

[image: ]





ALSO BY RICHARD KLUGER

History

Simple Justice:
A History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality

The Paper:
The Life and Death of the New York Herald Tribune

Ashes to Ashes:
America’s Hundred-Year Cigarette War, the Public Health, and the Unabashed Triumph of Philip Morris

Seizing Destiny:
The Relentless Expansion of American Territory

Novels

When the Bough Breaks

National Anthem

Members of the Tribe

Star Witness

Un-American Activities

The Sheriff of Nottingham

Novels with Phyllis Kluger

Good Goods

Royal Poinciana



[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK
PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF

Copyright © 2011 by Richard Kluger

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.
www.aaknopf.com

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Kluger, Richard.
The bitter waters of Medicine Creek : a tragic clash between white and native America / Richard Kluger.—1st ed.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-59534-8
1. Nisqually Indians—History—19th century.  2. Nisqually Indians—Government relations.  3. Leschi, Nisqually chief, d. 1858. 4. Leschi, Nisqually chief, d. 1858—Trials, litigation, etc. 5. Stevens, Isaac Ingalls, 1818–1862.  6. Puget Sound (Wash.)—History—19th century. I. Title.
F99.N74K55 2011
979.7004′979435—dc22             2010034249

Jacket images: (background) Puget Sound and Olympic Mountains, Washington, U.S. © UpperCut Images / Alamy; (insets, top to bottom) Brigadier General I. Ingalls Stevens by Joseph E. Baker, J. H. Bufford’s Lith., Boston, MA, 1861 (detail), Washington State Historical Society; Chief Leschi, Nisqually by Raphael Coombs, 1894 (detail), Washington State Historical Society Jacket design by Chip Kidd
Maps by Darin Jensen

v3.1





For Adrianne and Mike—
warm, wise, witty,
and ever venturesome




LISTEN

Once people could see beyond space
And watch the eagle fly toward the sun.
Power is coming back to you.
You’ve been looking down,
Now it’s time to look up.
The spirit warms the blood
And electrifies the heart.
Like spring coming out of winter;
Like a boy learning to ride,
Or a young hawk wavering
Across the sky.
Songs will be heard by those who listen.
People are chanting;
Something bigger is coming,
Of dreams promised long ago.
A new song is heard.
People will find unity,
For the Lord nourishes all.
He speaks to all people.

—Jack Iyall
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PREFACE

A Fresh Reckoning

A FEW YEARS BACK, I was casting about for an appealing subject on which to base a historical novel, a genre in which I had published three earlier works. In both my fictional writing and my books on American social history, I had dwelled frequently on the law and its majesty along with its debasement by malpractice and misapplication. And so it occurred to me that a stirring narrative could be crafted dealing with the adventures of a fictional circuit-riding judge during the frontier days of the Old West, when life brimmed with peril and where the line between virtue and villainy at times grew indistinguishable.

Hoping to blend literary license with historical authenticity, I needed to discover at the outset whether legal documents have survived from that earlier time—in particular from the territorial era before states were carved from vast expanses of wilderness, where the law was largely an abstract premise, heeded fitfully and enforced haphazardly if at all. Research on an earlier book had taught me that Washington, before it was granted statehood in 1889, had been a U.S. territory for thirty-six years—long enough to have generated a considerable record of rough-and-ready jurisprudence, assuming the authorities had taken the trouble to preserve it. I phoned the state law library at the Temple of Justice, as Washingtonians, with admirable reverence, have named their Supreme Court building in Olympia, the state capital, and spoke with a pleasant and cooperative librarian.

“Oh, yes,” she said, “we have all the opinions of the court from the territorial period—and they’re all available online.” And she gave me the Web link.

I thanked her with anticipatory glee.

“You might,” my librarian friend added a bit tentatively, “want to have a look at case number three in the first volume of the territorial reports.”

“Because …?” I asked.

“It was the first capital case in the history of Washington Territory to be appealed to the Supreme Court—that was the direct predecessor of our present State Supreme Court.” The year, she said, was 1857.

“I see,” I said, not quite catching her drift. “And was there something special about the case that I ought to …?”

“It dealt with a notorious murder conviction,” said the librarian. “And the decision was reviewed two years ago.”

“You mean—that would be, what—one hundred forty-seven years later?”

“Yes,” she said and explained that a special tribunal had assembled, presided over by the current chief justice of the Supreme Court of the state of Washington, to reconsider the matter.

Recalling the law’s hoary precept that justice delayed is justice denied, I ventured, “Wasn’t that a little late in the game?”

She gave a pleasant laugh and urged me to check into the circumstances. And so I have.

What follows is not a historical novel but rather the story surrounding that case, Washington Territory v. Leschi, an Indian, an all but forgotten episode from our nation’s past, which occurred in a then remote but breathtakingly beautiful setting in the farthest northwest corner of the country. The very obscurity of these circumstances, I feel, invites cool reflection on the issue at its core instead of aversion from it as a too familiar and depressing eyesore on our shared cultural landscape. Call it a fresh reckoning.

I logged on to the site and read the court’s 1857 ruling. Its first few sentences betrayed a transparently racist tone suggesting that something less than a disinterested quality of justice was about to be rendered. Events over the three years preceding the court’s decision, my subsequent investigation led me to conclude, were shaped by a similarly phobic disposition among Washington Territory’s citizenry at large. Why this should have been so is a question, I believe, worthy of consideration even at this seemingly late date. For we are still a young nation, and despite all our feats, our united prospects are likely to turn on our ability to learn from how we have erred as well as succeeded.

White Americans cannot deny their long history of abusive transactions with people of color. These offenses, it should be noted out of fairness, can be explained in part by the fact that no other sizable national state has ever been formed from the confluence of so many diverse ethnic streams. All our heterogeneous ferment no doubt made contentiousness inevitable. In retrospect, it is hardly surprising that whites would assert privileges of entitlement flowing from their fortunate economic status and social rank (also known as the accident of birth) and assign nonwhite minorities the status of a permanent servile class. And in accord with the precepts of Social Darwinism, this uncivil subjugation was facilely intellectualized as neither commendable nor reprehensible; it was merely human nature in the raw. Everywhere and always, the strong have dominated the weak, as with every species in the jungle and individuals within every social subset. No one said what emerged from the melting pot had to look, smell, or taste very good.

A moral problem, however, intruded on this ready excuse for our racial perversion. The American colonies and the nation heir to them were conceived as a white enterprise, even if not certified as exclusively so. Yet on declaring its independence and designing its mechanics of governance, the United States proclaimed the equality of all mankind and sought to deploy political power in ways intended to check the tyranny of the mighty over the needy—a noble aspiration at sharp divergence from the habits of every previous society. Sadly, high-minded rhetoric was overmatched by self-interest and the sustained impulse to mastery by the ruling whites.

