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Abstract  

 
The creation of Hudson Bay Company’s Fort Nisqually and the shift toward a land-based 
fur trade strategy in the 1820s and 1830s significantly altered Salish Sea social dynamics, 
initiated considerable environmental transformation, and eventually shaped American 
settlement in the region. Hudson Bay Company (HBC) employees negotiated space, 
resources, and cohabitation with the Squalli-absch community of Sequalitchew. Close 
personal relationships developed at Fort Nisqually through trade, labor, and familial 
connections. The fort reorganized regional exchange networks, entwining knowledge, 
materials, and lifeways. These developments were also closely tied to environmental 
change across the Salish Sea through the introduction of agriculture and other extractive 
industries. The establishment of the first Euro-American settlement, however, was not a 
harmonious middle ground; it instead required continual renegotiation in an ever-
evolving social landscape. Contested expressions of sovereignty and justice complicated 
negotiations and occasionally led violence, which also required mediation. Endemic 
disease and international geopolitics also destabilized the region. When the first 
American settlers arrived, they lacked shipping infrastructure and were thus dependent on 
the HBC and Indigenous residents for supplies. Americans were initially drawn into 
existing exchange networks but had little leverage. The newcomers aggressively stoked 
expansionist sentiments and petitioned US politicians for annexation. The creation of 
Washington Territory in 1853 drastically expanded US economic, political, and military 
infrastructure. During the ensuing onslaught of immigration, territorial officials and 
settlers disregarded existing agreements and networks. Initially, the relationships 
emanating from Fort Nisqually between HBC employees and Indigenous residents 
mutually reinforced each other’s claims. Newcomers used economic coercion to 
marginalize non-Americans along with physical threats and violence attacks against 
Indigenous residents. Eventually the United States acquired Native title through the 
deceptive Medicine Creek Treaty and bought out the Hudson Bay Company claims. 
While the HBC left and violence continued against Indigenous communities, these 
networks endured and continued to shape the region.  
 
 
Keywords: Nineteenth Century, Pacific Northwest, Environmental, Indigenous, Settler 
Colonialism, Fur Trade, Negotiation, Hudson Bay Company 
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Introduction 
 

 

In August 1900, Pierce County resident and former Hudson Bay Company (HBC) 

clerk Edward Huggins wrote in The Oregonian that readers would be surprised to learn 

that his ranch between Tacoma and Olympia was on the “most historical spot north of 

Fort Vancouver” because it was formerly the HBC’s Fort Nisqually. “Fifty years ago,” he 

continued, it was “a place of importance and the principal business site on Puget Sound” 

with “a strongly constructed fort, well manned and armed” by “white men, Kanakas 

(Sandwich Islanders) and Indians.” The now “picturesque looking old homestead” was 

previously “the scene of so much bustle and activity.” Huggins also described a nearby 

Squalli-absch1 village with “a large number of lodges” located “west of the fort, and on 

the banks of the little river” named Sequalitchew that meandered across the Nisqually 

plains. The stream descended “with great swiftness through a ravine or gulch nearly as 

wild and savage looking as any to be seen in the Cascade range” into the Puget Sound. 

Huggins had a weekly column in the paper that ran for several months, reflecting on the 

wild, lawless time in Washington Territory before statehood and the “closing” of the 

“Great West”. By the turn of the twentieth century, however, the area was a sparsely 

populated, pastoral landscape.2 

Through his writings, Huggins also offered a glimpse of the intricate relationships 

that not only transformed the immediate social and physical landscapes but also shaped 

American colonization in the following decades. The lively scene that Huggins described 

at Fort Nisqually in the mid-nineteenth century was the result of two decades of 
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negotiation and exchange between Indigenous residents and Euro-Americans. A tangle of 

international geopolitics, economic competition, Indigenous geographies, internal 

politics, and personal ambitions led the HBC to the Sequalitchew. When the nine-man 

expedition led by Archibald McDonald arrived in 1833, they found an already bustling 

community. The Squalli-absch village and broader Salish Sea were also in flux. Coast 

Salish people’s shifting political, economic, and power dynamics made the company’s 

presence potentially beneficial. In early interactions company employees and Indigenous 

residents pursued their separate agendas. The HBC wanted to establish a permanent 

trading presence on the south Salish Sea to undermine annual American maritime 

ventures to the Northwest Coast. They also needed space for agricultural development, 

initially for provisions and later for export. Employees tried to bring into being the 

company vision of Puget Sound. The Sequalitchew community, however, controlled 

much of the surrounding lands and resources. On the other hand, the company mobilized 

large amounts of trade goods and labor opportunities. Sequalitchew residents, who had 

been on the periphery of the maritime fur trade, repositioned themselves at the center of 

an emerging, land-based operation. 

Negotiations surrounding the creation of Fort Nisqually were often complicated 

by contested ideas and expressions of sovereignty. Throughout the 1830s, both the 

company and Indigenous residents made claims regarding ownership, access, and justice. 

European ideas about land ownership contrasted sharply with Native tenure and usufruct 

rights to staples such as fisheries, berry and root patches, and timber stands. The 

introduction of European-style agriculture interfered with Indigenous food production. 

Access to and authority over land and resources thus had to be negotiated and 
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renegotiated as power relations shifted in the ensuing decade. Both sides made 

accommodations, but disagreements continued. Most disputes were resolved through 

mediation, but some led to violence. This too, required arbitration. In the absence of a 

common framework, sovereignty and justice remained pliable and contingent on 

immediate circumstances. 

Company employees and Sequalitchew residents nevertheless developed close 

relations through trade, cohabitation, and labor. The initial business association between 

Sequalitchew headman Lahalet and HBC Chief Trader William Fraser Tolmie evolved 

into a friendship that helped bridge cultural divides and mediate mutually 

accommodating arrangements. Many company employees, themselves from diverse 

backgrounds, married Indigenous women. These unions served many purposes, including 

integrating the fort into Salish Sea and Columbia Basin exchange networks and securing 

access to lands and resources. The resulting families further integrated Indigenous and 

Euro-American lifeways. Similarly, as company employees worked with Coast Salish 

residents, the fort entwined local and global knowledges. 

Not everyone prospered, however. Diseases followed trade routes, and traffic 

from across the Pacific brought Indigenous peoples into contact with exotic pathogens. 

Trading posts became epicenters for regional outbreaks, and Fort Nisqually was no 

exception. The HBC’s land-based trading model also recentered regional exchange 

networks, marginalizing previously powerful groups that had benefitted from maritime 

trade. Trading vessels had long stuck close to the coast, frequenting a few select ports in 

the Strait of de Fuca and Whidbey Island. The HBC purposely targeted the annual 

American maritime expeditions. By increasing competition among a wider range of 
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interior Indigenous traders, Fort Nisqually was able to acquire pelts at lower prices. Its 

success, however, occasionally led to conflict. Thus, long before American colonization, 

Fort Nisqually had already precipitated significant changes across the Salish Sea. 

The 1846 Oregon Treaty between Britain and the United States further 

complicated the relations at Fort Nisqually. While Americans had been able to settle the 

Oregon Country under a joint-occupancy clause of the 1818 Anglo-American Treaty, few 

did. Early arrivals had difficulty accessing trading networks and lacked affordable 

shipping and provisions. Even after Britain ceded the area south of the 49th parallel in 

1846, Americans initially had little influence. Only with the influx of shipping and capital 

in response to the California goldrush did the flow of new settlers accelerate. This 

spurred a new round of negotiations over land and resources. The Oregon Treaty 

protected HBC claims, but Americans largely disregarded this provision. The treaty also 

omitted Indigenous communities, and settlers increasingly encroached on their ancestral 

lands. What history seems to have forgotten is how the existing Fort 

Nisqually/Indigenous networks worked together to thwart most American settlement on 

the Nisqually plains. 

