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History 
Commentary

substantial role in the final development of the exhibition. 
There was no connection between exhibition development 
and our work with the team of authors whose essays appear 
in the anthology. Burrows is also factually mistaken in the 
assertion that the anthology promotes “the Northwest Pas-
sage’s economic potential” at the expense of indigenous 
voices or otherwise. Essayists Harry Stern, Gudrun Bucher, 
Robin Inglis, and Lawson Brigham all throw cold water 
on the hyperbole surrounding the so-called “New North.” 
Their essays point to a raft of environmental and jurisdic-
tional limits to development in the Arctic.

The Burrows review perfectly reflects the ideological limits 
of the postcolonial criticism of Cook that I mentioned in my 
essay when I called for new and more equitable perspectives 
on the great navigator’s career. Having come this far, it seems 
incumbent upon me to elaborate on the thesis I merely hinted 
at in the anthology.

Frank McLynn recently notes in Captain Cook: Master of 
the Seas, “Few things have plummeted more disastrously 
than Cook’s reputation,” principally because “he is the 

object of almost universal execration in all societies that 
lived through colonialism.” Even McLynn, who is largely 
sympathetic to the postcolonial critique, thinks that maybe 
academics have overdone it because they sometimes seem “to 
swim towards the disembodied hero like sharks, determined 
to finish him off.”

John Robson in Captain Cook’s World writes that Cook’s 
reputation has suffered because modern scholars have rewrit-
ten history “ascribing present-day interpretations, mor-
als, and attitudes to 18th-century events. Cook may not 
have deserved some of the adulation and praise that earlier 

generations have lav-
ished upon him,” Rob-
son continues, “but 
he certainly does not 
deserve the negative 
twists currently being 
placed on his actions 
200 years ago.” 

The events Robson 
refers to are code for 
what anthropologists 
and historians com-
monly group under 
the rubric of the Euro-

American “encounter” with 
indigenous people. Even Pope Francis, in 

his recent address to Congress, spoke to the intellec-
tual fashion Robson criticizes. Francis, at a point in his remarks 
when he was speaking as an immigrant himself, asserted: “Tragi-
cally, the rights of those who were here long before us were not 
always respected. For those peoples and their nations . . . first 

James Cook and Enlightenment Era Exploration in Context
Cook studies are heavily dominated by an anthropological 

outlook that in essence reduces his experience in the Pacific 
to this formula: no encounter/no voyage. The problem with 
the Cook-Lono debate favored by Burrows—a discourse on 
the meaning of Hawaiian deference to Cook and the inter-
pretation that they viewed him as a deity—is that it skews 
our understanding of Cook’s last voyage and the centrality of 
North American environmental history within that story. It 
also precludes the proper appreciation of Cook’s 21st-century 
relevance as both polar explorer and pioneer in polar clima-
tology—the vital science of our time. 

As to Burrows’s imputation that Jim Barnett and I pur-
posefully avoided Arctic indigenous voices, I can attest that 
we diligently exhausted every possible avenue to secure an 
essay from an Inuit author, right to the deadline set by the 
publisher; but like Cook in his search for a Northwest Pas-
sage, we failed. In this context I recall what Allen Pinkham, 
a Nez Perce elder and historian, said to a room full of Native 
Americans at a Lewis and Clark Bicentennial meeting in 
Missoula, Montana, devoted to the appropriateness of tribal 
participation in that event: “We can’t complain that no one 
knows our side of the story if we don’t take advantage of 
opportunities to tell it.”

At the end of the review Burrows offers this indictment to 
explain our supposed evasion of responsibility: 

The resource industry’s heavy contributions to the Anchorage 
Museum’s nearly 700-square-meter exhibit may explain the 
disproportionate emphasis on the Northwest Passage’s economic 
potential. Disengaged from the legacy of Cook’s beach crossings, 
the catalog leaves the general reader marooned, unaware of the 
rising cost of an increasingly navigable Northwest Passage.”

Of the 20 presenting sponsors and contributors to the 
exhibit in Anchorage, 5 are resource industries. Even pre-
suming the Anchorage Museum would allow its interpre-
tation to be compromised by such corporate support, that 
small number is countervailed by the financial gifts from 
such entities as the National Endowment for the Humani-
ties; the Western States Art Foundation; and CIRI, an 
Alaskan Native Corporation. Neither Barnett nor I had a 

contacts were often turbulent and 
violent, but it is difficult to judge the 
past by the criteria of the present.” 
The important thing going forward, 
Francis averred, is not repeating 
“the sins and errors of the past. 
We must resolve now to live as 
nobly and as justly as possible.” 

An important semantical 
facet in the original idealiza-
tion of Cook from the explorer’s time 
to the middle of the 20th century was the lack of nuance in 
the use of the term “discovery.” Bernard Smith observes in 
Imagining the Pacific: In the Wake of the Cook Voyages, “The 
discovery of the world is really a subject for prehistorians. 
Cook was not a discoverer of new lands in any fundamental 
sense of the word.” I might posit South Georgia and the 
South Sandwich Islands in the South Atlantic, and per-
haps Cook’s intimations of Antarctica as evidence to the 
contrary, but Smith’s larger point holds: wherever Cook 
went “there were usually people who had been settled for 
centuries.” Smith surmises there was a pre-literate “anti-
Cook” sentiment “among the indigenous peoples of the 
Pacific” after those voyages, but it was one “that rarely sur-
faced. When it did take written form,” Smith adds, it did 
not emerge from aboriginal sources but rather, “it came from 
Europeans who were disposed to discredit Cook in order 
to advance their own interests.” Smith is referring to the 
Christian missionaries in Hawaii who propagated spurious 
histories about Cook as vengeance for, it was supposed, the 
sin of allowing himself to be treated as a deity. 

This process has been repeated in more recent times by 
scholars whose motivations include the noble one of solidar-
ity with justifiably aggrieved native peoples. However, this 
ideological unity has come at a price to historiography. In 
Captain Cook and His Times, Robin Fisher and Hugh Johnston 
refer to “the manipulation of Cook’s memory to suit current 
social and political concerns.” The postcolonial critique of 
Cook is as much an oversimplification as was the preexisting 
idealization of Cook that it intends to supplant. This is ironic 
too because no explorer before or after Cook was as aware 
of the sociocultural consequences of the encounter as Cook 
himself. For example, during his first voyage, Cook said of 
aboriginal Australians: 

They are far more happier than we Europeans; being wholy 
unacquainted not only with the superfluous but the necessary 

By David L. Nicandri

In the summer 2015 issue of CO-
LUMBIA, Dylan Burrows reviewed 
Arctic Ambitions: Captain Cook and 

the Northwest Passage, which I coedited 
with James K. Barnett. Therein, Bur-
rows criticized the inclusiveness of our 
editorial approach and the integrity 
of our motivations. He also censured the legitimacy of the 
interpretation of Cook in my contribution to the anthology. 
According to Burrows, “profound silences haunt” the book 
because it “leaves in its wake the incisive postcolonial cri-
tique of the heated Cook-Lono debates of the 1990s.” 

This complaint was prompted by the theme statement in 
my essay, “A New Look at Cook: Reflections on Sand, Ice, 
and His Diligent Voyage to the Arctic Ocean.” The essay 
argues that Cook scholarship has become stuck in a “Polyne-
sian palm-tree paradigm,” to the neglect of his high latitude 
voyaging—the actual zone of prospective discovery for his 
second and third voyages. During those last two expeditions 
Cook saw the tropical zone merely as a provisioning and 
staging ground. 

Selectively editing what I wrote, Burrows quotes me as 
objecting to “postcolonialism’s ‘ideological limitations . . . 
and endless rehashing of the meanings of beach crossings.’” 
What I actually said about postcolonial scholarship and its 
relation to other schools of thought is this: “We need a more 
nuanced, perhaps more evenhanded, evaluation of Cook. 
This new, synthetic view would not reinstitute the hagiogra-
phy of the imperialist mode. It would recognize the postcolo-
nial critique but move beyond the ideological limits of that 
outlook and its endless rehashing of the meanings of beach 
crossings.” In other words, Cook scholarship requires a new 
frame of reference that avoids both the hero-worshipping 
that predominated from the time news of his death reached 
Great Britain until the mid-1970s, and the fatal-impact 
school ascendant since then that sees him principally as the 
vanguard for all that has befallen indigenous people around 
the Pacific Rim. 

Captain James Cook, F.R.S., from 
the frontispiece in the first volume 
of the published narrative of his 
third expedition, A Voyage to the 
Pacific Ocean. . . .
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Conveniences so much sought after in Europe, they are happy 
in not knowing the use of them. They live in a Tranquility which 
is not disturb’d by the Inequality of Condition: The Earth and 
sea of their own accord furnishes them with all things necessary 
for life, they covet not Magnificent Houses, Household-stuff 
etc. [T]hey live in a warm and fine climate and enjoy a very 
wholesome Air, so that they have very little need of Clothing 
and this they seem to be fully sencible of, for many to whome 
we gave Cloth etc. to, left it carelessly upon the Sea beach and 
in the woods as a thing they had not manner of use for. In short 
they seem’d to set no Value upon any thing we gave them, nor 
would they ever part with any thing of their own for any one 
article we could offer them; this in my opinion argues that they 
think themselves provided with all the necessarys of Life and 
they have no superfluities.

Few criticisms of Western materialism have been more 
incisive, especially given their vintage of August 1770. 
Indeed, Cook’s biting analysis could today be considered 
progressive thinking about the political economy of the mod-
ern world. Cook was not only far ahead of his own time, he 
is ahead of ours. The ethos of limitless acquisition remains 
unassailable except for a few pockets that embrace the limits 
of growth in the interest of preserving the livability of a finite 
environment. The biggest challenge indigenous cultures face 
today is the global orthodoxy surrounding the discourse of 
development. The postcolonialists will suggest that Cook was 
oblivious to local “agency,” but in many ways he comported 
himself with more sensitivity to the world’s poor (if indeed 
they were poor) than modernity does. 

Cook’s openness to the worldview of the Aborigines was not 
an anomaly. During his second voyage he recorded the follow-
ing incident in his journal at the conclusion of a topographical 
survey of Tanna, part of the Pacific island nation of Vanuatu. 
Cook and his party were recrossing the island at the end of 
their investigation when, as he writes, “. . . we met twenty or 
thirty of the natives collected together and were close at our 
heels, we judged their design was to oppose our advancing into 
the country but now they saw us returning they suffered us to 
pass unmolested.” Indeed, the islanders provided both food 
and directions back to their ship, prompting Cook to reflect: 

Thus we found these people Civil and good Natured when not 
prompted by jealousy to a contrary conduct, a conduct one can-
not blame them for when one considers the light in which they 
must look upon us in, its impossible for them to know our real 
design, we enter their Ports without daring to make opposition, 
we attempt to land in a peaceable manner, if this succeeds its 
well, if not we land nevertheless and mentain the footing we 
thus got by the Superiority of our fire arms, in what other light 
can they at first look upon us as invaders of their Country. 

The conceit of postcolonialists is that they have dis-
covered Cook’s misfeasance, or active malfeasance. 
The truth is, Cook wrote up the particulars of his own 

impeachment or, more properly, an indictment of the culture 
that sent him on his missions. He well knew the deleterious 
effects of the encounter and was equally aware of the global 
pattern of abuse. After describing the damaging results of his 
crew’s interaction with the Maori, Cook observed: 

Such are the concequences of a commerce with Europeans 
and what is more to our Shame [as] civilized Christians, 
we debauch their Morals already too prone to vice and we 
interduce among them wants and perhaps diseases which 
they never before knew and which serves only to disturb that 
happy tranquility they and their fore Fathers had injoy’d. If 
any one denies the truth of this assertion let him tell me what 
the Natives of the whole extent of America have gained by the 
commerce they have had with Europeans.

In Voyages of Discovery, Lynn Withey reminds us that, 
given the trajectory of global history, no indigenous popula-
tion could remain “undiscovered forever.” A further com-
plication, she says, lies in the fact that “some of the Pacific 
Islanders welcomed ‘the Europeans.’” In that sense, “Discov-
ery was a two-way business,” although, she adds, “Certainly 
the advantages in the exchange were heaped on the side of 
Europeans.” Assuredly Cook felt he came from a superior civi-
lization, but he also was one of the first Europeans to come to 
the sensible conclusion that the new peoples he encountered, 
even those least advanced techno-
logically, possessed cultures with 
autonomous value. The many admi-
rable attributes Cook discerned in 
the societies encountered over the 
course of three voyages, combined 
with the findings of other explor-
ers like Bougainville on behalf of 
the French Enlightenment, guided 
European culture to an apprecia-
tion for what those distant Pacific 
civilizations could teach. Europe 
began to exhibit a less exalted view 
of itself and developed, as John 
Gascoigne phrases it in Captain 
Cook: Voyager Between Worlds, 
“an increasing recognition of 
common humanity.” This was the 
origin of the valorization of plu-
ralism and multiculturalism that 
dominates the avowed sensibil-
ity of Western civilization in the 
modern era.

Gascoigne provides an alter-
native context within which 
to evaluate the encounter and 
Cook’s relationship to same via 
a theme with great resonance in 
the 21st century—globalization 
of trade. Gascoigne remarks that 
a “more intrusive phase of Euro-
pean expansion was . . . soon 
to arrive” in Cook’s wake. Yes, 

the great navigator’s voyages “provided the maps and cul-
tural and scientific cargo for a much more thorough-going 
European penetration of the Pacific,” but Cook himself 
was blind to the prospect of Christian evangelization in 
the Pacific Basin and never fully envisioned the imperial 
aftermath of his efforts. 

