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History 
Commentary

COLUMBIA: 30 Years and Counting
By Robert C. Carriker and 
Christina Orange Dubois

A nationally known entertainer of 
the mid 20th century joked that 
“age is strictly a case of mind over 

matter. If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.” 
Comedian Jack Benny may have had some 
insight into aging—he lived to be an octo-
genarian—but when it comes to the length 
of time that a magazine has been touching 
the lives of its readers, age does indeed 
matter. COLUMBIA: The MAgAzIne Of 
nOrThwesT hIsTOry has now reached the 
end of its third decade and, with each year, 
each volume, each issue, it has grown more 
essential to Washington’s professional and amateur historians. 

The magazine has opened new areas of research; given 
inexperienced authors a chance to state their case; enlivened 
its pages with the polished prose of such notable historians as 
James Ronda, Patricia Nelson Limerick, Linda Tamura, and 
Quintard Taylor; and celebrated numerous landmark moments 
in state, regional, and national history. As long-time member 
and former Historical Society board member Robert Clark 
wrote in a critical analysis of the magazine: 

From the outset COLUMBIA has included first-rate schol-
arship. Article topics range from the short-lived West Coast 
Negro Baseball League to geological revelations garnered from 
the channeled scablands of eastern Washington, from analyses 
of Métis and native culture to accounts of the Hanford Nuclear 
Reservation. Each issue entertains and informs the reader.

The magazine was the brainchild of John Morris McClel-
land Jr. (1915–2010). It was an idea that had rattled around 
in his visionary mind for several years, especially during two 
periods when he served as president of the Washington State 
Historical Society Board of Curators. Newspaper writing, 
editing, and publishing were in his DNA. After graduating 
from Stanford University with a degree in journalism (1937), 
he returned to his home in Longview and served as editor and 

publisher of The Daily News from 1940 to 1975. Meanwhile, 
McClelland expanded his interest in publishing newspapers 
and, in 1975, founded the Bellevue Journal-American. 

With the introduction of Washington, the Evergreen State 
Magazine in 1984, a McClelland-owned innovation with an 
attractive blend of colorful illustrations and upbeat writing 
about the Northwest, McClelland teamed up with Ken Gould-
thorpe and Knute Berger, two seasoned magazine editors. “One 
day,” remembers Berger, “McClelland came to Ken and me 
and said, ‘I want to launch a quarterly history magazine for the 
Washington State Historical Society.’” He envisioned a maga-
zine along the lines of Montana: The Magazine of Western His-
tory, published since 1951 by the Montana Historical Society. 
The new magazine would not only serve history, it would also 
serve as an educational tool. In McClelland’s words, it would 
be “history attractively packaged and interestingly written.” 
Recalls Berger, “It was John’s baby, but our staff got it up and 
running.” For example, McClelland originally wanted black 
and white covers, but the success of Washington Magazine 
caused him to change his mind.

In addition to being an editor, newspaper owner, and entre-
preneur, McClelland had an abiding fascination with Wash-
ington history, which he exercised as a researcher and writer. 
He wrote books on the city of Longview, the IWW, and the 
Centralia Massacre. When McClelland floated the idea of a 
quarterly popular history magazine to his board of curators at the 
Society, only the members with a newspaper background—Wil-
fred Woods (Wenatchee), Art Dwelley (Tenino) and Bruce Wil-
son (Omak)—saw the wisdom. It was a hard sell to the others, 
even with McClelland’s generous pledge to cover cost overruns 
beyond subscription income for the first three years, after which 
the magazine would become self-sustaining. 

The executive director at the time was at the tail end 
of his commitment to the Society, so he offered neither 
resistance nor encouragement. After the first six issues were 
shepherded to print by “acting editor” McClelland, the 
newly hired director of the Society, David L. Nicandri, took 
over as executive editor.

Under Nicandri the Society flourished, as did COLUM-
BIA. He stayed with the magazine as executive editor for 
the remainder of his tenure as director. From the start he 

understood what John McClelland wanted the magazine to 
be. In his valedictory column as COLUMBIA’s editor-in-
chief in the Fall 2011 issue, Nicandri acknowledged as much 
when he wrote that, for him, COLUMBIA always served “as 
the emblem for what the Society has tried to become in the 
last quarter century: reliable, colorful, competent, oriented 
to stories from all over the state and region—always with the 
interest of the lay reader of history being paramount.” To that 
end, Nicandri edited nearly 500 articles. 

“The stability of the editorial staff throughout the journal’s 
history has contributed to a strong sense of mission and con-
sistency in both content and design,” noted 
Robert Clark. Current editor Christina Dubois 
has been with COLUMBIA in several capaci-
ties since 1988—as editorial assistant, assistant 
editor, and managing editor, and currently as 
graphic designer and chief editor. Similarly 
consistent is Robert Carriker, who has been 
book review editor since the very first issue as 
well as an occasional contributor. The maga-
zine also boasts the Historical Society’s longest-
serving volunteer—Carolyn Simonson, whose 
copy-editing and proofreading skills have ben-
efited every issue since 1990.

Today COLUMBIA serves its broad-
based readership not only with ar-
ticles containing original research 

and strong narratives but also with commentaries on current 
matters with a historical pedigree; book reviews; and historical 

images, maps, and archival treasures—many of them from the 
Society’s collections. Over the decades, COLUMBIA has run 
several series of articles on subjects of more than passing inter-
est to its readers. That would be the case with the concentra-
tion on the Washington Centennial in 1988–89; the Maritime 
Bicentennial in 1992, commemorating the voyages of Captain 

Robert Gray; and the Lewis and Clark Bicen-
tennial of 2004–06.

Traditionally COLUMBIA has supported 
the Washington State Historical Society’s 
commitments in terms of exhibits and com-
memorations. As a matter of fact, the maga-
zine’s first cover story featured the explora-
tions of Lieutenant Charles Wilkes in Puget 
Sound, a relevant article inasmuch as the 
Society had recently committed to hosting 
the  Smithsonian-produced exhibition Mag-
nificent Voyagers: The U.S. Exploring Expedition, 
1838–1842. In its first 10 years, the pages of 
COLUMBIA featured articles and images on 
20 subsequent museum exhibitions, including 
shows on the Oregon Trail, the artwork of Ken-
jiro Nomura, the photography of Edward and 

Asahel Curtis, and a pictorial history of Washington’s human 
services. Of course, COLUMBIA was also an authoritative 

David L. Nicandri, c. 1986.

On COLUMBIA’s 20th anniversary the Society mounted 
an exhibit that explored the magazine’s past, touching on 
the “digital revolution” that had taken place in the printing 

industry since the first issue was published.
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“A Washington Magazine of History”
By John M. McClelland Jr.

Here, for the benefit of our readers, is an excerpt from the book John 
McClelland wrote about the Historical Society on the occasion of 
its 100th anniversary—Window to the Past: The Washington State 
Historical Society’s First Century (WSHS, 1992). This passage con-
cerns the genesis of COLUMBIA:

Chapin Foster, who became director [of the Washington 
State Historical Society] in 1945, was never satisfied that 
the Society profited satisfactorily from the arrangement 

regarding the Pacific Northwest Quarterly. Just 
before he retired he wrote a critical review of 
the PNQ. He said it was somewhat inappropri-
ate for the Society to be a party to serving the 
state with a publication that also focused on 
Oregon, Montana, and British Columbia, all of 
which had historical quarterlies of their own. 
He saw the need for a “Washington maga-
zine of history.” He said the members would 
“feel that [such a] quarterly would be ‘their’ 
magazine” and the Society “would be talking 
about ‘our’ magazine and that would be to 
the good.” He added an outline of what such 
a quarterly should contain. 

McClelland agreed with Foster and said 
so at the time, but the Society then had 
neither the staff nor the financial resources 
to make any serious plans for starting its 
own quarterly. 

In the mid 1970s discussions of the need for a Society periodi-
cal were resumed. Some board members noted that the PNQ was 
receiving half of the annual dues fee of seven dollars but that the 
Society had nothing to say about its contents, which consisted 
entirely of articles and book reviews written by academic historians. 

McClelland recommended that the board study the feasibility of 
taking over the PNQ or launching a new quarterly. Most of the PNQ’s 
circulation was among members of the Society, whose dues included 
a subscription. In a discussion following this proposal, Professor Robert 

Burke, editor of the PNQ, said minimum staff for such a journal would 
be a full-time editor and an assistant. He said the university was sure 
to continue the PNQ even if a second journal were started. 

A motion by E. K. Murray that a committee be appointed to study 
the matter passed unanimously. President Reno Odlin appointed 
Father William Bischoff, Dr. Burke and Dr. Vernon Carstensen (the 
PNQ’s editors), Robert Hitchman, John McClelland, and then-
director Bruce Le Roy to make the study. The committee met at the 
University of Washington, where Burke said he was not opposed to 

a second quarterly but felt the cost obstacle 
would be too great. 

McClelland favored creating a second 
journal rather than trying to make changes in 
the PNQ format. The scholarly field would be 
left to the PNQ, and a new quarterly could be 
devoted to popular history in the pattern of 
American Heritage. However, McClelland felt 
that if the Society had its own journal it should 
not be obligated to continue support of the 
PNQ to the extent of making a subscription 
to that journal a requirement of membership. 

Le Roy urged that the whole matter be 
deferred indefinitely since, for the present, 
personnel and funds were committed to the 
task of finishing and furnishing the new wing 
of the museum. Reno Odlin agreed with him. 

The project would not be feasible, the two 
concluded, until funds for a journal could be 

included in a legislative budget appropriation. In 1983 McClelland, 
saying it had been 20 years since he and Hitchman began working on 
the matter, submitted to the executive committee “a draft of an out-
line proposal for ‘COLUMBIA, The Magazine of Washington History,’ or 
alternatively, ‘Washington’s Fascinating Past, Quarterly Journal of the 
Washington State Historical Society.’” 

If COLUMBIA were used as a title, he said, the masthead 
should include this explanation: Columbia was the name chosen 
for what is now Washington by the earliest settlers when they 

met in convention in 1852 and petitioned Congress 
to divide Oregon Territory. Congress rejected the 
wishes of the settlers, choosing instead to honor 
George Washington. 

In a long memorandum to the board, McClelland 
said, “COLUMBIA should leave intellectual history to 
the scholarly journals, concentrating instead on nar-
rative history, interpretation of events and accounts 
of human achievements and happenings in all areas 
of endeavor to provide knowledge of what has 
brought Washington and its people to their present 
condition.” He said COLUMBIA should not be a house 
organ used to communicate with members. Such 
communications should be restricted to a newslet-
ter. “The launching of a periodical in the Society’s 
name is such a major undertaking,” he wrote, “that 
it deserves the attention and input of all curators. . . . 
Is this what we ought to do? Is that what can be 
counted on to provide the outreach the Society 
needs to expand its sphere of service and influence and attain 
identity as a state historical organization rather than one serving a 
region of the state?” 

Professor Tom Edwards of Whitman College wondered how such 
a journal would affect the PNQ. Would the new arrangement, he 
asked, be like American West, a popular journal, and the Western 
Historical Quarterly, a scholarly publication, both of which were 
included in membership in the Western History Association? That 
would be ideal, he was told, but it might be preferable to offer both 
journals to members and let them choose one or the other or both. 

In 1984 McClelland, through the Evergreen Publishing Company, 
which he headed, launched Washington, the Evergreen State 
Magazine. A staff experienced in magazine production was put 

together. The initial success of Washington raised his hopes concerning 
the proposed COLUMBIA, and a task force to make plans was named. 
It consisted of David James and Bruce Wilson, two board members 
who showed particular interest; Rick Billings of the Weyerhaeuser 
public relations office; Ken Gouldthorpe, editor of Washington Maga-
zine; Barry Provorse, a history publications consultant; and McClelland. 

A “philosophy statement” was prepared, outlining what 
should and should not be included in the magazine’s contents. In 

source of information for Society members as they looked for-
ward to the opening in 1996 of the new Washington State His-
tory Museum next door to Tacoma’s Union Station. 

Unique among state historical society publications, CO- 
LUMBIA Anthology is a digital digest housed on the Historical 
Society’s website, that offers 60 free, downloadable COLUM-
BIA articles organized in a dozen topical units. Some educa-
tors use the anthology as a textbook on Washington history. In 
addition, a digital edition of every issue since Winter 2010–11 
becomes available a year after its publication. The current issue 

and most of the back issues can be purchased through the Soci-
ety’s online store. To aid researchers, an index to the first 10 years 
of COLUMBIA is also available in print and digital formats.

If annual membership surveys are any indication, the His-
torical Society’s members have long held the magazine in high 
regard. It is always at the top of the list of most valued member-
ship benefits. Members regularly pen such comments as, “I read 
COLUMBIA cover to cover,” “COLUMBIA is really important 
to me,” and “Love the magazine—always share it.” One long-
time member wrote in correspondence, “I am a loyal reader and 

supporter, and I enjoy your publication immensely. It is the only 
magazine I have subscribed to for the past 12 years.”

George Burns, another legendary entertainer who got his 
start in the mid 20th century, opined: “You can’t help getting 
older, but you don’t have to get old.” Well, COLUMBIA at 
age 30 is, it would appear, in the prime of life. It got older (and 
more experienced), but it never got stale. Proof of the magazine’s 
freshness includes two recent awards. In 2015 the magazine was 
singled out for a special Board Award of Excellence from the 
Washington Museum Association, and in 2016 it was honored 

with a Leadership in History Award of Merit from the Ameri-
can Association for State and Local History. As Woody Guthrie 
might croon in congratulations, “Roll on, COLUMBIA!” ❧

In addition to his long association with COLUMBIA, Robert C. Carriker is an 
emeritus professor of history at Gonzaga University, author of a number 
of books on Northwest history, and a member of the Society’s board of 
trustees. Christina Orange Dubois has been COLUMBIA’s editor and graphic 
designer since 1992, managing the magazine’s day-to-day editorial func-
tions and production processes for the past 25 years.

The first issue of COLUMBIA (Spring 1987) and the January–April 1987 issue of 
Pacific Northwest Quarterly, which from 1955 to 1987 was published by University 

of Washington Press with support from the Washington State Historical Society.

John M. McClelland Jr., 1985.

preparation for the May 16, 1986, board meeting, the Evergreen 
staff prepared a four-page brochure summarizing the project. It 
covered format, distribution, contents and style, sources of mate-
rial, editing and administration, costs (estimated at $17,000 per 
issue), and supervision. 

McClelland, by this time president of the Society, was suf-
ficiently enthusiastic to offer the services of the Evergreen Pub-
lishing Company to produce COLUMBIA. He also agreed to have 
Evergreen cover the difference between magazine subscription 
receipts and actual costs for three years. 

When the board met, most of the bothersome questions that had 
delayed the start of a Society journal since it had been proposed 30 
years earlier had been answered. The board approved the proposed 
agreement with the Evergreen Publishing Company. McClelland 
agreed to serve as acting editor during the start-up period. The first 
issue came out in March 1987. It was well received by the membership 
and proved useful in recruiting new members. ❖

John M. McClelland Jr. served as a Washington State Historical Society 
board member from 1952 to 1988 and as board president from 1982 
to 1988. A writer, editor, publisher, and historian, he acted in all of 
those capacities as COLUMBIA’s founding editor.
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T     he 1933 Long Beach earthquake either destroyed  
  or severely damaged so many school buildings in  
 southern California that the state legislature promptly 
passed the Field Act, mandating that schools be made 

earthquake-resistant. Unlike the California temblor, which 
occurred in the early evening of March 10, when schools were 
typically empty, the most powerful quake in Pacific Northwest 
history—a magnitude 7.1 on the Richter scale—struck shortly 
before noon on Wednesday, April 13, 1949. Washington had 
no equivalent of the Field Act, and many of its schools were 
old and built of friable brick.