Frustrated American settlers finally persuaded Congress to cleave the area north 

of the Columbia River into a separate Washington Territory in 1853. This fulcrummed a 

greatly increased political and economic infrastructure in the Puget Sound region. The 

new territorial government rapidly acquired power in order to remove the foreign 

corporation at Fort Nisqually and to acquire title to Indigenous lands. Recently appointed 

territorial governor Isaac Stevens believed both were easily accomplishable. The Oregon 

Treaty had provided the mechanism for the United States to purchase the company’s 
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interests, and Congress was well practiced at treating with Indigenous groups. Local 

circumstances hindered Stevens’s agenda, however. Settlers and territorial officials 

discovered that the existing cultural and exchange networks were remarkably resilient. It 

took coercion and violence, particularly against Indigenous residents, to marginalize their 

influence, most importantly through the deceptive Medicine Creek Treaty, which 

dispossessed most Native lands. Even then, however, Indigenous residents and company 

employees were able to leverage their relationships to protect vital spaces and continued 

shaping the region. 

In analyzing the social and environmental reconfigurations since the founding of 

Fort Nisqually, several threads emerge and bind this story. The first is the ever-changing 

spatial relations in the southern Salish Sea/Puget Sound. The environmental component 

grounds this study in ways that help define its geographic parameters, but as historian 

Richard White notes, “Space is neither simply natural geography nor an empty container 

filled by history. It is rather something that human beings produce over time.” It is 

therefore important to understand how Indigenous residents and company employees 

produced that space. Historian William Cronon notes that “Environment may initially 

shape the range of choices available to a people at a given moment, but then culture 

reshapes environment in responding to those choices. The reshaped environment presents 

a new set of possibilities.” We can trace these possibilities through the relationship 

between the Sequalitchew community and HBC. Fort Nisqually significantly transformed 

local landscapes, but outside forces also mattered. Historian John Lutz stresses the 

importance of exploring “the interaction between local and regional, national, and global 

levels,” particularly regarding “work, race, gender, colonialism, welfare, and power.” 
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While negotiations were often conducted locally, those agreements were shaped by 

regional, continental, and global forces, including the circulation of capital, goods, labor, 

microbes, and knowledge.3 

Another thread is how events bridged local, regional, national, and international 

history. Studies such as Robert Bunting’s Pacific Raincoast only mention key events in 

the southern Puget Sound, such as the formation of the Puget Sound Agricultural 

Company, early settlement, and signing of the Medicine Creek Treaty. Similarly, 

Alexandra Harmon’s Indians in the Making and Richard Mackie’s Trading Beyond the 

Mountains trace Native identity formation and the economics of HBC operations, but 

Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually remain at the periphery of these studies. Conversely, 

local histories such as Nisqually historian Cecelia Carpenter’s Fort Nisqually detail daily 

life around the fort community, but broader contexts are largely neglected. Much of the 

literature on the Salish Sea/Puget Sound treats the local and the regional as mutually 

exclusive. The one exception is Lisa Blee’s Framing Chief Leschi, which skillfully 

weaves these scales in an examination of the trial, execution, and symbolic retrial of 

Nisqually headman Leschi for his alleged actions during the Puget Sound War in 1855. 

Blee places local events in regional and national contexts to explore their mutual 

constitutions, yet even in this history Fort Nisqually remains a backdrop rather than an 

active influence.4 

The interplay of social and environmental transformation across the southern 

Salish Sea/Puget Sound is another binding theme. In Landscapes of Promise, William 

Robbins focuses on nineteenth-century Americans’ agricultural “invasion” of Oregon 

Country. Robbins focuses predominantly on Euro-Americans material reorganization of 
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Native landscapes. Less attended to is how social structures were entwined with that 

reformation. Conversely, Gray Whaley’s Oregon and the Collapse of Illahee examines 

the social transformation of Native peoples in Oregon as a result of settler colonialism. 

Disease, dispossession, and economic marginalization were central forces for Whaley, 

but he gives little consideration to environmental change. Coll Thrush’s Native Seattle 

does connect the social and to the environmental in Duwamish and settler interactions 

during the rise of Seattle’s urban landscape, but this is literally decades after spatial and 

environmental changes began in the southern Salish Sea/Puget Sound in the 1830s. We 

forget that Fort Nisqually was the center of this transformation for two decades.5 

To understand fully the scope and impact of alterations, however, we must 

reconstruct the preexisting Indigenous landscapes. The best sources are accounts from the 

Nisqually tribal community. Late Nisqually council member and tribal historian Cecilia 

Svinth Carpenter crafted numerous publications on Squalli-absch/Nisqually history and 

their connections to ancestral territory. As a descendant of HBC fur trader Charles Ross 

Jr. and Squalli-absch Catherine Tumalt, Carpenter offers a unique perspective on Fort 

Nisqually. Another important account is Karen Capuder’s “Forked Tongues at 

Sequalitchew: A Critical Indigenist Anthropology of Place in Nisqually Territory”. 

Capuder worked closely with late Nisqually elder and hereditary chief Leonard Squally to 

outline many of the pre-colonial parameters of the Sequalitchew “ancestral village 

landscape,” as has Marian Smith’s The Puyallup-Nisqually, which draws upon numerous 

anonymous Indigenous “informants” from the early twentieth century. Smith paints a 

rather static portrait of Nisqually culture, but some of her interviewees likely lived in the 

treaty era and provided detailed descriptions of their lifeways and customs. Putting these 
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place-based accounts in conversation with HBC and American documents help situate 

Fort Nisqually within local, regional, and broader dynamic contexts.6 

Finally, contests over sovereignty and authority were a constant source of tension 

throughout this history. According to anthropologist Wayne Suttles, sovereignty in Coast 

Salish communities emanated mainly from kinship ties. The head of kin groups “owned 

the most important ceremonial rights and the most productive resources.” Suttles also 

suggests leadership “was for specific purposes and was exercised by virtue of specific 

skills, property rights, or supposed superhuman skills.” This can sound like a formulation 

of power centered on local blood ties, but because there were always external kin ties as 

well, “recognition of leadership came as much from outside the village as within.” This 

contrasted with the politically centralized governments of Euro-American states. HBC 

employees arrived with an exclusive trade license from Britain, an imperial power that 

had negotiated an international treaty for joint occupancy of the region. What mattered to 

British and US diplomats, however, had little sway in the Salish Sea. Company officials 

were not necessarily agents trying to secure land for Britain, but they did need autonomy 

to conduct trade and pursue other economic ventures. In reality, though, employees often 

had to acknowledge Indigenous sovereignty and to develop kin relations to gain access to 

regional exchange networks.7 

Because Indigenous sovereignty hinged on kinship, familial connections matter 

greatly to this story. Historian Anne Hyde emphasizes how “trade and family were 

intermingled and how much local knowledge mattered in conducting business and life.” 

But the fur trade “decentered traditional political power, locating knowledge outside of 

traditional military and diplomatic circles and firmly in the hands of local people, both 



 

 9 

Native and newer residents” and “to accommodate the lack of political certainty, and 

their choices about how to navigate it shaped the communities they built.” What Hyde 

finds for transcontinental ties between prominent families in the fur trade is especially 

true for the Northwest Coast. John and Marguerite McLoughlin were instrumental in 

shaping regional settlement and trade, yet the McLoughlins had little impact on 

Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually. Historian Jean Barman’s suggestion to look beyond 

“those in charge and focus instead on the men and women who made their feats possible” 

is particularly important at Nisqually. The marriage of local Native women and company 

employees, often called servants, was the most effective instrument for entwining these 

communities and facilitating trade and access to the land and resources.8 

These connections helped link communities in the southern Salish Sea/Puget 

Sound, but violence and justice also contributed to creation of Fort Nisqually. Legal 

historian John Phillip Reid explains that Euro-American fur traders’ response to violence, 

especially homicide, was usually based on vengeance. In the absence of a powerful state, 

the vastly outnumbered non-Native traders frequently turned to revenge for justice and 

deterrence. They also selectively “adapted principles of Indian law” such as covering a 

wrongful death through restitution to an aggrieved family rather than insisting on Anglo-

American “legal norms.” But violence did not always fit into a legal/illegal binary. 