Lately, many—perhaps even most—white Americans, mindful of this thick catalogue of incivility, have been afflicted by an epidemic of something closely resembling a national guilty conscience over their past mistreatment of people of color. A cynic might dismiss this belated acknowledgment as timely in view of the swiftly rising proportion of nonwhites among the U.S. population and the corresponding surge in their social and economic power. The 2008 election of the country’s first African American president—an attainment unthinkable to the many who could remember when Jim Crow still stalked the land—is of course the most dramatic evidence of this swelling tide of racial tolerance, but it is by no means an isolated incident. Blacks have been advancing as never before in many pursuits, though not yet nearly in ratio to their numbers, and multitudes remain unredeemed.

President Obama’s first appointment to the U.S. Supreme Court, a Hispanic woman, suggests that the nation has similarly started to recognize and make amends for its long denigration of Latinos, now the largest ethnic minority in the United States. True, the presence of millions of impoverished or struggling illegal migrants from Mexico has aroused resentment across America. And yet there has been no general outcry to round up and deport these aliens. Instead, there is a growing, though far from universal, appreciation that most of these border violators, like most before them who risked fleeing their homelands for haven here, have come to live free and to earn a decent livelihood—and thus deserve to be dealt with humanely. Asian Americans, too, have been tipping the scales of social empowerment away from the formerly overwhelming white preponderance. Their numbers, like the soaring Hispanic presence, have been multiplied by refugees seeking asylum from political persecution and economic hardship in the teeming places of their birth. This burgeoning Asian community has demonstrated a remarkable degree of self-discipline and incentive to achieve wide material success. And its social and cultural distance from the American mainstream has begun to narrow in the younger generation as academic institutions and industry are welcoming, as never before, the highest achievers among them.

Far less visible amid the nation’s surge of multiracial validation, and rarely granted more than lip-service acknowledgment of their victimization throughout the peopling of the continent by settlers of European ancestry, has been the oldest and now the smallest racial minority in the United States—those of native blood, a classification finally accorded the dignity of full citizenship in 1924, who are the remnant of a so-called red race that migrated to this hemisphere from Asia and Oceania starting some 10,000 years ago. Their antiquity has hardly served to ensure their survival or enhance their status in the American social hierarchy.

For nearly 400 years the confrontation between the natives of North America and the arrivals from the Old World was marked by the newcomers’ conviction that they were entitled, by virtue of their cultural superiority, moral standards, and God’s grace, to displace the Stone Age inhabitants of the broad, bountiful continent and make it their own. Shoved to the fringes of the landscape, Native Americans were permitted to choose between slow extinction on bleak reservations or self-exile from Indian Country to uncongenial urban surroundings, where acculturation often proved traumatic. By the beginning of this century, more of the estimated 2.75 million people (roughly 1 percent of the national total) electing to identify themselves as Native Americans—which generally required possessing at least one-quarter Indian blood—lived in cities and towns, not on or close to reservations.

The drastic decline of the natives as a distinctive ethnic classification has become a sad, irksome chapter in our national narrative. Those remaining as members of the roughly 500 federally recognized tribes, communities, and bands have for several generations now been more pitied than scorned. The methodical removal of their once vast holdings, the rest of us lament—when pestered about it—was the regrettable price that had to be paid if human evolution was to progress on this continent. At least we no longer deride tribal people as savages or make movies depicting them as good for little more than target practice by the U.S. cavalry. But far from viewing them as a national treasure with a culture worth preserving, Americans by and large tend to think of Indians as an exotic memento mori, anomalous curios, broken and unfixable. Only a recent and controversial exercise of massive affirmative action by the U.S. government, in the form of laws licensing gaming casinos in Indian Country, has begun to bring about promising change to parts of Native America.

Why, then, in owning up of late to the grievances of its other wronged racial minorities, has the nation registered such minimal awareness of its tribal people, such scant concern over their condition, and so little sorrow for their past degradation?

One reason for this dismissive attitude, I believe, is the failure by nontribal people to appreciate the nature of the natives’ grievance and how to address it. The Indians do not clamor for the nation’s ear, demanding economic parity and the profits of free enterprise, because they are not animated by the American Dream of maximum personal self-aggrandizement. They are not worshippers at the shrine of rugged individualism. They are, through cultural conditioning that has endured for millennia, a communal and interdependent people; they need one another. And they are, for the most part, a more spiritual people than most who dwell in America, however godly the rest of us may profess ourselves, and they are, for the most part, less materialistic and mercenary. Liberty and prosperity for all, in their case, mean freedom from harassment by outsiders and a shared commonwealth of well-being, not greater opportunity for the most aggressive among them to thrive while the rest are left to founder. The tribes are collectives, whose pursuit of happiness is a shared venture—a practice decidedly against the American grain.

In recent years, under the spell of an insistent, presumably soothing political correctness, we have shied from using the word “Indian”—a misnomer from the beginning—and taken to calling tribal people “Native Americans.” But “American” is, of course, a European-derived word and concept; the natives here were not Americans but pre-Americans. Their ancestors preceded the white settlers by thousands of years, and they do not ask for or need to be granted social certification by races who have avidly muscled them out of the way.

What the natives want, I believe, and what they have wanted from their first encounters with white intruders, is to abide, to be left to themselves, to remain on their home ground—or a goodly portion thereof—and to live (with a few bows to modernity such as electricity and sanitary waste disposal) much as they were accustomed to, in harmony with their natural surroundings and ancient beliefs. But the rest of us have ordained otherwise, telling Indians they don’t know what’s best for them and nudging them ever deeper into the shadows between their own values and pressing alien ones.

The Bitter Waters of Medicine Creek does not attempt an encyclopedic survey of the interaction between the red and white races on these shores—so calamitous to the former, so ignoble of the latter. It is meant to be not a compendium but an illustration. In focusing on the experience of a single small tribe, the book aspires to make a monumental tragedy more accessible and comprehensible; the smaller the scale, the keener our perception may become of an unfolding human drama.

To attempt a coherent narrative of this sort and bring the contending participants to life without heavy reliance on legend and hearsay is a challenge for the modern narrator, given the understandable reluctance of whites to record their transgressions with candor and the complete absence of written testimony on the natives’ side. With help from many others, I was able to assemble a sizable body of documentary sources. These include administrative, military, and court records of the federal government, official and private correspondence, family memoirs, Washington State archival materials, old newspaper files, books (many of them rare), oral recollections, and the collective Nisqually tribal memory. While even the most conscientious present-day investigator of occurrences long ago in Indian Country—and I do not claim to be such—cannot escape indulging in a good deal of speculation and surmise, I hope the result here is a substantially faithful recounting of what occurred. If so, perhaps it will encourage the reader to rethink the place we have assigned the natives in our minds as well as on the land we took from them for our own sake. The cost of contemplating history is often an uneasy conscience.

—R.K.



PART I
The Governor and the Chief
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1

“I Know What I Am About”

THE ENTIRETY of Isaac I. Stevens’s incandescent but recklessly sacrificed life may best be understood as a classic case of overcompensation.