Eager to be released from class for lunch, students in western 
Washington first heard a deep, low rumble, followed immedi-
ately by intense shaking. As floors lurched beneath their feet 
and windows rattled, vibration waves ran visibly up brick walls 
and plaster dust showered down. Most students and teach-
ers made it out safely, but two were not so lucky. At Lowell 
Elementary School in Tacoma a brave patrol boy, 11-year-old 
Marvin Klegman, threw his body over a kindergartner and was 
killed by a rain of bricks from a collapsing dormer. 

Today statues of Klegman and the boy he saved, Kelcy 
Allen, stand in front of the entirely rebuilt school building. 
Every April 13 the Tacoma Public Schools commemorate the 
crossing guard’s sacrifice by urging students to help others. 

At Castle Rock High School, the senior 
class president, 18-year-old Jack Roller, was 
also killed by falling debris, another of the quake’s eight fatali-
ties. Centered between the state capital and Tacoma, the 
Olympia earthquake was felt over an area of 230,000 square 
miles, from British Columbia to southern Oregon and in parts 
of Idaho and Montana. Damage to buildings was widespread, 
particularly to chimneys and unreinforced masonry structures 
from Seattle south to Centralia, Chehalis, and Castle Rock. 
The public library in Chehalis was so weakened that it had to 

Cascadia 
be condemned; large stones fell from the towers of Olympia’s 
old gray statehouse. 

Virtually every business edifice in downtown Olympia had 
scaffolding erected in front for repairs, and six buildings on 
the capitol grounds were severely damaged. The quake also 
cracked the capitol dome and dislodged its cupola so badly that 
it had to be rebuilt. 

At the Tacoma Narrows, a suspension span was under con-
struction to replace the notorious “Galloping Gertie,” which 
collapsed in 1940. One of its 500-foot towers gyrated wildly 
in the quake, shearing off bolts and rivets. A steel saddle atop 
the tower broke loose and plunged into Puget Sound, sinking 
a barge and injuring two workmen as it went. Railroad bridges 
south of Tacoma were jolted out of alignment, and the tracks 
buckled and dropped as much as four feet. 

Sixteen years later, at 8:29 a.m. on April 29, 1965, another 
jolt—the Puget Sound earthquake—again inflicted wide-
spread damage. Registering a moment magnitude of 6.5 (see 
“Measuring an Earthquake,” p. 8), it killed seven people and 
could be felt over 193,000 square miles. About 30 people were 
injured seriously enough to be treated at hospitals. Although 
the hardest hit areas were West Seattle and the Duwamish 
industrial flats, brick buildings around Seattle’s Pioneer Square 
and Issaquah’s two junior high schools also suffered heavy 

damage. The 1965 quake inspired the creation 
of the Pacific Northwest Seismic Network in 

1969, headquartered at the University of Washington. 
Millions of people vividly remember the Nisqually earth-

quake that struck at 10:54 a.m. on February 28, 2001 (moment 
magnitude 6.8). Again, old buildings shed bricks from Seattle to 
Olympia, where the state capitol was again severely damaged, 
sandstone columns twisting and shifting beneath the heavy 
dome. Only a single person died, the result of a heart attack, but 
damage estimates ranged from $2 billion to $4 billion. 

far before they reach the surface, they are mitigated by the time 
they shake the ground. This makes deep-seated earthquakes less 
destructive than they might be. However, the subducted slab 
creates a double menace. As it sinks deeper into the mantle, its 
water content boils off and it generates the magma that fuels 
the Cascade volcanoes, including Mounts Baker, Rainier, St. 
Helens, Hood, and Shasta. 

M ost of the world’s major tremors—and about 
75 percent of its active volcanoes—border 
the huge Pacific Ocean basin. Known as 
the “Ring of Fire,” the circum-Pacific belt  

 features dozens of subduction zones, including those of Kam-
chatka, Japan, Indonesia, South America, and Alaska. The 
Cascadia subduction zone is but one link in the chain of seismic 
and volcanic turbulence. 

As if the Cascade volcanoes were not enough of a geologic 
threat, the Northwest also contains a triple source of potentially 
damaging earthquakes: (1) quakes originating in the subducted 
ocean slab, such as those of 1949 and 2001; (2) quakes generated 
from relatively shallow faults in the crust, including the Seattle 
and Tacoma faults; and (3) mega-thrust earthquakes on the 
Cascadia subduction zone, where continental and oceanic plates 
meet head-on. The latter are by far the most deadly. 

Crustal or shallow earthquakes have the potential to be more 
destructive than quakes triggered deep underground because 
seismic waves close to the surface are not muted by distance. 
On December 14, 1872, a crustal earthquake centered near Lake 
Chelan on the eastern flank of the Cascade Range convulsed a 
wide area, registering an estimated moment magnitude of 6.8 
and causing a landslide that blocked the Columbia River for 
several hours. Not until 2015, however, did scientists find the 
fault responsible, which they named after the valley in which it 
is located, the Spencer Canyon fault. 

The

Sub duction Zone
Studying Historic Earthquakes in the Pacific Northwest  

Helps Us Prepare for Quakes to Come

In all three earthquakes—those of 1949, 1965, and 2001—
the most severely shaken areas rated VIII on the Modified 
Mercalli Scale, which assigns intensity readings using Roman 
numerals, ranging from I (not felt by most people) to XII 
(total destruction). Unlike a seismograph that instrumentally 
and objectively measures the energy release, or magnitude, of 
an earthquake, the Modified Mercalli Scale gauges people’s 
subjective observations on effects to the human environment. 
Within the boundaries of areas rating a Mercalli VIII, well-
constructed buildings suffer considerable damage while poorly 
built structures nearly collapse. Chimneys and smokestacks 
routinely fall; ground surfaces and pavements in some areas 
crack; and water, sand, and mud are ejected from underground 
in small to moderate quantities. 

All three deep-seated quakes had the same origin: fracturing 
of the slab of oceanic crust that is thrust deep under the western 
edge of North America. The Pacific Northwest receives both 
its scenic splendor and its seismic and volcanic hazards from its 
distinctive geologic position at the boundary of continental and 
oceanic plates. Over millions of years magnificent mountain 
ranges, such as the Olympics and Cascades, have been uplifted 
and the intricate basin holding Puget Sound has been down-
warped, or displaced downward, as a result of plate motion. 

The Earth’s hard outer shell, called the lithosphere, is 
divided into seven or eight large plates and many small ones 
that are constantly moving in respect to one another. Off the 
northwest coast of North America, part of the Pacific plate is 
fragmented into three smaller plates, the largest of which is the 
Juan de Fuca slab, flanked on its southern end by the Gorda 
plate off northern California and on its northern end by the 
Explorer plate near the Canadian coast (see figure on p. 12). 
Deep under the Pacific Ocean, eruptions of basaltic lava along 
linear ridges, known as spreading centers, push the three plates 
eastward toward North America. Meanwhile, the plate carry-
ing the continent on its back is drifting steadily southwestward, 
colliding with the Gorda, Juan de Fuca, and Explorer plates. 
Because they are denser and heavier, the three oceanic plates 
are subducted, or forced under, the lighter granitic North 
American plate. The region of plate collision, 700 miles long, 
is dubbed the Cascadia subduction zone (see figure, p. 9). 

As the Gorda, Juan de Fuca, and Explorer plates dive under 
the North American continent, the water- saturated basaltic 
seafloor sinks into the much hotter mantle—the plastic zone, 
1,800 miles thick, between the Earth’s core and its rigid crust. 
At a depth of about 35 miles, the subducted basaltic slab inter-
mittently breaks, triggering destructive earthquakes every 25 
to 50 years. Because these deep seismic waves have to travel so 

RIGHT: Larry Anderson’s sculpture on the grounds of Lowell 
Elementary School in Tacoma depicts Marvin Klegman, the 
11-year-old crossing guard and the boy he saved, 6-year-old 
Kelcy Allen, during the 1949 earthquake.

BACKGROUND: Brick buildings across western Washington, like 
these in downtown Seattle, suffered extensive damage in the 
1949 earthquake. 

By Stephen L. Harris
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Measuring an Earthquake

M
ost people are familiar with the Richter scale, invented in 1935 by seismologist Charles F. Richter to calculate the magnitude or 
quantity of energy released during an earthquake. A numerical scale that assigns numbers in ascending order of magnitude, from 

0 to 8.6 (the highest Richter yet measured), the Richter scale is logarithmic. The difference between two consecutive whole numbers on 
the scale reflects a tenfold increase in the power of ground vibration. Seismologists estimate that this tenfold increase corresponds to a 
seismic wave amplitude—the maximum height of a seismic wave or the depth of a wave trough—multiplied roughly 32 times. 

A Richter magnitude 5.0, for example, releases about 32 times more energy than a magnitude 4.0 quake, and a magnitude 6.0 is about 
1,000 times more powerful than a 4.0. Because the Richter scale becomes saturated at about 8.3, seismologists have adopted a new means 

of measuring the energy release of excep-
tionally strong earthquakes.

According to the moment magnitude 
scale, introduced in 1977 by geophysicist 
Hiroo Kanamori, the 1964 Prince William 
Sound earthquake in Alaska (8.4 on the 
Richter scale) had a moment magnitude of 
9.2—the strongest ever recorded in North 
America. The 1964 Alaska quake was a 
subduction zone mega-quake, as was the 
1960 quake in Chile. Registering a moment 
magnitude of 9.5, the Chile earthquake 
was the most powerful ever recorded any-
where in the world.

tsunami (the Japanese word meaning “harbor wave”) deposits at 
locations around central Puget Sound. Tsunamis were generated 
when the prehistoric rupture agitated the waters of the sound to 
the point where they sloshed like the water in a bathtub. 

Were the Seattle fault to break again, even in a more moderate 
6.5 temblor, geologists estimate that hundreds of people would 
be killed and thousands more injured. Social chaos would reign 
as the heaving surface toppled buildings, brought down high-
way overpasses and bridges, and shattered gas and water mains. 
According to studies written to anticipate the consequences, 
electrical power throughout the impacted area would fail. Emer-
gency responders, including firefighters and police, would be 
unable to cope with the crisis. The sediment-filled basin on which 
Seattle sits would magnify seismic waves, creating liquefaction—
the transformation of seemingly solid ground into a Jell–O- 
like substance. Not only would the ground subside and/or split in 
fissures, geysers of muddy water would spout, particularly where 
water tables are high. Tsunamis would sweep Seattle’s waterfront 
as well as low-lying beach communities all around Puget Sound, 
adding to the property destruction and the death toll. 

When the Seattle fault last snapped about 1,100 years ago, 
several of the other recently-discovered faults that crisscross 
Puget Sound, such as the Tacoma fault that runs east–west 
about 24 miles to the south, also broke, extending the violent 
shaking over a larger area. The multiple fracturing of faults may 
recur. To heighten the anxiety factor, some geologists propose 
that Mount Rainier’s last significant eruption took place at 
about the same time and may have been triggered by the quake. 

Geologists now predict that the Tacoma fault is capable 
of not only producing an earthquake up to 7.0 in moment 

magnitude but also of triggering tsunamis 
that would ravage Puget Sound coastlines. 
Because many neighborhoods are built at 
the foot of high cliffs and along vulnerable 
shorelines, some would suffer doubly from 
both landslides and harbor waves. Tacoma’s 
tide flats, home to factories, industries, and 
the Port of Tacoma facilities, would be subject 
to intense shaking that could trigger wholesale liquefaction. 

N  umerous quakes shake the Pacific Northwest  
     every week, most of them too small to be felt. Even  
   relatively minor shocks, however, can be damaging. 
On July 2, 1999, reported variously at magnitude 5.1 

and 5.8, a tremor centered about four miles north of Satsop, 
a tiny hamlet about 25 miles west of Olympia, forced an ex-
pensive repair job to the monumental Grays Harbor County 
Courthouse in Montesano. In Aberdeen, almost 30 miles 
distant from the epicenter (the surface point directly above 
the quake’s source), the roof in a furniture store caved in, and 
several brick buildings developed cracks. 

Some notable earthquakes occurred shortly before or just 
after the United States’ entry into World War II. On Novem-
ber 12, 1939, at 11:45 p.m., a quake centered near Olympia 
(about the same magnitude as the 1999 tremor) disturbed 
a wide area. A woman in Hoquiam said it was “like a truck 
crashing into the house.” Seattle newspapers focused mainly 
on the quake’s effect on late-night movie audiences, most of 
whom rushed to the exits. 

A damaging shock on February 14, 1946, was followed four 
months later by western Canada’s strongest earthquake. The 
moment magnitude 7.3 quake occurred on June 23, 1946, and 
centered near the Straits of Georgia. It was felt over a large but 
generally uninhabited region of British Columbia and in north-
ern Washington. According to later investigations, the quake 
had caused the floor of Deep Bay to sink from 3 to about 82 feet. 
Two fatalities were reported, including a man in a small boat 
who was drowned when a nearby landslide triggered large waves. 

All historic temblors pale in comparison to the prospect of 
a Cascadia subduction zone earthquake, the third and most 
catastrophic seismic menace. When the last Cascadia mega-
quake took place in AD 1700—little more than 300 years 
ago—it ruptured the entire fault line from Cape Mendocino 

in northern California to the coast of Vancouver Island in 
British Columbia. With an estimated moment magnitude of 
9.0, it was followed by giant tsunamis that ravaged coastal 
harbors, bays, and estuaries all along its length. 

For over three centuries, the Cascadia subduction zone has 
been suspiciously quiet, apparently locked in place where the 
North American and the Gorda, Juan de Fuca, and Explorer 
plates converge. Geologists, however, have found abundant 
physical proof that during the last 10,000 years, the Cascadia 
fault zone has been convulsed repeatedly, sometimes breaking 
only in discrete segments, sometimes—as in the great earth-
quake of 1700—slipping along its entire length. Only since 
the early 1980s have scientists begun to grasp the danger. 

Patiently working like detectives to accumulate evidence, 
geologists such as Brian Atwater of the United States Geological 
Survey (USGS) have pieced together clues that form an alarm-
ing picture. There is now no doubt that the Cascadia subduction 

Whereas stories about the 1872 shock were spread mainly 
by word of mouth among the sparse populations of Washing-
ton, Oregon, and Idaho, the first quake that was extensively 
reported in Pacific Northwest newspapers took place on Janu-
ary 11, 1909. Centered in the San Juan Islands and estimated 
at moment magnitude 6.0, the shock was felt from Olympia to 
Vancouver as well as Victoria, British Columbia. Reportedly, 
chimneys fell in the village of East Sound on Orcas Island. 

M ost historic quakes are concentrated in the 
Puget Sound region, but some have originat-
ed in Oregon. On October 12, 1877, an esti-
mated moment magnitude 6.7 temblor rattled  

 the Portland area. More recently, 1993 was a seismically 
intense year for Oregonians. On March 25, a magnitude 5.6 
shock at Scotts Mills southeast of Portland proved the state’s 
most costly, causing $30 million in damage, including repairs 
to the capitol rotunda in Salem. On September 20, moment 
magnitude 5.9 and 6.0 quakes hit about 15 miles northwest of 
Klamath Falls, crumbling old brick buildings and causing two 
deaths and an estimated $10 million in damage. An apparent 
aftershock (magnitude 5.1) struck on December 4 about 10 
miles from Klamath Falls, producing only light damage. 