Historian Ned Blackhawk explains that “hybridity, adaptation, and exchange more clearly 

characterize these histories than do fixed ethnographic categories.” Native violence in the 

mid-nineteenth century often served multiple purposes. For historian Joshua Reid, 

violence often “contained a multidimensional quality” that “could be productive when 

leaders and communities claimed space and power at the expense of others.” Coast Salish 
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traders, for example, used violence when negotiating with maritime and land-based 

traders.9 

Violence played an important role in exchanges, but its application varied. 

Blackhawk argues that “by charting the region’s changing relations of violence,” it is 

possible “to open up historical landscapes already altered by European contact, as 

violence provides the clearest and at times only window into them.” Historicizing 

violence and responses to violence can provide insights into ever-evolving trade and 

power relations. The shift to a land-based fur trade isolated mountain groups that had 

been central to the maritime trade in the Salish Sea/Puget Sound. Lost trade leverage 

incited a series of violent exchanges between northern and southern Salish Sea traders 

and the HBC in the 1830s and 1840s. What followed, according to Blee, was a “legal 

pluralism” in which Coast Salish arbiters “found ways to resolve conflicts to the 

satisfaction of all parties through common understandings of kinship responsibilities and 

gifting.” Company employees “honored some established indigenous legal customs while 

maintaining some practices of their own.” Like other forms of exchange, violence and 

justice were malleable and negotiated.10 

In the 1850s, settler colonialism, signified by the rapid influx of American settlers 

and the expansion of territorial authority, reconfigured regional violence and justice. 

Newcomers viewed the southern Puget Sound as United States territory, frequently 

encroaching on Native ancestral territory and company lands. Indigenous residents 

increasingly faced coercion and violence. Settlers often used force and intimidation to 

secure claims with little rebuke, and even tacit support, by territorial officials. 

Meanwhile, those same officials dealt swiftly and harshly with any reciprocal violence on 
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the part of Natives. Historian Paige Raibmon argues that these examples of “Indian 

policy and settler practice can help refine our conceptualization of colonial processes.” 

They worked together to marginalize and dispossess Indigenous communities. The HBC 

required different tactics. The settler colonial state deployed Euro-American legal 

mechanisms to weaken the company’s economic influence. It restricted their trade, 

delivered damaging court verdicts, and backed rival American claims. These differing 

tactics and selective violence illustrate settler colonialism’s race-based disparity.11   

The creation of Washington Territory introduced a state presence and bureaucratic 

infrastructure that disrupted existing networks and undermined prior accommodations, 

but Olympia-based territorial officials still struggled with a largely unknown and 

misunderstood landscape. Political scientist James Scott identifies “legibility as a central 

problem in statecraft.” Territorial officials had to convert “exceptionally complex, 

illegible, and local social practices, such as land tenure or naming customs” into “a 

standard grid whereby it could be centrally recorded and monitored.” The government 

needed to understand and then deconstruct the existing order. In this case, as scholar 

Patrick Wolfe explains, settler colonialism’s “logic of elimination” promoted “the 

breaking-down of native title into alienable individual freeholds.” It initiated “a whole 

range of cognate biocultural assimilations.” This was initially difficult. Whaley shows 

that kin-based villages or “little sovereignties” largely “prevented colonials from 

effectively instituting systematic trade policies or unilaterally determining relations.” 

Territorial Governor Isaac Stevens also needed to acquire title to Indigenous lands before 

he could make the territory fully legible and legal under US law. The Medicine Creek 

Treaty of December 1854 was one means to that end, but the agreement was not the end 
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point of this story. While it officially transferred Indigenous lands to the United States, 

Native opposition to the opaque treaty steadily grew.12 

American authorities responded to Native resistance with more violence and the 

familiar tactic of retribution as deterrent. When Squalli-absch leader Leschi and his 

followers tried to renegotiate the deceptive treaty, they were met with callous force, and 

settler violence continued even after the conflict. Territorial officials tried to suppress 

resistance by trying and executing Leschi for murder, but power never rested wholly on 

one side or another in southern Salish Sea/Puget Sound or elsewhere in the North 

American West. Noting that “government officials, army officers, and common settlers 

often found themselves in disputes with” and “committed crimes against Indians,” Gary 

Clayton Anderson asks, “what should we call those crimes?” Genocide and ethnic 

cleansing have emerged as the preferred frameworks in recent years, but Margaret Jacobs 

warns that these terms “can become a kind of intellectual shorthand that absolves the 

historian from doing the hard work of carefully reconstructing and interpreting complex 

historical developments.” She prefers to examine “comparable patterns” among settler 

colonial ventures across the West because that approach “offers a more fitting theoretical 

model for understanding conflicts between Indians and whites.”  Boyd Cothran also 

warns that any shorthand “inevitably devolves into a debate over definitions” that 

obscures “the people for whom this is not merely an academic exercise but a horrible, 

tragic, and traumatic part of their everyday lives.” “Negotiating Fort Nisqually” therefore 

focuses on how Indigenous communities and company employees navigated and resisted 

settler colonial violence—in short, how prior exchanges and new developments reshaped 

the social and environmental landscapes of the southern Salish Sea/Puget Sound.13
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Chapter 1: A Winding Path to the Southern Puget Sound 
 

As the first permanent Euro-American settlement in the Puget Sound region, the 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s Fort Nisqually played on important role in reshaping the social 

and ecological environments of the southern Sound. The role would evolve, however, 

first as a fur trading outpost and later through agricultural production. Its function shifted 

largely in response to HBC policies dating back to the early 1820s on the Columbia 

River. This chapter focuses on the implementation of these strategies that eventually led 

to the creation of Fort Nisqually. After the HBC merger with the North West Company 

(NWC) in 1821, the appointed Governor of the Northern Department George Simpson set 

out to maximize profits in the newly established Columbia Department. Through 1824, 

the company operated out of the old NWC Fort George on the south bank at the mouth of 

the Columbia River. Geopolitical precautions, efficiency efforts, and Native relations led 

Simpson to move the post upriver to the mouth of the Willamette River. The new post 

christened Fort Vancouver was located on the north side of the Columbia River, the 

company’s ideal border between British and American territory, near suitable agricultural 

land. Importantly, this site was also far enough upriver to avoid a powerful Native trade 

monopoly near its mouth. While the HBC initially considered Fort Vancouver a success, 

serving as a model for future company settlements, fears of eventual American 

annexation drove officials to search for an alternative supply depot to the north on the 

Fraser River.    

The HBC established Fort Langley on the Fraser in 1827 to serve as a 

geopolitically safe trading post to thwart American coastal traders on the Salish Sea. Its 
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location north of the 49th parallel, the anticipated border between the US and Britain, 

appealed to Governor Simpson.1 Officials also predicted the site would be an ideal depot 

because the Fraser River would connect the fur rich New Caledonia to the coast. As the 

first permanent settlement among Coast Salish peoples, Langley was where the company 

slowly developed trading relationships and protocols with the peoples of the southern 

Salish Sea. Chief trader Archibald McDonald and employees Pierre Charles and Simon 

Plomondon were soon reassigned to the new post on the southern Sound. Langley taught 

them to navigate existing Coast Salish exchange networks by developing social and trade 

relationships. Routine trips between Vancouver and Langley allowed company 

employees to cultivate these ties, and the resulting connections and knowledge proved 

invaluable in establishing Fort Nisqually in 1833.     

Fort Langley, unfortunately, did not live up to HBC expectations. Initially, the 

operation failed to meet fur projections due in part to inflated calculations, but also to the 

powerful Native intermediaries that procured a majority of available skins and traded 

them to American coastal vessels. Additionally, the Fraser River turned out to be 

unnavigable beyond Fraser’s Canyon, which dashed the prospect of a depot on the river. 

However, the company, in the process of diversifying its operations, found potential in 

the enormous Frasier River salmon runs. Moreover, the favorable news of the extension 

of the joint occupation provision in the Anglo-American Treaty in 1827 eased HBC 

officials’ anxiety about investing in the Columbia Department below the 49th parallel. 