With regard to the North Pacific fur trade, Cook’s 
attitude about British prospects was completely 
dismissive, and the actual prescription for what 

followed on the Northwest Coast was written by Lieutenant 
James King in the official Admiralty account of the third 
voyage published after Cook’s death. Given the subsequent 
despoliation of tribal homelands and adjoining waters, and 
the demographic displacement caused by a succession of 
intruders—be they fur traders, whalers, or settlers—we can 
agree with Frank McLynn’s recent assertion that what post-
colonial critics truly rebel against are aftereffects that Cook 
“had nothing significant” to do with. 

Bernard Smith presaged this line of thought a genera-
tion ago with the following remark, which ended his path- 
breaking interdisciplinary study of Cook in the Pacific: “It 
could be said of Cook more than of any other person, that he 
helped to make the world one world; not a harmonious world, 
as the men of the Enlightenment had so ardently hoped, but 
an increasingly interdependent one. His ships began the pro-
cess of making the world a global village.” 

Today the cultural and economic ramifications of globaliza-
tion are oft-derided, some deservedly so, but Gascoigne points 
to one salutary outcome—the interdependence of nation 
states and the moderating effects derived therefrom. While 
Cook’s voyages initially helped spread international rivalries 
“over more of the earth’s surface, they also served to emphasize 
the unity and interconnectedness of the globe.” 

FACING PAGE: The  
Inside of a Hippah, in 
New Zealand, from 
volume one of the 
journal of James Cook’s 
third and last expedition, 
published in 1784.

BELOW: A Woman of 
Van Diemen’s Land 
[Australia]. 

BELOW RIGHT: A Man 
of Van Diemen’s Land 
[Australia]. 
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GI Joe 
Goes to 
CoLLeGe

In the end, the proper evaluative 
question to ask is not, “Were indig-
enous people and the integrity of their 
cultures harmed by the encounter?” Of 
course they were. Instead we should 
ask, “Did it make a difference that 
Cook was the vanguard agent in some 
sectors of the globe?” Admittedly, 
questions such as this are easier to pose 
than answer. William Hunt, on the 
occasion of the bicentennial of Cook’s 
voyage to the Pacific Northwest in 
1978, addressed the ascension of the 
postcolonial “fatal impact” school of 
Cook historiography by asking a ques-
tion related to Lynn Withey’s point—
is it possible to envision a substantially 
different course of events? This query 
seems to touch on the phenomenon 
of what T. S. Eliot termed “ringing 
the bell backwards.” Europe at the 
time of Cook was in an expansionary 
burst; a kind of economic, cultural, 
and technological “big bang” that has 
been swelling ever since. Many terrible 
things have happened over the past 
few centuries as a by-product of that 
enlargement, but William Hunt urged 
us not to ignore the movement’s posi-
tive aspects, citing the “energy, daring 
curiosity, and the ambition of expand-
ing knowledge and commerce.” 

Hunt reasoned that anti-Cook 
recrimination took hold because, in a 
nod toward biblical sources, “the Lost 
Eden theme is ancient in our culture. 
We are happy when we rediscover our 
fall from Eden, since it is satisfying to 
find meaning in one’s experience.” The danger in taking 
retrospective pleasure in the discovery of “another instance 
of Eden’s destruction,” said Hunt, is that it is merely “an 
exercise in exposing our ancestors’ wrongs.” It truly does 
nothing to address the consequences of our inheritance of 
that past. Furthermore, for the Edenic metaphor to work 
optimally, the postcolonialist ethos relies on an idealiza-
tion of the indigenous cultures with which Euro-Americans 
interacted. As Glyn Williams recently pointed out in his 
Wall Street Journal review of Susana Moore’s new history of 
Hawaii, characteristically titled Paradise of the Pacific, the 
author professes that prior to European contact the larger 
number of Hawaiians lived in “an unending state of ter-
ror. . . . The threat of punishment, death, and dissolution 
shadowed every moment of existence.” 

L et me reiterate: the postcolonial-
ist critique of Cook needs to be 
acknowledged, but aspects of it 

are neither good history nor good anthro-
pology and are instead moral posturing 
pretending to be social science. At its 
worst, postcolonialism positions Cook 
and all Enlightenment-era explorers un-
der the tyranny of Kurtz, Joseph Conrad’s 
central character in Heart of Darkness. 
Hunt asked those concerned about the 
environment or displaced and disrupted 
indigenous people “what . . . to do now?” 
The answer to that question may lie in 
a neo-Enlightenment that some recent 
commentators have called for. The 
wisdom necessary to effectively respond 
to modern problems can be found in 
the paradigm of the original Enlighten-
ment—a quest for greater knowledge and 
understanding that crosses intellectual 
and geographic boundaries—searching 
for what has gone before, and might 
come next. 

Cook’s motivation wasn’t the nar-
rowness of power or wealth. He was 
inspired to observe, map, and otherwise 
illustrate the unknown, describe the 
ultimate dispersion of humanity (which 
he did in the tropics of the Pacific and 
the Arctic basin), and understand the 
cosmic and natural principles that guide 
the earth’s physical processes. Western 
civilization, at its best moment during 
the Enlightenment and with Cook as 
its emblematic figure, was the first and 
only culture in history to conduct a sys-
tematic study of the world and its many 

polities. That analytical model discerned many differences and 
many commonalities but, more importantly, was able to draw 
valuable lessons about the universality of the human experi-
ence. Today we continue to need explorers in search of under-
standing. As T. S. Eliot wrote:

We shall not cease from our exploration, 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. u

David L. Nicandri is former director of the Washington State Historical 
Society and author of River of Promise: Lewis and Clark on the Columbia.  
He is currently working on a new book, James Cook in the Icy Latitudes:  
The Origins of Polar Climatology and the Evolution of the Northwest Passage.

Life as an Army Specialized  
Training Program  
Cadet in Pullman,  
1943–44

By Edward Bergh Jr.

In June 1943, Ed “Red” Bergh was hospitalized with poison oak. 
Itchy welts swarmed over his body, making him miserable. When 
he arrived in Oregon for basic training, the rain, mud, and seem-
ingly eternal grey, when combined with the dark green forests, 

induced a kind of claustrophobia. After that, the sun and heat of eastern 
Oregon had been a relief, despite the fact that he had been on grueling 
maneuvers. Then the poison oak sent him to the hospital. 

Bergh was 3,000 miles from his 
home in New York City, one of mil-
lions who left friends, family, and 
familiar haunts to fight the enemies of 
their nation. He had been drafted into 
the army in November 1942 and sent 
to Camp Adair near Corvallis, Oregon. 
Attached to the 104th Infantry “Tim-
berwolf ” Division, he learned how to 
act and think like a soldier. 

His poison oak-induced inactivity 
rankled him. Still, he was optimistic 
about his future. In a letter home he 
wrote that Officer Candidate School 
(OCS) was in the realm of possibility. 
He was warming to the idea, although 
his only expressed reason was the desire 
to get out of the eternal mist in Oregon. 

About Oregon he wrote, “The weather 
out here is a little damp. It rains 8 
months out of every year and it’s been 
raining 6 weeks straight already. Army 
life would be all right if it weren’t for 
the state of Oregon. When and if we go 
over we are going to fight for 47 states 
and forget Oregon.” Even if OCS fell 
through, the rumor was that his next 
training would be in Iowa, Utah, Illinois, 
or Pennsylvania. No one knew, really. As 
Bergh learned throughout his army life, 
there was never a plan that could not be 
disrupted or a time line that could not 
be lengthened. It turned out that none 
of the rumors was true.

Bergh’s life ebbed and flowed with the 
exigencies of war. In 1942 the Allies were 

focused on stabilizing the fronts—slow-
ing and stopping Japanese and German 
expansion. That year, the United States 
began drafting what amounted to some 
10 million American men over the next 
four years. The majority became foot 
soldiers, but the army needed technically 
trained men as well. The soldiers at the 
front required doctors, engineers, and 
chemists—unseen cogs in the nation’s 
war machine. To achieve this end the 
military instituted its Army Specialized 
Training Program (ASTP). To many 
GIs, including Bergh, the opportunity 
seemed worth pursuing.

Once out of the hospital Bergh went 
with other ASTP candidates from Adair 
to the University of Idaho in Moscow 
to undergo testing. If they passed they 
would be shipped to their ASTP college. 
For Bergh and thousands like him who 
grew up during the Great Depression, 
college was at best a dream deferred. Two 
months after the poison oak episode, 
Bergh, beaming with pride, wrote his 
father from Idaho: “Here I am a college 
boy. It is sure a wonderful feeling.” 

Clock tower at 
the State College 
of Washington, 
1944.
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TOP: Poulaho, King of the Friendly Islands.

BOTTOM: Man of Oonalashka.
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Now he was going to study at college 
with a concentration in science to help 
prepare him to become a noncombat 
specialist. When the accelerated col-
lege program was complete, he would be 
ready for OCS. The patch he would wear 
on his jacket was a sword of valor and a 
lamp of knowledge (see page 7). ASTP 
participants considered themselves “for-
tunate soldiers.” To cynics ASTP meant, 
“All Safe Till Peace,” a clever way to 
delay the dangers of combat. 

“I have been waiting to finish my 
education and I’m not going to pass it up 

now that I have it,” wrote Bergh of his 
good fortune. His destination was not far 
from Moscow. He was going to attend 
the State College of Washington (WSC, 
present-day Washington State Univer-
sity) in Pullman and continue his mili-
tary training while there. He was “once 
again separated from [his] new found bud-
dies. . . . It is pretty tough to get split up 
from a bunch of guys when you get used 
to them, but that’s the army for you . . . 
once again I am a lone wolf.” 

the ASTP men were called 
“cadets.” Their days began 
with a recorded bugle call. 
Rolling out of bed in Duncan 

Dunn Hall and commandeered frater-
nity houses, they showered, donned their 
uniforms, and lined up outside. After 
roll call, the companies marched to the 
dining hall. Bergh liked the dining hall. 
With “delicious” food, endless glasses of 
milk, food prepared by “civilians,” and 
“real” napkins he could place on his lap, 
Bergh felt like he was eating in a restau-
rant. After breakfast the men returned to 
quarters, then turned around and headed 
for class. These were regular college 
classes. Cadet life was definitely easier 
than basic training. There was no march-
ing with packs, no weapons practice, no 
flopping in the mud. As long as they were 

in the ASTP, they did not have to serve 
KP duty, police areas, or scrub floors. 

WSC students returning to school 
that fall could not help but notice the 
changes wrought by the draft. Some of 
the men who left the previous spring did 
not return in the fall. The school paper, 
The Evergreen, now with an all-female 
staff, commented that “Pullmantown” 
was looking a lot like a girls’ school. It 
was now up to the women to “carry on 
the symbolism of prewar college life.” 
After all, a highly unified organization 
would be sure to impress all of those 
Johnnies who came marching home 
when the war was over. 

Class offerings had been cut back and 
courses that might have military applica-
tion were on the protected list. Coach 
Orin Hollingbery announced that the 
Cougars’ football season was cancelled. 
It was hard to get enough workers to staff 
the dining halls or cut the grass; labor 
was either being drafted or moving to 
cities with defense industry jobs. The 

United Service Organizations (USO) 
was active in Pullman, and the Red Cross 
had enlisted sororities to challenge one 
another in bandage rolling competitions. 
College students were reminded that they 
could help the war effort by buying bonds. 

the military’s influence on 
campus life could not be 
missed. The place was teem-
ing with men in uniform. They 

marched by on their way to eat. They 
ran by in their white shorts. On a more 
personal side, they looked forward to 
meeting and dating coeds. They soon 
found out, though, that the apparently 
shy women would not even talk to them.

To encourage interaction and boost 
morale, Bergh’s commander, Lieuten-
ant Lucius Peacock, called for more 

after-dinner dances. What the lieutenant 
failed to understand was that the coeds’ 
cold shoulder treatment had nothing to 
do with his cadets—it was all about the 
fraternity and sorority tradition known as 
“quarantine,” which banned male-female 
social contact for a prescribed time period. 
When the USO put on the traditional 
Harvest Ball in November, it signaled the 
end of the quarantine. The Evergreen com-
mented on the baffled soldiers in their 
new social environment:

When the soldiers first came here from 
basic training where they never saw a 
girl, the campus looked like Shangri-La 
to them, with literally thousands of girls. 
They were all ready to begin to like army 
life. They wondered if all the fates were 
against them. They found out that the 
girls couldn’t talk to them during the first 
week because of rushing.

The story in the school newspaper 
under the “Quarantine Over” headline 
warned that the army would “avenge 
itself” and make up for “lost time.” Soon 
the cadets would have “the situation 
well in hand.” Let the dating begin. In 
contrast to their basic training, where 
women were often bussed in for socializ-
ing on weekends, college coeds seemed 
to roam about with abandon. 

