision in 1905 that 
prevented Columbia River fish wheel 
operators from denying Indians access to 
their traditional fishing places. More ac-
tion by Congress approved restoration of 
disputed reservation ground on the west-
ern boundary and allowed additional al-
lotments to Indian children who had not 
yet received them, increasing the total 
number of allotments to 3,154. 

W hile unallotted lands never 
received tribal approval for 
sale, the federal govern-
ment did grant fee patent 

titles (in essence, private ownership) 
to a number of individual allotment 

LILLIE V. LILLIE
LOT SALES FOR the newborn City of Toppenish hit a snag almost as soon as they 
began. Trouble emerged for Josephine Lillie when her ex-husband Nevada moved 
back to town with his second wife, Ellena. Newspapers reported on May 22, 1905, 
that Josephine had been arrested by Deputy Sheriff John W. Edwards for shooting 
a revolver at Nevada. An argument had broken out when Nevada confronted her 
at one of her properties, contending that he was entitled to possession because 
of improvements he had made while they were married. Josephine claimed she 
had fired in self-defense when Nevada came at her with an axe. She obtained a 
restraining order after telling a judge that Nevada had torn down her fences and 
threatened to destroy any buildings she tried to construct.

Nevada’s claim to Josephine’s property was extinguished on June 26, 
1905, when a Superior Court ruling declared that he had no interest in her 
patented land or property. Nevada and his attorney, Henry J. Snively, tried an 
unsuccessful appeal to the state supreme court in 1907. Nevada’s case had 
weakened when he filed for divorce in 1901, at which time he declared there 
was no community property. Josephine testified that Nevada had never had 
any of his own money and that her inheritance of several thousand dollars 
from her Klickitat mother’s estate in 1888 had been relied upon to begin 
their reservation enterprises. She also testified that her husband squandered 
several thousand dollars of her money “in riotous living and dissipation.” Ac-
cording to the October 27, 1905, Yakima Republic, when Josephine went to 
trial on October 21, 1905, for assault with a deadly weapon, a Superior Court 
jury found her “not guilty” after deliberating only about 30 minutes. 

owners, beginning with Josephine Lil-
lie on March 3, 1905. Soon afterward, 
Frank Meacham was the next to receive 
a fee patent for his allotment near the 
Simcoe (Wapato) Depot. Within three 
weeks of congressional approval, Lillie 
filed a platted survey, naming it City of 
Toppenish. The document dedicated all 
of the streets and alleys “to the use of the 
public forever.” In April, Lillie began 
advertising and selling the first of 143 
city lots for $25 to $400 each.

Lillie’s business success in 1905 
encouraged other allotment hold-
ers to apply for fee patents for their 
properties. Charles Wannassay, Susan 
Stone (Swasey), Franklin P. Olney, and 
Thomas P. Robbins received approval 
from Congress in 1906. The allottees 
platted tracts into city lots known as 
city additions that bore their names on 
county records. A portion of the allot-
ment of Franklin P. Olney’s late daugh-
ter became a public city park. Margue-
rite (Maggie) Spencer, a teenager in 

Josephine and Nevada Lillie, 1899. After her divorce from Nevada, Josephine Lillie 
obtained private ownership of her reservation allotments, platted the land, and began to 
sell lots in what she named the “City of Toppenish.”
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Rows of Washington Nursery fruit 
tree stock, c. 1920. The nursery began 
operations in 1903 while leasing railroad 
right-of-way and allotted reservation 
land on the Yakama Reservation. 



TOP: Stwire George Waters (1844–
1923) was the younger brother of 
Chief White Swan. Educated at Fort 
Simcoe School, he became an ordained 
Methodist minister.

BOTTOM: Jay A. Lynch (1850–1937) 
served as Yakama agent 1891–1893 
and 1898–1908, challenging times 
when acts of Congress and budget cuts 
dramatically affected Indian tribes.

FACING PAGE: This c. 1930 postcard 
photograph was taken during a 
parade held in downtown Toppenish. 
A traditional mixing of cultures 
took place during annual 4th of July 
celebrations and rodeos.
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1906, had an allotment adjacent to the 
depot but did not seek a patent until 
1920. Her allotment became property 
of Toppenish Rodeo and Livestock As-
sociation and Silgan Containers. Mag-
gie’s father, Lancaster, opened the first 
blacksmith shop in town with his son 
Jessie and later went into real estate. 
Another son, James, operated a harness 
shop. Thomas (Tommy) Robbins oper-
ated one of the meat markets in town 
and also sold real estate. 