Therefore, the company’s desire to penetrate the trading monopolies held by Indigenous 

intermediaries on the Salish Sea and overthrow American control of the coastal trade in 
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coordination with a new diversification policy soon fixed the HBC’s gaze on the Puget 

Sound and eventually the prairies overlooking the Nisqually River.           

Connecting Profits to Place: the HBC’s Permanent Presence West of the Mountains  

By the early nineteenth century the HBC had established an enormous 

commercial empire whose operations were so extensive and all-inclusive they closely 

resembled a state. The company, led by the Governor and Committee based in London, 

had attracted an array of wealthy investors to finance the venture. Throughout the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the HBC developed a lucrative fur extraction 

industry in the vast 1.5 million square mile “Rupert’s Land,” to meet the demands of 

European and Asian markets. The HBC established settlements throughout the massive 

watershed while developing relationships and trying to standardize practices with 

Indigenous trappers. 2   

In the late eighteenth century, Montreal merchants united to form the North West 

Company in an attempt to break the HBC’s monopoly of the fur trade in British Canada, 

but the new company found direct competition with the mammoth HBC in Rupert’s Land 

difficult and often dangerous. The NWC began to push west of the Rockies, seeking 

commodities and a route to the Pacific. Alexander Mackenzie, Simon Fraser, and David 

Thompson reconnoitered the Northwest from 1793 to 1811. At the same time, British 

maritime traders and explorers, including John Meares, Nathaniel Portlock, and George 

Vancouver scoured the Pacific coastline for passages and anything marketable. While 

neither the overland expeditions nor the ocean-going vessels found a direct route 

connecting the Atlantic to the Pacific, these explorers did find an abundance of fur 

bearing animals and Indigenous peoples willing to trade.3  
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Map 1.1. Salish Sea (Base Map: USGS)  
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The NWC rapidly expanded their operations into the Pacific Northwest centering 

around the two districts of New Caledonia on the upper Fraser River, and Columbia 

encompassing the river’s extensive watershed. Company employees, consisting of  

predominantly French Canadians, eastern Natives, and Metis, mapped the extensive 

regions’ physical and social geography. From 1805 to 1818, the NWC sent hunting 

parties to trap and trade furs. In the process, they established a half-dozen small posts, but 

NWC operations in the Northwest contained a fatal logistical flaw. The company could 

transport furs overland to Montreal or to Asian markets, but both options drained profit 

from the venture. The NWC consistently operated at a loss in the region.4  

The Anglo-American Treaty of 1818 established the joint occupancy of Oregon 

Country, so both British companies could make legal claims in the region. The British 

government favored the HBC because it hoped to use the company to ward off both 

American and Russian settlement. The HBC, however, did not immediately jump the 

opportunity. The NWC had already expanded westward and the HBC remained focused 

on Rupert’s Land in the hopes of eliminating its rival. British officials brokered a merger 

of the HBC and NWC in 1821. The HBC absorbed its competition, acquiring the NWC 

holdings and knowledge of the Pacific Northwest in the bargain. The result for both 

companies was a much larger pool of investment capital and a much more efficient outlet 

for furs. Britain gained by having its subjects move in and make claims to an 

internationally contested area. The difficulty then turned to administering operations in 

the vast and geographically diverse region at the other end of the continent.5     

The first challenge of the new conglomerate was organizing the Columbia 

District. The company now had the infrastructure created by the NWC, including 
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experienced traders with extensive knowledge of the region and several small forts, but 

the region was the far periphery of the HBC’s North American operations. It was also in 

a geopolitically uncertain territory. The company had legal right to settle the area, but so 

did Americans, at least in principle. While American trading vessels frequented Pacific 

Northwest waters, and overland traders were moving steadily westward over the Rockies, 

the U.S. based Pacific Fur Company had sold its post at Astoria to the NWC in 1813. In 

1821, there was in fact no permanent American presence in the region nor any likely 

prospect in the near future.6       

The HBC’s newly appointed Governor of the Northern Department, George 

Simpson, recognized the potential benefits of the Columbia Department and his first 

objective was to streamline the operations by cutting all unessential costs. He had to 

convince his bosses first, however. Simpson urged the governing board to stay the course, 

noting that “it would not be politic to withdraw from that Country as if it does not realize 

profits no loss is likely to be incurred thereby it serves to check opposition from the 

Americans.” The Columbia Department also served as an important buffer for the 

extremely profitable New Caledonia region, whose isolated interior location and harsh 

climate fostered an abundance of thick-furred animals. Simpson surmised that if the 

Americans or Russians controlled the coast, it “would exclude British subjects from 

the…valuable trade in the interior.” He therefore wanted to expand operations to remove 

any space for competition on the coast or overland. By 1824, Simpson had convinced 

London officials that the Columbia Department was worth the investment.7 

A crucial element of the HBC’s emerging plan in the Columbia Department was 

establishing a permanent base in the region, one that would strengthen the company’s 
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claims in the international theater. In the early 1820s, the HBC took over the old NWC’s 

Fort George, itself the former Fort Astoria. However, the post’s location on the southern 

bank of the Columbia was problematic as the south side of the river was increasingly 

perceived as American territory. The company wanted to reinforce Britain’s claims north 

of the Columbia and establish the river as the border between British and American 

territory. Additionally, Americans could technically claim ownership of Fort George 

under the Treaty of Ghent, even though they had no presence in the region. Therefore, the 

HBC needed a presence on the north side of the river. Thus, in 1824 the company 

constructed Fort Vancouver upriver on the north bank, which temporarily eased their 

geographic concerns.8  

While the company kept a watchful eye on the international boundary debate, 

newly appointed chief factor John McLaughlin recognized that securing British territory 

north of the Columbia was not their only concern. He posited that even if the Americans 

ceded claims north of the Columbia, a permanent competing establishment with the 

support of the US government south of the river still presented a major problem for the 

Columbia Department. The mammoth HBC could afford to take a short-term loss to evict 

fledging competitors, but American traders retained an advantage in their unrestricted 

access to Asian markets, specifically Canton. The East India Company’s monopoly 

restricted the HBC from directly trading in Asia markets, requiring them to go through an 

expensive intermediary in Asia or to ship the furs back through the Hudson Bay to 

London. McLaughlin repeatedly argued that if the American government regulated trade 

south of the Columbia and restricted the British, in coordination with their access to Asia 

markets, American companies would be viable. An American monopoly south of the 
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river, would ensure “no place on the north bank…will pay the Expense of keeping up a 

Post.” For all these reasons, the border between the two nations mattered, and keeping 

American traders out of the Pacific Northwest was a lasting priority.9  

The new post at Fort Vancouver served as a base of operations for the company’s 

multifaceted plan to keep both American coastal and overland traders out of the 

department. The fort would outfit Peter Skene Ogden’s Snake Brigade into interior to the 

east and eventually a Southern Brigade into Mexican territory. These ongoing ventures 

attempted to create a “fur desert” west of the Rockies. The goal was to remove all the furs 

from American overland traders.10 The HBC responded to American coastal traders by 

launching competing ships based at the new fort. American ventures were frequently 

sponsored by speculators on the east coast who expected large returns. By entering into 

coastal trade, the HBC hoped to make American financiers wary. McLaughlin remarked, 

an HBC maritime effort “would tend to discourage these Adventures…as they must be 

aware that we can afford to undersell them…by carrying on this business in conjunction 

with Extensive Inland Trade.” He thus instructed the first voyage “to undersell any 

Trader he found on the Coast.”11 And, of course, Fort Vancouver served as a post, for 

Native traders from around the Lower Columbia region. The year-round presence would, 

ideally, ensure that American ships arriving at the densely populated trading hub would 

find few furs available. The company did not expect immense profits, but it did hope to 

keep American traders out of the Pacific Northwest while avoiding economic loss. 

One of Simpson’s top priorities in the Columbia Department centered around 

efficiency. He envisioned HBC establishments would include an agricultural component 

to reduce costs of transporting provisions to more distant posts. In 1824, Simpson stated: 
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Throughout the Columbia no pains have been taken to meet the demands of the 
trade in that way which was a great oversight or neglect as corn in abundance 
might have been procured at little or no Expense at the Door of every 
Establishment but those in charge have preferred less troublesome and more 
costly mode of Importing them from England Boston or California and employing 
extra men to deliver it…It has been said that Farming is no branch of the Fur 
Trade but I consider that every pursuit tending to leighten the Expense of the trade 
is a branch thereof.  
 