Seldom did women and cadets attend 
classes together. Instead, much of their 
time was spent in proximity. Marching 
uniformed men and jogging companies 
in track clothes became regular campus 
features. The New Year’s Mardi Gras 
dance was a hit with the ASTP men. 
In uniform, they donned paper hats and 
danced, throwing confetti at midnight. 
Wearing their best gowns and dresses, 
the women heard the sad stories of men 
who would soon be going overseas. 
After snowstorms ASTP cadets showed 
a proclivity for sculpting well-endowed 
snow women and eagerly recording 
these engineering feats with snapshots. 
Bergh and his buddies loved to entertain 

TOP:  Pamphlets depicting life at 
Washington State College during World 
War II took on a military flavor.  Here, a 
cover shows the influx of men in uniform 
to the campus.

BOTTOM:  As a member of the ASTP 
program, Ed Bergh (bottom right) and 
the rest of his platoon were billeted in a 
fraternity house. 

FACING PAGE: The Harvest Ball held in 
November 1943 signaled the end of 
the college’s Greek system “quarantine” 
and the acceptance of ASTP cadets into 
campus social life.

The cadets looked forward to meeting and dating coeds. 
They soon found out, though, that the apparently shy 

women would not even talk to them.
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the women by rolling up their pant legs, 
turning their garrison caps sideways, and 
striking comical poses. It was fun to be 
free. Coeds sitting on a porch were a 
great inspiration for silliness.

the Evergreen brought the war 
back home. Stories about the 
ASTP cadets were numerous. 
The paper reported on speakers 

who came to campus talking about the 
nobility of the cause and the repugnant 
behavior of their foes. More impor-
tantly to a soldier, the course of the war 
was detailed in a series of maps showing 
where the action—bombing, attacking, 
advancing, sinking—was taking place. 
Generally, the news seemed good.

There was a lot to learn about the 
Japanese, and The Evergreen summarized 
lessons presented to the student body. 
In October 1943 a visiting speaker by 
the name of Frank Busch lectured at 
the campus on the stoic quality of the 
Japanese family. Not yet two years into 
war, the typical family ate two 
eggs a month, found no meat at 
the store, and was aware that the 
quality of the rice for sale had 
declined. Yet, Busch reminded 
the audience, Japanese morale 
was high and their spirit strong. 
He predicted, “Only continued 
attack[s] will take them out.” 

Washington’s governor, Arthur 
B. Langlie, visited the campus to 
exhort the students to get behind 
the war effort. Another speaker, a 
missionary who had lived in Japan 
until 1941, described the mind-set 
of the Japanese people: they were 
formidable foes—ambitious, fiercely 
loyal, and barbaric, their military 
tradition being imbued with the 
spirit of the samurai. The story of the 
1942 fall of Corregidor, a Japanese 
victory in the Philippines, saddened 
lecture-goers. 

ASTP men read about the prog-
ress of the war with one thing 

in mind—where would their war be, 
Europe or the Pacific? It was anyone’s 
guess. Maybe they would fight in the 
Pacific. Japan had recently withdrawn 
from Kiska. American planes had 
bombed Wake Island, Rabaul; fight-
ing continued in the Solomon Islands, 
on Kolombangara Island, northeast of 
Guadalcanal where the Marines had 
finally been relieved. Still, hearing the 
government talk about Tarawa in the 
central Pacific—“Casualties will not 
occur again because of better bomb-
ing”—made one wonder what had really 
happened on that island. On the Asian 
mainland the war was going against 
the Allies. Fighting in Burma contin-
ued; and in November 1943, Japan was 

reported to be advancing into “China’s 
rice bowl.” Maybe the meeting between 
Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, 
and Chiang Kai-shek in December could 
straighten things out.

Meanwhile, back in Europe, Germany 
was being pounded by the Americans 
from the air. General Mark Clark was 
moving up the Italian boot at a muddied, 
snail’s pace, still 100 miles from Rome. 
The retreating Germans were destroying 
peasant homes and slaughtering live-
stock, punishing Italy for having switched 
sides in the war. Evergreen readers also 
learned about a fellow named Joseph Broz 
Tito, who was leading partisans in Yugo-
slavia and tying down German troops 
there. To complicate matters, a civil war 
had broken out between the Serbs and 
Croats. Russia was a bright spot of the war, 
with the “Red army gaining ground every 
hour.” By late October the Russians were 
approaching Kiev, then in its second year 
under German occupation.

Let’s keep backing the attack,” was the 
frequent refrain of items in The Evergreen, 
exhorting readers to purchase war bonds. 
Government propaganda employed a 
number of tactics to win citizens’ dollars, 
the most basic being, show them what 

their dollars purchased. The paper 
ran pictures of rocket shells, Liberty 
ships, and amphibian trucks, all made 
possible by the sale of bonds. Readers 
were reminded that more ships, bul-
lets, and tanks meant “more hell for 
Berlin and Tokyo.” Dutifully, like so 
many other Americans, cadets and 
Cougars purchased war bonds.

Bonds were needed because the 
war was not close to being over 
yet. Americans must be wary of 
the “booby trap of complacency.” 
The bloody beaches of Tarawa 
and Salerno were reminders of the 
real war. The Evergreen reported 
that the Germans in particular 
were still worrisome. According 
to the government, they still had 
300 well-equipped divisions and 
high morale on the home front; 
the Nazis were locusts denuding 
Europe of resources, food, and 
people; 35 million worked as 
slave laborers for Hitler. Buying 

bonds would end this. An invasion cost 
$10 million per hour, and more invasions 
were needed. “Are you buying bonds to 
reach victory sooner?” 

Other campus newspaper items 
focused on the Japanese: They remained 
a force to be reckoned with; their milita-
ristic leaders had indoctrinated the nation 
to expect decades of war and were pre-
pared to lose millions more men in their 
vast island holdings. They were exacting 
a “bloody price” from the Americans in 
hope of a negotiated settlement. The Jap-
anese people were beginning to suffer for 
the arrogance of their leaders—the work 
week had expanded to seven days and the 
day to 9.5 hours. The government’s mes-
sage was clear: war was costly and filled 
with peril, but everyone had to pitch in, 
do their part, think of the nation and not 
the individual.

There was also a more emotional 
appeal. One ad contained a German pris-
oner framed behind a drawn bayonet and 
barbwire. From this position of inferior-
ity he taunted the Americans as being 
quitters. They would tire of fighting far 
from home and lacked the “unshakable 
determination” of the Germans—well, 
it was enough to make you want to buy 
bonds and prove that arrogance wrong. 
The German propaganda minister and 
“No. 2 Nazi loudmouth,” Joseph Goeb-
bels, was pictured laughing and taunt-
ing: “Only boobs are buying bonds.” To 
shut him up Americans needed to “keep 
backing the attack.”

In their effort to boost sales in the 
Fourth War Loan Drive, the government 
employed the story of one American 
caught in the intersection of war and 
civilian life. Speaking from 10 years in 
the future, holding his pipe and standing 
in front of his new suburban house, the 
image spoke of assumed victory. Looking 
back at the war years, he recalled how he 
personally denied himself the pleasures 
of eating out, going to hot night spots, 
buying sharp-looking clothes, and play-
ing weekly poker so that he could invest 
in bonds. Most dramatically, when his 
wife took ill and money was short, he 
planned to cash in some bonds, but his 
wife pleaded, “Don’t do it.” Her thoughts 
turned to the future. Buying bonds now 

meant a better chance of owning their 
own house. “Someday we won’t have 
to work.” Standing in front of their new 
house in 1953, he knew she had been 
right. They had saved their bonds and 
helped save the nation. 

the Evergreen also included col-
umns from various ASTP com-
pany reporters. Bergh wrote 
articles about the company’s 

sports heroics. On the “basketball beat,” 
he loved to write about his company’s 
victories on the hardwood. They could 
be “smart heads” who “hit on all cyl-
inders” and sank shots with “uncanny 
accuracy.” Company D’s team was led 
by their unit commander, Lieutenant 
Peacock, and reinforced by a worthy 
second team. More importantly, Com-
pany D lived by the adage attributed to 
General Bedford Forest, to get there the 
“fustest with the mostest.” Aggressive 
teamwork and smart leadership made 
them a formidable team.

Radio gossip columnist Walter Win–
chell was famous for his trademark: “Good 
evening, Mr. and Mrs. America . . . and all 
the ships at sea.” That lead-in caught 
listeners’ attention, and his juicy tidbits 
about the rich and famous, entertainers, 
and politicians captured their interest. 
Bergh liked to compare himself favorably 
to the popular Winchell. In true gossip 
form, he outed relationships between 

company men and coeds: “Fitz” was too 
shy to talk to the Sigma Nu blond; Bruce 
Shultz was seen lingering by Hutchinson 
Hall. Bergh also predicted the future: 
“Bolo” Bill would be ambassador to 
Greece; Leroy Powers, postmaster gen-
eral. He warned the women that Com-
pany D men were “polishing up all times 
of the day. They were ever on alert.” 
Watch out, that cadence yell could easily 
become a wolf whistle. 

Bergh found college life remarkable. 
But for the terrible realities of war, he 
might easily have lost sight of what the 
ASTP was all about. One of those reali-
ties landed like a bombshell in early 1944 
when the federal government reduced 
and then eliminated the ASTP. Though 
it lasted less than a year, at its high point it 
placed some 140,000 GIs on over 200 col-
lege campuses nationwide. When mount-
ing casualties forced the government to 
choose between soldiers with specialized 
training or an adequate combat force, it 
decided to shut down the program. For 
cadets in Pullman, the program’s plug was 
pulled in mid-March. 

One ASTP cadet complained, “All 
in all it was a dirty deal.” The cadets 
would be leaving college. No degree, 
no rank of distinction, no special skills. 
They had lost four months of training 
and any advance in rank they gained in 
basic training. Angry and embarrassed, 
they wondered where they would land. 
Bergh and over 200 ASTPers from Pull-
man got off the train in California. In 
a postcard home he wrote, “Well, here 
I am from another place.” His war was 
drawing closer.

Bergh was sent to Europe in the sum-
mer as a member of the 11th Armored 
Division. He entered combat at the 
Battle of the Bulge in December 1944 
and was wounded three times. Five 
months later, a few days before the end 
of the war, he was among the first Allied 
soldiers to enter the Mauthausen Nazi 
concentration camp. r

Edward Bergh Jr. is a previous contributor to 
COLUMBIA. He has taught United States histo-
ry and political science at Yelm High School for 
42 years, and was named the 2012 Washington 
State Legislature’s Civics Educator of the Year.

Bergh found college life remarkable. But for the 
terrible realities of war, he might easily have lost sight 

of what the ASTP was all about.

FACING PAGE: With his buddies, Ed Bergh 
(second from bottom) enjoyed acting silly 
for the coeds.

BELOW: This April 14, 1944, Evergreen ad 
promotes buying war bonds while insulting 
Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels.
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Coming Home Again
Ulysses S. Grant Returns to the Pacific Northwest

I
N 1879 FORMER PRESIDENT Ulysses S. Grant’s ship 
steamed into San Francisco Bay, returning him from 
a two-and-a-half-year world tour. He had dined with 
Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle, ridden an elephant 
in India, and hiked the Great Wall of China. But before 

returning home to Galena, Illinois, there was one more thing 
he wanted to do: revisit Oregon and Washington Territory, 
where he had once intended to live out his life. And so it 
was that on October 13, 1879, the general who had led the 
Union Army to victory brought his wife, Julia, to Vancouver, 
Washington Territory, where in 1852, as a homesick and pen-
niless young lieutenant, he had fallen in 
love with the Pacific Northwest.

Grant graduated from the United States 
Military Academy at West Point in 1843, 
served in the Mexican-American War in 1846–47, and mar-
ried Julia Dent in 1848. On September 19, 1852, he reported 
for duty at Columbia Barracks, leaving Julia, who was preg-
nant with their son, Ulysses S. Grant Jr., and their two-year-
old son, Fred, in Ohio. His many letters to Julia had two con-
sistent themes: how much he missed her and their children 

and how much he liked the Columbia River region. “I wish 
you could be here dearest to enjoy the fine climate we have 
and the wild scenery . . . the fact is my dear wife if you and 
our little boys were here I should not want to leave here for 
some years to come.”

The army established the post of Columbia Barracks on 
May 15, 1849, and changed its name to Fort Vancouver on 
July 13, 1853, and finally to Vancouver Barracks on April 5, 
1879. When Grant arrived, 292 troops were stationed there. 
While serving as quartermaster, Grant tried many schemes 
to earn extra money so that he could bring his family to him. 

These included raising potatoes, running a 
store, and speculating in livestock. 

Grant’s potato farm, store, and livestock 
businesses all failed, and he lent money 

to a friend who failed to repay it. In his memoirs, which he 
wrote in 1885 as he was dying of throat cancer, he mocked 
his attempt to become a potato farmer: 

Luckily for us the Columbia River rose to a great height 
from the melting of the snow in the mountains in June, and 

overflowed and killed most of our crop. This saved digging it 
up, for everybody on the Pacific coast seemed to have come 
to the conclusion at the same 
time that agriculture would 
be profitable. In 1853 more 
than three-quarters of the po-
tatoes raised were permitted 
to rot in the ground, or had 
to be thrown away. The only 
potatoes we sold were to our 
own mess.

Unable to raise enough money to bring his family to him, 
even after he was transferred in 1853 from Oregon Territory 
to Fort Humboldt in northern California, he resigned from 
the army, planning to collect his family and return to the 
West Coast. At the end of his life he wrote: 

I left the Pacific coast very much attached to it, and with the 
full expectation of making it my future home. That expecta-
tion and that hope remained uppermost in my mind until the 
Lieutenant-Generalcy bill was introduced into Congress in the 
winter of 1863–64. The passage of that bill [which placed 
Grant in charge of the United States military], and my 
promotion, blasted my last hope of ever becoming a citizen of 
the further West.