Robbins and Olney had white fathers 
and Wasco or Warm Springs mothers 
born in Oregon. Oregon tribes had a 
separate treaty and their own reservation. 
Consequently, the Yakama Tribe filed a 
claim against the United States in 1951 
for loss of lands from erroneous allot-
ments issued to 411 persons alleged not 
to be members of the original 14 tribes 
and bands under the Yakama Treaty. The 
Indian Claims Commission found in fa-
vor of the tribe and in 1968 the Yakama 
Tribal Council and General Council 
voted to accept a $2.1 million settlement 
from the government that also included 
compensation for 125,556 acres lost to 
white settlement on the western bound-
ary because of erroneous surveys associ-
ated with tract “D” (Mount Adams area) 
and Cedar Valley. 

Some allotments issued to people 
originating from other tribes had logic 
behind them. For example, Franklin P. 
Olney lived with his Wasco mother 
and famous white father, Nathan Olney 
(former Oregon Indian agent and vol-
unteer captain), on Ahtanum Creek, 
adjacent to the Yakama Reservation, 
in the 1860s. After his father’s death in 
1866, “Frank” attended tribal school at 
Fort Simcoe, became employed at the 
Yakama Agency, and lived on the res-
ervation with the consent of Yakama 
tribal members. At age 29 Olney was 
backed by some tribal members during 
an unsuccessful bid to open new elec-
tions for Yakama head chief in 1882 
(five years prior to the allotment act). 

Wannassay and Lancaster Spencer 
were full-blood residents with Klick-
itat (an original Yakama Treaty tribe) 

and Cowlitz (no treaty signed) lineage. 
Robbins’s late brother James had an 
allotment just northeast of the depot. 
His heirs sold the property to G. Dowe 
McQuesten for $16,068 in 1906.

U nited Sates Congressman Wes-
ley L. Jones was a driving force 
behind converting Indian al-
lotments into free and clear 

title for their owners. In 1889, at age 
26, Jones moved from Illinois to North 
Yakima with his wife Minda. He opened 
up a law practice with two partners 
and in 1898 was elected to Congress 
as a Republican representative. He and 
his wife had a house on Naches Av-
enue in Yakima and owned a 100-acre 
ranch near the Sunnyside Canal. The 
irrigation canal, completed in 1892, 
extended 42 miles along the Yakima 
River north of the reservation boundar-
ies between Yakima City (Union Gap) 
and Sunnyside. 

Jones worked diligently to expand 
useful farmland and commercial de-
velopment in his district. He became 
a conduit for applications from allot-
ment owners to the Interior Depart-
ment in Washington. The congress-
man supported bills that enabled 
allottees to own and sell their property. 
He also promoted legislation allowing 
Indian tribes to sell surplus, or unal-
lotted, lands if they so desired. In the 
case of the Yakama, the Confederated 
Tribes and Bands elected not to sell 
unallotted lands, even though many 
individuals chose differently for their 
personal allotments. 

By the end of 1905, business in 
Toppenish had expanded to include 
another hotel, two Asian restaurants, a 
weekly newspaper, bank, resident physi-
cian, drug store, pool room, and steam 
laundry. The push toward incorporation 
picked up in 1906. Townspeople be-
came anxious to have their own govern-
ment. This would enable them to hire 
local law enforcement and regulate sa-
loon establishments considered harmful 
to women, children, and Indian resi-
dents. Private lots were rapidly being 

sold by Josephine Lillie, and more were 
coming into the marketplace following 
fee patent approvals from Congress for 
Olney, Robbins, Swasey, and Wannas-
say. According to Toppenish attorney 
G. G. Lee, “The citizens of Toppen-
ish desire to incorporate this town for 
the protection of themselves and their 
property from the ravages of the Hobo 
Element, and in order that they may 
have law and order here; and further 
that we may have local government 
and not be obliged to take all the small 
matters that may arise to North Yakima 
for settlement.” 

