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			What mattered was not so much whether a particular story was factually true, but rather, what it signified. Though it was also the case that the more a story circulated, the truer it became.
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Following the conversational usage of the people I am writing about, this book often uses the word “Indian” to refer to Indigenous people in the Pacific Northwest and across the United States. Elders and leaders of the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation use “Indian” to refer to themselves, their land, their history, and their way of life. Based on my interviews with them on their reservation in northeastern Oregon, they also describe themselves as Tribal people, Native people, Indigenous people, and Native Americans—or by their tribal affiliations as Cayuses, Walla Wallas, Umatillas, and Nez Perces. Still, the most common self-descriptive term is “Indian,” which is also used in an official tribal history of the reservation. But language is alive and changing—and usage of the word “Indian” is generational. Among those under thirty, many prefer to use “Native” or “Indigenous” or their tribal affiliation, and some strongly reject “Indian.” It is a matter of personal identity, and Native identity is changing. David Treuer, an Ojibwe author writing in The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee, his landmark history of Native America since 1890, advises that “a good rule of thumb for outsiders” is to “ask the Native people you’re talking to what they prefer.” This has been my guiding principle in determining the proper terminology for this book.

			I am indebted to elders and leaders of the Umatilla Reservation for their participation in this book. It began for me as an effort to explain one of the great hoaxes in the history of the American West. It ended with a new understanding of the power of white racism to sow a century and a half of misery among the Native people of the Columbia River Plateau. I also came to revere their resilience. On the Umatilla Reservation they have engineered a great American comeback.

		

	
		
			Introduction
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			THE GOOD DOCTOR

			My descent into the looking-glass legend of Dr. Marcus Whitman began in elementary school when I performed in a class play about the good doctor. It was the early 1960s and I lived in the tumbleweed outback of the Pacific Northwest, where Whitman had been killed by members of the Cayuse tribe in 1847 and where he lived on as a much-in-demand martyred ghost.

			Besides school plays, he had appeared in an opera, poems, hymns, children’s books, radio plays, movies, and the stained-glass windows of churches from Spokane to Seattle. His name was on high schools, middle schools, highways, hospitals, banks, churches, nursing homes, a national forest, a county in Washington State, and a glacier on Mount Rainier. Near the Walla Walla River, where his mutilated body had been buried in a mass grave, the National Park Service presided over the Whitman Mission National Historic Site. The tallest building in nearby Walla Walla was a twelve-story luxury hotel called the Marcus Whitman. It looked down upon the campus of Whitman College, an excellent liberal arts college. Boosters in Washington State raised money in 1953 to send a bronze statue of Whitman—clad in buckskin, carrying a Bible, and bearing a slogan that read “My plans require time and distance”—to Washington, D.C., for display in the Capitol’s National Statuary Hall.
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					This granite shaft, erected fifty years after the 1847 killing of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, stands on the grounds of the mission the Whitmans built in Cayuse country near the Walla Walla River, in what is now southeastern Washington State. Remains of the Whitmans and eleven others are buried nearby; in the southern distance are the Blue Mountains in Oregon.

				
			
			The statue received a welcoming speech from Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, the most prominent graduate of Whitman College—with the possible exception of Adam West, the actor who played Batman on television in the sixties. Douglas condemned the “treachery” of the Indians who killed Whitman and said that the doctor’s example should “fill the hearts of our people with pride and teach them that courage and devotion can overcome even the impossible.”

			

			—

			Whitman and his wife, Narcissa, were Presbyterian missionaries from upstate New York. They traveled west—into what Narcissa called “the thick darkness of heathenism”—during a peak season of godliness in the United States. Called the Second Great Awakening, it transformed millions of unchurched Americans into ardent, evangelical, conversion-focused Protestants. Before the revival took off, around 1800, just one in ten Americans attended church; by 1836, when the Whitmans headed west, nearly eight in ten did. As Protestant evangelism surged, it locked arms with nationalism. The result was Manifest Destiny, an imperialist theology of God-ordained exceptionalism and continental expansion that seized the popular imagination just as the federal government was figuring out how to exploit one and a quarter million square miles of newly acquired land that stretched from Texas to California and up to what is now the Canadian border. Manifest Destiny justified almost anything Americans wanted to do in this vast new landscape. It was God’s will, after all, for these chosen people “to overspread and to possess.”

			The Whitmans were at the missionary vanguard of the land grab. Their quest, as they described it, was to convert the “benighted Indians” to Christianity and civilize them so that they might survive a looming stampede of westbound white people. The Whitmans focused their salvific attentions on the Cayuses, a small tribe of expert horsemen and aggressive traders on the Columbia Plateau. When the missionaries arrived in Cayuse country—straddling what would become the state line of southeastern Washington State and northeastern Oregon—tribal elders were intrigued. They hoped that a few white people and their white God might be helpful, augmenting the spiritual power of their own religion. For eleven years, albeit with mounting disappointment and bitterness, the Indians allowed the Whitmans to preach, teach, farm, and build on their land.

			On November 29, 1847, a handful of Cayuses ended the experiment. They killed the Whitmans, tomahawking, shooting, knifing, whipping, and stomping them into the mud outside their mission house. Their fury was such that they used one of Dr. Whitman’s surgical saws to cleave open his skull and the skull of his wife. Eleven other white men were also killed. Remains of all the victims were buried in shallow graves, where scavenging animals got to them.

			As word of the atrocity spread east, it became a tipping point in the history of the West. Within a year, Congress made the Oregon Country—which had been shared for decades with Great Britain under a treaty of joint occupation—an official territory of the United States. The killings also horrified East Coast Protestants, whose Sunday offerings financed missionaries. The mass murder became infamous as the Whitman Massacre.

			

			—

			My grade school’s play about Marcus Whitman did not reenact his violent death, which adults viewed as too grisly for grade schoolers. (The massacre, though, was often acted out in high school and college productions.) The stage productions celebrated Whitman as a patriot, a Christian role model, and a frontier hero who, like Lewis and Clark, possessed undaunted courage. He was depicted preaching on Sundays, curing illnesses, teaching the Cayuses to read, and showing them how to grow wheat, grind flour, and make bread.

			Thrillingly, as many of the productions depicted it, Whitman also stopped a British attempt to steal the Pacific Northwest away from the American people. Five years before his murder, Whitman grabbed a Bible, jumped on a horse, and rode alone through terrible winter snows across the continent to Washington, D.C. There, he warned President John Tyler of British scheming and begged him to build a road for wagons rolling west. The dialogue went like this:

			
				TYLER:

				You have some farsighted ideas, Dr. Whitman.

				WHITMAN (ENTHUSIASTICALLY):

				What I want to see is the American flag wave from ocean to ocean. Put that road through, build the supply depots and the settlers will come in such vast numbers that we’ll forever route the British lion from Oregon Territory! We’ll win that country for the United States!