W
HILE THE CIVIL WAR and his two-term 
presidency shattered Grant’s dream of living 
on the Pacific Coast, as soon as he left the 
presidency he realized another dream—to 
tour the world with Julia. The Grants left the 

White House in 1877 and embarked on a remarkable trip 
that included Russia, Belgium, and Vietnam, and concluded 
at San Francisco in September 1879—when Grant finally was 
able to take his wife to his former army post.

The Grants arrived in Astoria on October 13 aboard the 
steamer St. Paul. Astorians hung so many flags and ban-
ners that the city ran out of bunting. Some 2,000 people 
greeted them at the dock. Fort Stevens fired a 21-gun 
salute, the cannons at Fort Canby echoed it, and Astoria 
closed its schools so students could see the revered Civil 
War general. 

Back in 1852, on his first day in Oregon Territory, he had 
written to Julia, “Astoria—a place that we see on maps, and 

read about—is a town made up of some thirty houses . . . 
there is nothing about the place to support it only that it is 

near the outlet of the Colum-
bia river and they have a cus-
tom house, distributing post 
office for the Territory, and a 
few pilots for vessels coming 
into the mouth of the river 
. . . they have no wharf. . . . So 
much for Astoria.”

When he returned in 1879, 
57-year-old Grant viewed 

Astoria more favorably. He told the cheering crowd in 
front of the Parker House Hotel: 

Gentlemen, the geographical position of the city over which you 
preside, together with the evidences of enterprise and industry 
which caught my eye as we entered your harbor, is a sure indica-
tion that ere long one of the most important commercial cities 
of the Pacific coast will be your city of Astoria.

 Twenty-seven years ago I first visited your state. This will 
make the ninth time I shall have passed up and down this beau-
tiful and grand river. Every point of interest between Astoria 

FACING PAGE: Vancouver Barracks as it appeared in 1879, about  
six months before Ulysses S. Grant, along with his wife, Julia, came 
for a visit. The occasion of the photograph was the funeral of  
General Alfred Sully. 

RIGHT: While stationed at Columbia Barracks, Grant tried to 
supplement his army pay by growing onions and potatoes, only 
to see the Columbia River flood his field and ruin his crops. On his 
return trip in 1879, he showed the site of his failed potato field to 
his wife and the post commander, General O. O. Howard.

“I left the Pacific coast very much attached 
to it, and with the full expectation of making 
it my future home. That expectation and that 

hope remained uppermost in my mind....”
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at this speech and said: “Really Mrs. Grant, I was not aware 
that you knew how to ballast a ship.”

On the 16th, the Grants took a specially decorated train to 
Salem, where a brass band serenaded them from the balcony 
of the Chemeketa Hotel. “This is the first opportunity I have 
ever had of visiting this portion of the Willamette Valley, 
and I have enjoyed it heartily,” he told the crowd lining the 
streets in front of the hotel. Grant stopped briefly in Gervais, 
Aurora, and Oregon City, where he gave short speeches from 
his train, then returned to Portland to attend a concert by the 
Handel and Haydn Society.

The Grants left Portland for San Francisco early the 
next day. The former president died six years later, without 
returning to the Pacific Northwest. As to his wistful obser-
vation that the hills surrounding Astoria had seemed so 
much bigger when he was so much younger, Daily Astorian 
editor DeWitt Clinton Ireland wrote: “While he felt, as he 
expressed himself, anxious to visit the place once more, the 
appearance of things under the flight of progress, was like a 
new revelation.” p

Kristin Deacon is a Pacific Northwest historian whose work has 
 appeared in the Oregon Historical Quarterly. She is a former newspaper 
journalist and a public affairs representative with the Oregon Parks and 
Recreation Department.

and The Dalles returns to my memory. I never had the pleasure 
of stepping shore at this particular place before, but it seems to 
me that when I last passed by 
here the hills forming the back-
ground of this thriving town 
were much higher than they 
are now. It feels like returning 
home again.

The Daily Astorian reported: 

The people of the state were 
delighted when they discovered Mrs. Grant was to accompany 
her husband to Oregon. The women of the entire nation regard 
with pardonable pride the grace and dignity with which she, for 
eight years, presided at the White House “as the first lady of 
the republic.” Her absence would have taken half the society 
interest from General Grant’s visit here.

Julia Grant was equally delighted with the people of the 
Pacific Northwest. She wrote: 

Our ride up the Columbia River was enchanting. The beautiful 
scenery on both sides of this broad, majestic river; the view in the 
distance of Mount Hood, lifting high his hoary head; the very, the 
more than pleasant, the delightful company 
of old army friends made this visit one to re-
member . . . the men and women were also 
of a superior character and physique. Surely 
with such surroundings one must become 
godlike. Nor do I wonder now that General 
Grant had hoped with such anticipation for 
a station on the Pacific slope.

G
ENERAL O. O. Howard, who 
had fought with Grant in the 
Civil War, was now the com-
manding officer at Vancouver. On 
August 8, Howard had written to 

the Grants: “I have just learned that you will 
probably visit my Department in September 
next. I have quite sizable quarters at Van-
couver and with Mrs. Howard’s most cordial 
concurrence send you a hearty invitation 
to make my house your home during your 
stay—I mean of course you and yours.”

Howard greeted the Grants at Astoria 
and rode with them to the post that eve-
ning. “At every town on the river Grant 
was cheered by assembled crowds.” When 
he arrived in Vancouver, reported the Daily 
Astorian, “A salute of twenty-one guns was 
fired at the dock. The 21st Infantry Band 
played ‘See, the Conquering Hero Comes.’ 
Two hundred citizens bore torches.”

Howard had first met Grant in 1863 in Chattanooga, Ten-
nessee, and was well aware of Grant’s reputation as a drunk: 

General Grant and I shared a 
common wall tent between us. He 
had a humorous expression which 
I noticed as his eye fell upon a li-
quor flask hanging against the tent 
wall. “That flask is not mine,” 
I quickly said. “I never drink.” 
“Neither do I,” was his prompt 
reply: and his answer was not in 

sport. He was at that time free from every appearance of drink-
ing and I was happy, indeed, to find in his clear eye and clear 
face an unmistakable testimonial against the many falsehoods, 
or exaggerations which envy and rivalry had set in motion, 
especially after the famous battle of Shiloh.

Now at Vancouver, Grant teased Howard about the issue. 
As they toured the post, Grant showed Julia the field where 
he had tried to grow potatoes. Howard later recalled: 

As we passed through the town he noticed a tall brick structure 
that he had not seen before and he said, addressing me: “What 
is that, general?” I answered: “A brewery, sir.” Then he said: 

“I think, Julia, that it must have been put up on Howard’s ac-
count; it wasn’t here in my day.”

Grant was drinking on this trip, however. DeWitt Clin-
ton Ireland, Astoria mayor and founder of the Daily Astorian, 
dined with the Grants and remembered the former president 
“liked a glass of brandy as well as the next man.”

That evening, as the St. Paul ferried the Grants to Port-
land, it briefly ran aground. “Mrs. Grant, like most other 
ladies, is afraid of storms, and frequently on their journeyings 
(sic) has given utterance to fears of going to the bottom of 
the sea,” the Daily Astorian reported. “Yesterday, when the 
St. Paul ran on the sand, General Grant, addressing his wife 
familiarly, said: ‘Julia, you ought to be satisfied now; we’ve 
gone to the bottom at last.’”

Portland mayor D. P. Thompson greeted the Grants. The 
former president spoke that night at a public ball at the 
Mechanics Pavilion, where 8,000 people bought four-dollar 
tickets to see him. The proceeds went to the Grand Army of 
the Republic Relief Fund. “It is a pleasure to be back again 
near the place I enjoyed so much 26 or 27 years ago,” Grant 
told the crowd. “I am glad to note evidences of your prosper-
ity, and I take it only a beginning of the great improvement 
in the near future.”

T
HE NEXT DAY the Grants sailed up to The 
Dalles. As a young lieutenant, trying to raise 
money to bring his family to him, Grant had writ-
ten Julia, “I have been up to The Dalles of the 
Columbia, where the immigrants generally first 

stop upon their arrival in Oregon, coming by the overland 
route. I there made arrangements for the purchase of quite 
a number of oxen and cows.”

It was perhaps of their return trip that Julia Grant wrote 
in her memoirs: 

We had a delightful sail up the coast to Portland; that is, we had 
a pleasant party, but the sea was rather rough. I remember how 
the ship tossed and pitched. I said to the Captain: “I fear you 
have not placed your ballast just as it ought to be. You should 
have it distributed more widely.” The General was surprised 

“Surely with such surroundings one must 
become godlike. Nor do I wonder now 

that General Grant had hoped with such 
anticipation for a station on the Pacific slope.”

FACING PAGE: Immediately after  
leaving the White House in 1879, Julia 
and Ulysses S. Grant embarked on a 
world tour that included a visit with 
Queen Victoria, a hike along the Great 
Wall of China, and as depicted here, 
sightseeing in Egypt. 

RIGHT: Grant met Julia Dent when he was 
a cadet at West Point. Their long marriage 
was a happy one. When Grant was assigned 
to Columbia Barracks, Julia, pregnant with 
their second child, had to stay behind with 
her parents; Grant missed her terribly.

Li
br

ar
y 

of
 C

on
gr

es
s,

 P
PO

C
, #

3c
01

86
7u

Bradley &
 Rulofson photo, W

SH
S, #

C
1952.1068.9.9

Library of C
ongress, PPO

C
, #

3b36282u



COLUMBIA 19 SPRING 2016COLUMBIA 18 SPRING 2016

D
ecember 1958 descended on 
the people of Spokane with 30 
billboards depicting an atom-
ic mushroom cloud looming 

prominently over the caption, “Protect 
yourself from fallout,” warning of the 
threat of nuclear war. The billboards 
advertised a federal booklet titled, Facts 
about Fallout Protection. To survive fall-
out, the booklet advised, 

The best protection is an underground 
shelter with at least three feet of earth or 
sand above it. Two feet of concrete will 
give the same protection. If the shelter has 
an adequate door and air filter, it will give 
you almost complete protection.”

For serviceable protection of the less-
than-ideal but better-than-nothing vari-
ety, it recommended a “basement refuge” 
of sandbags piled around a wooden frame 
to block out radiation. “If you want to 
build a basement shelter with concrete 
or sandbagged walls and ceiling,” the 
booklet continued, “plans are available 
. . . consult your local civil defense offi-
cials.” Two years later Clyde H. Friend, 
Spokane’s civil defense director, rein-
forced that message to reporters, “We are 

Cold War FALLOUT
encouraging the construction of home 
bomb shelters.”

Newspaper stories from the Spokane 
area indicated that a handful of home-
owners in the region responded to advice 
from civil defense authorities and built 
backyard bunkers and basement hide-
aways in the years immediately after the 
mushroom cloud billboards appeared, 
but a strong upwelling of public enthu-
siasm for fallout shelters did not occur 
until President John F. Kennedy’s Berlin 
Crisis broadcast in summer 1961. In it 
he announced preparations for a possible 
military conflict with the Soviet Union 
over the future of the city. After Ken-
nedy’s speech Spokane civil defense offi-
cials reported receiving many calls from 
residents seeking advice about fallout 
shelters. They also described increased 
shelter building activity. 

Kennedy had vaguely endorsed 
building family fallout shelters in his 
Berlin Crisis speech—historian Wal-
ter Karp wrote that Kennedy “had 
obliquely suggested it,” but the public 
responded to his speech as if he had 
asked them to start digging bunkers in 
their backyards and shoring up their 
basements immediately.

The confrontational course of the 
Berlin Crisis added to the public’s moti-
vation to find refuge from atomic attack. 
In August 1961 communists sealed the 
border between East and West Berlin 
and laid barbwire tracings that became 
the foundation for the Berlin Wall. 
Amidst the escalating Cold War tension, 
Clyde Friend reported on September 1, 
1961, that private shelter contractors 
were catching plenty of work. That same 
day, the Soviet Union reversed its mora-
torium on nuclear weapons testing and 
began a series of nuclear test blasts that 
resulted in more incentive for shelter 
builders. The climax of the nuclear tests 
occurred two months later when Soviet 
Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s scientists 
set off their record-shattering thermo-
nuclear super bomb.

While the Soviet weapons testing 
series was gearing up to set records for 
destructive power and the Berlin Cri-
sis was simmering, President Kennedy 
endorsed a section of a September 15, 
1961, issue of Life magazine that fea-
tured blueprints and drawings to help 
readers engineer “A Simple Room in 
Basement Built with Concrete Blocks,” 
“Big Pipe in the Backyard under Three 

Backyard Bunkers and Basement Bomb Shelters in 
Spokane, 1953–1962 By Lee O’Connor

Feet of Earth,” “A Double-walled Bun-
ker for Safety above Ground,” and other 
fallout shelter projects. 

Perhaps in response to this develop-
ment, the Spokane city government 
decided, in the words of Councilman 
Gus H. Nieman, “We should do every-
thing we can to get people interested in 
building shelters.” In a council meeting 
held 11 days after the appearance of the 
issue of Life devoted to shelters, Mayor 
Neal R. Fosseen proposed that building 
permit fees be waived for people con-
structing fallout shelters. Councilmen 
Del E. Jones and J. C. Kopet agreed. 
Kopet said, “We should make every con-
cession in order to get them built.”