At that time only two deputies were 
assigned to all of Yakima County, and 
Deputy Sheriff John Edwards did what 
he could to help clean up hobo camps. 
On one occasion, after a group of 
vagabonds refused to leave, the deputy 
pulled out his six-gun and shot up all 
their cooking utensils. Jay Lynch, along 
with a deputy United States Marshal, 
raided Toppenish establishments and 
arrested owners of drug stores and pool 
rooms accused of illegally selling liquor 
and allowing gambling. Some Toppen-
ish businesses, including Richey and 

Gilbert Company, supported closing 
down liquor businesses entirely. 

For fiscal year 1906, Agent Lynch 
reported 14 business leases on 49 acres 
and 396 farming and grazing leases on 
29,985 acres, which paid Indian lessors 
$32,209. The sale of 24 allotments of 
inherited Indian lands totaling 2,020 
acres paid heirs $73,796. Grazing per-
mits paid by non-Indians on unallotted 
lands brought in $11,415 for the agency. 

The Yakima County Board of Com-
missioners approved Toppenish’s incor-
poration on April 22, 1907. An election 
by local citizens resulted in 100 ballots in 
favor and none against. Since incorpora-
tion, the city’s population has remained 
about 90 percent non-Indian. 

Outside influences and econom-
ics drove many of the deci-
sions that brought Toppenish 
into existence, but the signa-

tures of Indian people were required to 
approve agreements, negotiate prices, 
and enter into leases and contracts. 
The City of Toppenish materialized 
from a combination of circumstances. 
Some steps resulted from the actions of 

the tribe as a council, such as approving 
a railroad agreement and developing 
irrigation. Other developments arose 
as a result of individual tribal members 
selling inherited allotments and invit-
ing non-Indians to occupy Indian land. 
Eventually allotment owners, many 
of them business owners themselves, 
formed a city. They were allowed to 
do so after being granted fee simple 
patents signed by the president of the 
United States. 

Allotment rolls closed in 1914, and 
in 1944 the Yakama Nation became  a 
self-governed entity with an elected 
Tribal Council overseen by a General 
Council of enrolled members. Since 
then emphasis has been on Yakama 
rights as a people above the interest of 
individuals. Toppenish remains a bus-
tling residential and business center, 
having grown to a population of just 
over 9,000, and has had tribal members 
elected to the city council, including 
the council position of mayor. •

Jo N. Miles lived and worked in Toppenish for 
17 years, serving as the city’s public works 
director and a member of the city council.
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The Curious Case of Quenaudenville
Washington State Place Names, by James W. Phillips. Seattle: University of Wash-

ington Press, 1971.

Washington State Place Names: From Alki to Yelm, by Doug Brokenshire. Caldwell, 
Idaho: Caxton Press, 1993.

Place Names of Washington, by Robert Hitchman. Tacoma: Washington State His-
torical Society, 1985. 

William Henry Bush
The Enemy Never Came, by Scott McArthur. Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Press, 2012.

The Civil War Years in the Western Territories, by Ray Colton. Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1959.

Lincoln and Oregon Country Politics in the Civil War Era, by Richard Etulain. Corvallis: 
Oregon State University Press, 2013.

Grounds of Our Claim
“A Most Remarkable Enterprise”: Lectures on the Northwest Coast Trade and North-

west Coast Indian Life, by Captain William Sturgis; ed., with annotations and an 
introduction, by Mary Malloy. Middleborough, Mass.: Rock Village Publishing, 2013. 

Fur Traders from New England: The Boston Men in the North Pacific, 1787–1800, ed. by 
Briton C. Busch and Barry M. Gough. Spokane: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1997.

The Journal of William Sturgis, ed. by S. W. Jackman. Victoria, British Columbia: Sono 
Nis Press, 1978.

Toppenish
A History of the City of Toppenish, by Dr. H. M. Johnson. Toppenish, Washington: 

Toppenish Historical Society,1987 (reprint of original 1927 edition).

Toppenish from Sagebrush to 1997. Toppenish Historical Society, 1997.

Toppenish: The First Hundred Years, 1907 to 2007, by Edith L. Foster. Toppenish 
Historical Society, 2007.

“Kamiakin’s Impact on Early Washington Territory,” by Jo Miles. Pacific Northwest 
Quarterly 99 (Fall 2008).

The smattering of years that Ed-
ward Dorn (1929–1999) spent 
in Seattle and the Skagit Val-

ley in the 1950s represents a formative 
 period in the influential poet’s career—a 
period in which he produced a number 
of significant works featuring the region, 
including the classic Northwest novel 
By the Sound (1971).