One symptom of this tendency was his aptitude as a tireless communicator. In person he could be talkative, at times insufferably so, and inclined to dominate the conversation until he got his point across. On paper Stevens was likewise prolific and prolix, a compulsive letter writer and drafter of memoranda, some of them compelling reading but at times long-winded. Much that he wrote survives in official archives since he was employed by the American government for his entire adult life. His own writings, the responses to them, and the testimony of many contemporaries who knew and dealt with him form the documentary basis for two substantial biographies of Stevens. The first, published in 1901, is a worshipful two-volume compendium by his son, Hazard, a Congressional Medal of Honor winner but not a gifted litterateur. The second, a far more balanced and stylistically graceful account, is by a scholar and regional historian, Kent Richards, who subtitled his 1979 work Young Man in a Hurry. Stevens’s passionate striving for personal advancement, along with his patriotism, courage, and intelligence, may be readily gleaned from this mass of material. Ironically, though, Isaac Stevens is remembered today, if at all, not for his daring or any luminous achievement but for his vendetta aimed at destroying the last chief of an obscure Native American tribe—a man who was, so far as modern scrutiny can tell, a patriot no less devoted to his little nation, equally brave, and just as smart by his own culture’s determinants.

In the biography by Professor Richards, the reader is offered a word portrait of Second Lieutenant Isaac I. Stevens at age twenty-one, in dress uniform fresh out of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, where he ranked first in his class academically. We are told of a handsome gallant with “expressive, attentive, large dark-hazel eyes … thick black hair which curled over his ears and collar, a small goatee carefully trimmed, straight nose, and firmly set lips and chin.” His good looks, a bit more seasoned but no less dashing, were also evident in a stylized lithograph of the Union army’s Brigadier General Stevens twenty-two years later, proudly wearing a buttoned-over, high-collar military tunic with epaulets and wielding a spyglass in his right hand, presumably for surveying the nearest battlefield. Not disclosed by either the verbal or graphic portrait was the elegant worthy’s stature. Stevens was born with short, stumpy legs—a malformation likely traceable to a faulty pituitary gland—and a large head that appeared out of scale with the rest of his body. Some who would later have to deal with his driving energy, stand before his commanding presence, and confront those burning eyes fixed on whatever prize he was pursuing at the moment were convinced that Stevens was ruled by a casebook Napoleonic complex. It may well be a coarse simplification to suggest that his whole life played out as a compensatory reflex for his shortness—he probably stood only two or three inches above five feet, though no medical records survive—but of his dynamic nature there is no doubt.

He was an eighth-generation member of an American family that was among the first to settle the town of Andover, twenty miles above Boston in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. John Stevens, an Anglican convert to the Puritan sect, reached the New World in 1638 at the age of thirty-three and with his brood of eight children headed for Andover, on the Merrimack River. The town, later to become the site of the nation’s oldest—and among its most elite—private college preparatory academies, would remain the Stevens clan’s home for several centuries while its members coped, with varying degrees of success, as farmers, millers, soldiers, and civic leaders of their community. Isaac I. Stevens’s grandfather Jonathan fought with the American revolutionaries at Bunker Hill, expanded the family farm, opened a tannery, and built a lakeside mansion to house his fourteen children.

Jonathan’s seventh son, Isaac (father of Isaac I.), began grown-up life as a teenage adventurer, sailing to China, but was not enchanted by the nautical life. He returned to Andover to run a hay farm, a malt mill, and a general store with an adjacent inn that served as a crackerbarrel meeting place for local gentry and a hotbed of political palaver. Isaac married Hannah Ingalls, a local woman of similar background, though more affectionate and religious by nature. Hannah had good sense, ran her home efficiently, and bore seven children, five daughters and two sons, during a thirteen-year marriage that ended tragically.

Her husband, frugal, hardworking, and high-minded, had one unfortunate vice—he drove his horse and wagon like a fury. One day, with his wife seated beside him, he took a turn too fast and overturned the wagon, causing Hannah to hit her head sharply on the ground. She lingered for two years, never recovering from the accident. The family’s collective grief was compounded when Isaac married his sullen housekeeper, who lavished little love on her stepchildren, and vice versa. None of the Stevens children was more emotionally scarred by the loss of their mother than her third-born, and first son, Isaac Ingalls Stevens, who was nine when she passed.

Isaac was so small and frail at his birth on March 25, 1818, that his survival was in doubt for a time. Family legend had it that Hannah, as tender-hearted a mother as ever walked the planet, was nevertheless so wearied from keeping house and minding her two older children that she let the undersized baby boy languish in his crib until his grandmother liberated him when he was three. If the story was true, little Isaac appears to have hit the ground running and remained in motion pretty much the rest of his days.

Whatever the lad lacked in physique, he soon gave evidence that his outsized head held a large and agile brain. His powers of memory and a precocious talent for numbers were demonstrated early on, and there was no lack of mental stimulus around the home. Isaac’s father, while the very model of Yankee thrift, industry, and canniness, was also a well-read man of ardent convictions, a devout Unitarian of decidedly liberal views about religion and the evils of slavery, and a regular subscriber to the moralizing precepts espoused in the weekly edition of Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune and William Lloyd Garrison’s crusading Liberator. He generously shared his newspapers and books with his neighbors as well as his outspoken views, among them devotion to the tenets of populist Jacksonian democracy—disfavored in mercantile New England—and antipathy for liquor and tobacco as diabolic enticements to ruin.

These persuasions made the elder Isaac a demanding taskmaster where his bright boy’s school lessons and study habits were concerned. Sent to school before he was five, the lad was preternaturally attentive, recited without flaw and beyond requirement, and was so accomplished in arithmetic that after a time his teacher no longer instructed him in the subject because she said his knowledge of it had outstripped hers. While striving to satisfy his intimidating father, young Isaac gravitated toward his more compassionate mother and frequented her bedside during the two years she survived her husband’s reckless wagon-driving. The happiness went out of his childhood thereafter, dimmed by a father who was unsympathetic to the boy’s sensitive nature. Isaac poured himself still more zealously into his schoolwork when, at age ten, the year after his mother died, he was sent to a private academy his grandfather had started, where the boy excelled from the first. He was not so devoted a bookworm, though, that he avoided the usual boyish exertions, like scaling the splendid elm trees that bordered the Stevens property, wrestling with his school chums, and working in the family’s fields and orchards, sometimes to the point of exhaustion and once suffering from near-fatal sunstroke. It was as if he had to demonstrate to everyone around him that his pint size was no limitation to his physical prowess. One day, at the age of twelve, he pushed himself too hard pitching hay and suffered a serious groin rupture, which never fully healed, required him to wear a truss the rest of his life, and agonizingly recurred at several most inconvenient moments in his adult career.

To take a breather from his studies, at which he had overtasked himself (with his stern father’s complicity), and to escape a less than embracing home life, Isaac apprenticed himself for a year at his uncle’s nearby woolen mill, where once more he proved a quick learner (but was required to surrender all his wages to his pinchpenny father). Resuming his education, Isaac was sent for his final sixteen months of secondary schooling to nearby Phillips Academy for boys, where he did chores to pay for his room and board. Again he displayed formidable talent at mathematics, completing college-level studies and solving problems that puzzled his instructors. The law and the ministry were considered respectable career choices, if not exactly attuned to the youngster’s gifts, but higher education was a cost his father was not eager to bear. The intervention of Isaac’s uncle saved the day. He appealed to the local congressman, an acquaintance of his, to select his nephew for all-expenses-paid appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point; the lawmaker agreed that Isaac’s sterling school record merited reward.