On September 27, 1961, Henry B. 
Nabers, Spokane’s city manager, asked 
lawyers to draft an ordinance that 
would make it possible for residents 
of Spokane to build fallout shelters 
without paying building permit fees. 
The Spokane City Council passed the 
ordinance on October 16, 1961. That 
month, Spokane’s building permit 
office issued 26 fallout shelter permits. 

These were for backyard bunkers and 
basement hideaways. Spokane County 
issued shelter permits, too. On October 
13, 1961, the Spokane Daily Chronicle 
reported that C. F. Thackwell, Spokane 
County’s chief building inspector, had 
issued approximately a dozen shelter 
permits in the prior four weeks. 

The public’s interest in shelter con-
struction increased, but the permit fig-
ures did not reflect the total number 
of shelters built because homeowners 
tended to keep their shelters secret. 
Sam C. Guess, chairman of the Spokane 
Municipal League’s Subcommittee on 
Individual and Family Shelters, reported 
near the end of November 1961, “We 

are informed that many people have 
erected shelters without permits merely 
because they didn’t want it known 
that they had shelters.” According to a 
1962 Spokesman-Review article by Joel 
Ream, “Most people, of course, ‘boot-
legged’ in a few bricks at a time and 
worked as quietly as possible. Only so 
much food and air would be available 
in the shelters and although everyone 

loves his neighbor, it was going to be 
every man for himself in the emergency.”

T
he secrecy surrounding shelter 
construction makes it impos-
sible to obtain an exact count 
of shelters built in the United 

States, Washington, or Spokane. How-
ever, rough guesses are available. A 
congressional study estimated that 
there were at least 1,565 home fallout 
shelters in the United States in 1960. 
With the caveat that “all home shelters 
have not been reported to this office,” 
Charles C. Ralls, Washington’s civil de-
fense director, informed Congressman 
Chet Holifield on February 24, 1960, 

LEFT: Still image of the 40-mile-high 
mushroom cloud that resulted from 
detonating the 57-megaton super bomb, 
“Tsar-bomba,” over Novaya Zemlya, 
Russia, on October 30, 1961.

FACING PAGE, LEFT: Spokane residents 
could read the federal government’s 
message to “protect yourself from 
fallout” on 30 billboards scattered 
around the city in 1958.

FACING PAGE, RIGHT: The 1958 Federal 
Civil Defense Administration’s Facts 
about Fallout Protection booklet stated, 
“The best protection is an underground 
shelter with at least three feet of earth 
or sand above it. ”
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that Washington had approximately 
200 home shelters. Burt Jesmore, a con-
tractor in the shelter building business, 
told a Spokane newspaper in August 
1960 that he guessed there were 25 fam-
ily shelters in Spokane. 

The presumed number of private 
shelters in Spokane grew throughout 
the 1960s. On January 2, 1967, the 
Spokane Daily Chronicle reported that 
an official of Spokane’s Civil Defense 
Department—the name of the official 
was not revealed—estimated that the 

city had 300 private fallout shelters. 
Near the end of the decade Friend put 
it simply and accurately when he said 
on November 6, 1969, “There are more 
private shelters than we know about.” 
Among the shelter owners of Spokane, 
though, there were at least a half dozen 
survivalists who were not shy about 
telling the world they had prepared to 
weather nuclear war.

T
he first news of a private atomic 
bomb shelter established in the 
Spokane region had come out 
shortly after Clyde J. Chaffins, 

Spokane County’s civil defense direc-
tor, personally witnessed an atomic test 
blast in the Nevada desert on March 17, 
1953. The Atomic Energy Commission 
and the Federal Civil Defense Agency 
created a 16-kiloton nuclear explosion 
to gauge what would happen to full-
scale mock-ups of residential structures 
built near the testing site’s designated 
ground zero. Chaffins saw that manne-
quins in the upstairs of the houses were 
destroyed in the explosion but dummies 
in basement shelters remained intact. 
The fact that the mannequins placed 
underground were not blown to splin-
ters convinced Chaffins to announce to 
the Spokane public on March 23, 1953, 
that “simple basement shelters . . . 
give pretty good protection for people 
against the effects of the bomb.”

On March 27, 1953, four days after 
Chaffins had given shelters his endorse-
ment, Mr. and Mrs. G. R. Johnson 
nominated the basement of their home 
for duty as a shelter. Charitably, the 
Johnsons invited 47 of their neighbors 
to join them in their basement if Spo-
kane were to be bombed. The Johnsons’ 
initiative and civic-mindedness made 
theirs the first quasi-public atomic 
bomb shelter in Spokane. 

Approximately one year after the 
Johnsons had converted their basement 
into a shelter, civil defense officials 
adopted evacuation as their preferred 
strategy for surviving nuclear war, and 
shelter activity in Spokane became 
either nonexistent or went unreported 

until late 1958 when the 
Spokane Daily Chronicle 
announced that Chester L. 
Brown had built “Spokane’s 
first private bomb shelter.” 
Brown, Spokane’s chief 
radio engineer and chief 
of Spokane’s civil defense 
communications division, 
constructed the shelter as a 
separate underground addi-
tion to his home.

The Chronicle succinctly 
summed up the details of 
Brown’s refuge: 

Twelve feet square, of con-
crete block construction. 
The roof is two-foot-thick 
reinforced concrete. There 
is a two-foot-wide entrance 
hall from the house with 
doors at each end and the 
room has a filtered air in-
take exhaust pipe and air 
exhaust with a blower that 
can be operated by hand in 
case of a power failure.

Spokane’s papers did not 
record the order of construc-
tion for the rest of the city’s 
private shelters. However 
Wesley S. Wagoner’s shelter, 
mentioned in a short piece 
in the Spokane Daily Chron-
icle on September 9, 1960, 
attracted some of the earliest 
attention. Little would now 
be known about Wagoner’s shelter if its 
destruction had not become the subject 
of a lawsuit. Records and press accounts 
of the trial created a glimpse of the shel-
ter and the man who built it.

Wagoner’s attorney, William P. Wim-
berley, explained to the Spokane Supe-
rior Court that Wagoner had built “his 
bomb and fallout shelter” because he 
was “gravely concerned for the survival 
and welfare of his family in the event of 
a nuclear or thermonuclear war.” Under-
standably, Wagoner was upset when a 
driver from the Audubon Fuel Company 
entered the backyard of Wagoner’s Spo-
kane home in mid-December 1960 and 

and the dirt around it and 
rebuild it with new materials. 
To reconstruct the shelter, 
Wagoner asked the jury to 
award him $1,750 to exca-
vate his old shelter, $5,000 
to build a new shelter, and 
$2,850 to recover money he 
had already spent on clean-
ing and repair. The jury, pos-
sibly sympathetic to the fuel 
company’s argument about 
the look-alike pipes, awarded 
Wagoner only $3,500.

W
hile Wagoner did 
not receive all 
the recompense 
he sought, his 

lawsuit succeeded in docu-
menting his status as a pioneer 
of Spokane’s home shelter 
movement. Dewey Allsop was 
another trailblazer. If the oil-
flooded Wagoner shelter was 
the most unfortunate among 
the earliest known atomic 
hiding places in Spokane, the 
Allsop den in Spokane Valley 
was distinguished, according 
to the Spokane Daily Chronicle, 
as “one of the most elaborate 
fallout shelters.”

In August 1961, All-
sop said he believed that 
nuclear war was likely, and 
he advised Spokane resi-
dents to build shelters. 
“Now is the time to build 

it,” he said, “even though we will 
probably not get hit until 1963.” The 
backyard bunker that Allsop built for 
his family first came to public atten-
tion on March 5, 1961, through the 
reporting of Kathleen O’Sullivan of 
the Spokesman-Review. Home shel-
ters were evidently enough of a nov-
elty that O’Sullivan felt compelled 
to attest to the family’s sanity. She 
stated, “The Allsops aren’t oddballs.” 
According to O’Sullivan’s report, the 
Allsops—father Dewey, mother Lot-
tie, and daughter Teddy Jane—had a 
sensible set-up to protect themselves 
from nuclear conflagration.

fed 599 gallons of oil into the air intake for 
Wagoner’s underground shelter. The oil 
that funneled into the 10-foot by 14-foot 
bunker made a puddle 11 inches deep.

Audubon accepted responsibility for 
the oil spill but alleged that Wagoner was 
partly to blame for the mishap because 
the shelter “vent pipes . . . looked decep-
tively like oil intake pipes.” Wagoner 
had neglected to warn the company 
about their similarity. Despite the pipe 
similarity, Wagoner sought full compen-
sation from the company to restore his 
shelter to its former condition.

According to Wagoner, the only 
remedy was to remove the shelter 

Little would now be known about Wagoner’s shelter if its destruction had not become the subject of a lawsuit.
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BELOW: In Spokane, Chester L. Brown 
sends his daughters down into what 
was reportedly the city’s first private 
fallout shelter.

BOTTOM: Underground, Bonita and Michele 
Brown are all smiles. The photos appeared 
in a newspaper spread titled “Shelter Is 
Safe, Homey.” A clipping of the spread 
is in a Spokane Civil Defense Scrapbook. 
The article is dated March 1960.

FACING PAGE: As-built drawing of another 
Spokane citizen’s underground bomb 
shelter—that of Dewey Allsop. 
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Their concrete shelter measured 14 
feet by 15 feet and had a domed ceil-
ing with a seven-foot peak. The top of 
the shelter roof was buried three feet 
underground. Aside from having the 
hole dug in the backyard, Allsop, a 
machinist, did all of the work on the 
shelter without any help from con-
tractors. By minimizing labor costs, 
Allsop was able to keep the expense 
of the shelter to about $750. Chaffins 
estimated that the shelter would have 
cost approximately $1,800 without any 
added profit if it had been built by a 
construction company.

To gain quick and discreet access 
to the shelter, Allsop constructed a 
tunnel that led from the basement 

of his family home to the shelter. He 
protected the basement entrance to 
the shelter with a six-inch-thick con-
crete door. To get out of the shelter in 
the event that something blocked the 
basement corridor, he built an escape 
hatch that led from the ceiling of the 
shelter up to the ground level of the 
backyard. For camouflage, he hid the 
concrete door of the escape hatch 
underneath a birdbath. By August 30, 
1961, Allsop was using the birdbath to 
disguise a periscope. The spy glass, All-
sop claimed, would help alleviate “that 
‘cooped up’ feeling which can lead to 
all kinds of nervous reactions.”

The inside of the Allsop shel-
ter was outfitted with other clever 
touches. The Allsops connected a 
bicycle to an electric generator to 
provide themselves with pedal-pow-
ered emergency lighting. For warmth, 
the Allsops planned to rely on their 
own body heat. While family shel-
ters were typically outfitted with 
mechanical air blowers operated by 
hand cranks to refresh the air in the 
shelters, Allsop created a draft system 

that automatically exchanged the air 
in the shelter for outside air with-
out mechanical aid. Chaffins was so 
impressed with Allsop’s innovative air 
filter design, which did away with the 
need for cranking and could, in Chaf-
fin’s words, “blow out a lighted match 
held six inches from the outlet without 
the use of fan or blower,” that he sent 
a description of the shelter to Ralls.

I
deas for shelter construction 
flowed both ways. To promote 
government-approved family 
fallout shelter designs, the feder-

al Office of Civilian and Defense Mo-
bilization financed the construction 
of demonstration underground fallout 
shelters for homeowners across the 
United States. Curtis C. Vandervert, 
Spokane’s civil defense auxiliary police 
chief, enrolled in this program, and the 
government paid for the construction 
of a fallout shelter in his front yard

In March 1960 the Office of 
Civilian and Defense Mobilization 
approved a $1,986 bid by a Spokane 
firm called Northwest Contract to 
tear up Vandervert’s yard and build a 
six-person demonstration fallout shel-
ter made of steel-reinforced concrete. 
The shelter was designed to be nine 
feet four inches wide, twelve feet long, 
and six and a half feet tall. The roof of 
the shelter was intended to sit under 
two feet of earth.

Construction began in early April 
1960. Chaffins and Northwest Contract 
owner Burt Jesmore were among those 
present for the groundbreaking. Inland 
Empire Defense Council president Mrs. 
Raymond Grant (whose family home 
in England had been struck by a Nazi 
bomb during World War II) opened the 
shelter to the public at a ribbon-cutting 
ceremony on May 24, 1960. 

Public visitors followed a concrete 
path that ran across Vandervert’s 
front yard to the shelter’s entryway. 
A house door laid nearly flat against 
the ground and an air vent pipe pro-
truding approximately two and a half 
feet above ground were all they could 

see of the shelter. Beyond the door a 
steep flight of stairs descended into the 
shelter. On the day of the opening, a 
Spokane Daily Chronicle photographer 
was among the public onlookers; he 
descended into the shelter and cap-
tured a shot of Burt Jesmore demon-
strating the shelter’s ventilation sys-
tem by hand-cranking an air blower 
installed between the top and lower 
roosts of a bunk bed. 