According to Tom 
Clark, author of Edward 
Dorn: A World of Differ-
ence, Dorn first came to 
Washington in 1949 while 
still a college student in Il-
linois. After working the 
summer on a logging crew 
near Mount Pilchuck and 
at Boeing in Seattle, he 
returned to Illinois but soon 
thereafter found his way to 
Black Mountain College in 
North Carolina, where he 
met poets Charles Olson and 
Robert Creeley.

In 1952 Dorn returned 
to Seattle, took a logging 
job in Monroe, and spent his weekends 
in the Seattle public library. “I like it here 
and I will say it,” he declared to a friend 
about Seattle. Before long, he met his 
first wife, Helene. He also published his 
first poems, and though tempted to en-
roll in the University of Washington to 
study English, he chose to pursue his own 
course of reading and writing.

In 1954 Dorn returned (with He-
lene, their new baby, and her two chil-
dren from a previous marriage) to Black 
Mountain to finish his tutelage under 
Olson and Creeley. By 1955, though, 
he was back in Seattle, but only briefly 
before settling his family 65 miles north 
in Burlington so he could take another 

down Seattle’s most notorious thorough-
fare, accompanied by his half-Russian, 
half-Klickitat mentor from the logging 
camps, as he seeks to outfit himself for a 
new job in the woods. The piece appeared 
in a 1963 anthology edited by LeRoi Jones 
(Amiri Baraka) that also included Jack 
Kerouac’s “Seattle Burlesque,” another 
paean to First Avenue. Dorn also wrote 
“Notes from the Fields,” which Clark 
calls “perhaps the most poetic of all Dorn’s 
prose evocations of place.” It exults in the 
avian life of the Skagit Valley. Observing 
two meadowlarks, Dorn exclaims, “they 
tumble together and roll over and over 
flashing the deep blue wings and the buff 
yellow breast.... Everything flashing in the 
sun.... What flying!”

Meanwhile, in several key poems set 
in the Skagit Valley, Dorn honed his 
aesthetic—an irregular yet responsive 
phrasing and lineation that, like the 
needle of a seismograph, record the 
world as he experiences it. In “Hem-
lock” he observes: “That clean grey sky./
That fine curtain of rain/like lace held 
our faces/up, in it, a kerchief for the 
nose/of softest rain. Red house.” 

In “The Rick of Green Wood” he 
notes: “Out of the thicket my daughter 
was walking/singing—/backtracking 
the horse hoof/gone earlier this morn-
ing, the woodcutter’s horse/pulling 
the alder, the fir, the hemlock/above 
the valley/in the november/air, in the 
world, that was getting colder....”

Dorn left Washington in 1959 
to resume an itinerant life 
that led him to Idaho, New 

Mexico, Colorado, and elsewhere. His 
renown as an innovative poet—and 
a poet of the West—steadily grew. In 
1991, Black Sparrow Press reissued By 
the Sound. In 1996, three years prior 
to his death, Dorn made one last pass 
through the Skagit Valley, giving a 
reading, appropriately enough, in a 
barn outside of La Conner. d

Peter Donahue is a participant in the Humanities 

Washington Speakers Bureau, 2012–2014. His talk 

is titled “Washington History and Historical Fiction.” 

notices

Caption Correction
In “A Tangle of Rock and Moving Wa-
ter,” by Barry Gough, Winter 2013–14 
COLUMBIA, the caption on page 21 is 
incorrect. Instead of “This view is looking 
south toward Discovery Bay,” the sentence 
should read, “This view is looking south 
toward Possession Sound.” 

Annual Membership Meeting
The Historical Society’s Annual Meeting 
takes place June 21. Join other members 
for lunch and a program featuring a state-
of-the-organization address by Director 
Jennifer Kilmer, award presentations, and 
a lecture by Head of Education Stephanie 
Lile. To RSVP, call 253-798-5899.

By the Sound by edward dorn

By Peter Donahue

temporary logging job. He struggled for 
the next three years while he and his 
family lived in the Skagit Valley.