[image: ]

WEST POINT, under challenge in that era as a bastion for overprivileged youth, was hardly known for its intellectual rigor. But neither was it heralded for the way it taught military theory and tactics or for turning out skilled officers. What it did well was train army engineers, and young Isaac Stevens, already familiar with the rudiments of surveying—an invaluable skill in territorially expansive America during the early nineteenth century—had come well prepared for induction into that branch of the army.

The aura of the Point, its traditions and patriotic fervor, the ramrod bearing of its officers—all of it enthralled the impressionable plebe Stevens. On the other hand, as the product of a deeply moralistic, teetotaling, antitobacco home life, he was shocked by the cussing, boozing, and smoking common among his peers. Isaac made no secret that, like his father, he found such habits repellent—an earnestness that, combined with his shortness, made him a ripe target for bullying, of which he suffered more than his share. But the scrappy, speedy young Stevens was bent on winning his fellow cadets’ respect; he did so by fighting back—and winning a goodly number of demerits for misconduct—and by proving himself the smartest member of his class. He got up ahead of everyone else each morning and vigorously hiked the Point grounds before breakfast. He overcame his aversion to public speaking by joining the Dialectic Society, one of the academy’s few extracurricular activities. He learned some social graces, including how to dance, though he remained shy with girls other than his five sisters. And, of course, he pursued the vocational skills he thought might best advance his career, such as how to build forts and bridges, the strategic emplacement of field artillery—Napoleon’s specialty—and first-rate horsemanship while maintaining soldierly bearing. He sought as well to broaden his horizons and mental acuity by delving into the liberal arts as his time and curriculum allowed, reading the classics and British literary masters, keeping himself abreast of politics and public events as his father did, and improving his writing and drawing skills. A latent streak of rebelliousness led to his helping launch an underground student newspaper poking fun at the army in general and at particular faculty members; it also featured vaguely subversive essays like one of his own titled “Has Man a Conscience?”

As he neared the end of his cadet years, Isaac wrote his father, “I have endeavored to make it my rule never to relinquish any undertaking, but always to try till success crowned my efforts. I have thus got along pretty well”—sweet words to a sire who, despite their clashing temperaments, had done much to imbue that dogged spirit in his son. So gifted had young Isaac shown himself to be at mathematics that he served as a temporary assistant professor in the subject during the last part of his time at the Point, and it was no great surprise when his grit and wits earned him the role of Class of 1839 valedictorian.

In a nation at peace with foreign powers since Andrew Jackson had thoroughly routed the British at the Battle of New Orleans a quarter-century earlier, service in the small standing U.S. Army did not require much in the way of derring-do. Jackson’s victory and the pronouncement of the Monroe Doctrine had combined to tell the Old World that the young American republic had staked a claim on the New World as its sphere of influence—and woe be to any nation with dreams of newly colonizing the Western Hemisphere. U.S. soldiers stood vigil over the country’s shores and boundaries, safeguarded settlers pushing west against attacks by resentful Indian tribes, or—if, like Isaac Stevens, they had been admitted to the select Army Corps of Engineers—were assigned to oversee federal construction projects, usually fortifications, roads, and canals and other waterways in need of dredging as the nation sprouted.

Stevens’s first tour of duty was to superintend the final phase of a twenty-year construction program at Fort Adams in Newport, Rhode Island, the largest defensive citadel in the nation. The exacting nature of the job—he had to be all over the place dealing with personnel of a wide occupational variety—brought him to the attention of the outgoing supervisor of the massive project, Joseph Totten, a stickler for detail who had just been named chief engineer of the U.S. Army, a post Stevens hoped to hold himself someday.

A pleasing fringe benefit of the assignment was its locale. Newport was well established as a commercial and recreational nexus and the home of families of wealth and social position, where neatly groomed young military officers like Stevens were always in demand for cotillions and holiday parties. Isaac soon met local belle Margaret Hazard, whom he called Meg, a year his senior and the issue of two ranking families of Newport gentry. Her father, Benjamin, was rated among the ablest lawyers in Rhode Island and had represented Newport in the state legislature for three decades. A proper courtship followed, with long walks on the beach, high-speed horseback rides, and readings aloud of tender poetry. Before long the restless young army officer was beginning to find more drudgery than challenge in his labors as foreman at the fort and to reflect that a legal career might be more stimulating and rewarding, especially in the firm of Meg’s father, who could open many a door for a bright-eyed son-in-law. But a virulent case of tuberculosis struck down Benjamin Hazard not long before Isaac and Meg were married in a subdued wedding celebration. The law no longer beckoned to the calculating second lieutenant.

By twenty-four, he was the father of a son, Hazard, but his career was not keeping pace with his family responsibilities. His transfer from Newport to take charge of repairs to the old fort at the whaling town of New Bedford, Massachusetts—a low-priority project—seemed a dead end. Nor did Stevens’s initiative at his new workplace sit well at first. “The people in New Bedford are disposed to criticize my plans,” Isaac wrote his father, “but they will find out that I know what I am about, and that they had better save their sneers for some other object.”

Such combativeness and self-certitude would surface with increasing frequency and become the least appealing elements of his indefatigable work ethic. Before long, Stevens’s nervy competence won him simultaneous command of construction at five installations in northern New England, including a new forty-gun bastion to be called Fort Knox along the Maine coast at the narrows of the Penobscot River opposite the town of Bucksport. Keeping close tabs on so many job sites required him to act as engineer, architect, personnel director, labor negotiator, purchasing agent, and paymaster—a crash course in management for any young aspirant to high rank and authority.

Stevens’s youthful appearance belied the skill with which he performed his multiple tasks. An old Down East farmer who owned the land on which Fort Knox was to be built was so disdainful of the twenty-five-year-old lieutenant’s callow looks that he refused at first to sit down across the bargaining table to arrange the terms of purchase. Advised that Stevens had been entrusted by the army not only to buy the real estate for the new fort but to manage its entire construction, the old-timer relented—and found, as many others would over time, that Isaac Stevens was one tough bargainer. Meanwhile, he was earning points with Chief Engineer Totten down in Washington.

FOR ALL Stevens’s dutiful handling of his growing responsibilities, advancement in the peacetime army was excruciatingly slow. He thus welcomed the Mexican War as a chance to display courage and prowess in combat, the surest means of military promotion. To be sure, he believed the war was just and necessary, blaming it not on U.S. territorial ambitions but on Mexico’s stubborn refusal to acknowledge the successful rebellion of Texas and its recent annexation by Congress. In this view, Stevens parted company with his father, who believed—not without cause—that the war had been cooked up by President James Polk, himself a slaveowner, in cahoots with southern politicians who wanted to extend the reach of the slavocracy all across the southern tier of the nation to the Pacific shore.