			

			After securing presidential support, Whitman raced back west. He stopped off in St. Louis, Missouri, from where, in 1843, he led what was then the largest-ever wagon train bound for Oregon.

			In the years that followed, thousands upon thousands of American settlers rolled west over the Oregon Trail. An unstoppable force, they elbowed the British into Canada, forced Indians off their land, and opened up the Oregon Country for white Protestants, who would eventually include my mom and dad, my two sisters, my brother, and me.

			Whitman’s story was a real-life Old West passion play—or so it seemed. Violent death at the hands of tomahawk-slinging hostiles gave the story a stirring shiver of last-stand martyrdom. It linked Whitman to General George Armstrong Custer at Little Bighorn, to Davy Crockett at the Alamo, even to Christ at Calvary.

			What no one told me at the time was that the Whitman story was largely a pack of lies.

			Protestant clergymen had cooked up most of it decades after the Whitmans were murdered. Its principal author was the Reverend Henry Harmon Spalding, a New York–born Presbyterian missionary who himself just barely managed not to be killed by the Cayuses.

			Spalding was fiery-eyed, scraggly-bearded, and endlessly aggrieved. He had a poisonously strange relationship with Marcus and Narcissa Whitman. When they were alive, he tormented them. When they were dead, he—with the help of his ordained collaborators—made up the great patriotic whopper that transformed them into legends.

			His behavior was rooted in jilted love. In upstate New York, he had fallen for Narcissa Prentiss, then in her early twenties and regarded by those who knew her as attractive, gregarious, and deeply religious. She had golden hair and light blue eyes, a clear soprano voice, and a manner that was both pious and lively. Her parents were well-to-do. When Spalding proposed marriage, she turned him down cold. She later married a broad-shouldered, blue-eyed doctor—Marcus Whitman. Although Spalding found another bride, he could never quite quit Narcissa, nor could he forgive the doctor who won her hand. The reverend’s jealousy was inflamed by his intimate proximity to the Whitmans when they were newlyweds. Spalding and his wife joined the Whitmans on their honeymoon trek to the Oregon Country. The two young missionary couples often shared the same tent. It could not have been easy on Spalding’s mental stability—never that stable even in the best of times—to bed down so near to Narcissa. She conceived her only child during the journey. She later told her father in a letter that she and Marcus should never have gone west with Spalding, whose “wicked jealousy” tainted their lives.

			Spalding was as paradoxical as he was volatile. He frequently used a whip on Indians who did not comport themselves according to his notions of Christian behavior. But he could also be persuasive and empathetic; he was the Northwest’s most productive Protestant missionary, as measured by his total lifetime tally of willing Indian converts.

			Prone to self-pity and despondency, he was an inventive self-promoter who churned out blood-chilling pulp fiction, which he persuaded newspaper editors to print as eyewitness frontier history from a truth-telling man of God.

			He was president of the Oregon chapter of a secret nativist society that demonized Catholics and immigrants. He was most productive—and far less irritable—while living among Indians.

			His fellow missionaries wrote countless letters about his erratic, spiteful, and annoying behavior. One said Spalding “seems unable to control himself and . . . has a disease in the head which may result in derangement.” Yet a peevish personality and periodic bouts of irrationality did not stop him from collaborating for decades with ministers, writers, and politicians from all across the United States in creating and popularizing the Whitman lie. Nor did a life of lying wreck his posthumous reputation. In 1936, a century after Spalding arrived in Oregon, President Franklin D. Roosevelt recognized his achievements as a missionary and pioneer. A small unincorporated community is now named after him in northern Idaho, where the U.S. National Park Service honors his memory and where his grave dominates Spalding Cemetery, a tribally owned burial ground that serves the Nez Perce people.

			Spalding’s big break—credibility-wise—came twenty-four years after the Whitman killings. On a visit to Washington, he persuaded the U.S. Senate to print his version of Whitman’s heroics in an official pamphlet. It quickly spread—as authentic, government-approved western history—to the pages of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, The New York Times, The Ladies’ Home Journal, and most of the American history textbooks in public and private schools across the country.

			On a Sunday morning in Chicago half a century after Whitman’s death, more than forty Protestant ministers sermonized simultaneously about his “heroic patriotic Christian work.” The story was taught in Sunday schools and published in bestselling books. The Detroit News described Whitman’s journey on horseback to Washington as “the most famous ride in American history!” While it was less well known than Paul Revere’s ride, many columnists and editorial writers claimed it was more patriotically magnificent.

			

			—

			
			Not long after my grade school performed the Whitman play, the history of the American West was given a thorough rewrite. Revisionist scholars—many of them young, non-male, non-white, non-Protestant—shredded the triumphalist view that the frontier had been “tamed.” Settlement of the West, they wrote in the 1970s and ’80s, had not been an edifying exercise in Jeffersonian democracy or an uplifting application of Christian values. Rather, it was “conquest”—a forced taking of territory that was often brutal, greed-driven, racist, ecologically disastrous, even genocidal.

			American Indians were the frontline victims, losing their lands, their cultures, their languages, and often their lives. They were decimated by diseases, defeated in wars, deported from their homelands, and corralled on reservations, and several generations of Indian children were taken away to government-run schools, which tried to turn them into little white boys and girls, sometimes with devastating results. Over time, Indian Country became the poorest part of the West. The Cayuse tribe—branded for generations as the irredeemable demons who murdered the Whitmans—was nearly exterminated.

			The “great energizer” of western conquest, as historian Wallace Stegner explained it, was the eagerness of Americans to be lied to—by railroad tycoons, timber interests, mining companies, and the corrupt politicians who served them all. “Too many times,” Stegner wrote, settler expectations were “exaggerated, uninformed, unrealistic, and greedy” when it came to understanding what it would take to prosper in the West. Railroad publicists promised that rain would follow the plow, newspapers printed it, and farmers believed what they read.

			Settlers might have been more sensible about risk if they had known what federal experts already knew about the bulk of western land. Investigation by the government’s most important geologist, John Wesley Powell, had concluded that much of it was too dry for conventional farming. But Powell’s report was buried by members of Congress beholden to the railroads. Lies about the land persisted into the Great Depression, when the topsoil of the southwest plains rose into the Dust Bowl wind, asphyxiated farm kids, and darkened skies from Chicago to New York City.