Dorn depicts this period of struggle in 
By the Sound (first published as The Rites 
of Passage in 1965). It is set during the 
winter, when the wet weather is “nasty, 
and nagging” and there is never enough 

firewood to keep the house warm. 
Carl, the protagonist, staves off 
destitution by picking up odd 
jobs. He goes from stomping 
down silage blown into silos to 
helping a born-again hell-raiser 
who runs a chicken farm. The 
farmer evangelizes to Carl while 

performing autopsies on dis-
eased hens—“The kidney 
is corrupt!... It is vile. Vile. 
It has succumbed to vile-
ness”—and yet he leers at 
Carl’s wife after Carl intro-
duces them.

Throughout the novel Carl 
keeps company with an assort-
ment of underemployed, hard-
drinking characters who “cling 

to life as though it were precious when 
all their experience...tells them it’s 
cheap.” They wait out their days in the 
unemployment office or, if they can pay 
the $75 membership fee, the union hall, 
then hit the taverns and return to their 
dilapidated farmhouses and pea camp 
shacks. Like Carl, they’re usually married 
with a passel of kids. These characters 
include James, a handyman/scavenger, 
and Billy, a drifter trying to settle down, 
with whom Carl mostly knocks around.

After waiting to land jobs at the refin-
ery in Ferry Town (Anacortes), Carl and 
Billy secure work at a dam site up the val-
ley (on the Baker River near Concrete). 
What follows is a harrowing depiction 

of the grunt work inside the tunnels 
and penstocks of a hydroelectric plant. 
Whenever a dropped wrench echoes 
down the shaft or the seeping water rises 
above their shins, the men fear the flood 
gates have burst and they’ll be washed 
away before they can scramble to the 
hatches in the powerhouse.

Dorn retains a deep sense of the 
humanity of the people he portrays, 
and, whether his characters are digging 
clams at the beach, poaching a deer in 
an alder thicket, or just staring at the 
river from its muddy banks, he main-
tains an abiding appreciation for the 
landscape of the Skagit Valley. Dorn’s 
prose has an unself-conscious honesty 
to it (reminiscent of early Dos Passos 
and Steinbeck) that makes his charac-
ters particularly sympathetic and the 
setting particularly appealing.

In addition to By the Sound, Dorn wrote 
a series of prose sketches and poems set in 
the region. Among these is “1st Avenue,” 
which recounts his Dante-esque journey 

Poet and 
writer 
Edward 
Dorn.
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John Spellman
Politics Never Broke His Heart
By John C. Hughes. Olympia: The Washington State 
Heritage Center Legacy Project, 2013; 409 pp., $35.00.

Reviewed by W. Clinton “Buck” Sterling.

John Spellman, who served as Washington’s governor 
from 1981 to 1985, started his career practicing labor and 
personal injury law in Seattle with Joseph F. Kane, during  

  which time he aligned with progressive GOP politics and 
fell in with a group of Republican reform agents like Dan 
Evans and Joel Pritchard. After losing a run for Seattle mayor 
in 1965, he was elected King County commissioner.

In 1968 a variety of Seattle reforms were approved from a 
slate of bond propositions called Forward Thrust. One was a new 
King County charter that called for an elected county execu-
tive. Spellman ran successfully for the new position. As King 
County executive, Spellman helped oversee location of the site 
and construction of a new sports stadium—another element of 
Forward Thrust. The Kingdome lured in the Mariners and Sea-
hawks, thus helping raise Seattle’s public profile. Among other 
achievements of his active term, Spellman fought to abolish tol-
erance of vice in county government and promoted diversity by 
requiring minority hiring on all county projects. Working with 
Mike Lowry, he also promoted a growth management strategy 
to preserve agricultural land and open spaces.

With this positive record, Spellman decided to run for gov-
ernor. However, 1976 was a year of the outsider, and Spellman 
lost to Dixie Lee Ray. Although he expected a rematch, Ray was 
defeated in the 1980 primary, and Spellman went on to defeat 
Jim McDermott in an impressive come-from-behind win. Spell-
man took office at the onset of a national economic recession, 
with the State of Washington on the brink of bankruptcy. 
To meet the crisis he was forced to raise taxes and fees and 
make spending cuts—hardly a recipe for popularity. Among 
other gutsy decisions, he vetoed the Northern Tier pipeline, 
which would have run under Puget Sound, along with a slew 
of pro-labor bills; allowed WPPSS to default; signed a lottery 
bill; helped create the Housing Finance Commission to make 
below-market home loans; and promoted trade with China. 
With the economy rebounding by 1984 he should have been 
in good shape for reelection, but Booth Gardner defeated him 
handily. Spellman faced the voters one more time in 1990 for 

a seat on the Washington State Supreme Court and lost to 
Richard Guy.