As the first blood was shed along the Rio Grande, Stevens put in for transfer to a combat zone. His request was not granted until the climactic final campaign of the war in 1847, when he was assigned as adjutant to the field commander of the Corps of Engineers accompanying General Winfield Scott, the highest-ranking officer in the U.S. Army, on his drive from Mexico’s largest seaport, Veracruz, on the Gulf of Mexico, to Mexico City to force an unconditional surrender. Stevens’s function would be to provide reconnaissance and logistical advice on troop movements through the steep and tangled highlands that dominated the 200-mile route to the Mexican capital. “I go,” Isaac wrote to Meg, “without a single foreboding.… I trust I shall have full strength to do my full duty. I know this will accord with all the wishes of your own heart.” Did ever a young patriot profess greater fervor on the brink of mortal peril?

Stevens was quickly baptized in the brutal realities of warfare. He watched in sorrow as the big guns on the U.S. Navy ships bringing Scott’s task force to Veracruz pounded the port city for four days without opposition after its defenders refused to surrender. As the fighting raged up into the steamy mountain jungles, Isaac’s letters disclosed a similar measure of sympathy for the bravery and suffering of the poorly trained, supplied, and led Mexican soldiers. Yet he actively took part in destroying the poor wretches who stood in the way of his nation’s destiny. The action often took Stevens behind enemy lines or into the perilous gap between the opposing armies in order to find and map the least hazardous path of advance. In doing so, he won high marks from his commanders for cool, courageous, and resourceful conduct.

On one particularly harrowing assignment, leading a scouting party of fifty men through rough terrain in quest of the safest river crossing they could find for the U.S. attack force, Stevens exerted himself so strenuously that his old groin rupture reopened and left him in stunning pain. Ingloriously confined to a field hospital bed, he rallied and despite warnings not to overdo it was soon back in the field alongside fellow West Point engineer Robert E. Lee and other colleagues in the elite cadre gathering essential intelligence for the final push on Mexico City.

As U.S. troops approached the outskirts of the capital, its defenders fell back to the satellite towns and rallied to put up stiff resistance at Contreras. There Isaac scaled a nearby church steeple—questionable therapy for a convalescent hernia—to obtain a panoramic view with his spyglass of the movements of the backpedaling Mexican troops. Seeing that the enemy was in full, disorderly retreat, he sent word to General Scott, who promptly ordered swift pursuit, with Stevens assigned to accompany the attackers. Their headlong surge brought the Americans to the town of Churubusco, where a strongly fortified convent slowed the pursuers. Stevens recommended the placement of artillery and infantry units close to the enemy guns for maximum firepower and quick assault. The advice, though accepted, was given without his awareness of the intervening, heavily manned enemy breastworks that were obscured from his view by a field of tall corn. The daring maneuver exposed the U.S. soldiers to a severe pounding and caused many casualties. In the end only a fixed-bayonet charge dislodged the diehard Mexicans in one of the deadliest encounters of the war. The sight and smell of so many mangled corpses on both sides left Stevens dazed and remorseful, but neither General Scott nor his top aides—knowing wars were won by bold strokes, not excessive caution about the price to be paid in blood—faulted the zealous engineer.

During the mop-up stage of the fighting, though, Stevens suffered a serious foot injury from an enemy rifle ball that shattered small bones and severed tendons. His usual grit was sorely tried by pain and a two-week fever brought on by blood poisoning, but he pulled through and wound up the war roundly commended for his manly, unstinting efforts. If he was not a medal-bedecked hero, he returned home with his future as an ascendant officer seemingly ensured.

THE DEMOBILIZED U.S. ARMY had more hands than work to busy them, so Isaac Stevens, promoted to brevet major for his wartime exploits, was nevertheless returned by the Corps of Engineers to his old assignment of keeping the coastal forts of northern New England in good repair. With his days of patriotic gore and glory on the battlefield still a fresh memory, he felt marooned, wondering if he ought to remain in the military.

For the first time he became active in politics, supporting the 1848 presidential aspirations of Senator Lewis Cass, Democrat of Michigan, who lost to Mexican War hero Zachary Taylor of the fading but still breathing Whig Party. His involvement now oriented Stevens’s thinking toward the nation’s capital, where his exemplary record won him a plum assignment in 1849—assistant to the director of the U.S. Coastal Survey. The nation’s victory over Mexico had given it vastly expanded boundaries. The United States now claimed legal title to all the territory between the Rockies and the Pacific Ocean from the forty-ninth parallel on the north to the Rio Grande and bottom of California on the south as a result of successful diplomatic encounters with Spain (in 1819) and Britain (in 1846) and the recent military rout of Mexico. The task of mapping this expanse would be performed by some of the seventy-seven Corps of Engineers surveying parties then in the field. Charting every inch of America’s new 1,200-mile-long Pacific coastline would soon follow. It did not take a visionary to perceive, along with Major Stevens, that the sooner Americans settled that immense domain, the safer it would become and the more certain the nation’s emergence as a bicoastal colossus.

This vital geographical enterprise was coordinated by a seventy-man office in Washington, D.C., and because its director was almost always away troubleshooting at the survey sites, his assistant served as the acting, and highly active, boss of the operation. Stevens saw the job, which planted him in the midst of the federal government apparatus of a relentlessly expansionist nation, as a stepping-stone to a yet more responsible and challenging post.

The rigidity and passivity that too often define the bureaucratic mind-set were not tolerated by Stevens, whose direct and sometimes confrontational ways of getting things done ruffled the feathers of older hands in the Coastal Survey office. Perceived by a number of his underlings as a martinet, he treated the intraoffice combat as a personal challenge. As he wrote to Meg, living at their Rhode Island home with their children—Hazard now had three sisters—while Isaac roomed at a boardinghouse on the limited pay of a brevet officer:


I am bringing to bear upon the men my personal weight, and you know I rarely fail whenever I am brought into direct personal contact.… They know I am firm and steadfast, but I am as true to them as I am to the work itself. Every man will know that he can have entire confidence in my justice, and in my judgment of his merits.



Stevens, given his ambitions, did not limit his ambit to strictly parochial matters involving the coastline of the United States. His after-hours fraternizing, mostly with fellow younger officers, provided the occasion for him to voice his ideas about the need for a stronger, more professional standing army, better trained and paid, to protect the enlarged nation. In particular, he favored much strengthened artillery units and new fortified posts to safeguard the steadily heavier flow of wagon trains from what he called the “murderous Indian tribes in the West.” His moral compass seemed not to allow for the possibility that the natives may have been acting in self-defense.

The restless major now began to mingle with civilian politicians, particularly younger ones on the rise, such as Stephen Douglas of Illinois, a newcomer to the U.S. Senate, only five years Isaac’s senior and a Democrat like himself. Douglas would shortly emerge as a major figure in Washington and a conciliator in the intensifying regional divide over slavery. Stevens agreed with the Illinois lawmaker that while slavery was an abomination, for Congress to abolish it, as his father and growing antislavery multitudes favored, would very likely tear the Union apart. What made more sense to him was so-called popular sovereignty (a/k/a “squatters’ rights”), allowing the citizens of new territories to determine for themselves whether, upon attaining statehood, they would permit or outlaw slavery.