Agriculture was a new component of the HBC’s operations west of the mountains. An 

important consideration deciding the company’s base of operations was the ability “to 

command the means of subsistence.” A location near productive agricultural land would 

decrease the cost of shipping provisions and reduce dependence on Native groups for 

food. A site near the confluence of the Columbia and Willamette Rivers fit the bill, and 

within a few years, the new Fort Vancouver produced significantly higher yields with 

half the manpower of Fort George. Conversely, although agricultural production 

increased efficiency and independence, it also required access to more land and resources 

at the local level.12    

As the HBC expanded their operations in the Columbia Department in the 1820s, 

its success hinged on establishing working relationships with regional Native groups. In 

the fall of 1822, the Governor and Committee (G&C) concluded a letter to the head of the 

Columbia Department John Haldane with “we depend on your strenuous exertions to 

secure the fur trade to Great Britain by your liberality to and kind treatment of the 

Natives.” However, it would take more than just open-mindedness and benevolence to 

complete their objectives. The company often had to assert itself into complex 

preexisting and ongoing negotiations between groups regarding trade and sovereignty 

over space and resources.13  



 

 22 

The company had little interest in becoming a political power in the region, but it 

did need the authority to conduct trade safely. McLoughlin learned this early in his tenure 

when he attempted to transfer the operation from Fort George to the new Fort Vancouver. 

In 1825 fighting erupted between two Lower Columbia Native bands and large numbers 

from both sides gathered at the fort. The new chief factor delayed the move because he 

feared “they might be encouraged by their numbers (and seeing the few men about the 

place) to attempt to take the Fort.” Whether these warring groups actually posed a threat 

is unclear, but company employees were keenly aware that they were outnumbered. As 

the company expanded, employees asserted leverage when possible but also frequently 

honored and conformed to Native expressions of sovereignty and authority.14  

The HBC did have bargaining power in that nearby Native communities stood to 

benefit from a trade relationship. The company depended on local labor and trade 

connections, which in turn increased Native residents’ wealth, prestige, and influence in 

the region. The 1825 conflict arose because of the company’s move upstream from Fort 

George to Fort Vancouver. At Fort George, Chinookan headman Comcomly had 

positioned himself as a powerful intermediary, and most of the furs the HBC collected 

went through him. This relationship developed through business dealings and solidified 

through intermarriages between Comcomly’s family and company employees, but when 

the company moved closer to his rival Cassino, it marginalized Comcomly’s influence. 

As a result, fighting erupted between Cassino’s and Comcomly’s communities when the 

Chinook leader threatened to disrupt business by attacking traders on the river. HBC 

employees tried to mediate between the two powerful headmen in order to ensure that 

trade flowed to the new fort.15  



 

 23 

The conflict, however, likely arose from the company’s carefully calculated 

location of their new post. In 1824, Simpson had noted that three leaders controlled the 

Lower Columbia trade. The site for Fort Vancouver was deliberately located at the 

intersection of their territories. The HBC wanted a location proximate to Indigenous 

traders that at the same time undermined their power. He claimed Comcomly, who 

controlled much of the territory near the mouth of the Columbia, “is much attached to us 

and will follow wherever we go,” Cassino, whose territory was near the fort site, was 

“not likely to desert us and go a distance of 70 miles with his furs to our opponents.” The 

third influential headman was the Cowlitz leader Scanewa. The company had inherited 

from the NWC a troubled history with the Cowlitz. HBC leaders were eager to 

reestablish a working relationship, not only for the trade benefits and leverage with 

neighboring communities, but also because the Cowlitz were gatekeepers to expanding 

north of the Columbia River. Fort Vancouver’s upriver location thus ensured Native 

patronage and associations with additional groups, all while eroding existing Native 

monopolies. The HBC strategically maneuvered its leverage in the fur trade, but the 

company did not always succeed.16      

In 1825, the company decided to move its Walla Walla operation to the north side 

of the Columbia River. Chief Trader Peter Dease consulted headmen of the local 

Sahaptin speaking communities “as he considered it would be dangerous to move the 

Establishment without their Consent.”  The fort had been located on the south bank, but 

HBC officials wanted to ensure any company post was in British territory if the Columbia 

became the border between the United States and Britain. Indigenous leaders did not 

oppose the move, but they expressed a desire to keep the post on the south side of the 
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river. Chief Trader Samuel Black warned that moving the fort “in Opposition to the Will 

of the Natives would expose it to great danger and also the Communication Up and 

Down the River and Greatly Injure the Whole of the Columbia Trade of the Interior.” 

These statements lack the self-promotional bravado often found in company field 

officers’ written communications, illustrating the gravity of the situation. It also 

demonstrates that while the HBC had an eye on the unresolved geopolitical contest with 

the United States, its amicable relationship with Indigenous traders was the more 

immediate concern. Therefore, the post stayed put.17  

Through the mid-1820s, the HBC encountered considerable challenges and 

uncertainties in the Columbia Department. The border question with the U.S. always 

percolated beneath the surface. American coastal traders damaged the company’s 

revenues and its influence over regional Indigenous communities. Although the HBC 

implemented a complex plan to win the coastal trade, American vessels still held an 

advantage. And while overland traders did not immediately threaten revenue, the 

company sought the preemptive extinction of beaver to the east and south of the 

Columbia. In terms of their relationships with regional Native communities, they tried to 

maintain good relationships while expanding trade and operating independent of the 

powerful Native headmen of the Columbia. The HBC also strove for efficiency by 

creating self-sufficient posts through agricultural production, but this required a more 

recognizable and rooted claim over space and resources. In short, Fort Vancouver 

represented the company’s effort to establish political authority and economic hegemony 

while serving British geopolitical interests. The policies of the early years of the 
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Columbia Department set precedent even though many within the company still harbored 

reservations about the Columbia River as a center of operations. 

 

Settling among the Coast Salish  

While Fort Vancouver served as an imperial foothold, a trading outpost, and a 

base for trapping brigades, its central role as the depot for operations west of the 

mountains remained temporary. Both Simpson and McLaughlin hoped to establish a post 

on the Fraser River that would serve as the permanent headquarters and depot for the 

Pacific Northwest. Although located north of the 49th parallel, company officers believed 

the river’s importance extended beyond its geopolitical significance. If the Fraser was 

navigable, it would act as a direct artery into the heart of the fur-rich New Caledonia. In 

November 1824, Simpson wrote, “Whether Americans come to the Columbia or not I am 

of opinion that the principle depot should be situated…at the Mouth of Fraser’s…as it is 

more central both for the Coast and interior Trade.” He held high hopes for the river, 

claiming “Frasers River appears to be formed by nature as the grand communication with 

all our establishments on this side the mountain,” but the company had only vague 

reports from two decades earlier about the river’s navigability and Native populations. 

Before construction of Fort Vancouver was even completed, Simpson sent an expedition 

to study the physical and social geography of the Fraser River.18  

In November 1824, James McMillan set out with party of forty-one Native, 

French-Canadian, Hawaiian, and English men to explore from Fort George to Fraser 

River and then proceed upstream. The expedition returned with promising, but 

incomplete results. McMillan reported that the river was wide and deep with an 
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abundance of game, timber, and fertile soil. But because of the weather, lack of 

provisions, and reports of an iced-over river, the expedition only travelled sixty miles 

upstream. Simpson also conferred with John Stuart, a member of Simon Fraser’s 1808 

expedition, who supported the creation of a fort on the river. Although Simpson began to 

have reservations about the river’s navigability, he clung to the belief that Fraser and 

Stuart “went down and returned safe although total strangers to the River…in the months 

of June and July when the waves are at their full height.” Therefore, the company 

proceeded with plans for the fort.19 

 One reason the HBC pushed forward with the Fraser post was the prospect of 

tapping a vast Indigenous trade network with still limited exposure to European traders. 