			Revisionist historians also exposed what conquest did to major rivers, transforming them into fish-killing plumbing systems that left dirty bathtub rings in canyons all across the West. Agencies of the federal government—the Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers—built the big dams that generated electricity, diverted water for irrigation, and turned rivers into sluggish stretches of slack water. One of these revisionist tracts was my own book A River Lost. It recounts how federal dams on the Columbia, which flows through eastern Washington, not far from my hometown of Moses Lake, have pushed several salmon species to extinction, dispossessing and demoralizing Indians (including the Cayuses) who for centuries had built their nutritional, social, and spiritual existence around salmon. Decades of Cold War plutonium production made the Hanford Nuclear Reservation (on the west bank of the Columbia) the single most polluted place in the Western Hemisphere. Some of its super-poisonous and radioactive toxins dribbled underground into the river; some of it threatened to explode. The federal government is still struggling to defang and contain the deadly mess.

			The legacy of conquest, as revisionist historian Patricia Limerick has written, is as fundamental to understanding the West as the legacy of slavery is to understanding the South. Both “have tested the ideals of the United States,” and both demand “sober national reflection.” Yet Americans did not see it that way. “The legacy of slavery was serious business, while the legacy of conquest was not,” Limerick wrote. She said the unsightly and undemocratic realities of the West had “dissolved into stereotypes of noble savages and noble pioneers struggling quaintly in the wilderness.”

			To correct these perceptions, Limerick and legions of other revisionist historians took an ax to the story of how the West was won. Their efforts were influential in academia and popular culture, stripping feel-good nonsense out of books, paintings, movies, and television shows. Consider Clint Eastwood’s 1992 film Unforgiven. It cut false sentiment from every aspect of life in the nineteenth-century West, especially the supposed romance of gunfighting. Eastwood played a destitute pig farmer and washed-up gunfighter who was no longer a sure shot. He went to work for vengeful “whores” who wanted their abusers dead. At close range, so he did not miss, he coldly murdered for money.

			In the same somber spirit, filmmakers Ken Burns and Stephen Ives rounded up a sizable herd of revisionist historians in the mid-1990s. Using eight episodes of prime-time public television, they told an unvarnished and uncomfortable story of the West. Compared with what had been on television in the four previous decades (Bonanza, Gunsmoke, Little House on the Prairie), the series was “more frank about our failures and more clear-eyed about the cost of even our greatest successes.”

			One episode focused on Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, explaining that cultural misunderstandings caused their deaths. The documentary, though, did not bother to debunk the story of Whitman riding a horse to the White House to save Oregon. Echoing the no-more-hokum consensus that typified the work of revisionist historians, the filmmakers simply omitted the Whitman lie—never mind that millions of Americans learned about it in Sunday school, in the pages of their schoolbooks, and in The New York Times—and believed it for decades.

			

			—

			Leaving out lies does not get at the truth, especially in the West, where lies have been essential tools for getting rich, going broke, and glorifying the grim business of conquest. Had railroads and banks and newspapers not lied to sodbusters, far fewer of them would have rushed to the arid West to suffer, fail, and plow up land unsuited for row crops.

			Brazen falsehoods about the West have always sold briskly—far more than footnoted tomes of scholarly truth. For a century and a half, readers in the United States and Western Europe bought dime novels that delivered golden sunsets, squinty-eyed cowboys, and long-suffering women. Zane Grey banged out sixty-eight of them, Louis L’Amour more than a hundred. A Frenchman named George Fronval published six hundred. Not just city folk were addicted. As western writer Larry McMurtry, who wrote the bestselling neo-pulp classic Lonesome Dove, noted: “Dirt farmers too . . . the very people who ought to have known better, preferred fable to fact.”

			The West was mythologized—that is, lied about—at the same time it was being settled. Indian chiefs and Indian fighters ranged back and forth between flesh and fantasy, between the real West and its dime-novel doppelgänger. Sitting Bull, leader of the Sioux, used the break between the Battle of Little Bighorn, in 1876, and the Massacre at Wounded Knee, in 1890, to tour Europe and the United States while performing for pay in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. Kit Carson, an actual Indian fighter, failed in 1848 to save a white woman from Apaches. But near her arrow-riddled corpse he discovered a dime novel about the fictional Kit Carson, who never failed to save a good white woman from Indian peril. Having stumbled upon his better, more marketable mythical self, the real Kit Carson decided to cash in on it, writing (or rather dictating, since he couldn’t read) an autobiography.

			The “Whitman Saved Oregon” story was a similarly surreal western confabulation. Two decades after running for his life from the Cayuses who killed the Whitmans, the middle-aged Henry Spalding massaged his fading frontier memories, spiced them with hysterical resentments, and colluded with other Protestant ministers to fabricate an utterly original American icon. Pious, fearless, and handy with a horse, he was Marcus Whitman, the martyred missionary doctor who galloped across America, sweet-talked the president of the United States, and added three stars to the red, white, and blue.

			Warren G. Harding, a forgettable American president but a wily American demagogue, explained it best. After delivering a speech in 1923 that celebrated the Whitman lie in all its horse-riding, flag-waving, God-fearing glory, Harding observed, “If it isn’t true, it ought to be.”

			This book tracks the long and unlikely arc of a great American lie. An unemployed and embittered Presbyterian minister created it as catnip for churchy countrymen who like their politics—and their history—to be simple, action-packed, hero-driven, patriotic, self-congratulatory, and ordained by Almighty God. Spalding’s fraud helped him get a job. It sanctified and encouraged conquest of the West. It transformed a mediocre missionary doctor into a martyred American hero. And it all but exterminated an Indian tribe.

			Spalding’s story was so “thrilling”—an adjective invariably used in handbills promoting church lectures about Whitman’s ride—that even after it was shown to be a deliberate falsehood and self-contradicting nonsense, many white Americans, particularly in the Pacific Northwest, refused to let it go. They couldn’t help but retell the story—in Sunday sermons, outdoor summer spectacles, and public-school plays.

			The Whitman lie is a timeless reminder that in America a good story has an insidious way of trumping a true one, especially if that story confirms our virtue, congratulates our pluck, and enshrines our status as God’s chosen people.

		

	
		
			
				ACT ONE
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			Chapter One
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			“DO NOTHING TO IRRITATE”

			Marcus Whitman had promises to keep in the West. On a scouting trip to the Rockies in the summer of 1835, he had met Indians who told him they would welcome missionaries to their tribal lands in the Oregon Country. Whitman vowed to return within a year.

			Six months later, he was back home in upstate New York, struggling to keep his word. To get across the continent in time for the planned Indian meetup in the Rockies in the summer of 1836, he needed to marry Narcissa Prentiss by February and head west by March. He also needed to find a second missionary couple for the journey, a couple that included an ordained Protestant minister and a minister’s wife who could provide female companionship for Narcissa. This was at the insistence of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, the Boston-based organization that would be footing the missionary bills. The American Board, created in the early 1800s by young graduates of Williams College, was the country’s largest and most important sponsor of missionaries to foreign lands and to Indians across America. It was controlled by Calvinist ministers, most of whom had been trained at elite colleges and seminaries in New England, where they had been drilled in the teachings of Jonathan Edwards, the Puritan theologian and revivalist preacher who instigated America’s religious awakening. Nearly all of the board’s leaders—and many of the missionaries they selected in the first half of the nineteenth century—were members of Congregational and Presbyterian churches in the Northeast.