In the course of his social rounds, Stevens wandered far from his upbringing and its strictures against indulging in alcohol. After arriving at West Point, he began to have an occasional nip to be one of the gang. He almost certainly drank during the Mexican War to dull the pain of his recurring rupture, the ache in his wounded foot, and the horrors of witnessing mass death from hot lead and rampant disease. As a Washington bureaucrat on the make and beyond the scrutiny of his genteel wife, he found pleasure in “whiskey punches for which Stevens achieved something of a reputation,” according to his biographer Kent Richards.

To spread his name and ideas—and likely to curry favor with the gifted but insufferably vain Major General Winfield Scott, still the highest-ranking officer in the U.S. Army—Stevens took umbrage at an 1849 account of the Mexican War that he felt undervalued Scott’s leadership and gave undue credit to politically appointed generals. Stevens greatly admired Scott’s handling of the army in Mexico, and the admiration seemed mutual, since the general introduced him around Washington, according to Hazard Stevens’s biography of his father, as “my young friend, Major Stevens, to whose courage and ability I owe much of my success in Mexico.” Accordingly, Stevens turned out a barbed critique of the 1849 account of the war, setting the record straight by his lights, and submitted it to one of the leading literary periodicals of the day, the North American Review. The magazine rejected his offering as too contentious and personally demeaning to some of Scott’s rivals. Stevens took the criticisms to heart and recast his essay after sharing it with his wartime colleague Robert E. Lee, who urged him to publish it in order to alert the public to the need for a much better army than the thrown-together, improperly prepared force President Polk had sent to Mexico. The 108-page, author-subsidized treatise was issued in a limited edition in 1851, and Stevens sent a copy to Scott, who he naturally expected would appreciate the writer’s kind words. The words were apparently not kind enough, for Scott returned the book unopened and without explanation. Hazard Stevens’s biography speculated that, for all its fulsome praise, his father’s book erred by daring to second-guess several of Scott’s decisions.

The snubbed author gained a measure of satisfaction the following year after Scott won the Whig nomination for President. Stevens bolstered the candidacy of Democratic standard-bearer Franklin Pierce of New Hampshire, who had come under scurrilous attack in the press for his role as a general in the Mexican War. Offended by charges that Pierce had been spineless on the battlefield, Stevens wrote a series of letters to leading papers in Boston and Washington in praise of the wartime service of his fellow New Englander and Democrat. Stevens’s letters pointed out that Pierce had been esteemed in Scott’s own written reports on military operations and had “done his whole duty as a son of the Republic … and that it has added a laurel to his beautiful civic wreath; as a citizen he has been ready to make sacrifices for his country; as a soldier and commander, he has shown gallantry before the enemy.” Since Scott enjoyed the political support of most of Washington’s military brass, Pierce was particularly appreciative—and needful—of the brevet major’s efforts in his behalf.

Stevens’s partisanship, encouraging military men to side with Pierce, stirred resentment in the War Department of President Millard Fillmore, a Whig, who had succeeded Zachary Taylor after he died in office. Soon Stevens received a letter of rebuke from Secretary of War Charles Conrad for butting into political affairs in a manner unbecoming a military careerist. Adopting a courteous but forceful style in his response, Stevens wrote he had not supposed that by his service as an army officer he had forfeited his rights as a citizen to advocate public measures he thought best for his country and to champion those he judged most suited to carry them out. Indeed, General Scott himself, in seeking the presidency, exemplified just such participation in politics that Stevens supported. Stevens never heard back from the Secretary of War—and Pierce won a decisive victory in the electoral college.

But Stevens was now in a pickle, professionally. He had won esteem for the diligence, efficiency, quality of workmanship, and high morale in the Coastal Survey office and, as a result, had been named to the board in charge of the nation’s lighthouses and appointed to a commission responsible for improving navigation on the James, Appomattox, and Cape Fear rivers. Yet he was not advanced in rank from brevet major, had no keen sponsors among the upper echelons of the military, and had undoubtedly gained an enemy in Scott, still the army’s first officer.

Increasingly irked that his talents were going unappreciated by his superiors, Stevens now actively cultivated friendships with key men in Congress, made a point of trying to meet other leading figures who visited the capital, and on occasion dropped by the lobby of leading Washington hotels like the Willard, sometimes with Hazard in hand, to chat up friends and would-be friends who might hold the key to his advancement. With Pierce due to arrive in the White House in March 1853, Stevens nurtured hopes of a political appointment as his way out of an atrophying army career. Like many other younger men approaching their prime—he was now thirty-five and the father of four—he cast his eyes westward, where the problems and challenges of the immense frontier opened by the victory over Mexico and the Gold Rush seemed to offer expansive opportunities. In his case, the object of pursuit was not wealth but power and position to use it.

In his last days in office, President Fillmore signed a bill that captured Stevens’s interest because it seemed to offer a ready-made vehicle for his restless drive. The bill created the Washington Territory, an area larger than New York State and all of New England combined. Here was a huge virgin domain in the northwest corner of the nation, far less populated than roiling California or suddenly sprouting Oregon, and thus a tabula rasa on which Stevens could project his destiny and demonstrate his skills. He lost no time in asking Pierce to recommend him to Congress for appointment as the first governor of Washington Territory.

It was a canny choice of an arena for performing a star turn. Not many politicians were eager to win assignment to a frontier posting, with rough living conditions and few cultural amenities. Not long before, relatively unknown Abraham Lincoln, defeated in his reelection bid after one term in the House of Representatives due to his opposition to the Mexican War, had turned down the chance to be the first governor of Oregon Territory. The governorship of Washington Territory was likewise perceived as a tart political plum, so not only did Stevens face limited competition for the post but his credentials seemed ideal for the position: fourteen years in the military with combat experience; proven administrative skills; training and practice as an engineer, geographer, and surveyor; plus the energy of youth and driving ambition. The appointment, too, was an easy way for the new president to pay back the major who had flouted military propriety to advance Pierce’s candidacy. Request granted, and Congress obliged.


2

Paradise for Free

IN TRADING THE HONOR, duty, and hierarchal rigidity of military life, with its prospects of occasional high drama and the certainty of long stretches of tedium for the vagaries of a political career, Isaac Stevens resolved to make the most of his opportunity on the far side of the nation. He had been to war and performed well, but he was—for all his fiery competitiveness—a rock-ribbed New Englander, an officer, and a gentleman, not a freewheeling adventurer familiar with the wilds of the frontier and the everyday perils lurking there. His first task was to learn all he could about the fiefdom on the nation’s fringe that he had been handed to transform from wilderness to a governable political subdivision. The trouble was that nobody back east knew very much about the Washington Territory.

Of the prize Stevens had been awarded, this much was known: it covered, according to the best estimates of surveyors and cartographers, about 110,000 square miles, possessed one of the most varied and spectacular landscapes on earth, and was populated by a few thousand white people and probably six or seven times that many natives. Disarming the local tribes and separating them from the lands of their forefathers would be the first order of business for the novice governor of the new territory.