Perhaps the most worrisome crustal fault is that which cuts 
at least 43 miles east–west through Puget Sound and Seattle. 
Named for the populous city it endangers, the Seattle fault gen-
erated an estimated moment magnitude 7.0 to 7.5 earthquake 
about AD 900–930. Evidence for the quake includes landslides 
and drowned trees in Lake Washington, elevated marine ter-
races from Restoration Point to Alki Point, and sand from 

RIGHT: The “ghost forest” of red cedar snags 
along the Copalis River estuary on the central 
Washington coast is evidence of a mega-
quake in 1700, which triggered a tsunami 
(seismic sea wave) that swept across the 
Pacific to inundate the coast of Japan.

BELOW: Subduction of the Juan de Fuca 
plate under the western edge of the North 
American plate generates the Cascadia 
super-quakes as well as the magma that 
fuels the Cascade volcanoes.
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What Causes an Earthquake?

A
n earthquake is the sudden trembling or shaking of the ground 
triggered by the displacement of rock masses within the Earth’s 

crust. Most earthquakes originate within the upper 10 to 20 miles 
of the lithosphere, the Earth’s rigid outer shell. Powerful forces in the 
lithosphere, such as the movement of tectonic plates, exert stress on 
the rock, pushing or pulling it. Rock is elastic enough to accumulate 
strain, bending or changing shape or vol-
ume. When stress exceeds the strength 
of the rock, it breaks along a preexist-
ing or new fracture plane, or fault. The 
fracture extends outward from its place 
of origin—its hypocenter. As the rock 
breaks, seismic waves radiate through 
the planet, causing the surface to shake.

Seismic waves, generated by fric-
tion and crushing as masses of rock 
slide past one another, travel outward 
from the hypocenter like ripples on 
a pond. Body waves, which travel in 
every direction through the Earth’s 
interior, are divided into two types, 
P (primary) waves and S (secondary) 
waves. The fastest are P waves, which 
compress the rock in front of them and 
elongate it behind as they rush through 
the planet at about 3,000 to 4,000 
miles per second. 

Because they are the first to arrive at earthquake-recording 
seismographs—perhaps a few precious tens of seconds before 
the more destructive S waves, depending on the distance from the 
fault break—scientists can sound a warning to alert the public that 
an earthquake is imminent. Even a few seconds’ warning may be 
enough to save lives, enabling people to “duck, cover, and hold.” 

When the S waves arrive, they cause fierce shaking, produc-
ing a shearing motion, much like a stretched and shaken rope, 

as they travel through the Earth at about two miles per second. 
Surface waves—a second category of seismic waves—take 
longer to pass through a given area and are the most destruc-
tive to man-made structures. The two most important surface 
waves are Love waves and Rayleigh waves, named after the 
two geophysicists who identified them, A. E. H. Love and Lord 

Rayleigh (John Strutt). Love waves jerk the ground in a vigorous 
side-to-side motion, tending to knock houses off their founda-
tions. When Rayleigh waves roll through, they behave like ocean 
waves, creating a rolling and billowing of the ground surface that 
observers can actually see. Because they cause more ground 
movement than other types of seismic waves and travel more 
slowly, Rayleigh waves destroy more buildings, particularly vul-
nerable high-rise structures.

zone is capable of producing both earthquakes and tsunamis 
like those that devastated nations bordering the Indian Ocean 
in 2004 and coastal northern Japan in 2011. Those subduction 
zone quakes, both registering above 9.0, killed about 250,000 
and 15,000 people, respectively, mostly by drowning. 

Working along rivers, marshes, and estuaries in Washing-
ton, Atwater found similar layers of buried sand (deposited by 
tsunamis), and in the same order, everywhere he looked. Along 
the Copalis River he even found a ghost forest of red cedar 
snags that had been drowned when the ground shuddered and 
sank abruptly. Atwater discovered that over the last 7,000 years 
Washington’s seacoast has dropped at least six times, in some 
places by as much as six feet. 

T he exact age of the most recent Cascadia mega- 
  quake proved more elusive than evidence of its im- 
 pact. Radiocarbon dating from peat and wood found 
in old soils buried by the tsunami inundations indi-

cated that the seismic event happened some time between 
about 1680 and 1720. David Yamaguchi, a biologist who 
successfully provided the USGS with exact dates for prehis-
toric eruptions of Mount St. Helens, used dendrochronology 
(tree-ring dating) to narrow the earthquake timing. Compar-
ing the growth rings of the Copalis ghost forest with same-
species red cedars newly felled on a previously unlogged island 
in Willapa Bay, Yamaguchi narrowed the drowning date still 
further. Not until Atwater extracted tree roots from the Co-
palis muck, however, could Yamaguchi offer a more precise 
date: The trees’ last growing season was in 1699. 

By a series of serendipitous events, an interdisciplinary team 
of researchers was able to determine the precise day and hour 
the last Cascadia super-quake occurred. Born in Japan, Kenji 
Satake did his post-doctoral work at the California Institute of 
Technology and became interested in Cascadia’s earthquake 
history. When he, Yamaguchi, and their colleagues consulted 
several Japanese manuscripts that had recorded an “orphan” 

tsunami—one that occurred without local or nearby shak-
ing—they were able to name the month, day, and year of the 
mega-earthquake. Calculating the time it would have taken 
seismic sea waves to traverse the 5,000 miles across the Pacific 
Ocean to Japan, they found that the most recent Cascadia 
subduction zone upheaval occurred about nine in the evening 
on January 26, 1700. 

The scientists’ conclusion closely accords with Native 
American traditions. Tribal storytellers living on the Olympic 
Peninsula speak of a great conflict between Thunderbird and 
Whale, natural forces of mountain and sea. Hoh and Quileute 
peoples tell of enormous ocean waves that swept away entire 
villages. According to journals kept by James Swan, a pioneer 
settler in the northwest corner of Washington, a tribal leader 
named Billy Balch spoke of Pacific Ocean waters receding from 
Neah Bay and then returning to inundate the area, drowning 
many people. A northern California tribe retained a similar 

RIGHT: In 1964, Anchorage, Alaska, 
suffered extensive damage during 
a subduction zone earthquake 
with a moment magnitude of 
9.2. The quake caused the ground 
to shift and streets and roads 
collapsed several feet.

BELOW: The moment magnitude 
6.5 Puget Sound earthquake in 
1965 caused severe, widespread 
destruction in the region. 

BOTTOM: The 2001 magnitude 
6.8 Nisqually quake inflicted 
significant damage on the state 
capitol building in Olympia.

oral tradition: fierce shaking followed by floodwaters that 
spared only those who fled to high ground. 

H ow often does the Cascadia subduction zone  
 rupture, and when can we expect the next 
great earthquake? Unfortunately for predictive 
purposes, Atwater and his follow geologists 

found that the Cascadia earthquakes were distributed very 
irregularly in time. The statistical average between events 
is about 500 years, but that figure is misleading because the 
briefest interval between quakes was about 200 years and the 
longest was a full millennium. 

In the meantime, while the North American and Juan 
de Fuca plates are stuck fast, strain in the converging slabs is 
inexorably mounting. The North American plate bears the 
brunt of the strain and is the more distorted, buckling coastal 
areas upward. As measured by geodetic surveys, the northwest 
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Lacey V. Murrow & His 

UpstandinG” BridgeS

Under the leadership of Lacey V. Murrow 
(above), Washington’s young highways 
director, two history-making spans 
over Lake Washington and the Tacoma 
Narrows opened one day apart.

coastline has been steadily 
rising at the rate of 1.5 
to 3 millimeters a year. 
While the coast rises, the 
interior will slightly sub-
side—until the next major 
break occurs. 

When the Cascadia fault 
zone inevitably snaps, the 
bulging coastline will drop 
abruptly and the interior 
surface will rise. At the same 
time, the continental plate 
will slide to the west, dis-
placing vast quantities of 
seawater and spawning tsu-
namis that may continue 
for several hours. Steadily 
rising ocean levels and the 
erosive effects of increas-
ingly high tides and winter 
storms will intensify future 
tsunamis’ destructiveness, as 
will the duration of a Casca-
dia event. Most earthquakes 
in recorded history—which 
in the Northwest goes back 
scarcely 170 years—have 
lasted approximately 30 
to 45 seconds. In subduc-
tion zone quakes, however, 
intense shaking lasts four 
to six minutes, as it did 
in Alaska’s Prince William 
Sound 1964 earthquake. 
How high-rise structures in Seattle, Tacoma, and Portland will 
fare in such prolonged seismic testing is unknown. 

Since the establishment of the national Uniform Building 
Code in the mid 1990s, new edifices built in Pacific Northwest 
cities must be designed and built to resist seismic dangers. These 
buildings are better equipped to withstand strong earthquakes, 
but older structures also can be retrofitted to make them safer. 
Although some property owners believe that rehabilitating 
buildings is exorbitantly expensive, the cost of not retrofitting—
in terms of human lives—is even greater. 

A rchitectural engineers have designed many  
methods of strengthening existing buildings, 
including a technique known as the seismic base 
isolation system, in which the superstructure is  

 separated from the foundation so that the foundation absorbs 
the shaking while the main building remains unscathed. Japan 
has taken the lead in utilizing this technique, constructing 
about 2,600 commercial buildings and several thousand houses 
with seismic base isolation. In the acid test of the magnitude 

9.0 earthquake in 2011, 
retrofitted buildings suf-
fered no structural damage 
and remained completely 
functional, allowing some 
of them to be used as emer-
gency shelters. According 
to a 2013 study, only about 
100 structures in the Pacific 
Northwest have employed 
this quake-thwarting meth-
od, including Portland’s 
historic Pioneer Court-
house, built in 1875. 

Engineers will design 
other means of strength-
ening old buildings when 
cities pass laws requiring 
them, thereby safeguarding 
countless lives. Meanwhile, 
city administrators can 
insist that building own-
ers employ existing meth-
ods that include stabilizing 
parapets, securing exterior 
walls to roof and floor joists, 
and installing diagonal steel 
bracing, all of which proved 
effective in the 2001 Nis-
qually earthquake. 

Whether the region’s 
next earthquake originates 
tens of miles underground in 
the subducted Juan de Fuca 
slab or in a shallow rupture 

of the Seattle or Tacoma faults, or in the Cascadia subduction 
zone itself, the work of those who had the foresight to take seis-
mic threats seriously will be fully justified. In 1949, when the 
strongest earthquake to date inflicted damage throughout the 
Puget Sound area, the geological community had not yet heard 
of the concept of plate tectonics, let alone subduction zones. 
Only in the last few decades have geologists and civic leaders 
realized the lethal potential of the Cascadia fault, the reality of 
which is reflected in historian Will Durant’s observation: “Civi-
lization exists by geological consent, subject to change without 
notice.” Nowhere does Durant’s remark apply more forcefully 
than in the beautiful Pacific Northwest. &

Stephen L. Harris grew up in western Washington, where views of 
Mount Rainier inspired a lifelong interest in the volcanoes of the Cas-
cade Range. He is professor emeritus of humanities and religious studies 
at California State University, Sacramento, and author of Fire Moun-
tains of the West: The Cascade and Mono Lake Volcanoes. He wrote the 
introduction to Frederic Homer Balch’s Bridge of the Gods: A Romance of 
Indian Oregon (Washington State University Press, 2016).

The movement of tectonic plates stresses the earth’s crust, creating cracks 
and displacement that are the focus points of earthquake activity.

O
n July 1, 1940—what was likely one of the most momentous days of his pro-
fessional life—Washington Director of Highways Lacey V. Murrow received 
a telegram from London that read: “COngrATULATIOns hOpe yOU And BrIdges 
UpsTAndIng= jAneT And ed MUrrOw.” Greetings tinged with doubt may not 
have been the warm wishes the eldest Murrow brother most desired from his 
youngest brother, the well-known broadcast journalist Edward R. Murrow, on 
the occasion of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge’s dedication. But perhaps Lacey had 

shared with Edward the uncertain future the oscillating bridge deck posed for the 
span, nicknamed “Galloping Gertie” even before its completion. 

The following day Lacey Murrow joined Governor Clarence D. Martin on the 
podium again, this time for the ceremony opening a new bridge on Lake Washington 
in Seattle—the world’s first floating concrete bridge. Products of the Washington Toll 
Bridge Authority (WTBA) and New Deal funding, the two greatest bridges in the 
state’s history were the crowning achievements of the young engineer’s meteoric career.

“

BY CRAIG HOLSTINE
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Born June 30, 1904, in Polecat Creek, 
North Carolina, Lacey Van Buren Mur-
row came to Washington in 1914 with 
his parents, Roscoe and Ethel Murrow, 
and two younger brothers, Dewey and 
Egbert (later known as Edward). The 
impoverished family first lived in a 
tent and later in substandard housing 
in the small Skagit County village of 
Blanchard. During the years he attended 
Edison-Bow High School, Murrow spent 
summers as a surveyor on road con-
struction projects, including the scenic 
Chuckanut Drive between his home 
and Bellingham. Upon graduation he 
enrolled at Washington State College 
in Pullman. Murrow joined the Kappa 
Sigma Fraternity, managed the football 
team, and signed on with the ROTC. He 
excelled in math and engineering, which 
he combined with his gift for leadership 
when graduating from the engineering 
track of military science in 1926. 

After graduation Murrow followed 
the path most familiar to him. Since 
1920 his part-time employer had been 
the Washington State Department of 
Highways, where he had worked as a 
chainman, surveyor, and draftsman. 
Now he joined the department as a 

And a stunningly handsome face it 
was. The Spokane Spokesman-Review 
remarked that it had been fortunate for 
Clark Gable and other Hollywood stars 
that Murrow had chosen engineering 
over an acting career. Impeccably dressed, 
he cut a dashing figure, sporting a mous-
tache and pin-striped suits, a camel-hair 
overcoat, and occasionally the flight gear 
he donned when flying the first state-
owned airplane to meetings, ceremonies, 
and photo opportunities around Wash-
ington. Murrow’s youthful vigor comple-
mented his innovative management 
skills. Within a year his performance had 
“restored the Highway Department to a 
place in public confidence,” opined the 
Seattle Daily Times, referring to “roads 
that were not needed” and a lack of “good 
management and thrift” prior to Murrow’s 
ascendancy to the director’s job.

With New Deal assistance, Murrow 
implemented administrative reforms and 
oversaw the building of highways and 
some of the state’s most iconic bridges, 
including the bridges at Deception Pass 
and the Columbia River Bridge at Grand 
Coulee, which still define the landscape. 

In 1936 he accompanied Governor 
Martin to Washington, DC, to help 
secure federal infrastructure funding. 
Greater challenges prompted Murrow to 
look beyond available funding sources. 
Using as a model California’s toll bridge 
act, which facilitated building the San 
Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge, he and 
an attorney worked furiously to tailor a 
bill (House Bill 506) that would create 
a similar mechanism for funding bridge 
construction in Washington. 

With the act establishing the Wash-
ington Toll Bridge Authority (WTBA), 
the state legislature allowed the sale of 
revenue bonds that would be retired with 
funds raised from bridge tolls. The mea-
sure passed in time to allow partnering 
with the federal government on bridge 
projects of extraordinary scope and cost. 