After the opening ceremony, 
Spokane’s civil defense department 
invited the public to shelter viewings 
on Wednesdays and weekends. Press 
accounts of the shelter did not specify 
the details of Vandervert’s contract 
with the national civil defense agency, 
but when the federal government gave 
a shelter to a homeowner in Everett, 
Washington, it included a stipulation 
that the shelter must stay open to the 
public for a year. Vandervert probably 
struck a similar bargain. By August 
9, 1960, 400 families had visited the 
demonstration shelter at Vandervert’s 
home. On Sunday, October 1, 1961, 
600 people visited the shelter and set a 
record for the largest crowd to see the 
shelter in a single day.

The large visitor tallies in fall 1961 
indicated that the public took fallout 
protection seriously. Early adopters 
of backyard bunkers and basement 
hideaways who might have been seen 
before as oddballs were now vindi-
cated. President Kennedy had tacitly 
endorsed private fallout shelters in 
his Berlin Crisis speech. Spokane City 
Council sanctioned and encouraged 
home shelter construction by waiving 
building permit fees. In the Novem-
ber 19, 1961, letters section of the 
Spokesman-Review, Denton R. Vander 
Poel bombastically declared that the 
shelter craze had “hit Spokane like a 
megaton of bricks.”

A
fter shelter mania peaked at the 
close of 1961, public opinion 
quickly turned against private 
shelters. On November 8, 1961, 

Senator Henry M. Jackson, Democrat 
from Washington, cautioned students 
at Eastern Washington State College 

in Cheney, “It would be 
disastrous to present an im-
age to the world of being in 
our backyard digging holes 
in which to hide from the 
Russians.” 

Jackson’s remarks under-
cut the work of Spokane’s 
elected officials, civil defense 
authorities, and construc-
tion companies who were 
promoting private shelters. 
They also spurred members 
of the public from across the 
political spectrum to write 
to the Spokesman-Review 
and vent their opposition 
to shelters: 

“Our first energies,” 
Mrs. June G. Potter lec-
tured, “should be directed 
against the Communist 
conspiracy. Too many of 
us think there is noth-
ing we can do except dig 
a hole.” Mrs. Lena But-
ler added, “God forbid 
that we be placed in the 
same category as rats 
and moles.” Mrs. Walter 
Senters urged Spokanites 
to make some efforts to 
secure peace. She asked, “Can’t we 
express hope instead of so much fear?” 
After surveying shelter construction in 
Spokane, she chided the city, declaring, 
“Our children deserve better than this.”

As criticism of shelters mounted 
and the tensions of the Berlin Crisis 
appeared to ease, citizens in Spokane 
and across the country vetoed the 
private shelter idea with their pocket-
books when they stopped buying them. 
On July 8, 1962, Spokesman-Review 
observer Joel Ream wrote, “Spokane’s 
once burgeoning fallout shelter business 
has fallen on dark days.” Frank Stone, 
of the Spokane Culvert & Fabricating 
Company, looked at his inventory of 
unsold prefabricated steel fallout shel-
ters and confessed, “I don’t know what 
we’ll ever do with them.” Stone added, 
“I think about every culvert plant in the 
country has half a dozen of these against 
the back fence.” 

The shelter saga continued during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 
1962. People phoned civil defense offi-
cials to find the locations of the federal 
government’s public shelters, but the 
public shelter clamor did not revive 
Spokane’s moribund private shelter 
industry. The epitaph of the private 
shelter initiative that began in 1958 
with 30 billboards in Spokane was 
written in July 1962 when Spokane 
reporter Kent Graybill looked back on 
the shelter “fad” and observed that it 
“died quicker than the hula-hoops.” (

Lee O’Connor is a documentary film-
maker and historian formerly employed 
as a cultural resources specialist in 
King County. He is currently creating a 
documentary film based on his recent 
book, Take Cover, Spokane, from which 
this article is excerpted.

Spokane’s civil defense department invited the public to shelter viewings on Wednesdays and weekends.

FACING PAGE: Cover of a 15-page 
illustrated booklet published by a local 
Civil Defense Committee, giving citizens 
advice on what to do before, during, and 
after an atomic attack. 

BELOW: Diagram of a family-size fallout 
shelter, distributed to the public by the 
Federal Civil Defense Administration in 
January 1958.
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FROM THE COLLECTION

Tacoma TheaTre

M uch of downtown Tacoma’s resurgence in recent 
decades has been built on the shoulders of century-
old buildings, with examples ranging from the new 
University of Washington Tacoma campus housed 

in rehabilitated warehouses to the old Union Station finding 
new life as a federal courthouse. Area residents can attend cultur-
al events in two restored 1918 theaters, the Pantages and Rialto. 
Tacoma once had an even older, grander entertainment venue, 
the Tacoma Theatre, which was the jewel of the theater district. 
Long-time residents likely remember it as the Music Box.

Work began on the Tacoma Theatre in 1888, but the vision 
for the theater dates back to 1873, when Tacoma was selected 
as the western terminus of the Northern Pacific Railroad. In 
1874 the railroad established the Tacoma Land and Improve-
ment Company and named Theodore Hosmer as its general 
manager. Hosmer and his family moved from Philadelphia to 
Tacoma that same year.

The railroad’s offices were housed in buildings at Ninth 
and C Streets—the center of what is now the Tacoma The-
ater District but what was, at the time, a sparse hillside. It was 
while working in that office that Hosmer envisioned a grand 
theater for his newly-adopted city, one befitting the thriving 

“The Finest Temple 
on the Coast”

BY KIM DAVENPORT

metropolis he believed it would surely 
become. Even as his health began to 
fail and he stepped down from his posi-
tion with the railroad, Hosmer worked 
to ensure that the land was not sold 
while he gathered a group of investors. 

In 1888 the Tacoma Opera House 
Company was incorporated, funded by 
$10,000 donations from each of 11 prom-
inent Tacoma citizens: John S. Baker, Allen C. Mason, W. B. 
Blackwell, W. H. Fife, W. D. Tyler, George Browne, Nelson Ben-
nett, General J. W. Sprague, C. P. Masterson, and C. B. Zabriskie. 

There was some debate within this group about the best 
location for the new theater. At that early date Pacific Avenue 
was already emerging as the downtown area’s main thorough-
fare, but Hosmer pushed for his beloved Ninth and C location, 
where the building would stand prominently midway up the 
steep incline of Ninth Street. The group finally acquiesced. 
The investors decided to call the building the Tacoma Theatre, 
so as to not limit its purpose to opera.

In its report of the theater’s opening night in 1890, the 
Daily Ledger summed up Hosmer’s vision for the project:

The Tacoma Theatre—
also known as the 
Broadway Theatre 
and the Music Box 
Theatre—served 
Tacoma as an 
entertainment venue 
for over 70 years.
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Down at the Depot

In the last half of the 19th century and the first decade of the 20th, before the 
advent and widespread availability of cars and telephones, local railroad stations 
were the center of small town American life and the connection to a wider 

world. People came and went, freight of every description arrived from distant places. 
Local newspapers reported in detail the activities at the train depot. Because the 
telegraph was connected at the local depot, news arrived there first, making it the 
community communications hub. As the automobile became the dominant mode of 
transportation and telephones proliferated, railroad depots declined in importance. 
Today, the few surviving small-town stations have become relics of a bygone era. 
Pictured here are several depots from Washington’s past. a
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decorations of the walls, the ceilings, the panels, are superb. A 
glance is sufficient to show that the finest of decorators have 
toiled there. Handsome French carpets and rugs of Indian 
design cover the floor. The chandeliers glow with light and the 
carpet is so soft and thick that the tramp of the multitude going 
in sounds not louder than the steps of a child.

There is a parlor for the exclusive convenience of all ladies at-
tending the theater, the gentlemen having a smoking and lounging 
room in another quarter. The parlor is fitted with luxurious chairs 
and settees. Stepping between handsomely painted columns, 
the visitor is in the inner foyer. It extends around the rear of 
the main auditorium, is handsomely carpeted and affords a fine 
view of the audience and stage. It is intended for a promenade 
and a general resting place between acts. At each end of the  
inner foyer a grand staircase leads up to the balcony.

The main auditorium is a revela-
tion of beauty and grandeur. Before 
the beholder is the wide proscenium 
arch, and one of the most unique and 
picturesque drop curtains it has ever 
been the pleasure of an American 
audience to behold. Above is a glori-
ous chandelier which throws a bright 
golden glow all over the immense 
space. The walls are golden shades 
of yellow with tracings of blue, and 
the panels are raised relief work of the 
same general color and tone.

The chairs and railings are uphol-
stered in terra-cotta brown, and long 

strips of carpet of Indian design stretch down the aisles and extend 
between the almost innumerable rows of chairs. The eight boxes 
are beautiful. They gleam with golden yellow and tracings of gilt 
and blue, and in form resemble pagodas. Their railings and hand-
some chairs are upholstered in terra-cotta brown against a very 
pleasing background of blue curtains and hangings trimmed with 
gilt fringe and tassels. The deeper shades in the decorations are 
nearer the floor. As they approach the ceilings, the blue becomes 
softer and the yellow and gold seem to fade.

The new Tacoma Theater presents a grand view from the 
stage and the body of the house. When filled with the brilliant 
audiences of next week the scene will be surpassingly fine.

The seating capacity was 1,200: 600 on the auditorium 
floor, 320 in the balcony, and 280 in the gallery. The stage 
dimensions—70 feet wide, 42 feet deep, 56 feet high from 
floor to ceiling, with an additional 20 feet of working depth 
below the stage—supported the claim trumpeted in the press 
that the Tacoma Theatre offered the “largest stage on the 
Pacific coast.” It required a staff of eight strong men to oper-
ate the curtains and scenery sets, handling over 10,000 feet 
of line for the scenes and 1,400 feet of steel wire rope for the 
drop curtains. 

I n October 1905 the Tacoma Theatre hosted the first 
stage presentation of Ben Hur. The production took 
advantage of the theater’s unique capabilities. The pro-
ducers who adapted the original novel into a play would 

only take their production to theaters in which they could 
stage the chariot race with real horses. Over 100 actors and 
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Tacoma’s “Theater 
Row,” c. 1930. The 

marquees shine 
bright at three of the 

city’s most popular 
movie houses—the 

Rialto, Broadway, 
and Orpheum (now 
Pantages) theaters. 

The fare at the 
Broadway was Raoul 
Walsh’s western The 

Big Trail, featuring 
John Wayne in his first 

starring role.

ABOVE: A rare 
image of the Tacoma 
Theatre’s stage. Shows 
included classical 
music, drama, opera, 
and scores of popular 
entertainers.

TOP RIGHT: 
Program for a series 
of Shakespeare plays 
performed at the 
theater in 1891. 

BOTTOM RIGHT: 
Tacoma Theatre 
playbill for an 1899 
farce, The Man 
from Mexico.

It was long before the present magnificent edifice was planned 
that the project was first thought of. Tacoma was marked out 
as the City of Destiny, and there were men within its borders 
who foresaw the tens of thousands who would make their homes 
upon the shores of Commencement Bay. A beautiful theater, 
fashioned in most modern elegance, a fit place of amusement 
in the metropolis of the new northwest, was one of the things 
which it was known must be provided. 

J. M. Wood of Chicago was hired as chief architect for the 
project. He brought more than a decade of experience work-
ing exclusively in theater design around the country, as well 
as a team of specialists to focus on aspects of both interior 
and exterior design.

T he building lot Hosmer championed has an odd shape 
and, as is common in downtown Tacoma, sits on a 
hill, giving the building somewhat unusual dimen-
sions: 67 feet along the front façade on Ninth; 120 

feet along the back façade; 174 feet on the largest side, facing 
Broadway; and 165 feet on the alley side, now Opera Court. 
The architectural style was described as Modern Romanesque, 
but true to the style of J. M. Wood and his team, there were so 
many unique elements to the structure that it defied an exact 
definition. The exterior walls of the first story were rough-faced 
blue-gray sandstone from the Bellingham Bay quarries, while the 
upper floors were a vibrant red brick. The building had a modest 
amount of terra-cotta tile embellishment around doorways and 
windows. One particularly notable feature was the port cochere 
that extended 25 feet into the street, enabling horse-drawn car-
riages to pull up under cover as people entered the theater. The 
Tacoma Daily News was eager to point out that only in Tacoma 
and Paris were theaters grand enough to have such a feature.

Thomas Moses of Chicago was hired to paint dozens of scen-
ery sets, which he did at night in the theater by gaslight. This 
allowed him to see how the light fell on the sets as he worked. 
This plethora of scenery options insured that the requirements 

of any first-class touring opera or vaudeville company could be 
satisfied. The scenes included a kitchen, prison, palace interior, 
oak paneling interior, dark paneling interior, fancy garden with 
fountain, river landscape, rocky pass, cut and stacked wood, 
an ocean set, ancient set, street arch, a modern street, a snowy 
landscape, and many others. A few days before the opening, 
in January 1890, the Tacoma Daily News provided a detailed 
description of what the theater’s first audience would witness. 
It is fortunate that these accounts exist, as there are almost no 
extant photographs of the theater’s interior. We can rely on 
architectural drawings and photographs to form a complete 
picture of the building’s exterior but must apply imagination to 
the accounts of the time to envision the interior:

Upon stepping into the entrance, the visitor will behold before 
him a picturesque box office, with its colored glass, and the 
next thing noticed may be the exquisitely decorated pink ceiling 
which reflects softly the streams of light. To the left of the box 
office are large swinging doors admitting to the outer foyer. The 
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eight horses filled the Tacoma’s stage, and the performance 
was praised by audiences and critics alike.