Ever since the first British settlement was planted on the opposite side of the continent in tidewater Virginia 250 years earlier, the natives of the far northwest had been spared the ravaging impact of white intruders, largely because of their sheltering geography. To reach the heart of their sanctuary overland from the east, settlers of European descent would have had to traverse dense forests, myriad rushing rivers and swirling streams, steep hills, deep valleys, narrow ravines, prairies without end, parched badlands, sheer canyons, the rugged Rockies, and, at the end of their travail, the forbidding, snowcapped Cascade range. It would have been a far less taxing ordeal and taken a shorter time to get there traveling mostly by water from the nearby Pacific—if mariners had learned the route sooner. But neither French explorers who had navigated the full length of the Mississippi River, Spanish adventurers who had plundered the warmer climes of the New World, nor Russian fur traders plying the Pacific coastal waters to the north had ever ventured upon what the United States now called the Washington Territory.

No British seaborne voyagers had approached the region until the last years of the eighteenth century, and no American party came anywhere near it until Lewis and Clark’s epochal 1805–6 expedition of discovery passed swiftly by some 100 miles to the south. Even after a chain of Spanish missions was strung along the California coast starting in 1769, maritime probes farther north were rare except for the frenetic international hunt for the sea otter and its luxuriously soft fur in the frigid waters along the northwest Pacific shoreline of modern Alaska. Monterey, 100 miles below San Francisco Bay and Mexican territory until 1848, was the only significant seaport along the Pacific coast from California north. While the Gold Rush turned San Francisco’s slumbering little waterfront into a clamorous harbor, 1,000 miles of sea still separated it from ready access to most of the tribes in the new Washington Territory.

In addition to their remoteness, the natives there were insulated from outside contacts by the natural riches of the region, allowing them to stay close to home for their sustenance. The warming waters of the Japanese Current, the Pacific Ocean’s equivalent to the Atlantic’s Gulf Stream, brushed the northwest U.S. coastline, sending mild, moisture-laden air inland on prevailing west-to-east winds. These grow cool passing over the mountaintops of the nearby Olympic Range and form plump clouds that remain trapped for a time in the basin cupped on the east by the Cascades; the result is abundant annual rainfall throughout what was then the local Indian Country. The region was also well watered by spring-fed lakes and rivers rising in the Cascades—five from the ice packs on the slopes of 14,410-foot Mount Rainier, the snow-coned volcanic giant that stirred awe and dread among the Indians, who called it Tahoma (“white mountain”)—that nourished lush valleys and fecund bottomland. Before white settlement began to take its heavy toll on the primeval forests, immense cedars, firs, and hemlocks, some soaring 200 feet or higher, formed thick woodlands that ascended upland hillsides and mountain slopes. This sea of trees and interspersed prairies of rippling grassland made a mantle of velvety green, draped across a gracefully sculpted countryside.

The wet, temperate climate nurtured a long growing season, and pristine waterways teemed with edible marine life—especially five varieties of delectable salmon and many kinds of shellfish, including clams larger than anywhere on the planet. The woods, too, made the survival of the aborigines far more secure and comfortable than that of most other hunter-gatherer societies. Their forests abounded in deer, elk, and bear, whose flesh, bones, and skin met many of the Indians’ daily needs. The sky was alive with game birds and waterfowl. The plains, flattened by prehistoric glaciers, sprouted with nutritious wild bulbs, roots, and greens that supplemented the natives’ protein-rich diets. The moist coastal soil rimming the prairies was bursting with berries of infinite variety, picked on summer excursions by tribal women and eaten right off the stem, dried for winter consumption and seasoning meats, or swirled into fruit drinks, a favorite Indian beverage in the innocent times before the white man brought liquor to the region.

Of nature’s inedible gifts to the natives, none was of greater utility than the giant western red cedar. Its wood, savored for its sweet, musky aroma, was lightweight but strong, impervious to moisture so it did not decay in that often dank ecosystem, easy to split—a wedge made of elkhorn was the most common tool for that purpose—and highly malleable. These properties allowed tribesmen, strangers to metal tools, to fashion planks and beams with relative ease and assemble them into tall, remarkably sturdy residential lodges, some as long as 100 feet and as wide as 30, that stood for centuries. Cross sections of a single tree trunk five feet in diameter were hewn into ornamented canoes. And cedar bark, finely cut and shredded, was pounded into coarse thread for making women’s skirts as soft as fabric, rain-repellent ponchos, intricately woven watertight baskets, floor mats, storage boxes, hats, sanitary pads, and baby diapers.

The Indians whom Isaac Stevens would soon encounter were truly blessed children of nature. It was their misfortune that history was about to catch up with paradise.

THE NATIVES’ serene, secluded, and gloriously nurturing habitat was not intruded upon by white men until the last quarter of the eighteenth century, and no day-to-day contact began for another fifty years.

On his around-the-world exploratory voyage launched in 1778, British captain James Cook sailed along the northwest coast of North America and later reported the existence of a channel just north of the forty-ninth parallel opening eastward from the Pacific between what would later be called Vancouver Island and the Olympic Peninsula in Washington State. Cook’s travels did not allow him time to investigate the channel, but among sailors and empire-builders, the question arose whether this opening in the coastline might be the final stretch of the long-sought Northwest Passage, a hypothetical shortcut between the Atlantic and Pacific that would save months of ocean-going travel around Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America and open up commerce with vast new Asian markets. Another English captain, Charles Barkley, ventured partway into the channel in 1787, but only far enough to determine that it was a waterway of considerable length. Thereafter the mysterious channel was named the Juan de Fuca Strait after a Spanish explorer who, his nation belatedly claimed, had discovered the passage two centuries earlier. Five years after Barkley, another British sea captain, George Vancouver, who had been a midshipman on Cook’s voyage fourteen years before, was assigned by the Admiralty in London to determine just how far east Juan de Fuca Strait extended.

As skipper of the sloop-of-war H.M.S. Discovery, the thirty-four-year-old Vancouver had been given the task of charting the northwest coast and its inlets in detail. After several days of due-east travel covering 100 miles from the open sea through the fifteen-mile-wide Juan de Fuca Strait, the Discovery encountered a wider north-south sea lane bordered on the east by an unbroken mainland shore. Vancouver veered to starboard, where he hoped the southerly route might eventually turn east again and lead all the way to the Atlantic. He was greeted instead after a few hours’ sail by a vista of breathtaking beauty—a verdant, undulating landscape of immense trees stretching from the shore as far as the eye could see, framed at either end by a whitecapped mountain range of a scale rivaled in Europe only by the Alps. Sixty miles to the southeast rose the highest peak, which Vancouver dutifully named Mount Rainier after a British rear admiral of modest distinction.