McMillan’s expedition reported only sparse amounts of European goods among Coast 

Salish communities on the Fraser, most likely obtained from interior groups near the 

Thompson River. The HBC employees brought trade goods and gifts for the Natives they 

encountered. Fraser River residents appeared amicable to trade and desirous of goods. In 

one case, two headmen “were informed of the motive of our visit and seemed highly 

pleased.” With such a welcome and abundant resources, the extremely brief voyage to the 

Fraser River returned with favorable news.20 

The next summer, the company sent the William and Ann on a coastal trading 

expedition, tasking it with reporting on Native populations around the Salish Sea. 

Alexander McKenzie reported a situation similar to the Columbia regarding Native 

communities near their entrance at the Strait of Juan de Fuca. He found a densely 

populated trade center with traders from the Puget Sound that company employees 

recognized from Fort George, including the Cowlitz leader Scanewa and Snohomish 



 

 27 

leader Waskalatchy. The report suggested the extent of regional trade networks and found 

that coastal S’Klallam communities under headman Squastin controlled much of that 

trade. When the expedition tried to proceed up the Frazier, the S’Klallam warned them of 

their nearby rivals the Cowichan and tried to deter their advance. Just before entering the 

Fraser, McKenzie met the Cowichan leader Shashia, who was eager to establish trade 

relations. Shashia impressed McKenzie, who stated “his manly Countenance Would 

Command respect anywhere.” He went so far as to promise that the company would build 

a post in his territory. On the eve of building the Fraser fort, the HBC again found 

themselves in the midst powerful Native groups.21   

 While many Salish Sea residents seemingly welcomed HBC trading expeditions 

into the region, establishing a permanent settlement required more intimate and 

challenging negotiations. Over the previous decades, increased non-Native contact 

created volatility in Indigenous economies and power structures across the region. 

Groups near trade centers such as the Makahs, S’Klallams, Cowichans, and Skagits 

benefitted from coastal trade, whereas more distant inland and upstream groups were 

marginalized. Additionally, McMillan’s party had found evidence of a previous smallpox 

outbreak that may have further decreased stability and restructured community dynamics. 

In order to establish a successful post in this largely unfamiliar social landscape, the 

company needed to integrate into local and regional networks of exchange, while 

navigating Coast Salish authority.22         

When the HBC set out to establish a Fraser River post, they understood the 

importance of acknowledging Native claims. In 1824, one of McMillan’s objectives was 

to report “his observations on it and confirm the Natives in the hopes we will form an 
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Establishment on their lands.” But they also wanted a favorable upriver site, similar to 

Fort Vancouver, that would reduce the power of groups near the mouth. When the party 

arrived in July 1827 to establish the Fraser post, they consulted with Cowichan headman 

Shashia, who they believed was the most prominent leader in the region. The party 

sought help in finding suitable land for construction. The Cadboro proceeded twenty 

miles upstream against the river’s swift current, while a small group, including Shashia, 

travelled ahead to scout for an “eligible site for an Establishment.” McMillan seemingly 

believed that the powerful leader could direct him to an available location and lend a 

degree of legitimacy to the HBC claim.23 

McMillan instead quickly discovered the geographical limits of the headman’s 

influence. On the first day at the new site, significant amounts of company goods were 

stolen from the ship. Seeking to maintain good relations, Shashia set out to recover the 

stolen property. He succeeded but also returned with disheartening news. Chief trader 

Barnston wrote, “He reports badly of the Indians, who, he tells us, threaten our 

annihilation should we persist in settling.” The report did not discourage the operation, 

but it was grave enough to worry Shashia. Barnston continued, “it appears to make a 

serious impression on our friendly Cowitchen who…suddenly took his departure.” 

Shashia was undoubtedly powerful, but his influence radiated from Vancouver Island and 

the mouth of the Fraser. He had significantly less power over autonomous upriver bands. 

These events demonstrated the limits of Cowichan territory as other groups asserted 

authority over the HBC’s chosen location.24     

Company officers were not deterred, but employees did sleep on board the ship 

until they were “better assured of the friendly disposition of the natives.” In the 
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meantime, local Native groups contemplated having an HBC presence in such close 

proximity. Within the first week a group of “Forty to Fifty of the Tribe assembled” at the 

construction site. Although it was “upon the whole of a friendly nature,” the HBC heard 

“long harangues…by their chiefs.” Another gathering occurred two weeks later, just as 

the operation was completing the first bastion of the fort. Barnston claimed that the 

building “appears to command respect with the Indians, who begin…to conjecture for 

what purpose the Ports and Loop Holes are intended.” The journal records, “A number of 

Indian both from above and below were on the ground today and many long and pithy 

orations were given by the leading men, who seemed to vie with each other.” The heated 

discussions were likely a debate among local leaders over the company’s presence, 

deciding whether trade benefits outweighed the intrusion and potential threats.25  

On August 8th, two weeks after the had arrived at the site, a curious fire near the 

fort halted all construction for two days. Barnston wrote of the blaze, “we have every 

reason to suppose was kindled by Indians with the malicious intention of forcing us to 

relinquish our purpose of establishing.” If indeed started by Natives (the operation had 

been burning underbrush two days before, and it could have simply rekindled), there 

were two probable reasons: 1) it could have been a low intensity seasonal burn that got 

out of control, or 2) it was intentionally set to thwart construction. Either possibility 

suggests a Native claim to the site, and it is revealing that George Barnston, a seasoned 

North West Company veteran with nearly a decade in the Pacific Northwest, believed 

that Natives started the blaze. His reaction conveys the tensions that actually existed 

around the fort.26  
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In the early days of the fort, company employees attempted to establish good 

relations through mutually beneficial trade and recognition of perceived leaders. 

Archibald McDonald believed that “kind & mild treatment is … the maxim prescribed 

for us to observe toward all Indians…treating them with mere justice & fairness &Some 

especial notice of those that deserve it…will at least Compel them to come more seldom, 

if not induce them to employ themselves to a better purpose.” The HBC hoped to gain 

goodwill and acceptance through favorable trade deals. The common practice of giving 

was key. For Native traders and especially for leaders, gifts increased their wealth and 

authority. At Fort Langley, HBC employees formed relationships with many of the 

headmen from many prominent groups from the Fraser River and Vancouver Island, 

including the Cowichan, Kwantlen, and Nanaimo. 27   

The resulting ties were the company’s entry into the complex network of Native 

exchange. Kwantlen headman Nicameus established himself as an intermediary between 

more distant trappers such as the Nooksack and Chilliwack. His position was initially 

mutually beneficial to the HBC operation because he channeled large amounts of furs to 

the company as he increased his own wealth and status. The arrangement had a downside 

for the HBC, however. Like Comcomly, Cassino, and Scanewa before him, the Kwantlen 

leader gained leverage in negotiating prices for a wide variety of commodities. Beyond 

beaver pelts, trading relationships with local groups enabled the company to acquire 

essential resources for maintaining the post. From the outset, it relied on local groups for 

food such as salmon and sturgeon, and for building materials such as cedar bark, all of 

which otherwise consumed time and labor. Thus, these relationships proved essential to 
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the fort’s viability and the company’s permanent presence on the Fraser, and Nicameus 

was emerging as a key power broker in these exchanges.28  

The creation of Fort Langley increased interactions and allowed the HBC to 

continue developing relations with Puget Sound Native groups. The quickest route 

between Fort Vancouver and the Frasier River was up the Cowlitz River basin, and 

overland to the southern Puget Sound and then via water to the Frasier. The most 

logistically challenging section of this trek was the “Cowlitz portage” or the “Cowlitz 

corridor.” The company had a relationship with the Cowlitz leader Scanewa at Fort 

Vancouver and during the creation Langley, and they relied heavily on his support. 