It is difficult to overstate the importance of the Tacoma 
Theatre to the city of Tacoma during the first decades of its 
existence. After its opening in 1890, it was another 28 years 
before the Pantages and Rialto theaters—neighbors on either 
side of the Tacoma—were built in 1918, and another nine 
before the Temple Theater opened in 1927. Several theaters 
existed in Seattle in this same era, of course, but none had 
the staging capabilities of the Tacoma. Therefore, in addition 
to its use as an entertainment venue, hosting both local and 
visiting acts, the Tacoma Theatre also served as an important 
setting for community events, school graduations, and politi-
cal conventions.

A sampling of the more famous visitors to the Tacoma The-
atre during its earliest decades reads like a who’s who of the enter-
tainment world: Mark Twain, Harry Houdini, John and Ethel 
Barrymore, John Philip Sousa, Sarah Bernhardt, Al Jolson, and 

the list goes on. The theater was booked for multiple nights each 
week for 35 years. There are undoubtedly many other significant 
events and visitors that have been lost to history.

The theater closed in 1925 for a dramatic transition: a con-
version from performance venue to film venue. The theater’s 
interior was completely gutted and refurbished. The stage 
became smaller to increase the seating capacity from 1,200 
to 1,600 and the entrance moved to accommodate a larger 
ticket booth. An elevator and projection booth were added. 
The facility reopened in 1927 as the Broadway Theatre.

The plan was also to remodel the exterior, covering the 
original brick with off-white stucco. However, while the 
building’s exterior was being cleaned in preparation for this 
change, there was so much excitement among Tacomans 
about the beauty of the newly-cleaned red brick that the own-
ers decided to leave the exterior largely unchanged.

The group that managed the Broadway Theatre ran 
into financial challenges, which led to its takeover by John 

Hamrick, a successful busi-
nessman who owned the-
aters throughout the region. 
Renamed the Music Box, 
the theater began hosting 
a combination of movie 
and stage events, featuring 
such significant guests as 
Duke Ellington, Cab Cal-
loway, and Benny Goodman 
alongside first-run motion 
pictures. Gradually over the 
decades, the stage events 
dwindled and the Music 
Box became exclusively a 
movie theater.

On April 29, 1963, the 
Tacoma City Council met 
to discuss an urban renewal 
plan for the theater dis-
trict. The city had hired a 
prominent San Francisco 
architect to design a pedes-
trian plaza, and the Music 
Box was identified as a focal 
point for the project. Vir-
tually unchanged since its 
1927 remodel, the theater 
was perfect as a dramatic his-
toric structure around which 
to renew the district.

The following evening, during a showing of Hitchcock’s 
The Birds, a burned-out bearing in a ventilating fan sparked 
a fire. Because the fan room was isolated, situated beneath 
the projection room high in the building, it took some time 
for anyone to notice either smoke or fire. By the time some-
one called the fire department, the blaze was out of control, 
quickly spreading to consume the entire roof of the building.

Fortunately for the audience, there was no visible fire and 
relatively little smoke in the auditorium, and the evacuation 
was smooth. The crowd of ousted movie-goers, joined by those 
evacuated from the neighboring Rialto, watched from the street 
as firefighters made a valiant but unsuccessful effort against the 
fire, several of them escaping just before the entire roof col-
lapsed into the building, the ornate plaster and chandeliers 
crashing down onto the seats.

T he following morning, the News Tribune described 
the tragedy in detail, praising the fire department 
for protecting lives—there were only three minor 
injuries during the evacuation and the battle to save 

the structure. The article included a history of the theater 
under such dramatic headlines as “Boiling Flames Blacken 
75 Years of Tacoma Theatrical History” and “Charred Ruins 
Once Resounded to Voices of World Famous.” The report also 

highlighted the unfortunate 
irony of the fire:

A dramatic redevelopment 
plan for downtown Tacoma, 
to include a Broadway mall, 
one new park and lots of new 
parking, was unveiled for the 
City Council and civic leaders 
yesterday by the city’s con-
sultants. Ironically, the San 
Francisco architects retained 
by the city had singled out the 
Music Box Theater as one of 
the architecturally sound build-
ings which downtown should 
be rebuilt around. The build-
ing was destroyed by fire a few 
hours later.

There is no historical 
marker on the site of the 
former Tacoma Theatre, 
and those under 50 can only 
have seen it in photographs. 
That said, its impact on 
downtown Tacoma remains 
tangible. The 1960s plans 
for the redevelopment of 
the area, largely designed 
around the existence of the 

Tacoma Theatre, went forward. To this day, the Rialto and 
Pantages, originally the youthful neighbors of the grand old 
Tacoma, remain active venues for both local and visiting 
performances, anchoring a vibrant theater district. A few 
more lines from an account in the Tacoma Daily Ledger of the 
Tacoma’s opening highlight this lasting impact and leave one 
wondering what might have been:

The beautiful theater had an opening which promises it abun-
dant success. It is true that as the city continues to grow, other 
handsome play houses will be erected, perhaps in localities 
considerably removed from the Tacoma theatre, but this house 
will always be a favorite, because it marked the beginning of 
good amusements on Puget Sound. Playgoers will appreciate 
the investment that was almost speculation for their benefit, and 
when the city shall have outgrown an auditorium seating less 
than 1800 people, many of the old residents will have a fond 
place in their hearts for the first perfect theater in the state, and 
will not be inclined to desert it. ❦

Kim Davenport studied music at the University of Washington and North-
western University and is currently a lecturer at the UW-Tacoma. Tacoma 
has been home to her family for several generations. Her book Tacoma’s 
Theater District was released by Arcadia Publishing in September 2015.

After experiencing financial difficulties during the Depression, the 
Broadway Theatre reopened in 1933 as the Music Box, under the 

management of entertainment entrepreneur John Hamrick. 
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When Rachmaninoff Played Tacoma

I t was a dry, relatively warm evening in Tacoma on Febru-
ary 21, 1925, as a capacity crowd made its way to the 
Tacoma Theatre to hear the world-famous composer-
pianist Sergei Rachmaninoff perform. A few audience 

members may have had the chance to hear him live once or 
twice before when he played in Seattle and Portland in recent 
years. Others may have heard his records on their new Victro-
las. But this was the first, and as it turned out, only time that 
Rachmaninoff visited Tacoma.

Bernice Newell (1862–1937), a prominent Tacoma citizen and 
booster, as well as an arts and society writer and editor for 
Tacoma newspapers for many years, was single-handedly 
responsible for Rachmaninoff’s visit. Although Newell 
was born in New York and died in California, she spent 
most of her life in Tacoma and was passionate about 
developing and promoting the city’s cultural scene. 

Beginning in the early years of the century and 
reaching a climax in the 1920s, Newell’s “Artist 
Course” concerts brought a substantial number of 
prominent classical musicians to Tacoma. Her work was recog-
nized in national media, and the concerts were unfailingly well-
attended and enthusiastically reviewed in local newspapers. 
Although Newell did occasionally choose other venues for these 
concerts, she most commonly selected the Tacoma Theatre, 
with its large stage and seating capacity.

At this time, Tacoma had an active music scene of its own, 
with many local musicians, amateur and professional alike, 
performing regularly. Newell clearly believed, though, that the 
concert calendar was not complete without visits from some 
world-renowned musicians. Through her “Artist Course,” she was 
responsible for Tacoma concerts by some of the most famous 
orchestras, violinists, pianists, and opera singers of the day.

In 1925 four world-class performances were presented at 
the Tacoma Theatre in less than a month—Rachmaninoff on 
February 21, French pianist Alfred Cortot on March 3; violinist 
Fritz Kreisler on March 10, and Metropolitan Opera soprano 
Florence Easton on March 16. Ticket prices for these perfor-
mances in the opulence of the Tacoma Theatre ranged from 
$1.10 to $2.75. Only a few months later, the theater closed to 
be remodeled into a film venue.

The Rachmaninoff concert was a great delight to the 
many people who had traveled from around the South Sound 
to hear the great artist play. The Tacoma News Tribune and 

Ledger reported:

Sergei Rachmaninoff at the Tacoma Theater Satur-
day evening played a program of wonderful music 
before a great audience composed of music lovers 

and students of Tacoma and all the surrounding terri-
tory, and it is doubtful if any single artist has ever been 
received with more earnest enthusiasm and sincere ap-

preciation than was accorded the great Russian who stands in 
the very front of world artists of the present day.

The program given by Rachmaninoff was selected from 
the compositions of world masters, and was played with such 
breadth of understanding and ease of manner as to give the 
impression of a giant giving largess to his followers who were 
eagerly grasping for the wealth of his generous bounty. With 
every number came storms of applause that sounded like 
the falling of many waters, and the tall, spare figure, slightly 
bowed, with its grave, expressive face, over which a serious 
smile crept in response to the enthusiasm of the audience, re-
turned many times to respond with bows, and as the program 
progressed, to give the encores so greatly desired.
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The Juvenile novels of  
Reed fulTon

By Peter Donahue

If anyone today recognizes the name 
Reed Fulton, the poet Richard Hugo is 
responsible. In the early 1940s, Hugo 

was a student at West Seattle High School 
where Fulton was principal. In his memoir 
The Real West Marginal Way (1986), Hugo 
ridicules Fulton’s stern rule of West Seattle 
High, noting that students sent to his office 
“were in for it one way or another,” and 
scoffs at the principal’s literary reputation. 
Whether Hugo’s portrait is fair or not, one 
thing is certain: Reed Fulton (1889–1967) 
was one of the Northwest’s leading authors 
of juvenile literature in his day, publishing 
eight novels, all but one of which is set in 
the region.

Being an author, though, was a side-
light to Fulton’s career as an educator. 
Originally from Asotin, he graduated from 
Washington State College in Pullman and 
earned his master’s degree in education 
from the University of Washington. He 
began teaching English at Broadway High 
School in Seattle in 1917 and over the 
next 40 years taught or served as principal 
at Snohomish, Ballard, West Seattle, and 
Roosevelt High Schools. As a member of 
various pedagogical organizations, he was 
active in educational 
policies throughout his 
career, as exemplified by 
his opposition to stan-
dardized testing.

Early in his career he 
began writing “junior 
novels” to fill what he 
saw as a need for adven-
ture stories for young 
readers, boys and girls 
alike, in the tradition of 
Treasure Island, by Rob-
ert Louis Stevenson. 
This need was also rec-
ognized by the authors 

difference between juvenile novels of yes-
teryear, which shied away from controver-
sial issues, and today’s Young Adult (YA) 
novels, which confront them head on. 
Similarly, Fulton’s novels subtly perpetu-
ate his era’s discriminatory view of women 
and people of color—for example, refer-
ring to the only African-American steve-
dore as “the Negro” rather than naming 
him as he does every other character. 
Fulton’s novels, in other words, were 
mainstream. In turn, they were adopted 
by the Teen Age Book Club and Junior 
Literary Guild, helping to make him a 
very popular author. Whenever a new 
title appeared, he could be found signing 
copies with much fanfare at Rhodes, Bon 
Marché, and Frederick & Nelson depart-
ment stores in Seattle.

With Lardy the Great (1932) 
and Rookie Coach (1955), 
both sports-oriented novels, 

Fulton uses generic Northwest settings. 
In the first, Lardy transforms himself 
from an overweight and awkward fresh-
man into his school’s champion wrestler 
while solving the mystery of the missing 
opium. In the second, a young navy 
veteran of World War II becomes the 
high school coach in a small mill town, 
cultivating his players into upstanding 
young adults while meeting the town’s 
demand for championship teams. Ful-
ton’s only non-Northwest novel was 
The Moccasin Trail (1929), about a 
16-year-old boy who meets up with the 
Comanche-fighting Kit Carson on the 
Santa Fe Trail in 1835.

Reed Fulton’s novels are themati-
cally limited by the standards of today’s 
Northwest YA authors, such as Martha 
Brocken bough (The Game of Love and 
Death, 2015) and Deb Caletti (The Secrets 
She Keeps, 2015). Nevertheless—and 
Richard Hugo’s disdain aside—they offer 
a clear view of the reading habits of the 
region’s 12-to-18-year-old set in the first 
half of the 20th century. A

Peter Donahue is coeditor of Seven Years on the 

Pacific Slope, about the Methow Valley from 1905 

to 1912, newly published by the Shafer Museum.

CorrespondenCe

of the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew 
adventure stories, which appeared at the 
same time as Fulton’s first two novels and 
became wildly popular.

Fulton’s first two titles, The Powder 
Dock Mystery (1927) and The Tide’s Secret 
(1930), are set on Whidbey Island, where 
the author had a summer home. Both 
follow the adventures of brother-and-
sister duo Dave and Clem, parentless but 
determined teens making a go of it on 
the island. Fulton amply describes Puget 
Sound and offers colorful depictions of 
island inhabitants. He also includes all 
the basics of the adventure-mystery genre: 
dark secrets, scary hideaways, breakneck 
chases, daring rescues, and, in the case of 
The Powder Dock Mystery, a man in a fish 
skin mask with a maniacal laugh. The dia-
logue, likewise, brims with such exclama-
tions as “That’s swell, Sis!” and “I thought 
for sure we were licked!” 