Per the act’s provision, Murrow, as 
highways director, served on the WTBA’s 
board as chief engineer. To review the 
WTBA’s proposed projects, he assembled 
a board of consulting engineers that 
included some of the most respected engi-
neers in the region: Charles E. Andrew, 
principal consulting engineer (who had 
primary responsibility for the San Fran-
cisco–Oakland Bay Bridge); retired US 
Navy admiral Luther E. Gregory; R. B. 
McMinn, with the federal Bureau of Pub-
lic Roads; and R. H. Thomson, retired 
Seattle city engineer. Ray M. Murray, 
a resident engineer with the highways 
department who had helped design 
Seattle’s Aurora Bridge, became the lead 
engineer for the Lake Washington bridge 
project. Clark H. Eldridge, Murrow’s assis-
tant in the highways department, served 
in that role for the Tacoma Narrows 
project. In the minds of the press and the 
public, both bridges became inextricably 
linked to Lacey Murrow. 

Bridging the Narrows

Residents on both sides of Puget Sound’s 
narrowest point between Tacoma and the 
Kitsap Peninsula had long dreamed of 

the Tacoma Narrows Bridge prompted 
“the biggest celebration in Tacoma’s his-
tory,” according to the June 28, 1938, 
Tacoma News Tribune. Murrow and Gov-
ernor Martin attended a rally that filled 
the spacious seating of Stadium High 
School’s football stadium, thanks in part 
to free bus rides provided by the City of 
Tacoma. Murrow proceeded to Wash-
ington, DC, where he met with Public 
Works Administration (PWA) officials 
about the WTBA’s Lake Washington and 
Tacoma Narrows bridge projects. 

M
urrow’s July 8 telegram to his 
Olympia colleagues reported: 
“prOgress On ThIs prOjeCT [Ta-
coma Narrows] And LAke wAsh-
IngTOn [bridge] sATIsfACTOry. 
hOwever Is reqUIrIng COnsIder-
ABLy MOre TIMe wITh pwA ThAn 

OrIgInALLy AnTICIpATed.” The PWA 
rejected the Tacoma Narrows Bridge 
design drafted by Clark Eldridge as be-
ing too expensive (at $11 million), with 
its 25-foot-deep stiffening deck truss, 
insisting that the WTBA instead accept 
a sleeker, lighter, cheaper design by one 
of the nation’s leading suspension bridge 

highway engineer. While supervising 
construction of the major highway con-
necting Seattle and Tacoma, he came 
to the attention of Samuel J. Humes, 
director of the highways department. In 
November 1929, Humes selected Mur-
row to fill a vacancy left by the death of 
the Spokane district engineer. 

According to Murrow’s widow, Marge 
Murrow, Humes feared that both col-
leagues and the public would be uneasy 
about Lacey’s age—a mere 25—so Humes 
“upped it” to 33. “From then on, he never 
quite knew how old he was supposed to 
be,” Marge later recalled. Thus, the young 
engineer took on a job equivalent to a 
regional administrator in today’s Depart-
ment of Transportation. 

T
he Spokane assignment proved for-
tuitous for Murrow. He befriended 
Clarence D. Martin, the mayor of 
nearby Cheney, who was a rising 
star in the state’s Democratic Party. 
Elected governor in the Democratic 
landslide of 1932, Martin appointed 

Murrow as director of the highways 
department in March 1933, replacing 
Samuel Humes. At age 28, he became the 
youngest person to hold that position in 
the state’s history—and the youngest in 
the country, according to Pacific Builder 
and Engineer, a leading engineering jour-
nal of the time. The press, however, per-
petuated the earlier myth of his advanced 
age: one paper reported Murrow’s age as 
33, another 34, and three others said he 
was 37 years old. More than any other 
person, Lacey Murrow was the face of a 
new transportation era in Washington. 

replacing the outdated ferries that crossed 
the rushing tides there with a bridge. Au-
tomobile popularity in the 1920s, along 
with advancements in suspension bridge 
technology, fueled interest in a bridge. In 
1929 an engineer’s fanciful if somewhat 
aesthetically challenged design graced 
a city newspaper’s front page. As war 
loomed overseas, defense facilities around 
Puget Sound grew in size and importance, 
and a highway connecting Fort Lewis 
with the Bremerton Naval Shipyards 
became a national defense priority. But 
federal funding remained elusive, de-
spite New Deal stimulus. In his letter of 
August 14, 1937, Washington senator 
Homer T. Bone wrote: “Dear Lacey . . . 
If there is any possible way that we can 
secure funds for the Narrows Bridge we 
are going to try to do it.”

The WTBA’s announcement that 
it was sending Murrow to the nation’s 
capital to apply for federal funding for 

The PWA rejected the Tacoma Narrows Bridge design 

drafted by Clark Eldridge as being too expensive (at 

$11 million), insisting that the WTBA instead accept a 

sleeker, lighter, cheaper design by one of the nation’s 

leading suspension bridge engineers. . . .

ABOVE: Pilots H. R. Wallace and Lacey V. 
Murrow pose in front of a 116th National 
Guard Observation Squadron biplane, 1932. 

BELOW: Left to right, Edward, Lacey, 
and Dewey Murrow (Helen Murrow in 
background) at Kalaloch Resort on the 
Olympic Peninsula, c. 1937. 

FACING PAGE: Lacey Murrow, hat in hand, on 
left, during the ribbon-cutting ceremony at 
the east end of the ill-fated Tacoma Narrows 
Bridge on July 1, 1940.

C
ourtesy H

elen M
urrow

 Best

Ta
co

m
a 

Pu
bl

ic
 L

ib
ra

ry

G
w

in H
icks C

ollection, Lacey M
useum

, Lacey, W
ash.



COLUMBIA 17 SPRING 2017COLUMBIA 16 SPRING 2017

engineers, Leon Moisseiff. The New 
York consulting engineer had introduced 
the “deflection theory” to suspension 
bridge engineering, intended to elimi-
nate the need for heavy, rigid trusses. 

Moisseiff ’s well-established reputa-
tion derived from his involvement with 
numerous signature suspension bridges 
around the country. He claimed his 
design, with its eight-foot-deep plate 
deck girder, record length-to-width 
ratio, and only two traffic lanes, would be 
suitable for the Tacoma Narrows crossing 
at a reduced cost. “send TO L.s. MOIsseIff, 
99 wALL sTreeT, new yOrk, seT BrIdge 
desIgn speCIfICATIOns,” wired Murrow, 
sealing the fate of the doomed bridge. 

To obtain the funding, Murrow was 
thus pressed to accept the demands 
of the PWA and reject the design 
of his own engineers, who objected 
to Moisseiff ’s plan as “fundamentally 
unsound.” The WTBA board of con-
sulting engineers went so far as to “ques-
tion the adequacy of the superstructure 
but was assured by Mr. Moisseiff of 
its sufficiency,” recalled board chair-
man Charles Andrew in a 1952 article 

floating concrete pontoons across Lake 
Washington via Mercer Island. Design-
ing concrete ships and barges during 
World War I had inspired Hadley’s 
dream of using floating concrete to sup-
port a bridge deck, something that had 
never been done. 

The novel concept had been lam-
pooned as “Hadley’s Folly” since he first 
proposed it in 1921. Murrow later wrote 
that Hadley’s ideas were “of a general, 
not detailed, nature . . . [but the] rec-
ommended route was substantially the 
one later adopted.” Lake Washington’s 
considerable depth (250 feet along the 
chosen route) and soft clay bottom (about 
150 feet thick) for most of the route ren-
dered a conventional bridge with 400-
foot piers prohibitively expensive. 

Earlier suggestions for a bridge crossing 
a narrower stretch of lake from Seward 
Park would have cut relatively few miles 
from the existing curvilinear route around 
the south end of the lake. A bridge cross-
ing the approximate middle of the lake 
to the north end of Mercer Island, with 
a connection to the east shore on a con-
ventional bridge span, would provide the 
most direct route to and from downtown 
Seattle via tunnels cut through Mount 
Baker Ridge. Combined with a new state-
funded highway from the lake’s east shore, 
the distance from Seattle to North Bend 
would be reduced by about 14 miles. 

A
fter reviewing preliminary bridge 
plans, the board of consulting en-
gineers directed Murrow to prepare 
detailed specifications. Design then 
fell to the Department of High-
ways’ engineers, with oversight 
by the consulting team. Murrow 

reportedly assured Hadley that he would 
eventually be given credit for his idea, 
even though he, Hadley, could not be 
charged with designing the bridge for 
fear that his affiliation with the Cement 
Association would be perceived as exert-
ing undue influence on public officials 

promoting a bridge of concrete construc-
tion. In fact, Murrow did give Hadley the 
credit due him in a 1940 article in Pacific 
Builder and Engineer. 

Public support for the Lake Washing-
ton Floating Bridge faced much stiffer 
headwinds than the Tacoma Narrows. 
Seattleites were divided over the issue. 
To some, a bridge bobbing on floating 
concrete pontoons conjured images of 
unsightly barges tethered precariously 
across their beautiful lake. The Seattle 
Daily Times derisively referred to the 
proposal as “the scow-crossing.” Times 
publisher C. B. Blethen feared “that our 
principal beauty spot [Lake Washington] 
would be destroyed almost completely” 
by concrete pontoons. In a special 
“Bridge” section of the December 1, 
1938, Seattle Daily Times, he opposed the 
bridge idea as “altogether too dangerous 

Attorney Robert Porterfield, a critic 
of the bridge’s proposed toll funding, 
claimed, “In my opinion, this bridge ulti-
mately is going to find its way on the backs 
of the taxpayers as have other bridges in 
many cases.” Despite his opposition, the 
board voted overwhelmingly in favor of 
the resolution, which included a proviso 
that the bridge would be built at no cost 
to Seattle property owners. 

P
rominent bridge supporters included 
Miller Freeman, a Seattle trade 
publication owner and chairman of 
the Lake Washington Bridge and 
Highway Association. In a letter, he 
confided to Murrow: “Regarding the 
opposition, I find that really it does 

not exist,” and recounted minimal pro-
testers at Seattle meetings. He concluded 
with a vote of confidence: “This particular 
enterprise is a shining example of the 
superior engineering skill of your depart-
ment and of the high order of intelligence 
being employed by your department in 
developing a thoroughly modern highway 
system in the State of Washington.” 

Perhaps most influential of Washing-
ton’s congressional delegation in winning 
approval for the project was Representa-
tive Warren G. Magnuson. In a May 19, 
1938, letter, Magnuson wrote: “It seems 
to me, Lacey, that we stand a good chance 
of getting this PWA grant,” and empha-
sized the importance of the bridge’s being 
“of vital interest to me and the district I 
represent.” The PWA reportedly “served 
notice” that it would cancel the funds 
allocated to the project if the Seattle City 
Council failed to endorse the bridge. The 
council, in a special session, stood 5–4 
against a resolution endorsing the proj-
ect, with one council member pledging 
to reverse his vote if Murrow could guar-
antee that Seattle taxpayers would not be 
“stuck” for any bridge costs. 

in Highway News. Nevertheless, the 
WTBA accepted the Public Works grant 
and the Reconstruction Finance Corpo-
ration’s loan, totaling nearly $6 million. 

News of the funding set off wild cel-
ebrations in Tacoma in late September 
1938. “This is the greatest thing that has 
happened to Tacoma in 50 years,” said 
Congressman John M. Coffee. “I share 
with all my Tacoma district friends the 
splendid feeling of something great. . . .” 
The WTBA signed contracts with the 
Pacific Bridge Company, the General 
Construction Company, and the Colum-
bia Construction Company, and work 
began on November 23, 1938, slightly 
over a month before construction started 
on the Lake Washington Floating Bridge.

Floating Dreams

Taking risks was in Lacey Murrow’s 
nature. On June 10, 1937, over lunch 
in Olympia with Homer M. Hadley, a 
Seattle engineer with the Portland Ce-
ment Association, Murrow pounced on 
Hadley’s proposal to build a bridge of 

a toy upon which to spend so much of 
the taxpayers’ money. . . . The taxpayers 
of this community have been the victims 
of many outrages, but no one instance in 
the past can compare with this in effron-
tery and audacity.” 

Murrow assumed the role of WTBA 
salesman and took every opportunity 
to sell the bridge to a skeptical public. 
His flamboyant style captured attention 
in June 1938 when he made what the 
Seattle Daily Times called a “special trip” 
to Seattle from a National Guard train-
ing event at Camp Murray. The Seattle 
Chamber of Commerce Board of Trustees 
was then debating a resolution support-
ing the controversial proposal. The situ-
ation provided Murrow the opportunity 
to display his flair for the dramatic when 
he arrived in “flying togs” to beseech the 
board’s support for the bridge. 

TOP LEFT: State and local officials, 
including Lacey Murrow (upper left) at the 
start of east portal tunnel excavation, Lake 
Washington Bridge Project, April 4, 1939.

BOTTOM LEFT: Pontoon A-1 of the Lake 
Washington Floating Bridge, navigating 
through the Hiram M. Chittenden Locks 
in Seattle, October 13, 1939.

Over lunch in Olympia with Homer M. Hadley, 

a Seattle engineer with the Portland Cement 

Association, Murrow pounced on Hadley’s proposal 

to build a bridge of floating concrete pontoons 

across Lake Washington.

The east end of the newly opened Tacoma 
Narrows Bridge, also known as Galloping 
Gertie, and its toll booths, 1940. 
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John Boettiger provided crucial sup-
port in his many Seattle Post-Intelligencer 
editorials. In his editorial on the day of 
the city council’s vote, Boettiger called 
on the council to endorse the bridge 
and reject the “muddled thinking of 
a reactionary newspaper” (i.e., the 
Seattle Daily Times) and “the protests 
of a noisy minority.”

On December 21, 1938, the coun-
cil voted 5–4 in favor of the proposal, 
the result of one member reversing his 
earlier vote, satisfied with Murrow’s 
assurance that Seattle would not have 
to cover any bridge costs. Murrow had 
wired Seattle mayor Arthur Langlie the 
day before to announce that revised 
construction bids were “MOsT sATIsfAC-
TOry” and that the WTBA had received 
a PWA grant of $3,794,400, “MAkIng 
The COnsTrUCTIOn Of The LAke wAsh-
IngTOn BrIdge And ApprOAChes vIrTU-
ALLy An ACCOMpLIshed fACT.” Ironically, 
one of the council members casting an 
opposing vote was Samuel J. Humes, 
whom Murrow had replaced as high-
ways director. As noted earlier, Humes 

passed over many older, more experi-
enced engineers when he made Murrow 
a district engineer. 

O
n Christmas Eve, the WTBA 
accepted the $5 million in rev-
enue bonds to complement the 
PWA grant, and construction 
contracts were hastily prepared 
and signed with a consortium 
of companies calling themselves 

Pontoon Bridge Builders. Governor 
Martin and Murrow held a ground-
breaking ceremony on December 29, 
allowing construction to begin on 
the Lake Washington Floating Bridge 
before the offer of federal funding was 
to expire at midnight on December 
31. At a banquet in Bellevue after the 
ceremonial ground-breaking attended 
by 500 celebrants, Governor Martin 

proclaimed it a “great day 
for Washington.” “The 
great sleeping giant that 
is Seattle has awakened,” 
announced ardent sup-
porter George W. Light-
foot, president of the East 
Side Federated Clubs and 
known as the “Father of 
the Lake Washington 
Bridge” for his early pro-
motion of the crossing. 