Scanewa provided horses and canoes for the portage, served as a guide and interpreter, 

and secured and sold hundreds of furs to the company. He was also well connected across 

the Salish Sea. He had familial relations with an influential S’Klallam band, who the 

HBC hoped to develop trade relations, as well as, close interpersonal ties to influential 

leaders on the Fraser River. As the company increased its presence on the Sound, their 

relationship with Scanewa and the Cowlitz communities proved essential.29  

The HBC often solidified relationships by creating kinship ties through arranged 

marriages between Native women and company employees. This was a long used in the 

fur trade, but somewhat controversial within the company’s upper ranks. It served several 

purposes for officers on the ground. Marriages provided companionship for the young 

employees, which decreased promiscuity and also gave incentive for reenlisting with the 

company after their contracts expired. The unions facilitated access to resources and trade 

networks and solidified alliances that increased security. Often Native families benefitted 

from intermarriage as well. Historian Jean Barman argues, by obtaining “gifts inherent in 
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indigenous protocols, they would also acquire preferred access to trade goods.” Kinship 

ties also elevated the trading and political opportunities of other family members. As a 

result, such unions were seen as strategically crucial as the HBC expanded beyond Fort 

Vancouver.30  

At Fort Langley, McDonald sought to create close ties with the family of a 

Kwantlen headman. In the fall of 1828, he sought out the “principal Indians of the 

neighborhood,” proposing a marriage between the leader’s daughter and a company 

employee. He claimed, “we have thought it good policy in Mr. Yale to form a Connection 

in that family- and accordingly he has now the Chief’s daughter after making them liberal 

presents.” Marriages were tightly entwined with trade advantages. McDonald was mostly 

concerned with “increasing their Stocks off goods to barter with the distant Tribes.” In 

essence, the dowry would allow the Kwantlen band to trade with outlying groups for 

more furs for the company. The next spring, after successful trade with the upriver 

Chilliwack, McDonald announced “we are taking Steps to form a family connection in 

that quarter if possible.” The primary reason for the union was that the group seemed coy 

about returning to the fort to trade. Perhaps they would be more inclined to visit if tied 

through kinship. These were strategic alliances that bonded the company and its 

employees to the region. What initially began as material exchanges resulted in close 

personal connections that ensured economic security.31  

In terms of future settlement on the Puget Sound, the most important marriage 

connection the company made was between company employee Simon Plomondon and 

Cowlitz headman Scanawa’s daughter. The union guaranteed continued support for the 

company’s supply lines across the Cowlitz corridor between Fort Vancouver and Fort 
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Langley. It also secured the influential Cowlitz leader’s continued business in the fur 

trade, which was important in the HBC’s battle with American vessels. Moreover, the 

union ensured that relations between the company and Cowlitz communities continued 

after Scanawa’s death the year after the founding of Fort Langley.32 

While these close ties with Native communities were beneficial to trade, they 

were not without problems. Fort security and the safety of employees were paramount for 

post officers. When company men married Native women, couples lived within the fort 

walls. Marriages were frequently arranged by Indigenous leaders and HBC officers 

however, and the principals were not always willing participants. McDonald noted that 

employee wives, “like all Indians [,] their attachment to their own lands keeps them for 

ever on the wing to be back again.” In the summer of 1829, one Indigenous wife fled the 

fort and returned to her village. Her husband tried to persuade her to return, but she 

refused under the protection of her family. In response, McDonald ordered five armed 

men to retrieve the woman. In this case, the marriage was intended to strengthen ties, but 

when the relationship strained so did the bond between the company and the Native 

community. Another instance involving family connections tested the company’s 

authority over the fort itself. The Kwantlen headman Nicameus, father-in-law to James 

Yale, entered the fort perimeter without authorization, requesting his daughter to fetch a 

blanket for a nearby ceremony. His daughter complied and wrapped the blanket over his 

shoulders. McDonald perceived his unsanctioned visit as a threat to his authority 

regarding fort security and grabbed the blanket and removed Nicameus from the grounds. 

Both of these examples demonstrate that while the HBC needed kinship ties, they came 

with challenges, particularly to the security of their operation.33   
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The HBC attempted a delicate balance of maintaining close cordial relationships 

among the Coast Salish while ensuring operational security. From the outset, company 

officers demonstrated to both Natives and to employees an uncompromising authority 

over the fort and immediate vicinity. The neighboring Kwantlen village, McDonald 

wrote, “strictly respected our fences, [saving] us the necessity of violent remonstrances- 

nevertheless it was always necessary to Shew a warlike appearance.” Company 

employees frequently used violence if Indigenous traders broke fort rules, but also for 

more minor offenses like “indolence” or perceived disrespect. Even important and trusted 

allies such as Scanawa were subject to abuse. In March 1828, McMillan blustered that, “I 

was under the necessity to give him two or three knock down blows which Soon brought 

the great man to his senses.” “Necessity” in these instances boiled down to maintaining a 

martial appearance and violently curbing any offense that imperiled the company 

mandate.34  

Conversely, the HBC preferred to use its economic leverage against potentially 

larger threats to fort security. When the employee’s Native wife refused to return from 

her village, the men McDonald sent were armed, but instead of threatening violence, they 

threatened an embargo against the village. Similarly, in summer 1828 after several thefts, 

McMillan expelled all Natives and shut down trade. Using familiar language, McMillan 

stated, “We were under the necessity of Sending all Indians away on the account of 

thieving.” This tactic allowed the company to assert its authority without irreparable 

damage to long-term security or revenues.35  
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Company officers also strictly enforced security measures among the fort’s 

inhabitants. In October 1828, McDonald exacted an extremely violent punishment on a 

young Native slave owned by an employee’s wife. The chief trader wrote:  

“The Chap…had to run the gauntlet and among other dreadful punishments he 
was to Suffer, a rope was put round his neck, and [he] was to have been hung to 
the Flagstaff for the henious Crime of opening the Gate in the dead of night for 
the Indians to Come in to Cut our throats, if he did not find Security for his better 
conduct!! A display of this kind was necessary, & with much appearance of 
Sincerity in the eyes of the women of the fort.” 
 

This chastisement served to warn the fort’s other occupants also, most specifically the 

Native wives. Another incident on New Year’s Eve 1828 involved company employee 

Louis Delannais, who got drunk and snuck a Kwantlen woman through a port hole in the 

fort’s bastion. He was fined a half year’s wages and prohibited from drinking for a full 

year, all for the “unpardonable crime” of violating protocol. McDonald justified the 

punishment, noting “Situated as we are tis highly necessary to take this formal notice of 

these indiscretions.” Authoritarian measures underscored the desire for security and 

McDonald’s fear of nearby Native peoples.36  

Company employees understood that outside Fort Langley’s walls, their power 

was limited. Trapping expeditions during the winters of 1828/29 and 1829/30 revealed 

the extent of Indigenous sovereignty, even though HBC officials did not fully understand 

its physical manifestations. Beaver pelts were a fairly scarce and valuable commodity 

among Native communities on the Lower Fraser and the Salish Sea. The animals were in 

spaces claimed by local groups, and pursuit occasionally led to competition and even 

violence. For the newly established operation at Fort Langley, mapping claims was a 

process of trial and errors.  
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McDonald cautiously sent out trappers, and employees seemed to understand the 

dangers of taking resources. When two were setting traps in the fall of 1828, “they 

discovered themselves on the immediate vicinity of Indians and did not think it Safe to 

expose them[selves] & accordingly returned home.” The next winter McDonald sent his 

“best hands,” including Pierre Charles and Simon Plomondon, “to proceed Slily to the 

Lake discussed…and there in Common for their mutual defense hunt the Beaver-the 

direction they are in {below this} is not the most secure.” In both instances HBC trappers 

moved discreetly because the company did not fully grasp the claims of Indigenous 

communities. Not until mid-February 1830, did McDonald develop a broad sketch of 

where the company could and could not trap. After a successful venture that produced 

forty-three skins from “a Small Lake…not above 15 miles from the fort-neither did it 

appear that the natives ever troubled themselves about going that way-being below this & 

to the N.W. of the river, it is rather dangerous.” Trapping near the Fraser, like other 

aspects of establishing a permanent settlement among the Coast Salish, required 

understanding local Indigenous practices. The operation carefully pursued profits by 

acknowledging Native claims and boundaries.37  

The HBC also maintained relationships with Coast Salish communities by 

recognizing their autonomy, and by not getting involved in disputes among groups. 