			The supply of road-ready East Coast missionary couples was low in the winter of 1835–36. What few candidates Whitman could locate in New York and New England had turned him down. That left him with no alternative but to try to wrestle a commitment out of Henry Spalding.

			By the late summer of 1835, the American Board had accepted Reverend Spalding and his wife, Eliza, as missionaries. It planned to send them to the Osage Indians in what is now eastern Kansas. They were supposed to leave in the fall, but Eliza gave birth in October to a stillborn child, and their departure was delayed until she was strong enough to travel.

			It was Narcissa who told Marcus they might be available. Having been born and raised in the middle-class Protestant establishment of upstate New York, she was plugged into the comings and goings of local Christians, especially those who had been chosen by the American Board as missionaries. Narcissa’s willingness to point her fiancé in the direction of the Spaldings suggested that she had no feelings one way or the other for Henry Spalding. It had been about eight years since she turned down his proposal of marriage. She took for granted that his marriage to Eliza, combined with the passage of time and the recent loss of their first baby, had extinguished his animosity toward her.

			When Whitman first asked Spalding to travel with them to Oregon, his reply was lukewarm. “If the Board and Dr. Whitman wish me to go to the Rocky Mountains with him, I am ready. Act your pleasure,” he wrote in a late-December letter to the American Board. Within weeks, however, Spalding apparently had changed his mind. He began bad-mouthing Narcissa. He said he would not travel with her because he questioned her judgment. It is not known whether Whitman heard about this; Narcissa’s well-connected family certainly did.

			Still, Whitman desperately needed a commitment from Spalding. Without it, he would be forced to postpone his missionary dreams for at least another year. Under deadline pressure, he failed to investigate—or chose to ignore—evidence that Spalding held a grudge against Narcissa and that he was all but certain to become a liability in Oregon.

			After an early-February snowstorm, Whitman chased after Spalding as the reverend and his wife traveled by sleigh to a nearby village to speak at a Presbyterian church. “We want you for Oregon,” Whitman shouted from his horse. The three went to a nearby inn, where they prayed together and Whitman pleaded his case. In a letter, Spalding summarized the argument he heard from Whitman: “All the other attempts to obtain a clergyman have failed and if I refused, the Mission to the Rocky Mountains must be abandoned. . . . I felt it my duty to consent to his request.”

			Whitman had successfully secured an ordained minister for Oregon and found a female companion for Narcissa. But he expressed his regrets almost immediately. He wrote to the American Board, “I am willing to accompany Mr. Spauldin as an associate yet I know little of his peculiar adaptedness to that station.”

			Far more worried was Narcissa’s father. Judge Stephen Prentiss, a businessman and landowner in central New York, questioned the rationality of Narcissa’s traveling across the breadth of North America with a minister who had publicly and repeatedly slurred her character. Judge Prentiss summoned Spalding to his home, where, with Narcissa in attendance, he interrogated the minister about his criticism of his daughter, as well as any feelings he might still be nursing toward her. Spalding somehow managed to mollify Prentiss, who did not object when the Spaldings and the Whitmans went west.

			He had clearly been taken in by Spalding: Four years later, in a letter from Oregon to her father, Narcissa wrote, “This pretended settlement with father, before we started, was only an excuse, and from all we have seen and heard, both during the journey and since we have been here, the same bitter feeling exists.”

			

			—

			Narcissa Prentiss, Marcus Whitman, and Henry Spalding had come of age in a part of upstate New York that would become famous as the “Burned-Over District,” a term that referred to the spiritual flames of revival evangelism. They were fanned by charismatic preachers, and they flared up repeatedly in more than a dozen “burned-over” counties of central and western New York, an area bordered on the east by the Finger Lakes and on the west by Lake Erie. Traveling revivals were the spark, spiritually speaking, for the Second Great Awakening, the movement that built churches, trained ministers, and converted rural Americans to Protestantism at a breakneck pace in the first half of the nineteenth century. The awakening took an especially strong hold in booming factory towns along the Erie Canal, which moved industrial goods between the Hudson River and the Great Lakes. The towns were bursting with young people from farm and shopkeeping families—and many of them turned to evangelical Christianity to organize their lives, mold their values, and regiment their social interactions.

			Although Narcissa Prentiss was born six years after Whitman, and five years after Spalding, she was the first to embrace the evangelical movement. In early 1819, when she was just eleven, a revival came to her Steuben County hometown of Prattsburgh, population 1,387. It packed the Congregational church, where parishioners trembled, wept, groaned, and confessed their sins. In June, in an overflow ceremony that had to be held out of doors, Narcissa joined 59 of her neighbors in making a public confession of faith.

			Five years later, a few days shy of her sixteenth birthday, Narcissa had a religious epiphany that would be far more consequential. She announced to her family and to her church that she wanted to be a missionary. In a letter to the American Board a dozen years later, she remembered the exact day that her vague teenage yearnings to convert unbelievers became a firm lifelong commitment.

			“I frequently desired to go to the heathen, but only half-heartedly—and it was not until the first Monday of Jan. 1824 that I felt to consecrate myself without reserve to the Missionary work.”

			Although Narcissa was unusually young when she pledged to become a missionary, her vow was no surprise. As the eldest daughter in a prominent Presbyterian family of nine children, she had been groomed for it from birth. Her mother, Clarissa, was a ferocious evangelical force in Prattsburgh. A Presbyterian convert who insisted that her children spend most of every Sunday in church or in prayer, Clarissa helped found the Female Home Missionary Society of Prattsburgh in the front parlor of the Prentiss house. Clarissa encouraged Narcissa to teach Sunday school, read turgid church histories, and sing in the church choir.

			Narcissa was intoxicated by the romance and risk of mission work. She devoured books about missionary women who died young while laboring in foreign lands. She also loved the social aspect of Presbyterian life, becoming a popular participant in church-related parties, concerts, and sleigh rides. She needed little encouragement to show off her fine voice.

			For Narcissa, her mother, and legions of American women in the early nineteenth century, church activity was a morally sound and socially sanctified way to break the chains of patriarchy and get out of the house. In the name of God, temperance, and Christian charity, women could travel, entertain, and learn about the world without the permission of a husband or a father. Evangelism also gave prosperous families a means and an excuse for imposing their values on others, especially those who did not have as much money. Narcissa’s father, for example, belonged to a church committee that investigated sinful behavior among members of the Prattsburgh Congregational Church.