Construction began immediately on 
the “twin-bore” tunnels through Mount 
Baker Ridge to connect the bridge with 
the South Downtown (SoDo) district. 
Twenty-five hollow, steel-reinforced 
concrete pontoons, some as long as 
football fields, designed to pass through 
the Ballard Locks between Lake Union 
and Lake Washington, were assembled 
in a “graving dock” on Harbor Island 
in Seattle’s south end. Following a year 
and half of debate, design, and fund-
ing maneuvers, and another 18 months 
of construction employing over 3,000 
people, the dream of a floating concrete 
bridge became reality in barely three 
years’ time, an inconceivable feat in 
today’s world. 

Celebrating “Upstanding” Bridges

An estimated 10,000 people celebrated 
the opening of the Tacoma Narrows 
Bridge on July 1, 1940. It had been com-
pleted in record time: barely 19 months, 
about half the normal construction 
time for a bridge of its size and type. As 
Lacey Murrow and Governor Martin 
looked on, officers representing the 
commands of Fort Lewis and the Puget 
Sound Naval Shipyard at Bremerton 
cut ribbons at both ends of the bridge 
that now linked the two military facili-
ties. The bridge was indeed a structure 
of impressive size and beauty: the third 
longest suspension bridge in the world, 
its slender, light, flexible features the 
essence of Moisseiff ’s deflection theory, 
and its Art Deco/Art Moderne design 
an aesthetic masterpiece. 

A day later, on the west shore of 
Lake Washington, a crowd gathered for 
the dedication of the world’s first float-
ing concrete pontoon bridge. Governor 
Martin declared, “You will enjoy deeper 
pride to know and remember that this 
unique bridge was conceived, designed, 
and built by a man of Washington, 
our own Lacey V. Murrow.” Although 
the governor’s characterization of the 

engineer’s role in the project was hyper-
bole, Murrow’s contributions had been 
crucial in the bridge’s development and 
ultimate completion. 

Even C. B. Blethen was won over, 
proclaiming in the Seattle Daily Times 
that the day had come for him to “eat 
crow.” In the first private automobile to 
cross the bridge two days before the dedi-
cation, Blethen toured the new bridge 
with Murrow and proclaimed, “Its effect 
upon me was both stunning and excit-
ing. . . . We have acquired something a 
hundred times more valuable than what 
we have lost” (i.e., an unspoiled view 
of Lake Washington). Another special 
“Bridge” section in the Times ran an arti-
cle titled “Murrow’s Rise Like [Horatio] 
Alger Tale,” heaping praise for his many 
accomplishments and including a photo 
of Murrow and Blethen shaking hands 
on the bridge. The Times was impressed 
by Murrow’s youthful appearance—or 
suspected an age discrepancy—when the 
article noted that he “looks surprisingly 
younger than his 44 years.” That day, 
June 30, 1940, Lacey Murrow celebrated 
his 36th birthday.

Gertie’s Last Gallop

The celebrations were short-lived. Gal-
loping Gertie’s oscillating deck prompted 
F. Burt Farquharson at the University of 
Washington’s Engineering Experiment 
Station to accelerate studies to deter-
mine wind effects on the structure. With 
WTBA and PWA sponsorship, aerody-
namic testing of Tacoma Narrows Bridge 
models had begun at the UW as early 
as 1939. Observing the structure itself, 
Farquharson’s interest changed from 
academic curiosity to serious concern as 
the bridge’s movements became what he 
termed “potentially dangerous.” 

Within days after the bridge’s dedi-
cation, the Tacoma Times reported that 
Murrow and Eldridge were said to “enter-
tain slight hope they’ll be able to remove 
all vibration; they do hope to reduce it.” 
In early September, Murrow requested 
permission from the Northern Pacific 
Railway to build 200-ton concrete 
anchor blocks in the railroad right-of-
way below the bridge approaches, from 
which steel cables would be attached 

to the deck. Once installed, the cables 
did reduce movement in the side spans, 
despite one cable’s failure, but ultimately 
they did nothing to correct the “gallop-
ing” of the center span. 

Corrective measures and wind studies 
continued into the fall of 1940. By then 
it seems likely that Murrow knew the 
bridge could not be stabilized. As a mem-
ber of the Washington National Guard, 
Murrow was one of 400,000 Guardsmen 
called to active duty September 16 in 
the National Guard Mobilization Act 
passed by Congress on August 27, 1940. 
To Governor Martin in his September 13 
letter of resignation, Murrow announced 
that he had “received orders to report to 
the 41st Division Headquarters . . . for 
active field training for a period of not 
less than one year.” He seemed to imply 
that he felt compelled to resign when he 
called the letter “perhaps the most diffi-
cult that I have ever attempted to write 
in my eighteen years of experience with 
this department.” 

“The only alternative [to resignation] 
would be to request a leave of absence 
which I am advised could be given under 
the terms of the Federal Act directing 
the mobilization in the event that the 
Governor were disposed to grant such a 
leave.” Apparently, Murrow was reluctant 
to request leave, but the reason is unclear. 
Citing “numerous important settlements 
yet remaining concerning the Lake 
Washington and Narrows Bridges,” Lacey 

offered to work weekends to help close 
out unresolved contract issues. Effective 
September 20, Lacey Murrow’s career as 
director of the highways department and 
WTBA chief engineer ended after six 
years and seven months. 

F
orty-seven days later, on November 
7, 1940, at 11:02 in the morning, 
after a half-hour of severe move-
ment in winds over 42 miles per 
hour, much of Galloping Gertie’s 
main span fell into Puget Sound. A 
victim not of unforeseen gale-force 

winds but of design flaws, Gertie became 
the most infamous failure in bridge 
history. Its plate-girder deck, acting as 
a sail in moderate breezes, created a 
vortex of swirling wind force contribut-
ing to a “torsional flutter”—or twisting 
motion—that became self-generating. 
The bridge’s extremely light, flexible 
construction offered little resistance to 
the torsional forces that a more conven-
tional stiffening deck truss would have 
provided. Gertie represented the slender, 
delicate fashion in bridges of the time 
and became the last suspension bridge 
designed without wind-tunnel testing to 
determine aerodynamic effects. 

Visiting the site the day of the catas-
trophe, Murrow was reportedly “heart-
broken” and “too visibly shaken to 
remain.” “No one man can be blamed 
for the collapse of the Narrows bridge,” 
said the former WTBA chief engineer. 

A victim not of unforeseen gale-force winds but of 

design flaws, Gertie became the most infamous failure 

in bridge history. Its plate-girder deck, acting as a sail 

in moderate breezes, created a vortex of swirling wind 

force . . . that became self-generating.
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LEFT: The July 6, 1940, 
issue of the trade journal 
Pacific Builder and 
Engineer featured both 
the Lake Washington 
Floating Bridge and the 
Tacoma Narrows Bridge 
on its cover and inside.

FACING PAGE: The 
writhing Tacoma 
Narrows Bridge shortly 
before its collapse on 
November 7, 1940, just 
four months after it 
opened for traffic.



COLUMBIA 21 SPRING 2017COLUMBIA 20 SPRING 2017

FROM THE COLLECTION

“All of us studied the plans and approved 
them. . . . Every major bridge construc-
tion job is an independent adventure 
with peculiar problems all of its own. 
There is, therefore, a certain amount of 
risk which is inevitable.” It can only be 
speculated how much he blamed himself 
and whether Gertie’s galloping hastened 
his departure from state service. 

Retrospect

Lacey Murrow loved flying, and the 
promise of an aviation career in the US 
Army Air Corps may have enticed him 
into leaving his highway and WTBA 
jobs. Since his days with the Washington 
National Guard’s 116th Observation 
Squadron in Spokane, Murrow had 
been an avid pilot, conducting what 
were reportedly the country’s first aerial 
surveys to determine the best routes for 
new roads and highways. Putting the loss 
of one of his “upstanding” bridges behind 
him, Lieutenant Colonel Murrow served 

briefly with the Army’s 41st Division at 
Camp Murray. 

Soon off to Europe, he studied British 
land, sea, and air transportation coordi-
nation and met with his brother Ed, who 
was broadcasting the war for CBS Radio. 
After his promotion to full colonel, he 
served in all theaters of the war, includ-
ing the South Pacific, where he visited 
his brother Dewey, then a major in the 
Army Corps of Engineers. As chief of 
transportation for US Army Air Forces, 
China-Burma-India Theater, Lacey came 
to the attention of Generalissimo Chiang 
Kai-Shek, who approved his appointment 
to an important liaison post. After service 
in the Korean War, Murrow retired from 
the military as a brigadier general and 
founded an engineering firm consisting of 
prestigious transportation engineers.

In December 1966, a year and half 
after his youngest brother Edward died of 
lung cancer and after losing a lung to can-
cer himself, Lacey Murrow took his own 
life. A recipient of the Legion of Merit, 
Bronze Star, Air Medal, and numer-
ous other decorations bestowed by the 
United States and her allies, he was bur-
ied in Arlington National Cemetery. On 
March 20, 1967, the Washington State 
Highway Commission voted to name 
the Lake Washington Floating Bridge “in 
honor of the engineer whose leadership 

turned this daring proposal into real-
ity.” In June of that year, Lacey Murrow’s 
widow Marge and brother Dewey, along 
with Senator Henry M. Jackson, joined 
other dignitaries in commemorating his 
legacy in Seattle. 

T
he two bridges dedicated in July 
1940 profoundly affected the re-
gion’s character as well as bridge 
engineering around the world. 
Murrow’s role has been all but for-
gotten in the history of Galloping 
Gertie, whose ruins on the Tacoma 

Narrows bottom are now seen only by 
the most daring underwater adventurers. 
Standing above the ruins are Gertie’s 
successors, completed in 1950 and 2007, 
versions of a graceful technology whose 
advances in aerodynamic design owe so 
much to Gertie’s failure. 

The bridge across Lake Washing-
ton proved successful beyond Murrow’s 
wildest dreams: tolls retired the revenue 
bonds in 9 years, 19 years ahead of sched-
ule; populations and real estate values 
exploded on Mercer Island and in East-
side communities; and calls for a second 
floating bridge were soon heard in Seattle 
and beyond. Homer Hadley’s role finally 
received public recognition in 1993 when 
the new, parallel bridge built in the late 
1980s for westbound traffic was named 
the Homer M. Hadley Memorial Bridge.

That first floating concrete pontoon 
bridge, rebuilt in 1993 after it sank dur-
ing a storm while undergoing repairs 
and refurbishing, has inspired similar 
structures across the globe, including 
three others in Washington. In 2010 and 
2012, respectively, the American Society 
of Civil Engineers dedicated the rebuilt 
Lacey V. Murrow Memorial Bridge and 
Tacoma Narrows Bridges as National 
Historic Civil Engineering Landmarks, 
a distinction shared by a select few feats 
of engineering. They are “upstanding” in 
ways the Murrow brothers could scarcely 
have dreamed.5

Craig Holstine is a historian in the Washington 
State Department of Transportation’s Cultural 
Resources Program. He co-curated, with Clark 
McAbee, Peak of Their Professions: The Murrow 
Brothers, a traveling museum exhibit.

The Lake Washington Floating Bridge  
was renamed in honor of Lacey V. Murrow 
on June 30, 1967. Left to right: Dewey 
Murrow, Senator Henry M. Jackson, 
Representative C. W. Beck, Marge Murrow, 
Miss Kitsap (Kathleen Jo Dawson), Miss 
Port Orchard (name unknown), and 
Charles E. Andrew, the project engineer 
who helped design the bridge. 
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Thomas Badger portrait of 
Captain Nathan Winship, 1850.

The Winship Journals

Special Collections recently received three 
significant ship’s journals documenting the fur 
trade on the Northwest Coast in the early 19th 

century. These were created by the Winship family, 
early Boston traders and entrepreneurs. Their great 
interest in the potential of the Northwest fur trade 

prompted them to dispatch 
two of their ships, O’Cain 
and Albatross, to explore 
the possibilities of trade 
between 1802 and 1812. 
The two large journals 
are entitled: Journal 
kept on board the Ship 
Albatross, Nathan Winship, 
Commander, on a voyage 
from Boston to the North 
West Coast of America and 
China in the years 1809, 10, 
11, 12 by William A. Gale, 
and Jonathan Winship, Junr 

and Journal of a Voyage from Boston to the North Pacific 
Ocean, from thence to China back to Boston 1805, 6, 7, 8. 
It being his second voyage Round the Globe.

  The Albatross’s journal recounts the voyage and 
details a trip 40 miles up the Columbia River in 1810 plus 
an attempt to establish a fort at Oak Point on the river’s 
southern shore. The second volume, the journal of the 
O’Cain, details an exploration of the California coast, 
the discovery of Humboldt Bay, and the acquisition of 
furs for the China trade. Both journals include numerous 
mentions of encounters with indigenous peoples along the 
coast. There is also a third volume, Particular occurrences, 
Ship O’Cain, that contains highlights from various voyages 
undertaken by Captain Jonathan Winship. 

These three volumes, collected by Eberhard Giesecke 
in the early 1960s, are a significant addition to the 
Historical Society’s collections. They will be extremely 
useful to those researching the early history of the 
Pacific Northwest.u
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Clean 
Up the 

Slackers

small, close-knit farming communities could easily monitor the 
activities of residents and the migrant labor workforce during 
the harvest season. 

On November 2, 1917, the Council of National Defense 
passed a resolution that stated: “Voluntary patriotic organiza-
tions and committees in each state shall work through and 
under the guidance of the State Council of Defense.” This 
ordinance exemplified the importance of “grassroots” patriotic 
groups within the realm of defense council propaganda and of 
managing social expectations during wartime. These groups 
were most often organized by members of county or commu-
nity defense councils and existed as nongovernmental agencies 
that worked in tandem with the councils. Consisting mainly of 
farmers, local businessmen, fraternal orders, and other promi-
nent citizens, they assisted with the general “organization of 
patriotic feelings” within a given community. 

CDCs were used to single out citizens who may not have 
bought their “fair share” of war bonds or who were unenthu-
siastic about patriotic rallies and events that encouraged sup-
port for the war. Patriotic organizations that took shape as 
semiofficial, quasi-governmental agencies performed many of 
the local union-quashing measures the WSCD thought would 
be needed to circumvent or, if the situation arose, confront 
agitation by members of the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW) and its agricultural branch, the Agricultural Workers 
Industrial Union (AWIU), during wartime harvests. After it 
formed in November 1917, the Colfax Patriotic League initi-
ated a “patriotic movement” in the Palouse. Other Palouse 
towns contacted Colfax league officials for help organizing 
similar leagues within their communities. In the northwest 
corner of the Palouse, the city of Sprague asked the Colfax 
Patriotic League to “help them clean up the slackers.” Sprague 
formed its own league shortly thereafter. 

By spring 1918, similar organizations took shape in other 
towns in the region, including Endicott, Oakesdale, Pullman, 
Palouse, Dayton, Moscow, and Lewiston, Idaho. Pullman’s patri-
otic league was formed during a meeting of representatives from 
the town’s various fraternal societies, ostensibly to give Pullman 
the machinery necessary to cope with any and all problems “con-
fronting the community that will exist during wartime.” The fol-
lowing evening a second meeting of the group, presided over by 
E. N. Hinchcliff, formulated the organization’s bylaws, and the 
Pullman Patriotic League was officially chartered. In their char-
ter, the league vowed to remove “that undesirable element—the 
IWWs,” whose members, it was presumed, would become “very 
active preaching anarchism and unrest” during the grain harvest 
and whose activities, the league felt, required close surveillance. 