This oral biography aims to explain why such an accom-
plished public official could have been such a disappointment 
as governor. In the end, maybe former governor Dan Evans hit 
the mark when he said, “I’ve seen it happen over and over again. 
He raised taxes when he had to, and people remember that. If 
asked, those people might admit that it was absolutely necessary, 
but they remember all the same.” Be that as it may, this book 
shines a friendly light on a governor who deserves another look. 
A free digital edition of this book is available at: www.sos.wa.gov/
legacyproject/oralhistories/johnspellman/pdf/complete.pdf.

W. Clinton “Buck” Sterling is the public services librarian at the Alaska State 
Court Law Library.

Chinookan Peoples of the Lower 
Columbia 
Edited by Robert T. Boyd, Kenneth M. Ames, and 
Tony A. Johnson. Seattle: University of Washington 
Press, 2013; 448 pages, $50.00. 

Reviewed by Laurie Arnold.

The book under review illustrates how rich and ef-
fective tribal and academic collaborations can be. 
Twenty-one tribal professionals and scholars (an-

thropologists, archaeologists, historians) contributed deeply 
researched chapters to this collection, and together their 
entries expand existing knowledge about and interpretations 
of Chinook peoples. 

Chinook tribal leader Tony A. Johnson introduces the 
book with a summary of the community, “The Chinook Indian 
Tribe/Chinook Nation is a politically united community of 
people who descend primarily from the five westernmost groups 
of Chinookan-speaking people: Lower Chinook, Clatsop, Wil-
lapa, Wahkiakum, and Kathlament. These formerly indepen-
dent tribes were always associated with one another, but only 
since the 1800s have they formed a united community.” 

The first essay sets the stage for the book as it describes the en-
vironmental dynamism of the lower Columbia region, formed 
by ice and floods and earthquakes during the last 2 million 
years and transformed by its human inhabitants since at least 
12,000 B.C. The authors precisely record and discuss known 
archaeological sites and also clearly illustrate challenges of 

answering as-yet-unanswered questions: floods and earthquakes 
may have buried sites, but a more modern problem is inadequate 
enforcement of archaeological protection laws, which creates 
vulnerability at known sites. An essay on cultural geography 
contextualizes this landscape and explores the interconnected-
ness of land and water as central to Chinook culture. 

Trade networks from the mouth of the Columbia River east 
to the Columbia Plateau are revealed to have been dynamic, 
based on the appearance of what were seen as exotic goods 
throughout Chinook sites. While participation in trade may 
initially have been open to any Chinook peoples, possession 
of exotic trade goods increasingly became a signifier of social 
status as the 19th century progressed. 

Status is an important issue for Chinook peoples in the 
contemporary moment. In 2001, the Chinook Tribe was 
granted federal recognition; one year later, the Bureau of In-
dian Affairs overturned that recognition. The tribe continues 
to seek recognition, and an essay in the second half of the 
collection explores this complex and painful pursuit. Even as 
Chinook arts—from carving to basketry to aboriginal con-
struction—are experiencing a renaissance, even as Chinuk 
Wawa, the Chinook dialect which rose to prominence during 
the early trade era, is being taught throughout Chinook com-
munities, still tribal members face challenges to their status as 
long-term occupants of traditional homelands. 

This interdisciplinary collection, enhanced by collabora-
tions with Chinook cultural leaders, presents a wealth of ma-
terial about the community in one place and also recognizes 
that this project serves as a foundation for future work.  

Laurie Arnold, an enrolled member of the Colville Confederated Tribes, 
earned her doctorate at Arizona State University. Her most recent book is 
Bartering with the Bones of Their Dead (2012).

Harvest Heritage 
Agricultural Origins and Heirloom Crops 
of the Pacific Northwest 
By Richard D. Scheuerman and Alexander C. 
McGregor. Pullman: Washington State University 
Press, 2013; 200 pp., $32.95 paper.

Reviewed by Ken Zontek.