			Because Narcissa was a devout young woman of good family, her missionary ambitions opened doors to more formal education than was typical for girls at the time. At sixteen, her parents sent her to a religious academy in nearby Auburn, New York. At nineteen, she enrolled at the private Franklin Academy, in Prattsburgh, where she studied for three years, developing skills that helped her become an affecting diarist and graceful writer of entertaining letters. Her education also put her in a position to take teaching jobs in nearby towns, sometimes spending several months away from home.

			Yet her escape from patriarchy went only so far. When it came to winning an appointment as a missionary, she had a disqualifying liability. She lacked a husband.

			

			—

			Dr. Marcus Whitman began his urgent search for a missionary wife after hearing an evangelical minister tell an astonishing story: four Indians from beyond the Rockies traveled to St. Louis in 1831, supposedly in search of missionaries who could teach them about the white man’s God.

			The story upended Whitman’s life in late November 1834. He had gone to an evening lecture at the Presbyterian church in Wheeler, a small Steuben County town where he had been practicing medicine for two years and riding on horseback to treat patients across the Burned-Over District. His practice included Narcissa Prentiss’s hometown, just seven miles from Wheeler.

			Whitman was then thirty-two, never married, and growing tired of his life as a small-town doctor. He had chosen a career in medicine because relatives convinced him it would pay better than his first choice—the ministry. He had been a committed Christian since he was sixteen, having converted at a revival, like so many others during the Second Great Awakening. His father died when he was seven, and his mother sent him away from the family home in Rushville, New York, to his father’s family in Massachusetts. There he lived for a decade with his grandfather and uncle, whom he later described as “pious” and who, he said, gave him “constant religious instruction and care.” Like Narcissa, Whitman attended a private academy that encouraged students to consider careers in the church. When he returned to New York at age seventeen to live with his mother and stepfather, his family actively discouraged his plans to become a minister.

			At twenty-one, Whitman became an apprentice doctor, learning his profession by riding rounds with an older doctor for two years. Over the next decade, he took a total of eight months of classroom training at a medical college in Fairfield, New York, which at the time was sufficient to earn him a medical degree. He then moved to Wheeler, where he practiced medicine and became active in the Presbyterian church, teaching Sunday school and serving as a church elder.

			But boredom and a sense of religious duty made him restless. He wanted to teach “knowledge of the true God” to “the Heathen,” as he told the American Board in a letter written in the summer of 1834. It concluded, “My mind has long been turned to the missionary subject. For the last six months I have been more intent upon it than before. I wish soon to have a definite course.”

			He found it in church that November night in Wheeler. The story he heard—about Far West Indians seeking the Gospel in St. Louis—was told by the Reverend Samuel Parker, a Presbyterian minister from Ithaca, New York, who was traveling across the Burned-Over District, giving lectures and raising money for a missionary expedition to the West. Although he added a few fictional embellishments of his own, Parker had lifted most of his story from the front page of the Christian Advocate and Journal and Zion’s Herald, a Methodist newspaper printed in New York. The story, published in March 1833, had become an evangelical sensation. It energized believers all across the United States for several years, and historians later credited it with setting off a chain reaction that added the Pacific Northwest to the United States.

			The single source for the newspaper’s big scoop about Indians searching for Christian enlightenment in Missouri was a letter from William Walker, a white Christian married into a Great Lakes tribe called the Wyandots. Walker claimed that the four Indians were from the Flathead tribe, located in what is now western Montana. To illustrate what a Flathead looked like, editors at the Christian Advocate helpfully placed a drawing of one on the front page. It showed an aboriginal male in profile with a spectacularly flat forehead. Walker said he saw the Flatheads while visiting the St. Louis office of William Clark, the explorer of Lewis and Clark Expedition fame who had since become superintendent of Indian affairs for the federal government. According to Walker’s account, the Indians in question called Clark their “great father” and told him this story:

			
				It appeared that some white man had penetrated into their country, and happened to be a spectator at one of their religious ceremonies, which they scrupulously perform at stated periods. He informed them that their mode of worshipping the supreme Being was radically wrong, and instead of being acceptable and pleasing, it was displeasing to him; he also informed them that the white people away toward the rising of the sun had been put in possession of the true mode of worshipping the great Spirit. They had a book containing directions how to conduct themselves in order to enjoy his favor and hold converse with him; and with this guide, no one need go astray, but every one that would follow the directions laid down there could enjoy, in this life, his favor, and after death would be received in the country where the great Spirit resides, and live for ever with him.

				Upon receiving this information, they called a national council to take this subject into consideration. Some said, if this be true, it is certainly high time we were put in possession of this model, and if our mode of worshipping be wrong and displeasing to the great Spirit, it is time we had laid it aside, we must know something more about this, it is a matter that cannot be put off, the sooner we know it the better. They accordingly deputed four of their chiefs to proceed to St. Louis.

			

			The Flatheads had had many questions about Christianity, Walker claimed, and Clark answered them all by delivering a “succinct history of man,” as well as an account of “the advent of the Savior, his life, precepts, his death, resurrection, ascension, and the relation he now stands to man as a mediator—that he will judge the world, etc.”

			To make sure that Protestant readers understood the earthshaking significance of the Indians’ visit, editors at the Christian Advocate included on their front page an exclamatory editorial from G. P. Disosway, a New York businessman known for his Methodist piety.

			“The [St. Louis] story has scarcely a parallel in history!” he proclaimed. “May we not indulge the hope that the day is not far distant when the missionaries will penetrate into these wilds where the Sabbath bell has never yet tolled since the world began! Let the Church awake from her slumbers, and go forth in her strength to the salvation of these wandering sons of our native forests.”

			The Christian Advocate’s coverage of the Indian visitors in St. Louis was built around a kernel of truth and calibrated for viral popularity. It was especially irresistible to passionate young converts, like Marcus Whitman and Narcissa Prentiss, who ached to become missionaries. Like the lie that Spalding would craft thirty years later about how Whitman saved Oregon, the St. Louis story was only tangentially about the behavior, values, and aspirations of Indians. It was mostly a celebration of white people and the transcendent value of their beliefs.

			The story also traded on prevailing prejudices against Indians: that they were, as Disosway put it, “savages” and “simple children of nature” bound in “chains of error and superstition.” It demonstrated that even Indians were smart enough to understand that their best shot at eternal life was to find white people who could show them “the true mode of worshipping the great Spirit.” The story was perfectly timed, appearing at the zenith of the Second Great Awakening, when unprecedented numbers of Americans were being born again in Christ and giving Sunday offerings to pay for missionaries to travel to and live in remote corners of the earth.