The fraternal societies active in the Pullman CDC included 
the Benevolent Protective Order of Elks (BPOE), Independent 
Order of Odd Fellows (IOOF), and the American Legion. The 
BPOE and American Legion actually inserted addendums into 
their bylaws calling for “an end to the treasonable action” of 
certain Americans, namely the IWW. Such rhetoric led to vio-
lent clashes between the two sides in other areas of the state, 
including the 1919 Centralia Massacre. Pullman’s local Free-
mason Lodge does not seem to have played a part in the highly 
politicized matter. The Freemasons usually stayed away from 
such issues, refusing to take sides with anyone.

T
welve miles north of Pullman, the Colfax Patriotic 
League published the names of townsmen labeled as 
“slackers” in area newspapers. Upon seeing his name 
in the paper on the list of “financial slackers,” one man 
immediately went to his banker and purchased Liberty 
Bonds. Having “used abusive language” with previous 

loan drive volunteers, he had since “been penitent,” noted the 
league. Those who refused to purchase bonds previously had, 
after the creation of the Colfax Patriotic League, “become 
patriotic and fully within sympathy for the war.” 

Patriotic Leagues were not only propaganda machines for 
the sale of war bonds. They were an excellent means of pres-
suring community members to volunteer for area harvests and 
thus circumvent the migrant labor workforce deemed disloyal 
because of IWW organization and influence. Through the 
enforcement of the wartime status quo, the leagues proved 
effective in finding “untroublesome workers” in times of both C

ongress established the United States Council of Na-
tional Defense in 1916 to help a woefully unprepared 
United States mobilize the domestic front to get ready 
for war in Europe. The council prescribed sets of guide-
lines to facilitate the organization of all war-related 
industries (food production, munitions, lumber, ship 

and airplane manufacturing, and so forth) throughout the 
country. With the federal government unable to attend to the 
minutiae of each state’s war production capabilities and 
quotas, the National Defense Council requested the 
formation of individual state defense councils to take 
charge of and mobilize their own labor forces for the 
manufacture of war materiel. 

On June 16, 1917, two months after the United 
States declared war against Germany, Governor 
Ernest Lister formed the Washington State Council 
of Defense (WSCD) to ensure a successful mobilization 
of war-related industries and production statewide. Lister 
described the newly created council as an “adequate agency 
within the state to take charge of and properly direct war 
activities, under the direction of the National Council.” In 
Washington one of the most pressing issues was increasing 
food production, specifically the wheat harvest. This boosted 

the 
Slackers

World War I Brought Forced Patriotism  
to the Palouse

By Robert M. Lambeth

The persistence and overzealous efforts of members 
of the various CDCs and their Patriotic League 
counterparts in the Palouse effectively stamped 

out subversive activity in the region, whether that 
radicalism was real or imagined.

FACING PAGE: Palouse harvest hands gathering and bundling 
wheat, 1916. Farm hands worked long, grueling hours in the 

hot sun during harvest—small wonder they wanted to agitate 
for better wages and working conditions.

RIGHT: Notices published in area newspapers, such as this 
one in the February 1, 1918, Pullman Herald, furthered the 

propaganda goals of the local Community Defense Councils.
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southeastern Washington’s Palouse region to prime impor-
tance in the eyes of the WSCD. 

Seeking to foment patriotic nationalism in an effort to 
manage the workforce as well as the average citizen, the coun-
cil established a presence within almost every community. In 
the end, this resulted in the intimidation and harassment of 
hundreds of Washington residents. To achieve its ends, the 
defense council nurtured an atmosphere of hostility through-

out its networks of local informants and media partner-
ships, which sometimes justified their existence by 
concocting ominous threats about radical socialist 
conspiracies working to destabilize and eventually 
overthrow of the United States government. 

Community defense councils (CDCs) were, as the 
name implies, local-level branches of the state defense 

council. Present within even the smallest communities, 
CDCs became one of Washington’s most efficient means 

of disseminating wartime propaganda. The CDCs and other 
“patriotic organizations” acted most effectively as extrajudicial 
prescribers of pro-war and anti-labor sentiment throughout the 
duration of World War I. These groups had the greatest effect 
in sparsely populated agricultural areas, such as Washington’s 
Palouse region, where locally administered groups within the 
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During the war, AWIU 
farm hands and organiz-
ers demanded three dol-
lars for a 10-hour day, 
and opposed the average 
Palouse farm labor wages 
of one to two dollars for up to 
16-hour days at peak harvest. This 
fact not only motivated area growers to 
produce more wheat but also to keep 
IWW labor agitation as far from their 
fields as possible. To help facilitate 
removal of the “Harvest Wobblies,” 
CDCs and local patriotic organizations 
demonized the IWW and its AWIU 
branch while it bombarded the region 
with the “patriotic necessity” of vol-
unteering for the harvest as a wartime 
community service. 

The Colfax Patriotic League released 
a notice through the region’s largest 
newspaper, the Spokesman-Review, in 
November 1917, urging any and all 
members of the Colfax community 
who considered themselves patriots to 
“shun and ostracize” those within the 
community thought to be disloyal. 
Such charges of disloyalty could have 
been anything from making “treason-
able utterances” to displaying “passive 
loyalty.” In other words, the loosely-
defined meaning of “treason” could include professing doubt 
about an Allied victory or refusing to volunteer for harvest 
labor when called upon. 

The broad classifications of disloyalty during wartime were 
used to curtail any possibility of the local citizenry “speaking 
ill of the United States and her allies,” but they also ensured 
that the grain harvest remained unthreatened. Refusal to fall 
in line with the patriotic status quo meant risking one’s repu-
tation and even being ostracized by the community. 

I
n February 1918, Food Supply Committee chairman 
Charles Hebberd sent a telegram to all patriotic leagues 
in the state, imploring them to work with county agri-
cultural agents to “implement every device possible for 
increased food production.” Hebberd encouraged the 
leagues to “fire their imaginations” and join with local 

school superintendents and women’s organizations to orga-
nize regional farm production campaigns. In the name of na-
tional necessity, Hebberd challenged all local organizations 
to “plan utmost cooperation with agricultural departments to 
consolidate public sentiment and a spirit of national service.” 
One result was the implementation of the labor drive. 

Labor drives were sporadic campaigns organized by patriotic 
leagues and CDC officials. They purchased advertising space, 
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labor scarcity and attempts at union organization. The leagues 
proved to be the WSCD’s most useful tool in the management 
of wartime expectations and propaganda within the small 
farming communities throughout southeastern Washington. 
In 1918 the Palouse farming region covered about 1.7 million 
acres of farmland, 400,000 of which were planted in wheat. 
Although fruit, beets, and lentils were harvested in the region, 
it was “king wheat” that reigned supreme in the Palouse. To 
increase grain production, the federal government fixed the 
price of wheat, hoping to entice farmers into cultivating as 
much acreage as possible in the years immediately before 
and during the war. Environmental historian Andrew Duffin 
explains, “The high commodity prices of 1914–1919 encour-
aged farmers to plant every available acre in order to cash in 
on the misfortunes of European farmers and to contribute to 
the American war effort.” 

P
rior to the war, Palouse wheat held steady at 75 
cents a bushel, but by 1916 the price rose to an 
average of $2.20 a bushel, an extraordinary price 
for wheat at that time. The record-high market 
prices translated into huge profits for most Pa-
louse farmers, yet wages for the migrant harvest 

hands remained stagnant, and the AWIU agitated for both 
better wages and shorter hours. 

gave public speeches, and even knocked 
on doors in a concerted effort to mobi-
lize, by any means necessary, volun-
teer labor forces within the small farm 
towns of the Palouse. Those “loyal and 
patriotic” citizens who offered to assist 
were signed up for the “labor reserve,” 
organized and operated by Washington 
State College (WSC, now Washington 
State University) and the United States 
Department of Agriculture. 

Labor reserve committees were orga-
nized within almost every Patriotic 
League and consisted of volunteer com-
mittee members who traveled amongst 
the different farms of their respective 
communities to gauge the labor situ-
ation. The Sprague Patriotic League 
used the war-labor drives to demand 
that retired farmers in the area volunteer 
their services as harvest laborers. Patri-
otic League head H. W. McCabe deliv-
ered a speech to the citizens of Sprague 
in April 1918, insisting that “all men not 

regularly employed shall help harvest the crops. This applies to 
retired farmers.” He threatened that those who refused would 
be classified as slackers. 

This system of “calling folks out” at public rallies and loan 
drives effectively shamed a number of citizens into volunteer-
ing as harvest hands. Few people wished to face the humili-
ation and social stigma that came with having their name 
printed in the newspaper next to the word “slacker” or “idler.” 

John Roberts, a retired train conductor from Genesee, Idaho, 
volunteered his vacation and weekend time during the harvest 
to help as a farmhand on W. W. Robertson’s threshing crew. 
Roberts usually went on fly-fishing trips during his summer 
vacation, but in 1918 he “demonstrated his desire to help win 
the war” by harvesting wheat instead. 

League members and “loyal” citizens accused hundreds of 
their fellow community members across Washington of being 
slackers and idlers. In many cases, those accusations served 
to “encourage” men in cities and in the farming communities 
to spend their vacation time in the Palouse to help with the 
harvest. Men who worked in retail, banking, and office jobs 
were the primary targets of promotional bulletins; the leagues 
called on them to do “real men’s work” in the fields while 
women could be “supplied to replace them” at their office 
jobs. The most commonly besieged white-collar employees 

The broad classifications of disloyalty during 
wartime ensured that the grain harvest remained 

unthreatened. Refusal to fall in line with the patriotic 
status quo meant risking one’s reputation and even 

being ostracized by the community.
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LEFT: The IWW asked 
its members to attach 
signs and stickers such 
as this to advertise the 
union and announce its 

organizational presence. 

BELOW: Harvest laborers 
“sacking” grain, 1919. 
For this final stage of 

the harvest sack sewers 
needed fast hands and 
strong shoulders to fill 
and sew large bags of 

wheat. Sack sewers 
often commanded 

higher wages compared 
to other farm hands. 
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Local papers printed the latest in 
“slacker” news. In Johnson, Washington, 
a “monument” was erected to humiliate 

four residents who failed in their duty 
to purchase war bonds. In protest, it was 

torched the day after it was built.
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lived in Seattle, where “hundreds of young, active men are 
doing work which could be performed by women . . . the 
country is calling for these men.” 

A
lthough they were never accused of being employed 
in “women’s work,” Palouse-area businessmen were 
also targets for the labor drive campaigns. The 
Pullman Patriotic League, in collusion with the 
Pullman Chamber of Commerce and WSC’s Agri-
cultural Extension Service, enlisted dozens of area 

businessmen to “drop their work” and volunteer in the harvest 
fields by joining the city’s labor reserve. Following a labor drive 
held in April 1918, 15 men signed up for the reserve, including 

league chairman E. N. Hinchcliff, as did 8 businessmen from 
the nearby town of Albion. During one week in August, 35 
“business and professional men” signed agreements promising 
they would assist during the harvest “if an emergency exists in 
the coming weeks.” While Palouse businessmen volunteered 
their services in an attempt to set an example, most Palouse-
area residents were induced to do so as a result of the WSCD’s 
sordid tactics, which amounted to nothing more than covert 
forms of extortion and coercion. 

The methods used by the community defense councils 
and patriotic leagues to ensure loyalty included wanton 
harassment and institutionalized bullying by members of 
their own communities. In the town of Johnson, 16 miles 
south of Pullman, the town’s CDC erected a seven-foot-high, 
wood-framed “monument” to four individuals in town who 
had been unanimously deemed slackers. The four “refused to 
help win the war” by purchasing Liberty Bonds or war sav-
ings stamps, and they failed to participate in labor drives. The 
large, bright yellow “slacker monument” was placed at the 
busiest street corner in Johnson, with the names of J. Steiner, 
C. N. Matheny, H. P. Willard, and N. Haynes displayed under 
the word “SLACKER” as a purposeful and explicit insignia of 
shame and disloyalty. 

The second night after it was erected, someone, perhaps 
one of the four accused, doused the object with kerosene and 

burned it. The Pullman Herald reported that the following 
morning only charred ashes remained “to greet the patriotic 
workers who erected it.” This, however, did not deter the citi-
zens of Johnson from promising to build an even larger monu-
ment, and the CDC vowed not to be undone in their efforts 
to humiliate the four men. Two weeks later, a new structure 
was erected and renamed the “Monument of Loyalty.” The 
alleged “slacker quartet” had, since the new monument’s 
construction, cleared their records of all disloyalty charges 
by purchasing liberty bonds and volunteering with the local 
harvests. Given this change in attitude, the Johnson CDC 
decided to allow the men “admittance back into the ranks of 
loyal citizens,” according to the Herald. 

B
eing labeled a slacker within a small, cohesive farm-
ing community was undoubtedly an unwelcome 
stain on one’s social standing, but being labeled 
“pro-German” could turn a person into a social 
outcast, banished from their community. In April 
1918, some pamphlets clearly displaying “pro-Ger-

man sentiment” were discovered in the town of Sprague. 
Those who discovered the literature immediately 
presented the issue to the town’s Patriotic League. 
Long-time Sprague resident, German immigrant, 
and Lincoln County homesteader A. Schnase ad-
mitted to possessing the pamphlets and confessed to 
being “somewhat sympathetic” to the German plight. 
He was brought before the Sprague Patriotic League’s ex-
ecutive committee, headed by Samuel P. Weaver, to answer 
for his sentiments and to have his loyalty examined. 

Although federal authorities had already been contacted, 
the Sprague Patriotic League felt it necessary to publicly 
humiliate the man. Schnase was summoned before an 
impromptu public gathering called only minutes before his 
arrival. Weaver presented both Schnase and the pamphlet, 
and “condemned those who stealthily caused its circulation.” 
Schnase was made to take an oath of allegiance, kneel, and 
salute the American flag. At the suggestion of someone in the 
crowd, Weaver then made “the offender” eat several bites of 
the pamphlet. What was left was subsequently burned. At 
the end of the public spectacle, Weaver forced him to march 
through the audience, after which a crowd of “hooting” and 
taunting young boys followed him home. Later that evening, 
a “delegation of prominent townsmen” visited Schnase at his 
home. Immediately following their conversation, he gathered 
some belongings, hitched-up his horses, and left town. 

It seems that the expression of any level of antiwar senti-
ment in the Palouse raised the ire of the area’s conservative 
citizenry. Even college students could not question the logic 
of the war without risking the threat of physical violence. 
Patriotism was at “high ebb” at WSC in 1918, and some 
students were determined to make life unpleasant for any 
classmates presumed to be unpatriotic. 

A WSC undergraduate named Charles H. Oberg was 
“charged with making unpatriotic utterances” and refusing 

Even college students could not question the logic of 
the war without risking the threat of physical violence. 
Patriotism was at “high ebb” at WSC in 1918, and 

some students were determined to make life unpleasant 
for any classmates presumed to be unpatriotic.

ABOVE: Liberty bond advertisements were plastered across the 
Palouse. As it implies, those who did not purchase war bonds were 
considered un-American, or at least “not 100% American.”