In Davy Jones’s Locker (1936), Fulton 
turned to the historical record, drawing 
on the journals of Alexander Ross and 
Gabriel Franchère to recount the voyage 
of the Tonquin to establish the Astoria 
fur trading post in 1811. When 16-year-

old Joseph Stevens flees 
his harsh uncle’s house 
in Montreal to seek his 
missing father, he imme-
diately becomes the tar-
get of a plot to deprive 
him of his inheritance, 
which plays out in the 
context of competing 
claims on the “Span-
iards’ Oregon” by Great 
Britain and America. 
Most of the novel takes 
place aboard the Ton-
quin as it sails from 
New York, around Cape 

Horn, stopping in the Sandwich Islands to 
take on native crew members before cross-
ing the treacherous sandbars at the mouth 
of the Columbia River.

With The Grand Coulee 
Mystery (1941) and Steve-
dore (1948), Fulton penned 
what he called “vocational 
novels,” which introduce 
young readers to various 
trades. In the first, young 
Ed Doyle’s plans to study 
engineering at the state col-
lege are disrupted when his 
tuition money is stolen from 
his grandfather’s house. After 
joining the ranks of more 
than 5,000 workers con-
structing the largest dam ever 
built, he must foil a scheme 
to sabotage the project with 
inferior materials. He works 
at surveying, excavating, 
drilling, grouting, temper-
ing concrete, and more, 
becoming a skilled laborer 
and apprentice engineer in 
the process. In the second 
novel, Ben Saunders, who 
follows in his father’s long-
shoring footsteps, must save 
Puget Dock from ruin by cor-
rupt management. His efforts 
take readers on a detailed tour 
of the Seattle waterfront and 
the dangerous work of steve-
dores in the era immediately 
following World War II.

Yet, for all their verisi-
militude about the job site, 
both novels avoid the use of profanity in 
dialogue and, notably, fail to mention the 
pivotal role of unions in the workforce 
at that time. This point illustrates the 
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Princeton, 2001.

The Tacoma Theatre
Tacoma’s Theatre District, by Kim Davenport. Mount Pleasant: Arcadia Publishing, 2015.

“Playing Indian,” by Michael Berry. COLUMBIA 29 (Summer 2015).

“Laura Belle Downey Bartlett,” by Nancy Covert. COLUMBIA 27 (Spring 2013). 

The Fisher King
I am a loyal reader and supporter, and I 

enjoy your publication immensely. I thought 
that the compilation of material in the Winter 
2015–16 issue was so eclectic and thematically 
linked that I should comment. I know that the 
selection of stories is never entirely accidental. 

 So, this issue has: a story about the making 
and use of prehistoric tools; a story about men 
who used crude tools to hew forests, facing 
oppressive working conditions, terrorism, and 
lynching; a story about watercolors showing 
industrial settings, camp settings, and poverty 

shacks; and a story about racism and oppres-
sion. Yet the cover story, is about a captain of 
industry who builds an Edenic island. Yes, he 
is wounded, like the Fisher King. But there is 
not a word or nod to the men who with their 
crude, almost prehistoric, tools, hewed the 
forests, and created his wealth, faced oppres-
sion and violence, and had not a mattress to 
sleep on while the Fisher King is praised for 
recreating paradise island.

Can I be the only reader who was taken 
by this dislocation?

—Bob Friedland, Richmond, B.C.

AdditionAl reAding

Interested in learning more about the topics covered in this issue?  
The sources listed here will get you started.

Reed Fulton
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who might ask questions while observing the passing land-
scape through an automobile windshield. Tucker educates 
readers on such topics as plate tectonics, subduction zones, 
and rock dating. He follows that introduction with 22 chap-
ters on the notable landscapes one should seek out in western 
Washington and what makes them significant. 

Tucker knows the best spots to explain geology because he 
regularly leads field trips from his home base in Bellingham. 
He also gets feedback from his popular blog, “Northwest 
Geology Field Trips.” Predictably, the book comments on 
Mount Rainier National Park, Mount St. Helens National 
Volcanic Monument, Hurricane Ridge, Snoqualmie Falls, 
Dungeness Spit, Beacon Rock, and the Sunken Forest of 
Willapa Bay, but there is much more. One of this reviewer’s 
favorite chapters is the walking tour of downtown Seattle 
that identifies, in detail, the types of stone used in the con-
struction of prominent buildings along Second, Fourth, and 
Fifth Avenues. For example, the columns on the Pioneer 
Building at Pioneer Square are blocks of Chuckanut For-
mation sandstone. The Smith Tower, on the other hand, 
exhibits “salt-and-pepper-speckled Eocene-age granitic rock 
quarried from the Index batholith at the town of Index.” 
Additional vignettes are about “folded rocks” that occur 
on our beaches and glacial erratics that were deposited in 
Puget Sound lowlands. Along with 270 color photographs, 
a glossary, an index, suggestions for further 
reading, and a table of GPS waypoints 
support the educational text that makes 
Geology Underfoot special. 

An op-ed piece in the January 14, 
2010, New York Times reminded 
readers of a quote attributed to 

historian Will Durant that, “civilization 
exists by geological consent, subject to change without 
notice.” Every year, it is calculated, as many as 50 vol-
canoes erupt around the globe, most of them attendant 
with evacuations and, usually, death. Several volcanoes 
have been more destructive than the Mount St. Helens 
explosion on May 18, 1980, but few have received as much 
worldwide newspaper coverage. Fifty-seven people died, 
entire forests were flattened, the cost of damage escalated 
to $1 billion, and ash polluted the atmosphere in 11 states 
and 5 Canadian provinces. Many of the books about the 
mountain peak focused on the environmental destruction 
and recovery of the landscape. That, however, is not the 

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

3604 Northwest Boulevard, Spokane, WA 99205.

Current & Noteworthy
By Robert C. Carriker, Book Review Editor

Margaret Tchakerian, a librarian at the Bainbridge 
Public Library, maintains a list of authors who now 
live or once lived on Bainbridge 

Island. Since 2009 she has written more 
than 400 thumbnail biographies. Among 
the honorees is Bennet Bronson, a past cu-
rator of Asian archaeology and ethnology 
at Chicago’s Field Museum. Together with 
Chuimei Ho, also an experienced museum 
curator who is currently affiliated with the 
Chinese in Northwest America Research 
Committee’s Web site, Bronson authored Coming Home in 
Gold Brocade: Chinese in Early Northwest America (Bain-
bridge Island: CreateSpace Publishing, 2015; 306 pp., 
$12.75).  By early Northwest the authors mean the period 
between 1788 and 1911. 

Do not be fooled by the modest selling price. This book is 
a well-organized publication with five informative chapters 
and four appendices. With the authors’ credentials, it is not 
surprising that Bronson and Ho have produced an important 
book, one tied to deep research in documents and oral history 
in Alaska, British Columbia, California, Hong Kong, Singa-
pore, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington. Nearly 500 endnotes 
identify sources used in the text, although it must be said that 
a formal bibliography would be appreciated. This is a positive 
story of immigration to the Pacific Northwest with a focus on 
courage, the kind it takes to adapt to a new land with strange 
customs and attitudes. The authors acknowledge that racism 
and violence in the Pacific Northwest visited Chinese im-
migrants on their journey to acceptance, but their resilience 
is even more evident in their community structure, their 
private lives, and their economic progress. 
This volume is considered bilingual be-
cause it presents some documents in both 
English and Chinese.

Geology Underfoot in Western Wash-
ington, by Dave Tucker (Missoula: 
Mountain Press Publishing, 2015; 

388 pp., $24 paper), is part of a series of 
similarly titled books on, for example, Death Valley, North-
ern Arizona, and Southern Utah. In straightforward language 
the author explains rocks and landforms to the kind of readers 

focus of Eruption: The Untold Story of Mount St. Helens 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2016; 320 pp., $27.95 paper) by 
Seattle author and 2002 nonfiction National Book Award 
finalist Steve Olson. 

Olson has an interest in the way scientists study volcanoes, 
at least the way they did in 1980. He also has a fascination 
with the Weyerhaeuser Company because, he writes, the 
lumber company “formed the backdrop against which much 
of the region’s history has played out. That turned out to 
be the case at Mount St. Helens too.” Whichever direction 
Olson takes, the storytelling is consistently excellent. This 
book is well written and fast-paced. Eruption is, in many ways, 
a backdoor history of Seattle and the Evergreen State where 
the dividing line between the old and the new is 1980. The 
bibliography of sources and the endnotes are what historians 
like to term, “exhaustive research.” If there is an “untold 
story” in the explosion of Mount St. Helens, perhaps it comes 
from the thousands of pages of court documents kept at the 
King County Courthouse; Olson considers them an essential 
and invaluable source of information on the mountain. 

Everett author Kevin Zobrist has written a viv-
idly illustrated “must-have” book for proud tree 
huggers— Native Trees of Western 

Washington: A Photographic Guide (Pull-
man: Washington University Press, 2015; 
160 pp., $18.95 paper). Zobrist, an adult 
education instructor for WSU Extension, 
is a down-to-earth guy who can explain 
complex situations in easy-to-understand 
language. In fact, parts of the book are 
adaptations from three of his online learn-
ing modules for the extension service. The 
tiny tome identifies species of trees in four-page chapters 
that provide the key features and notable attributes of each 
tree plus the places where each is most likely to be found. 
Additionally, each chapter contains color photographs, 
“Quick Facts,” and a list of common uses for the tree. For a 
person who does not know the difference between a conifer, 
a lowland broadleaf tree, or even the most recognizable of 
such high-elevation species as mountain hemlock, this is a 
necessary book. Zobrist’s personal favorite among tree spe-
cies, by the way, is the slow-growing whitebark pine. 

Whenever the subject of Pacific Coast trees is intro-
duced, the conversation usually begins, and ends, 
with coast redwoods, those giants of California 

and Oregon that extend not more than 50 miles inland. 
Frederica Bowcutt, a professor at The Evergreen State Col-
lege in Olympia, urges us to consider another species in her 
book, The Tanoak Tree: An Environmental History of a Pacific 
Coast Hardwood (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
2015; 240 pp., $35 hardcover). The tanoak distribution area 

extends from Bodega Bay in northern California to Coos 
Bay in southwestern Oregon. Native Americans called the 
tanoak “the beautiful tree” and thrived on 
both its acorn nuts and on the matsutake 
mushrooms that grow from the roots. 
Early white settlers in California, however, 
called the tree “the monarch of oaks” 
and coveted it for utilitarian purposes, 
especially the bark for processing leather. 
The tanoak tree earned its formal name 
because its bark produced tannic acid used 
to process leather. Between 1851 and 1907 
approximately 861,000 cords of tanoak bark were harvested 
in California to support tanneries, at least 50 of which were 
in San Francisco. Of course, in time the tree became endan-
gered because of excessive harvesting. Even though tanneries 
no longer require great quantities of the bark, the tree is still 
threatened. The tanoak is a victim of water mold, the kind 
that encourages sudden oak death syndrome, and industrial 
forests commonly kill the tanoak with herbicides in order 
to cultivate more commercially valuable coast redwoods 
and Douglas-fir. Happily, the native trees of Washington are 
given better care. 

Washington is fortunate to have living within its 
borders the above authors living in Bainbridge, 
Bellingham, Seattle, Olympia, and Everett. Count 

Spokane in that list, too. Consider Inlander 
Histories: People Who Shaped the Inland 
Northwest, Volume 2 (Spokane: Inlander 
Books, 2015; 236 pp., $14.95 paper), ed-
ited by Ted McGregor Jr. (See: Inlander 
Histories: Timeless Tales of Spokane and the 
Inland Northwest, Volume 1, reviewed in the 
Summer 2015 COLUMBIA). Some of the 
biographies—actually, reprints of feature 
stories that ran from 1993 forward in the weekly newspaper, 
The Pacific Northwest Inlander—will be appreciated only by 
readers on the far eastern end of the state: Louis and Emma 
Vogel, Peter Sorensen, and Albert Commellini, for example. 
But other names in the book will strike a chord of recognition, 
such as Tom Foley, Bing Crosby, Kirtland Cutter, and Lewis 
and Clark. Some of the authors will be unknown, including 
Dan Richardson, Sheri Boggs, and Patrick Heald. But others 
are easily recognizable because of their awards and books: 
Jess Walter, Jack Nisbet, T. William, T. Youngs, and Henry 
Matthews, for instance. 
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To donate prints or negatives of regional historical interest to the Washington State Historical Society’s photograph collection, please contact Ed Nolan, special collections curator (253/798-5917 
or edward.nolan@wshs.wa.gov). To purchase a photo reproduction of an image in the Society’s collection, visit WashingtonHistory.org, then click on Research and Collections.

HISTORY ALBUM

BEFORE SEAFAIR

The Golden Potlatch was Seattle’s first recurring citywide summer festival. 
This 1912 photo shows a group of Seattle boosters costumed as Golden 
Potlatch Bug Priests performing a winter ceremonial in anticipation of 

the July event. Town fathers used a mock version of the Tlingit culture of Alaska 
as the brand for the festival. The Tilikums of Elltaes (Seattle spelled backwards) 
clan, for example, paraded 250 plaster totems down Seattle streets. Boat races, 
music, fireworks displays, and all manner of other entertainment brought visi-
tors and money into the city. The Golden Potlatch is considered a precursor to 
Seafair. Check our online catalog—collections.washingtonhistory.org—for more 
items related to the Golden Potlatch.

—Maria Pascualy
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