			The St. Louis story was larded with wishful thinking, deftly twisted facts, and obvious lies. There is mixed evidence as to whether Walker ever even saw the Indians he described. Three of the four Indians who turned up in St. Louis—Black Eagle, a distinguished elder, and two younger men, No Horns on His Head and Rabbit Skin Leggings—were not Flatheads. They were members of the Nez Perce tribe, headquartered in what is now Idaho. The fourth visitor was Speaking Eagle, also a distinguished elder, who was part Nez Perce, part Flathead. None of them had a flat head of the kind shown in the newspaper drawing. More problematic for the veracity of Walker’s claims was the barrier of language. No one in St. Louis at the time (except the four visiting Indians) spoke Nez Perce or Flathead. White trappers had by then been in contact with the Nez Perce people for about fifteen years, so the multilingual tribal visitors to St. Louis would perhaps have been able to speak some broken English and French. They were also likely to have been able to participate in rudimentary conversations using Chinook Jargon, a trading language, as well as sign language and possibly a few phrases from another Native language that Clark understood. Still, it is ludicrous to suggest that Clark could have found a common language that would have enabled him to lecture the Indians on the history of man or elucidate Christian theology.

			Of course, Marcus Whitman never learned these conflicting details. He heard an entirely credulous Protestant-centric version of the Indian visit, one intended to help drum up donations. Parker’s lecture described the Indians as “four wise men from the West.” It explained how Indians beyond the Rockies were being condemned to everlasting torment for lack of Protestant teaching. When Parker concluded his lecture, he announced that he needed someone to go west with him to scout out how to find and save their souls.

			Whitman jumped at the offer. He also began searching in earnest—and in haste—for a wife. The American Board strongly encouraged its missionaries to marry, as a cost-effective way of doubling the number of Christian emissaries it dispatched into the world. Marriage also reduced the likelihood that young male missionaries, lonely and far from home, would take Native wives.

			A few days after Parker recruited Whitman, he delivered his lecture in another small Presbyterian church in rural New York. It was in the town of Amity, where the family of Narcissa Prentiss had recently moved. When Parker finished speaking and asked for volunteers to travel west, Narcissa approached him and asked, “Is there a place for an unmarried female in my Lord’s vineyard?”

			Parker promised to find out and immediately wrote to the American Board: “Are females wanted? A Miss Narcissa Prentiss of Amity is very anxious to go to the heathen. Her education is good—piety conspicuous—her influence is good. She will offer herself if needed.”

			A reply soon came from the Reverend David Greene, the Boston-based secretary for Indian missions at the American Board and an evangelical bureaucrat who would become a destiny-altering figure in the lives of Marcus Whitman, Narcissa Prentiss, and Henry Spalding. Greene’s reply was discouraging: “I don’t think we have missions among the Indians where unmarried females are valuable just now.”

			A solution became clear to Reverend Parker. His prize missionary recruit, Dr. Whitman, needed a missionary wife. Narcissa Prentiss, a young woman with missionary promise, needed a husband. Parker connected their needs. When Whitman traveled to Ithaca to visit him in January 1835, Parker told the doctor to go see Narcissa and propose. Whitman had previously met members of the Prentiss family at a prayer meeting at their home, but Narcissa was not there at the time, having gone to another town for a temporary teaching post. It seems likely that Whitman had at least seen Narcissa before, since they lived near each other and moved in the same circles of the faithful. The best guess is that they may have known each other slightly.

			In any case, the die was cast. When Whitman traveled to Amity on the third weekend of February 1835 to call on Narcissa, the imperatives of missionary travel fast-tracked their courtship. He proposed. She accepted. They were engaged. Negotiations were finished by Sunday.

			They planned to marry sometime after Whitman returned from his scouting trip to the Rockies with Parker. Before leaving for that nine-month journey the next day, Whitman told Narcissa to write to the American Board and formally request a missionary appointment. She wrote the letter Monday morning. In Boston two weeks later, Secretary Greene looked upon Narcissa’s application with pleasure, for it included a letter of recommendation that mentioned she was engaged to be married. The wedding took place a year later, after Whitman’s highly successful trip to the Rockies, where he made contact with white mountain men and Indians from the Nez Perce, Cayuse, and several other tribes.

			For reasons never explained, Narcissa chose to wear black to her wedding and persuaded her entire family to do the same. Her choice of a dress—more suited to a funeral than a wedding—was perhaps influenced by her obsessive reading about young missionary women who perished in service to the Lord. The historian Bernard DeVoto wrote that Narcissa wanted to be “robed as the bride of death” and that her choice revealed the character of “this full-blooded woman who had been deflected from marriage until what was for the period a late age, and who since childhood had longed to immolate herself converting the heathen.” After the exchange of vows and a sermon, the ceremony ended with a hymn. Her soaring soprano filling the church, Narcissa sang its final stanza as a solo for a family she would never see again:

			
				In the deserts let me labor,

				On the mountain let me tell,

				How he died—the blessed Savior—

				To redeem a world from hell!

				Let me hasten, let me hasten,

				Far in heathen lands to dwell.

			

			

			—

			The day after the wedding, the Whitmans departed for the Oregon Country, hurrying to catch up with the Spaldings, who had already traveled to Cincinnati. As the two couples made their way west, their missionary commander in Boston, Reverend Greene, composed long letters to Whitman and to Spalding (he wrote nothing to their wives), outlining what the American Board expected of them and giving guidance on how they should behave.

			He warned Whitman not to act in a way that might be viewed by Indians as uppity or materialistic: “Let yr single aim be seen to be the benefit of the Indians; especially the introduction of Christian knowledge among them and the salvation of their souls. . . . Avoid any establishment which shall be in that country deemed ostentatious and extravagant. Let all yr worldly and secular concerns be limited.”

			As for how Spalding would behave as a missionary, Greene had more reason to worry. He had read a disturbing assessment of Spalding’s temperament in a letter of recommendation that accompanied his application to become a missionary. It said that, while Spalding was physically strong, ardently pious, and inordinately hardworking, “his mental powers are not remarkable” and he was “not remarkable for judgment & common sense.” The letter added that Spalding was often jealous of other Christians and prone to denounce those who were “not as zealous or ardent as himself.” The only unequivocal praise in the letter was for Spalding’s wife. It said Eliza was “highly respected & loved by a large circle of friends. She is one of the best women for a missionaries wife.”

			Spalding had himself sent disquieting signals. His letters to the American Board, written from the Burned-Over District before he departed for Oregon, were censorious and petulant. He accused rural New Yorkers of “criminal stupidity” in their failure to understand the needs of American Indians. In response to a query from the American Board about his expenses, Spalding shot back that if the board did not trust him, it “should send me notice immediately that I am recalled from the missionary field.” In his 1835 application to be appointed as a missionary, Spalding sent the American Board an autobiographical letter that was rich in self-pity but poor in specifics.