RIGHT: Patriotic League posters were a common sight in the 
Palouse during World War I. Almost every community in the 
region formed a Patriotic League. This poster served to remind 
citizens of their “patriotic duty.”
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to salute the American flag. Oberg, who was alleged to be 
an IWW member and “of the socialistic type,” supposedly 
made derogatory remarks against the “best interests” of the 
government. His punishment, as determined by a group of 
fellow students, was to be paddled for 10 minutes. Even after 
the painful and embarrassing attack, he still refused to salute 
the flag. As a result, he was plunged into Silver Lake (a small 
man-made campus pond, also known as “Lake de Puddles”). 
Oberg did not know how to swim and floundered about for 
several minutes before two of his attackers decided to jump 
in and rescue him. After he was pulled from the pond, Oberg 
reluctantly agreed to salute and kiss the flag. 

The IWW in the Palouse was all but destroyed during 
1917–18, and the CDC gave the region’s farmers much of 

the credit for this. They used the hundreds of “patriotic” 
harvest volunteers organized through the state’s agricul-
tural college. Criticism was heaped on employers who 
hired laborers “predisposed” to radical tendencies. The 
persistence and overzealous efforts of members of the 

various CDCs and their Patriotic League counterparts 
in the Palouse effectively stamped out subversive activity 

in the region, whether that radicalism was real or imagined. 
Most importantly, by instituting labor drives, those patriotic 
organizations were able to compel the citizens to volunteer as 
harvest workers, creating an alternative labor pool and obviating 
the need to hire union-organized migrant workers. 

In January 1919, two months after Germany’s surrender, the 
WSCD ceased to function. With the end of hostilities, its mem-
bers returned to their previous peacetime occupations, and the 
group was officially disbanded. The preparations made by the 
defense council for the period of agricultural readjustment after 
the war were followed accordingly. These included encourag-
ing increased involvement of private agricultural enterprises 
with state extension services and agricultural schools, and 
making a concerted effort to help farmers find laborers of a 
“patriotic” nature—in other words, unaffiliated with organized 
labor—by hiring through nonprofit state employment agen-
cies. As a result, the state government became much more 
involved in private industry, especially agriculture. World War 
I was a turning point in Washington for relationships amongst 
public and private enterprises, and the production emergency 
provided a means for the government to take a more active role 
in the world of business—for better or worse. r

Robert M. Lambeth earned a master’s degree in American history at 
Eastern Washington University and is currently a doctoral candidate 
at the University of Montana. His areas of focus are labor radicalism, 
American nationalism, and sociopolitical history of the World War I era.
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RetRospective Reviews

Interested in learning more about the topics covered in this issue?  
The sources listed here will get you started.
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The portrait and silhouette of 
Elizabeth Sale were taken by 
Virna Haffer. They appear in 
Sale’s book The Field.

zine, reject her “mournful tale of a bleak 
lighthouse and a drowned girl.”

Despite the high school drama, there’s 
always summer, and she spends a memo-
rable one camping with her friends on Hale 
Passage, near Fox Island. She reunites with 
Skookum, a half-Native American, half-
Italian boy she went skinny-dipping with 
years earlier. They go rowing and make out 
on the shore. Every summer romance must 
end, though, and when Fenella returns to 
Tacoma for her senior year, life has suddenly 
become more complicated. The family 
moves into another house, her parents are 
quarrelling, and an uncle commits suicide.

Fenella escapes her problems by join-
ing a local acting company and 
immersing herself in stage life. Yet, 

the real world intrudes again when former 
classmate Malcolm Wallace, who has been 
studying at Berkeley, decides to propose 
to Fenella. Despite the year-long wedding 
preparations, however, the novel ends with 
20-year-old Fenella realizing, as she and 
Malcolm head off on their honeymoon, 
that she is deeply disillusioned with the 
marriage already—and hoping she will not 
“stagnate” in it.

Sale went on to write a series of poems 
about fleeing her oppressive first marriage 
and finding sexual liberation. Gathered in 
her book The Field (1968), the often erotic 
poems seem rather quaint today: “I am an 
ivory sheath, / Carven like unto a woman’s 
body. / Rest here your sword, beloved, / And 
your lips on the lips of its breast’s pale roses.” 
Sale published a second book of poems, 
Where Lies the Land (1974), which boldly 
looks at race relations through the perspec-
tive of her family’s Southern roots.

Throughout her life, Elizabeth Sale 
returned to the Northwest to visit family 
and participate in literary events. During 
one of her last visits, she was reportedly 
writing a third novel, titled There Still Is 
Happiness, that would follow Fenella Rand 
up to the 1940s. Unfortunately, this novel 
never appeared.A

Peter Donahue is coeditor of Seven Years on the 
Pacific Slope, about the Methow Valley from 1905 
to 1912, published by the Shafer Museum.
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The TACOMA nOveLs Of  
eLIzABeTh sALe

By Peter Donahue

Elizabeth Sale was one of Tacoma’s 
great bohemians. Radio actress, 
script writer, poet, novelist, literary 

editor, and nude model for avant-garde 
photographer Virna Haffer, she would be 
the envy of today’s Northwest hipsters. 
Most notable of her literary achievements, 
her novels Recitation from Memory (1943) 
and My Mother Bids Me Bind My Hair 
(1944) depict the author’s coming of age 
in turn-of-the-century Tacoma. 

Born in Indiana, “Bettie” Sale (1886–
1981) was three when her family moved to 
Washington. She attended Tacoma High 
School, as did Virna Haffer (1899–1974) 
some years later, after it became Stadium 
High School. In addition to modeling for 
Haffer, Sale collaborated with her in 1938 
on a book of nude photos and erotic poetry 
titled Abundant Wild Oats, which, despite 
a promising promotional prospectus, was 
never published.

Just out of her teens, Sale married and 
began a family. Her son James eventually 
modelled for Haffer, just like his mother, 
while her other son, Harry, who was ad-
opted, became the radio personality Yogi 
Yorgesson. In the late 1920s, Sale developed 
a skit for KOMO radio in Seattle called 
“Aunt Missouri,” about a mammy charac-
ter based on the black housekeeper from 

her childhood home in Tacoma. In a 1928 
publicity photo, Sale appears as “Aunt Mis-
souri” in blackface, wearing a head scarf and 
hoop earrings. Because the show’s scripts no 
longer exist, we can only speculate on the 
extent to which Sale played upon the era’s 
racist stereotypes in her act.

Like any good bohemian, Sale lived in 
Greenwich Village at one point. Eventually 
she divorced her first husband, married ship 
captain Christoffer Fotland, and moved 
with him and her children to California. 
There she edited a regional literary journal 
while continuing to publish her poetry in 
periodicals throughout the country, includ-
ing Mirror and Muse, the publication of the 
Northwest Poetry Society.

Sale also turned to novel writing. Both 
of her novels follow the exploits of preco-
cious Fenella Rand, who lives with a fam-
ily that closely resembles Sale’s own. The 
Tacoma household depicted in Recitation 
from Memory is dominated by Fenella’s 
Southern grandmother, who oversees the 
lives of her three grown daughters: Aunt 
Fan, a spoiled debutante; Aunt Jinny, the 
submissive sister; and Fenella’s mother, 
the semi-practical one. Fenella also has 
a younger sister and brother, Lolly Lee 
and Johnny, with whom she schemes and 
quarrels. The household is filled out by her 

quirky father and good-natured 
uncle, both Tacoma mailmen.

The family is not rich—they 
live in a rental house and must 
sublet rooms—yet the grand-
mother and Aunt Fan retain 
high-toned attitudes based on 
their Louis ville pedigree. Both 

of them are also bigots, and they reprimand 
Fenella as she befriends a Jewish, a black, and 
a Native American child. Fenella duly de-
fies their censure. Indeed, Tacoma’s cultural 
diversity is vividly portrayed throughout the 
novel—from the Latin American landlady 
and Japanese shop owner to the Italian 
neighbors and Scandinavian 
dock workers—as are its rac-
ism and racial injustices, in-
cluding the violent expulsion 
of Chinese residents in 1886.

When not poking about 
her Wright Park neighbor-
hood, Fenella joins her fa-
ther on his “peregrinations” 
throughout the city. He takes 
her from Opera Alley to Old 
Town and beyond, talking 
to the people they meet and 
always on the lookout for 
new views of Mount Rainier. 
Fenella’s father tells her how 
“this city, growing up on the 
evergreen land, on the shores 
of the vast arm of the sea, 
under the heights of the grandest mountain 
in the world, was the most promising of 
all cities in the glorious Union.” He espe-
cially loves Tacoma’s wet, wooded gulches, 
through which the two frequently trudge. In 
its chronicle of Fenella’s adventures—right 
down to encountering prostitutes and wit-
nessing a murder—Recitation from Memory 
is a paean to the City of Destiny.

My Mother Bids Me Bind My Hair picks 
up this chronicle as Fenella enters high 
school. Adolescence for Fenella is rife with 
anxiety, ennui, and defiance. She finds a 
group of friends who read French novels, 
talk sex, and write “mash letters” to boys. 
She also excels at English and aspires to 
write “praiseworthy stories,” even as the 
editors of Tahoma, the school’s literary maga-
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COLUMBIA Turns 30
As a former board member and past 

president of the Washington State Historical 
Society, I regard COLUMBIA as a beacon for 
lovers of Northwest history. In a professional 
and attractive format, the publication consis-
tently presents interesting articles regarding the 
history of our region. And it has been doing so 
for 30 years! Congratulations to COLUMBIA 
and the staff of the Washington State Histori-
cal Society. Members appreciate keeping up 
with our past.

—Dave Edwards, Tacoma

Recycle Your Old COLUMBIAs
Please consider sending us your gently 

used back issues of COLUMBIA for our 
“recycle” program. We make your returned 
magazines available to schools and libraries 
free of charge. Mail them to: COLUMBIA 
Recycle, WSHRC, 315 N. Stadium Way, 
Tacoma, WA 98403.

If you are interested in obtaining recycled 
COLUMBIAs for your school or library, 
contact Christina Dubois at 253-798-5918 
or christina.dubois@wshs.wa.gov.

mms://media.wsdot.wa.gov/media/Environment/LaceyVMurrow.wmv
mailto:christina.dubois@wshs.wa.gov
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Leaded
The Poisoning of Idaho’s Silver Valley
By Michael C. Mix. Corvallis: Oregon State University 
Press, 2016; 280 pp., $29.95 paper.

Reviewed by Katherine G. Aiken.

The Bunker Hill Company in Kellogg, Idaho, was a signifi-
cant producer of silver, lead, and zinc for almost a century. 
With the construction of the lead smelter in 1917 and 

the zinc plant in 1926, it became one of the state’s largest indus-
trial complexes. Michael C. Mix charges that this “came at great 
cost in terms of environmental devastation and adverse human 
health effects.” In this first-rate study, Mix traces the history of 
these detrimental effects. Leaded provides the reader with a suc-
cinct and accurate history of metals development in the Coeur  
d’ Alene mining district as well as clear descriptions of technological 
developments and their impact on lead pollution. At the same time, 
Mix does not neglect the human factors that define both Bunker 
Hill workers and Kellogg community members.

An Oregon State University biologist, Mix is especially suited 
to examining the “poisoning” of Silver Valley residents. He also 
provides the first complete examination of the seminal US District 
Court case of Yoss v. Bunker Hill, which argued that Bunker Hill 
lead emissions permanently damaged the health of nine Kellogg 
children. Through the cooperation of attorney Paul W. Whelan, 
Mix obtained access to 78 large boxes of legal documents that 
illustrate Bunker Hill’s tendency to put profits ahead of public 
health, manipulate data, and apply pressure to local citizens who 
relied upon the company for their livelihoods.

The author carefully recounts the environmental challenges the 
company faced, especially after Gulf Resources’ successful hostile 
takeover in 1968. The end of local management corresponded to 
a period of expanded EPA and OSHA regulations in terms of both 
the environment and the workplace. A fire in the baghouse (an 
air pollution control device) on September 5, 1973, was a pivotal 
event. High metals prices led Gulf Resources to continue produc-
tion despite the disruption in the baghouse’s collection of lead. 
Mounting evidence of the heightened lead emissions’ deleterious 
impact, particularly on children, caused concern on many levels. 
However, “the general tone of community residents reflected their 
pervasive historical attitude to protect Bunker Hill as the district’s 
main economic provider.” Local people denied that air quality was 
potentially creating a severe problem in their community.

Michael Mix is particularly adept at making sense of the com-
plex set of competing scientific information—the results of studies 

the company sponsored differed considerably from those of more 
neutral sources. His detailed analysis of the scientific evidence 
provides a complete picture for the first time. He is at his best in 
his definitive conclusion regarding the long-standing debate over 
whether or not the Shoshone Project Report (upon which the 
company relied) was credible—“It was not: Silver Valley children 
were conclusively shown to have been harmed during the lead 
poison epidemic, and the effects were permanent.” Leaded will be 
the definitive study of the impact of the Bunker Hill Company’s 
lead pollution for years to come. It is highly readable, meticulously 
researched, and clearly presents the most complete examination 
of this important history.

Katherine G. Aiken is a professor of history at the University of Idaho and 
author of Idaho’s Bunker Hill: The Rise and Fall of a Great Mining Company, 
1885–1981 (2005). 

Instilling Spirit 
Students and Citizenship at Washington 
State, 1892–1942 
By William L. Stimson. Pullman: Washington State 
University Press, 2015; 176 pp., $22.95 paper.

Reviewed by Barbara Kubik.

William L. Stimson’s small paperback, Instilling Spirit: 
Students and Citizenship at Washington State, 1892–1942, 
should be considered a companion piece to his coffee 

table style book published earlier by WSU Press, Going to Wash-
ington State: A Century of Student Life (1989). While working on 
Going to Washington State, Stimson collected countless stories from 
alumni and professors—stories both humorous and sad, touching 
and eyebrow raising—but all filled with “spirit,” or as Stimson calls 
it, “social capital.” Stimson took these stories and turned them into 
small essays, which he then blended with a casual comparison of 
higher education in the German university system. 

In the winter of 1892, 84 students, many of them from Wash-
ington’s poorer east-side farm families, joined five professors in 
“The Crib,” a small five-room brick building set on a hill above 
Pullman, to acquire both an education for future careers and an 
education in “social capital”—that blend of community activism, 
civic responsibility, collegiate high spirits, and well-being of both 
individual and group. Twelve years later, the 30 students in the 
class of 1904 posed for a formal class picture. Imbued with this 
sense of spirit, the students in the front row proudly held their class 
beanies. The students are not identified by name, hometown, or 

major, but it appears there are four women in that class and pos-
sibly several young men of color. As we read Stimson’s essays about 
instilling spirit, it is hard to say which lessons they found more 
important, the lessons in the professional fields of engineering, 
agriculture, education, journalism, and science, or the ones that 
drew students into the WSU community and prepared them for 
their responsibilities as adults—military service, careers, research, 
marriage, families, and civic obligations. 

The book is not perfect. The essays are uneven, with only some 
taking full measure of the “spirit” nurtured at WSU. Stimson has 
a good grasp of the German university system, but it is hard to see 
why essays comparing the two systems, a land-grant college in rural 
Washington and the German university system, are important to 
the stories of “instilling spirit.” Photo captions, such as the one for 
the Class of 1904, are often vague and lack key information. Readers 
want to know who took the picture, where and when it was shot, 
and what occasion was being captured on film.