Threading his way through the inlet with its jigsawed shoreline, Vancouver dropped anchor a little below modern Seattle out of fear the inlet might soon become too narrow and shallow for his large craft to maneuver in, even though the water at that point registered a depth of 210 feet—remarkable for that distance from the ocean. To continue the exploration, he ordered young second lieutenant Peter Puget to take a twenty-foot rowboat with ten oarsmen to see how far inland this crooked arm of the Pacific might reach. What they found on their meandering, two-week trip was a small inland sea 100 miles long, with many islands, large and small, and long, jabbing peninsulas that created a lacework of channels and bays. There was no link to a passage east. Of particular note, however, was the great depth of the water throughout the sound that would soon bear Puget’s name—a phenomenon of nature that, along with its many potential harbor sites, identified the region as an ideal setting for a great future seaport, or series of ports, close to the ocean but protected from its often tempest-tossed waters at that latitude.

Puget, twenty-eight at the time, and his armed crew made wary contact with the equally wary but nonetheless welcoming natives. The Indians shared their delicious salmon, clams, and oysters with the white intruders, who found their hosts to be, in Puget’s words, “a farce of savageness.” Despite their suspicious looks, virtual nakedness, long filthy black hair, and limited communication skills, they seemed an unthreatening lot. Puget’s party marveled at their handsomely carved canoes and finely wrought cedar baskets. The amity ended, though, when several of Puget’s men went fishing in the Sound without license from the natives—a clear violation of what they believed to be their ancient territorial prerogatives, as their disapproving expressions and brandished spears made clear. Puget hurriedly rowed off into the sunset.

It proved an informative expedition, but the finding that Puget Sound did not turn into an interocean northwest passage was a deep disappointment to the Admiralty and the crown, always hopeful of widening British commercial dominion. As a consolation, Vancouver was honored by having the 12,000-square-mile island that formed the northern shore of Juan de Fuca Strait named for him. It is the largest island off the western coast of both American continents.

In spring of the same year as Vancouver’s probe—1792—American navigator and fur trader Robert Gray, captaining his ship, Columbia, also entered Juan de Fuca Strait but turned back well short of Puget Sound. Instead Gray returned to the coast and continued south for another 200 miles before coming upon the estuary of a great river that Cook and no doubt others had failed to glimpse because of the fog and misty weather that often cloaked it from passing vessels. The estuary with its many sandbars was a perilous trial for any helmsman, but after passing through it Gray discovered a wide, stunningly beautiful river, the longest one emptying into the entire eastern coastline of the Pacific Ocean. He named it for his ship. White men had found the gateway, albeit over water, into the temperate, thickly timbered northwest corner of sub-Arctic North America. The natives’ days of unchallenged occupancy were numbered.

After Lewis and Clark came upon the Columbia River from the land side thirteen years later and tracked it to the sea for the final westward leg of their legendary journey, they planted the American flag at a winter camp they built close to the Pacific shore, claiming U.S. hegemony over the entire Columbia basin. This expansive gesture of labeling so huge a wilderness American territory well before any permanent settlement there won swift disapproval from the British, who a few years later, in the War of 1812, sent a gunboat to seize a U.S. trading post and its protective garrison near the old Lewis and Clark campsite on the coast and raise the Union Jack over what the royal sailors renamed Fort George after their king. The two nations were on a collision course over ownership of the region that was soon being called the Oregon Country.

A modus vivendi to avoid bloodshed over that visually astounding land, as yet uninhabited by whites, was reached by a pair of treaties that U.S. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams crafted in 1818 with Britain and the following year with Spain. The Spaniards, on the brink of losing most of their New World empire to rebel colonists and politically aroused natives, agreed to drop all territorial claims north of the forty-second parallel, which serves as the northern boundary of both modern California and contiguous Nevada. The concession meant that the Oregon Country, directly to the north, was up for grabs.

Instead of a military confrontation so far away from their respective homelands, the United States and Britain reached an accord, open-ended in duration, covering half a million square miles. The area ran from the Continental Divide along the ridge line of the Rocky Mountains, where American territory acquired by the Louisiana Purchase ended, west to the Pacific and from the forty-second parallel border with Spanish territory north to just above the fifty-fourth parallel, where Russian America, to be renamed Alaska half a century later, began. This terrain was declared open to both American citizens and British subjects under the common jurisdiction of both nations but with neither serving as the governing authority or providing law enforcement. It was the truly wild Northwest, a limboland where only a few white hunters and mountain men had ventured.

Time and geography were on the Americans’ side. For the next quarter-century, though, British commercial interests acted quickly to make good on the opportunity they saw at the western end of the continent before the United States could gain traction. The British presence was exercised almost exclusively by the Hudson’s Bay Company (often called “the Company” or just “the Bay” by contemporaries, and ever since), the Montreal-based, government-backed trading house. In 1824 the Bay closed down the small post it had been operating near the mouth of the Columbia and transferred its operations ninety miles upriver to a site on the north bank close to where the Willamette River, a major tributary, flowed into the larger waterway from the south. It was a perfect spot from which to control trade throughout the Columbia basin, and the Bay’s new post, Fort Vancouver, was scaled to handle the job. Described as “a cedar castle” by one observer at the time, Fort Vancouver (though not located on that island) soon grew into a stockaded, self-contained community with a store, workshops, a sawmill, a shipyard, grain storage and milling, and enough employees to allow the place to serve as the central supply depot, emporium, and bank for the whole Oregon Country—and its de facto capital. For all its solidity, the Bay’s prospering quarters on the Columbia became neither a rooted community nor the springboard for systematic British colonization in the region; Fort Vancouver was essentially a company town, with more than its share of transients, many of them French Canadians, Scotsmen, and, in time, imported Hawaiians.

To further solidify future British claim to territorial dominion north of the Columbia, the Bay opened an auxiliary trading post in 1833 in the midst of Indian lands at the head—the southern end, actually—of Puget Sound. The new unit, perched on a hillside above the north shore of the Nisqually River delta, took its name from that river, which flowed from the slopes of Mount Rainier to the Sound. Fort Nisqually was a risky venture, not least of all because the nearest white settlement was more than 100 miles and a three-day journey away.

The natives, to judge from accounts left by Bay personnel, viewed with apprehension the arrival in the south Sound of the whites they called “King George men.” The Bay set up shop with scarcely a by-your-leave bow to the Indians and threatened their command of the region by declaring monopolistic new trading rules and introducing diseases that would shortly prove lethal to tribal people. But the Bay was eager to receive all the beaver, fox, and mink pelts and deer and bear skins that Indian hunters wished to trade for the whites’ manufactured items like clothing, blankets, guns, knives, and tools. Word was quickly passed throughout Indian Country around Puget Sound that the King George men treated the natives with respect, did not cheat them detectably, and did not dismiss their spirit faith as pagan sacrilege, their illiteracy as stupidity, or their warm-weather nudity as savagery.

The Bay’s local operations were eventually headed by affable, hardworking chief factor William Fraser Tolmie, who by virtue of his position and nature was easily the most influential white man in the northern sector of the Oregon Territory. Tolmie, a slender, fair-haired, twenty-one-year-old Scottish physician fresh from the University of Glasgow, was
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