			“I was from infancy separated from all friends, bound out to strangers at the age of 16 months, lived a very wicked life among wicked men till the age of 22 when God in great mercy rescued me from the depths of sin, & brought me, as I hope, into his kingdom, ignorant indeed & poor & with feeble health.”

			Spalding was born out of wedlock (to a mother who had been born out of wedlock) in 1803 near Wheeler, New York, the town where Whitman would later practice medicine. Shortly after his first birthday, his mother gave him up to a local couple. They raised him in circumstances that are not well documented until he was seventeen, when the man in the house violently forced the boy to leave. As Spalding described what happened in a letter written late in his life, “he kicked me out after whipping my mother and me.” He went on to describe himself as “sad, destitute, 17, crying, a cast off bastard wishing myself dead.”

			A schoolteacher in nearby Prattsburgh took Spalding in. The boy worked for his board for four years while attending the public school where his guardian taught. Spalding’s teenage education was slipshod: he read with difficulty at age twenty-one and could write only by copying out of a book. Still, he found a way up and out. He embraced Christianity, joined the Prattsburgh Presbyterian Church, and was baptized by the Reverend James H. Hotchkin, who led that church throughout the teenage years of Narcissa Prentiss. With Hotchkin’s help and guidance, Spalding enrolled in 1825 at the Franklin Academy in Prattsburgh, where he studied for the next six years while taking periodic leaves to teach at regional schools. Spalding came to know Narcissa at the academy, where she enrolled in 1828, at age twenty. He also knew her through the church, where she sometimes led services in prayer and in song.

			In his diary, Spalding described himself as a “bashful” student who avoided public speaking and struggled to write papers. At the academy, he had good reason to feel insecure. While most students, including Narcissa, were sons and daughters of the town’s elite, Spalding was poor, parentless, probably ill-dressed, and certainly unpolished. Photographs taken when he was a middle-aged man show that Spalding was bald, burly, and frizzy-bearded. At the beginning of his studies at the Franklin Academy, he was barely literate, an embarrassment amplified by his age: he was several years older than his academic peers.

			Out of bashfulness or shame, he wrote nothing in his diary or surviving letters about meeting Narcissa at the academy, falling in love with her, or proposing marriage. There is nothing in Narcissa’s letters, either, that details exactly what happened between her and Spalding at the school. Spalding’s rejection, though, is confirmed in a letter written by Narcissa’s youngest sister, Harriet. She wrote that when Spalding was a student at the academy, “he wished to make Narcissa his wife, and her refusal of him caused the wicked feeling he cherished toward them both”—meaning Narcissa and Marcus.

			Spalding was a dogged, if uninspired, student. He invested nearly a decade of his life in higher education, mostly studying Calvinist theology. In the process, he became a prolific writer and a vigorous sermonizer. Like many evangelical ministers of his era, he could be stupendously long-winded. He differed from his ordained peers, though, in the often hysterical quality of his rhetoric. It would become more graphic, more sanguinary, and more stomach-churning as he aged, making frequent and extended allusions to shattered skulls, blood-red hands, and gory death.

			He paid for most of his studies by working as a printer and by winning scholarships from the American Education Society, a church-funded group based in Boston that supported students studying for the ministry. After getting the equivalent of a junior college degree from the Franklin Academy, he briefly attended Hamilton College, in Clinton, New York, before moving to Ohio, where he graduated from Western Reserve College and entered Lane Theological Seminary.

			Between college and the seminary, Spalding married Eliza Hart, a seminary student four years younger than him. Marrying Eliza, as Spalding often said, was the smartest decision of his life. Eliza Spalding would become an effective—and beloved—Protestant missionary in the Pacific Northwest. A superb linguist who had studied Greek and Hebrew, she became fluent in the Nez Perce language. Within two months of her arrival in the Oregon Country, she could communicate meaningfully with the Indians in their language—an accomplishment never achieved by Narcissa Whitman.

			For all her gifts as a helpmate, Eliza could do little to tame the character of her husband. Spalding’s ornery righteousness would endure, metastasize, and make him a laughingstock in Oregon.

			Back in Boston in the spring of 1836, Reverend Greene of the American Board sensed the tumult that Spalding would cause. In his letters of guidance, he repeatedly advised Spalding to keep his cool: “Be patient, mild, forbearing, in meekness & love reproving, if called to it,” Greene wrote. “Show forth under all circumstances the loveliness of the Gospel.”

			Greene’s instructions boiled down to a single sentence, a four-word mandate that would prove impossible for Henry Spalding.

			“Do nothing to irritate,” Greene wrote.

			The order could not be enforced. It would never be obeyed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			
				[image: ]
			

			“WHAT A DELIGHTFUL PLACE”

			It started off surprisingly well. The journey over the Rockies was safe, on schedule, and elaborately escorted by American mountain men, British fur traders, and gracious Indians. The caravan consisted of two wagons, twelve horses, six mules, and seventeen head of cattle, including four milk cows. The travelers brought along far too much baggage, struggled with broken-down wagons, and exhausted themselves fording swollen rivers. Yet as Marcus Whitman informed his Boston sponsors, the missionaries enjoyed “much more comfort than we antisipated.”

			In heavy boots and voluminous skirts, Narcissa Whitman and Eliza Spalding rode sidesaddle or sat on the spine-mashing seat of a springless wagon. They traveled about twenty miles a day, rarely bathed, cooked with buffalo dung, washed their clothes only three times, and subsisted for weeks on dried buffalo meat. Still, by their own accounts, they had a splendid time. Eliza was sick for part of the journey and often unable to ride a horse. But she recovered while traveling and arrived in the Oregon Country feeling better and looking more robust than when she left New York seven months earlier. Along the way, after the missionary party was joined by a welcoming escort of nearly two hundred Nez Perces, she began learning their language.

			The newlywed Narcissa also thrived. “I never was so contented and happy before,” she wrote to her family from what is now western Nebraska. Within a few days of writing those words, she and Marcus conceived a daughter. With her golden hair, blue eyes, and pleasure in being admired, Narcissa also became the object of a “gazing throng” when the missionaries arrived in July at South Pass, in what is now Wyoming, where they crossed the Continental Divide, entered the Oregon Country, and became the featured attractions at the high-summer rendezvous of white fur traders and Indian trappers. These annual meetings, where furs were swapped for horses, saddles, clothing, tobacco, and whiskey, were festivals as well as trading fairs. Mountain men and Indians danced, gambled, drank, feasted, brawled, competed in footraces and target shooting, and told one another elaborate lies about their trapping prowess. White trappers sometimes paid in beads or yards of cloth to have sex with young Indian women who attended the meetups.