I would have liked to see more stories like the ones about 
Professors Frank Potter and Ida Lou Anderson, and students Wil-
liam R. Murrow and Norm Thue, or the untold story of Randall 
Johnson, a 1937 graduate in fine arts whose gift to his alma mater 
still resonates with us today—the college logo. 

Happily, that “social capital” Stimson describes so well still 
imbues WSU’s many campuses; it is a “spirit” the students still 
take with them as they graduate and find their way in the world. 

Barb Kubik is a professional historian living in Vancouver who writes widely 
on Pacific Northwest history. She received her training in history at Wash-
ington State University. 

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

As the Lewis and Clark Bicentennial concluded in 2006, 
many historians of the American frontier anticipated 
that the next big thing would be a resurgence of interest 

in the beaver fur trade. That did not happen, and there still has 
not been a general resurgence of historical interest in the Far West 
fur trade that followed Thomas Jefferson’s Corps of Discovery. Two 

recent books in that field, however, will benefit 
Pacific Northwest historians.

Retired Boeing Company analyst and 
project historian Robert Foxcurran has joined 
two academics—Michel Bouchard, professor 
of anthropology at the University of Northern 
British Columbia in Prince George, and Se-
bastien Malette, professor of aboriginal law at 
 Carleton University in Ottawa—to document 

the history of the bold French-speaking Canadiens and Métis who 
paddled canoes from Detroit to the Pacific Northwest in Songs Upon 
the Rivers (Montreal, Quebec: Baraka Books, 2016; 448 pp., $34.95). 

Traditionally, fur trade historians have focused on biographies of 
either men or companies. Jackie Peterson and Jennifer S. H. Brown 
essentially opened the nontraditional story of the Canadiens and 

Métis in the mid-1980s, but in general the field has been sparsely 
researched and written about. Foxcurran, Bouchard, and Malette 
are serious researchers; they consulted published primary sources 
(from the Internet) and secondary publications written in both 
French and English. French traders, the authors argue, were not only 
indefatigable explorers, they were also brokers of a hybrid culture 
with indigenous people, which became so strong that it remained 
dominant on the Pacific Northwest frontier until the middle of the 
19th century. Although the bibliography and notes in Songs Upon 
the Rivers can be confusing, the writing, maps, historic images, and 
excellent index happily extend our understanding of the Canadien 
and Métis cultures.

A second recent book of note is The Fur Trade Gamble by Lloyd 
Keith and John C. Jackson (Pullman: Washington State University 
Press, 2016; 300 pp., $24.95). A meticulous examiner of documents 

and data, professor emeritus of Shoreline Com-
munity College Lloyd Keith delivered a lifetime 
of scholarship for this study of the North West 
Company from 1800 to 1820, while John C. 
Jackson, an experienced author of many books, 
wrote the narrative with all the literary flour-
ishes that a great read requires. The story is 
familiar: Astoria is established at the mouth 
of the Columbia River during an era of global 

reach by the United States and Great Britain; the War of 1812 
places an isolated corner of America on the world stage; and two 
international fur firms gamble that the price of pelts will justify the 
expense of ships, employees, and trade goods.

So what makes The Fur Trade Gamble noteworthy? There can 
be no better answer to that question than maritime history expert 
Barry Gough’s evaluation in The British Columbia Quarterly (Janu-
ary 2017). The book, he writes, “marks a significant advance on 
previous studies by exploiting the papers of James Keith, who was 
a partner in the firm and the manager at Fort George, Columbia 
River. . . . In addition to exploiting Keith’s papers, The Fur Trade 
Gamble uses extensively the Champlain Society’s two-volume 
edition of Alexander Henry the Younger’s journal, the published 
journals of Astoria (edited by Robert F. Jones [see COLUMBIA 
8(2):47]) and the recent literature on the fur trade and indigenous 
responses and contributions.” 

Consider that Keith died in 2008 and Jackson, in 2015. Gough 
concludes: “It is to the credit of the editors and publishers that 
they have taken up the task of seeing this work into print.” If you 
did not previously understand the dissimilarity between the North 
West Company and the Pacific Fur Company or the difference 
between Astoria and Fort George, you will after reading this book. 
It is not to be missed. 
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“You may write me down in history / With your bitter, twisted lies,
You may tread me in the very dirt / But still, like dust, I’ll rise. . . .”

—Maya Angelou 

Share Washington history with people you care about by giving them a Historical Society 
membership. Member benefits include free museum admission and a COLUMBIA subscription.  
Call 253-798-5894 or visit WashingtonHistory.org and click on SUPPORT.

HERITAGE CIRCLE 
DONORS (total gifts of 
$500 or more, February 18, 
2016–February 17, 2017)

Extraordinary Giving
Anonymous
Janice Anderson
John & Karen Arbini
John & Sally Barline
Laura Berry
Thomas Blanton
The Honorable Robert J. Bryan
Jack Cameron
William & Sandra Cammarano
Donald & Gretchen Campbell
Suzanne & Donald Cofer
Dave Edwards & Pat Shuman
Chuck & Karla Fowler
Sandra & Joe Gordon
Daniel K Grimm
Harold Hartinger
Max & Jan Hunt
Sam & Charlene Hunt
Jennifer & Derek Kilmer
Larry & Judith Kopp
Lisa Lackermayer
David Lamb
Sharon Lofton
Bruce & Jolene McCaw
Jim & Carolyn Milgard
Eugene & Martha Nester
David & Chris Nicandri
Krist & Darbury Novoselic
Dave & Misa Olsen
Stanley & Sharon Palmer
Ed Parks & Deborah Dollard
Dennis & Joan Peterson
Jay & Debra Platt
The Estate of Vivian Roberts
Chris Rurik
Randolph & Barbara Schnabel
Laura Sevin
Bill Sleeth & Samantha Durst
John & Sherry Stilin
Stowe Talbot
Dianne Weaver
James & Sally Will
John & Hazel Willmarth
Michael Winans
Steven Witt

Chairman’s Club
Krist & Darbury Novoselic

Director’s Club
John & Sally Barline

Curator’s Club
Redmond J. Barnett & 

Suzanne Wilson Barnett
William & Sandra Cammarano
Dave Edwards & Pat Shuman
Jim & Carolyn Milgard
Dennis & Joan Peterson
Bill Sleeth & Samantha Durst
Steven Witt

Patron Level
Anonymous
David Ammons
The Honorable Robert J. Bryan
Harold Hartinger
Max & Jan Hunt
Sam & Charlene Hunt
Jennifer & Derek Kilmer
Lisa Lackermayer
David Lamb
Eugene & Martha Nester
David & Chris Nicandri
Dave & Misa Olsen
Stanley & Sharon Palmer
John & Sherry Stilin
James & Sally Will 

SPECIAL GIVING 
(gifts of $100–$499 as 
of February 17, 2017)
Jon Beveridge
Mr. & Mrs. Jack Bloxom Jr
William Boettcher
Joseph & Kjeri Boyle
George Burmeister & 

Patricia Itzen
Donald & Gretchen Campbell
Hank & Gwen Fenbert
Mr. & Mrs. Luther Frerichs
Jim & Jerri Honeyford
Andrew & Maureen Juenger
Charles & Pauline LeWarne
Beatrice Mathewson
Bliss & Shirley Moore
Maren Norton
Beverly Rush
Joan Sandler
Kathy Seel & Fred Gardner
Donald & Jane Simpson
Barbara Webster
Charles Wilkinson & Melanie Ito
Bill Wojciechowski

INSTITUTIONAL 
GIVING (as of 
February 17, 2017)
Alaska Airlines Foundation
The Robert and Georgia 

Anderson Charitable Fund
Benevity Community 

Impact Fund
City of Tacoma
City of Tumwater
Columbia Bank
Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage 

Foundation - WA Chapter
Obee Credit Union
Richard and Barbara 

Odlin Foundation
Pierce County Planning 

and Land Services
Puget Sound Civil War Round 

Table (PSCWRT)
Seahawks
Washington State Combined 

Fund Drive

MEMBERS (as of 
February 17, 2017)

Benefactor Members 
($250 level) 
Rita Adsitt
Bill & Carol Baarsma
Janice Hendley Baker
Michael & Kristine Bartanen
Eric & Marianne Bastin
Thomas Blanton
Donald & Gretchen Campbell
Scott & Mary Chapman
William & Noel Hagens
Frederick & Catherine Hayes
Edwin Hill & Marjie Bardan
John & Patsy Hughes
Mark & Suzanne Lackermayer
William & Errollynne Marsh
John & Guelda Messina
Bob Preble
Mike Repass
George & Lila Sjodin
Warren & Nancy Smith
Glenn Sutt
Dan Turnbull & Maggie Walters
Elizabeth Verhey
George & Marie Weis
Gail Weyerhaeuser
Michael Winans

Sustaining Members 
($150 level) 
Richard & Constance Albrecht
David & Sally Alger
Capt. Thomas E. Allen, 

USN (Ret.)
Victor & Janice Anderson
Kent & Karen Anderson
John & Karen Arbini
Laura Arksey
Stephen & Patricia Auyong
Goldie Balch
Putnam Barber & Valerie Lynch
Rev. Howard Baumgart
Lee Bennett
Carol Berg Kirstein & 

Stephanie Kirstein
Mathias Bergmann
Dr. Mark A. Berhow
Jon Beveridge
Orin & Holly Blomberg
Mary Boulanger
Kay Bowen
Steven & Susan Boyer
Gregory & Cathy Brewis
Terry & Phyllis Buckridge
Tom & Carol Cabe
Peggy Clapp
Marie Claudio-Diaz 

& Jaime Diaz
Scott Copeland
Lawrence & Carolyn Curles
Robert & Barbara Danielson
Peter & Ann Darling
Clare & Richard DeVine
Diane & John Dimmer

Corinne Dixon
Patrick & Susan Dunn
F. Talmage & Molly Edman
Scott & Julia Ernest
Norris & Alice Faringer
Jerry & Susan Ford
Chuck & Karla Fowler
Roger & Ethel Freeman
Harold & Jennifer Friedman
Carl & Sara Geist
Joe & Carolyn Ghilarducci
Kit Gillem & Deborah Horrell
Sandra & Joe Gordon
Mr. Joel C. Gorick
Norm & Ann Gosch
Neal & Frances Grenley
Cynthia & David Hackett
H. DeForest Hardinge
Don & Anisa Harnden
Michael Harrison
Robert & Colleen Hitchcock
Jim & Jerri Honeyford
David Huelsbeck & 

Barbara Schmieden
Hutton Settlement Inc.
Ralph & Marie Jackson
Jim & Lynda Juneman
Paul & Alice Kaltinick
Daniel Kerlee & Carol 

Wollenberg
Larry & Judith Kopp
Nancy Kuehnoel & Mark Proulx
Kembra Landry
Nancy & Catherine LaPointe
William & Birgit Leneweaver
Charles & Pauline LeWarne
Joseph & Patricia Lewis
Ms. Julie Leydelmeyer
Edward & Gay Liesse
Sharon Lofton
John Long
Roger & Rosalyn 

Lueck-Mammen
Maia Maddock & Austin Kopietz
Kathy Manke
John Mason
Mason County Historical Society
Pamela Mayer
Ted & Marjorie Meisberger
Marie & Kathleen Monahan
Donald & Dorlene Mozel
Nick & Gloria Nickolas
David Owens
Judson Parsons & 

Diana Gardener
Jan & Carole Pauw
PCS Structural Solutions
Pete Philley & Monica Butler
Shirley Phinney
Doris & John Pieroth
Roslynne & David Reed
Stephen & Gloria Ricketts
Helen Roberts
Paul & Janet Rogerson
John Rosenberg

Beverly Rush
Kathy Seel & Fred Gardner
Mary Selecky
James & Barbara Sells
Jane Shafer
Robert & Ruth Shedd
Michael & Kay Sibley
Carolyn Simonson
Robert & Helen Skidmore
Samuel & Patricia Smith
Stephen & Ginny Smith
Sheryl & Mark Stiefel
Robert & Barbara Strom
David & Susan Suess
Virginia Thorson
Jeff & Sheri Tonn
Molly Tuohy
Daniel & Wendy Turner
Elizabeth Warren
David & Wendy Welch
Roger Wendlick
William Wheeler
Frances Williamson
Dale & Elizabeth Willis
John & Judy Woodworth
Stephen & Sherri Woolworth
Bernice Youtz

AFFILIATES
Affiliate Plus Members
Harbor History Museum
Kittitas County Historical 

Museum
Legacy Washington
Pacific County Historical Society
Points Northeast 

Historical Society

Affiliate Members
Anacortes Museum
Appelo Achives Center
Cher Wyers Boundary 

Museum Society
Clallam County 

Historical Society
Des Moines Historical Society
Fort Nisqually Living 

History Museum
Historic Fort Steilacoom
Kitsap County Historical 

Society Museum
Lakewood Historical Society
Jeanne Langridge
Okanogan County 

Historical Society
Olympia Historical Society & 

Bigelow House Museum
Onyx Fine Arts
Puget Sound Civil War Round 

Table (PSCWRT)
Quilcene Historical Museum
Redmond Historical Society
Yakima Valley Museum

The Washington State Historical Society’s Annual History Awards  
CALL FOR NOMINATIONS

The Society invites nominations for its annual awards   recognizing 
excellence in advancing the field of history in the state of Washington 
through writing, teaching, historic projects, and understanding cultural 
diversity in 2016. Awards include:

DAVID DOUGLAS AWARD: Recognizes the significant contribution 
of an individual or organization through projects, exhibits, digital 
presentations, or programs such as documentaries, apps, websites 
or blogs, educational products, or any other vehicle that informs or 
expands our appreciation of Washington history during the previous 
year. No book nominations permitted.

ROBERT GRAY MEDAL: The highest award bestowed by the Washington 
State Historical Society, the Robert Gray Medal recognizes distinguished 
and long-term contributions to Pacific Northwest history.

GOVERNOR’S AWARD FOR EXCELLENCE IN TEACHING HISTORY: 
Presented to an outstanding certified teacher of Pacific North-

west history in an accredited K–12 school in Washington or to a 
nonprofit organization.

PEACE AND FRIENDSHIP AWARDS: Presented to a Native American 
and a second individual, each of whom has advanced public 
understanding of the cultural diversity of 
the peoples of Washington.

The awards are to be presented at the 
Society’s annual meeting in September. 
Nomination letters (and 10 copies of 
any supporting documentation for each 
nomination) are due June 1, 2017. Mail 
to: WSHS Awards, ATTN: Susan Rohrer, 
1911 Pacific Avenue, Tacoma, WA 
98402. For more details, visit www.
washingtonhistory.org/about/awards/.

Washington Remembers World War II features a dozen gripping 
personal stories from the global conflict that changed who we 
are. The book is a tribute to the veterans and citizens who lived 
through horrors most of us cannot imagine—and to the “Rosie 
the Riveters” on the homefront who helped win the war. Six 
thousand Washingtonians gave their lives to defeat tyranny.
They’re more than names on a wall. 

  

These are stories to remember.

Legacy Washington 
reLeases neW book and e-book

Find this and other Legacy Washington books today 
at sos.wa.gov/store/books.aspx or call (360) 902-4151 Legacy Washington

E-book available at amazon.com or barnesandnoble.com

http://www.washingtonhistory.org
https://shop.washingtonhistory.org/
http://www.washingtonhistory.org/about/awards/
https://www.amazon.com/
http://www.barnesandnoble.com/
https://www.sos.wa.gov/store/#/items?category=3
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