At first glance, Harvest Heritage appears to be an at-
tractive coffee table book. The reader soon finds 
a book as rich in text as in imagery. Born out of 

preparation for the 2010 E. Paul Catts Lecture at Washington 
State University, along with careers involving the study of 
Northwest farming history, the authors introduce important 
concepts about agricultural development, particularly grain. 
They then progress through the reasonably familiar story 
of Pacific Northwest history, including Native American 
culture, Euro-American exploration and fur trade enterprise, 
missionaries and pioneer farmers, ranchers and developers—
all framed in an agricultural light. 

Agrarian enterprise ranging from apples to potatoes to 
grain receives fairly comprehensive coverage through most of 
the 1800s. The book’s narrative concentrates on grain, mainly 
wheat, as it enters the 20th century and beyond. The last third 
of the book largely describes wheat development, including 
introduction, hybridization, yield enhancement, and collabo-
ration between universities such as WSU, farmers, and scien-
tists. In culmination, the authors credit the latest generation 
of Pacific Northwest farm families with having achieved “the 
biggest gains in stewardship and productivity of any generation 
since cereal crops were first grown 11,000 years ago.”

Scheuerman and McGregor’s rich contextualization of 
agricultural history invites analysis through several themes. 
Cultural exchange appears when the authors describe Native 
Americans’ changed lifestyle based on agricultural adaptation. 
Next, Northwest agriculture’s centerpiece in international 
trade quickly emerges with the discussion of the HBC dis-
tribution of foodstuffs and subsequent English agricultural 
provisioning of the Russians in North America. Eventually 
Northwest grain growers became “the nation’s largest supplier 
of wheat to the world.” More recently, success in regional agri-
culture resulted from scientific research and implementation by 
the region’s farmers. The authors acknowledge the importance 
of the family farm and researcher combination, which among 
other things contributed to “heirloom grains for production 
that eventually spurred the global Green Revolution.” 

Although the book concentrates mainly on the Palouse, the 
Northwest’s subregional agricultural development in the Puget 
Lowlands, Willamette River Valley, Okanogan, Walla Walla 
Valley, Columbia Basin, and in southern Idaho also receive at-
tention along with the European immigrant farmers who popu-
lated those areas. Finally, Scheuerman and McGregor argue the 
recent success of agricultural development as an earth-friendly 
activity, although the reader may ponder the fate of “the eighty-
five native [grass] species that once blanketed the Washington-
Idaho borderlands in a rippling expanse of fecundity.”

Anyone interested in diving into Northwest history from first 
contact through the 19th century would profit from reading this 
book. The lens of agriculture offers sharp insights into the lives of 
several groups of Northwesterners and changes to the landscape 
resulting from their presence.  Harvest Heritage informs us of the 
amazing legacy associated with Northwestern agriculture and 
doubles as both an appealing conversation piece and intellectual 
reference for understanding a key industry in the Northwest.

Ken Zontek earned his doctorate at the University of Idaho.  He is an envi-
ronmental historian teaching at Yakima Valley Community College and au-
thor of Buffalo Nation: American Indian Efforts to Restore Bison (2007).

Address all review copies and related communications to: 
Robert C. Carriker, Columbia Reviews Editor, History 
Department, Gonzaga University, Spokane, WA 99258.
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Flowers in Spokane

THE HISTORICAL SOCIETY recently acquired 58 glass plate 
negatives—photographs of early-20th-century Spokane—attributed 
to photographer Walter E. Flowers (1879–1952), who moved to 
Spokane in 1902. He attended Whitworth College and later taught 
botany there, but in the early 1900s he listed himself in city directo-
ries as a photographer. The Flowers images are available for viewing 
on our Web site: WashingtonHistory.org. e

TOP: Washington Water Power 
Company’s Second Avenue streetcar, 
Spokane, c. 1912.

BOTTOM: John W. Graham Company 
delivery wagon and warehouse, Spokane, 
c. 1908.

RIGHT: Unidentified man cooking a meal 
in a frying pan on a wood stove, Spokane, 
c. 1909.

W
SH

S 
#

20
13

.1
54

.2
9.

40

W
SH

S #
2013.154.29.1

speciAl FRiends & MeMbeRs oF the WAshington stAte histoRicAl societyspeciAl FRiends & MeMbeRs oF the WAshington stAte histoRicAl society

“To remain ignorant of things that happened before you were 
born is to remain a child.”  

—Cicero
Share Washington history by giving a COLUMBIA subscription to a friend or loved 
one. Call today: 253/798-5899; or visit WashingtonHistory.org and click on SUPPORT.
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