			This particular rendezvous, with two white women in attendance, was different from all those that had come before. Indians and white men were curious and intrigued. Nez Perce women pressed near Narcissa for sisterly kisses. Mountain men, who had not seen a white woman in years, paraded outside her tent. One of them, Joe Meek, would later entrust his daughter to Narcissa for schooling at the Whitman mission. Still later, Meek would be the hangman, executing five Cayuse men convicted of killing Marcus and Narcissa. But at the rendezvous in July 1836, Meek was made dizzy by the “striking figure” and “affably attractive manners” of the fair-skinned Mrs. Whitman. He told her that someday he would like to stop fighting grizzly bears and “settle down.”

			Narcissa’s prose would make a similarly dazzling impression on American readers when her journal and letters were published in newspapers and in books. During her first year away from home, Narcissa wrote evocatively and optimistically about the landscape, the Indians, the birth of her daughter, and the middle-class comforts she left behind. Famously, she soliloquized about a piece of luggage. It was a gift from her sister Harriet, and she abandoned it in what is now southern Idaho. “Poor little trunk, I am sorry to leave thee,” she told her family. “I thank thee for thy faithful services and that I have been cheered by thy presence so long. Thus we scatter as we go along. . . . Husband thought it best to lighten the wagon. . . . The custom of the country is to possess nothing & then you lose nothing while traveling.”

			Narcissa and Eliza were the first white women to travel overland to the Pacific Northwest. The relative ease of their passage over the Rocky Mountains, as word of it spread in Narcissa’s writings, would change the way Americans perceived the geography of the West, dilute the perceived menace of crossing the Rockies, and unlock the Oregon Trail for hundreds of thousands of pioneer families. “Thus has vanished the great obstacle to a direct and facile communication between the Mississippi Valley and the Pacific Ocean,” Senator Lewis Linn of Missouri said in Congress two years after the Whitmans and the Spaldings arrived in Oregon.

			Over the coming decades, annual caravans of settlers—whose wagon wheels still scar the prairie—would trek more than 2,100 miles from embarkation points along the Missouri River to Oregon City, now a southern suburb of Portland. Most would settle in the Willamette Valley, about a hundred miles from the Pacific, where the weather is mild, the soil fertile, and rain abundant. First as a farm region, then as a cluster of cities and towns, the region would become the heart of Oregon. Portland, at the confluence of the Willamette and the Columbia, would emerge as the principal city. Today about three-quarters of the state’s population lives in the Willamette Valley.

			The Whitmans and the Spaldings, though, were not bound for that wide and temperate valley. Methodist missionaries and their families—about seventy-five easterners in all—had beaten them to the Willamette by two years. (A handful of the Methodist men had traveled overland, while women and the rest of the missionary party had arrived by sea after sailing around Cape Horn.) The Whitmans and the Spaldings would settle much farther inland—among the Cayuses and the Nez Perces. Leaders of both tribes believed that the white man’s God might give them good fortune and a leg up against rival Indians and encroaching white trappers; they had sent emissaries to the midsummer rendezvous in the Rockies to greet the missionaries, escort them west, and persuade them to establish missions on their respective tribal lands.

			By then, after a long summer of sharing a tent, bad blood between Marcus Whitman and Henry Spalding was boiling over. The two missionaries—one expecting a child with Narcissa, the other unable to get Narcissa out of his heart—squabbled in front of witnesses at least three times. As they traveled west, they agreed to split up their missionary efforts. The Spaldings would settle among the Nez Perces and the Whitmans with the Cayuses. Spalding would soon blame his and his wife’s isolation (in what is now northern Idaho) on his fraught relationship with Marcus and Narcissa: “Do you suppose I would have come off here all alone, a hundred and twenty miles, if I could have lived with him and Mrs. Whitman?”

			Both the Nez Perces, the largest of the Columbia Plateau tribes, and the much smaller Cayuse tribe occupied lands that were several days’ travel from the coast. The Cayuses were about 300 miles inland, the Nez Perce an additional 120 miles to the east. Those miles meant that the missionary couples would settle in landscapes as different from the Willamette Valley as the plains of Nebraska are from the forests of upstate New York.

			The Cascade Mountains slice the Pacific Northwest into two distinct climatic worlds. The jagged, snowcapped range, running south from what is now British Columbia to southern Oregon, scrapes rain from clouds that roll in off the Pacific. This soaks the west side for several months a year, giving it dense evergreen forests of Douglas fir, Sitka spruce, and western red cedar. The east side—with semi-desert river basins and mountains patchily forested with Ponderosa pine and red alder—is dry and hot in summer, cold and snowy in winter. Land on this side is fertile, but much of it needs irrigation to produce reliable and profitable crops.

			The two sides are connected by the West’s largest and most powerful river, the Columbia. As it roils west to the sea, the river passes through a canyon it has been gouging through the Cascades for more than ten million years. The Columbia River Gorge is three miles wide, seventy-five miles long, and up to four thousand feet deep.

			On the morning of September 1, 1836, Marcus and Narcissa Whitman had all but completed their overland journey. They had crossed the Blue Mountains and were riding west together on horseback—two days ahead of the Spaldings—when, for the first time, they saw the Columbia. They began to gallop.

			It was not the big river that excited them. It was civilization such as they had not seen in many weeks—in the form of Fort Walla Walla. The Hudson’s Bay Company, the royally chartered British monopoly that had built a network of fur-trading stations along the river, maintained the fort as its most easterly outpost on the Columbia. It was built on a sandy patch of land near where the Walla Walla River flows into the Columbia. (The site is now flooded by a reservoir that backs up behind McNary Dam, one of more than a hundred hydroelectric dams on the Columbia and its tributaries.)

			The Whitmans arrived hungry and in time for breakfast. Pierre Pambrun, a French Canadian who ran the fort, ushered them to cushioned armchairs in a dining room where they ate fresh salmon, potatoes, tea, bread, and butter. Later, they lunched on melons. Still later, they dined on roast pork and, for the first time in several months, slept on beds in a room with a roof. Narcissa celebrated her sated appetite and her comfort in her journal, saying that she felt “remarkably well & rested.”

			At Fort Walla Walla, the Whitmans and the Spaldings had hoped to buy supplies to build and furnish mission houses for the winter. They were told, however, that those supplies could be purchased only at Fort Vancouver, the headquarters in Oregon for the Hudson’s Bay Company. The fort was another 240 miles downstream through the Columbia Gorge, on the north bank of the Columbia, just across the river from what is now Portland.

			There, Dr. John McLoughlin, a Canadian physician turned fur-trading potentate, presided over a domain that extended from Alaska to what is now Northern California, from the Pacific to the Rockies. He alone would decide whether the HBC should sell its wares to American missionaries. In that decision—and in many others over the next eleven years—McLoughlin loomed large in the lives and deaths of the Whitmans.

			In his early fifties, Chief Factor McLoughlin was a physical giant: six feet, four inches tall, heavy-browed, with a shock of shoulder-length white
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