Although James Douglas would eventually propose to “endeavor to rouse the Indians 

more active habits, and train their energies to useful pursuits; at the same time to 

reconcile their sanguinary feuds and to restore peace, order & freedom of intercourse,” at 

first the company strictly abstained from directly involving itself in Native affairs. In the 

winter of 1830, a local headman asked the company to intervene in a conflict between 
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bands of Kwantlen and Musqueam. McDonald refused stating, “we…make it a point to 

keep Clear of all Indian broils.” Choosing sides could potentially damage trade relations, 

and it left the operation vulnerable to retribution. 38  

Conversely, the company did intermittently provide indirect support groups to 

further their means. In the late 1820s, bands of Kwakwaka’wakw from northern 

Vancouver Island frequently conducted raids on the Fraser to capture slaves. In spring 

1828 Native residents and HBC employees alike lived in fear as reports spread that 

raiders were on the river. Fort Langley’s Chief Trader remarked, “this warfare keeps the 

Indians of this vicinity in Such Continual alarm…little hunts Can be expected from 

them…unless the Company Supports them against those lawless villains.” The next 

spring Archibald McDonald traded Shashia three hundred rounds of ammunition, against 

company policy, to arm a large coalition for a campaign against the Kwakwaka’wakw. 

McDonald explained that in addition to creating stability, it will “secure the good faith of 

those nearer home” and encourage them to continue trading with the fort. In this case the 

company intervened in a regional affair with an expectation of benefitting from the 

outcome, but it had neither the power nor the will to curb Native autonomy.39  

In the years immediately following Fort Langley’s founding, the HBC tried to 

establish beneficial relationships and protocols with the Coast Salish. They adopted 

strategies previously used in the HBC’s extensive history with Indigenous peoples. It 

implemented uniform security procedures, distributed gifts to prominent traders, and 

formed kinship ties with influential families. But company officials at Langley also had 

to adapt to circumstances on the Salish Sea. The operation had to navigate an existing, 

frequently shifting social landscape and power structure. Company employees drew upon 
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these experiences and connections with the Coast Salish at Fort Langley in the following 

years when settling on the Puget Sound. 

Langley’s Shortcomings and the Puget Sound 

Fort Langley always struggled to produce the kind of revenue George Simpson 

had envisioned. Richard Mackey suggests the company overestimated the number of 

beavers in the region. The terrain, especially north of the Fraser, was mountainous and 

not an ideal habitat. Native populations were also not especially interested in trapping 

beaver because the Fraser and the Salish Sea provided adequate sustenance and there was 

not a high demand for European goods among more distant groups. While the company 

misjudged the supply of pelts and demand for trade goods, the flaws ran much deeper. 

Company officials hoped a Fraser River post, supported by a supply ship linking Langley 

to surrounding trade centers, would enable the company to acquire pelts from across the 

Salish Sea. Ideally, Langley’s year-round presence would give the HBC a distinct 

advantage over the seasonal appearance of American maritime traders. The plan was for 

the company to send a ship to collect furs before the Americans arrived each spring, and 

for Langley’s upriver location to intercept inland hunters before they reached coastal 

intermediaries. The strategy reflected lessons learned on the lower Columbia River, but 

the entire model hinged on naïve assumptions about how Indigenous traders would 

respond.40  

Indigenous traders did not sit idly by as the HBC implemented its plan for 

cornering the Salish Sea trade. Through various methods, all parties involved constantly 

moved to improve their position within an ever-evolving trade environment. 

Occasionally, traders resorted to coercion and violence to achieve goals. Certain 
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S’Klallam traders, for instance, believed the HBC’s creation of Fort Langley benefitted 

their Cowichan rivals. In an earlier HBC trading expedition, S’Klallam traders warned 

Alexander McKenzie on the William & Anne about trading with their Fraser River 

competitors. The company disregarded the threat and built the post near Cowichan 

headman Shashia’s territory allowing him better access and more influence. These events 

informed a S’Klallam’s assault against the HBC. In January 1828, a group on Hood 

Canal attacked an HBC party led by McKenzie traveling from Fort Langley to Fort 

Vancouver. McKenzie and four other men were killed, and his wife, Comcomly’s 

daughter, was taken prisoner.41  

The HBC believing theft was the motive behind the attacks, quickly reacted. 

McLoughlin explained, “To pass over such an outrage would lower us in the opinions of 

the Indians, induce them to act in the same way…they can only be restrained from 

Committing acts of atrocity & violence by the dread of retaliation.” He sent a party of 

several dozen men led by Alexander McLeod and supported by the Cadboro at Admiralty 

Inlet. The expedition attacked and burned two communities, killing more than twenty 

S’Klallam in retaliation for the murders. Although the S’Klallam and the HBC eventually 

reached a peaceful agreement regarding these brutal engagements, they remained 

mutually resentful and suspicious for years.42  

Violence served a strategic function in these relationships, and it was not limited 

to Native-newcomer interactions. In spring 1828, Cowlitz leader Scanawa was targeted 

and murdered by an alliance of Cowichan, Lekwiltok, and Kwakiutl. The motive was 

reportedly revenge for how he had treated a Cowichan man that accidently drowned the 

previous summer, but like the attacks on the McKenzie party, more was involved. 
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Scanawa had recently orchestrated the ransom of his S’Klallam sister-in-law from the 

Lekwiltok. He had also just traded a considerable number of furs at Langley, and he was 

employed as a courier by the HBC. The week before his murder, the Cowlitz headman 

had also bought a young Lekwiltok slave. On the evening of May 11th, Scanewa packed 

his possessions and set out from Fort Langley for the Cowlitz, but the Cowichan 

headman Shashia had already assembled a coalition to attack the S’Klallam. The group 

likely attacked and killed Scanawa near modern Point Roberts, and his murder probably 

served a number of purposes. The attack against a close ally of the S’Klallam eliminated 

an influential rival trader, freed a slave, and reminded the HBC of S’Klallam influence 

over river access. The murders of McKenzie and Scanewa demonstrate that violence was 

an extreme measure that was rarely random and sparsely employed. Most interactions in 

the fur trade centered around building strategic alliances. 43  

Native traders used the seasonal arrival of American trade ships to effectively 

resist HBC’s efforts to monopolize the Salish Sea. They patiently leveraged Boston Men 

against King George Men to leaven prices. In summer 1829, an American ship undercut 

the HBC by trading at the rate of one beaver pelt for one blanket. McDonald lamented, 

“tho’ bad policy” the company had “insisted on upon the three” pelts per blanket,” even 

though their “Stock of goods will not admit even of that reduction.” That winter 

Cowichan headman Shashia arrived at the fort without any pelts and wearing new clothes 

that he “candidly” admitted were recently acquired from an American ship near Whidbey 

Island. His bold display demonstrated that the HBC had to compete for even its closest 

ally’s business.44 
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In spring 1830 the HBC’s problems were compounded by two American vessels, 

the Owyhee and Convoy, that circulated through the Salish Sea. The freewheeling 

Americans again enabled Native traders to drastically increase the price of pelts. As 

McDonald noted, “With Such zeal on all hands to Collect Beaver it Cannot be doubted 

they are obtained with great difficulty & unheard of price.” The Owhyhee’s Captain 

Thompson traded at acceptable prices and he promised to return in two months. In the 

interim, Skagit and Cowichan traders rushed to Fort Langley to see if the company could 

beat the American prices. The HBC tried to negotiate, but they did not have the goods to 

compete. McDonald complained, “With such means we could not…think of underselling, 

the Rival, nor indeed would it have been good policy in us, when we had not the 

wherewith to satisfy them.” Supply troubles continued to plague the company, which lost 

the Isabella to the treacherous Columbia bar in May. Fort Langley employees were 

embroiled in a trade war without any goods. Native traders’ skill at negotiating higher 

prices from eager Americans and logistical difficulties left the HBC with an awkwardly 

located fort and a deficit of furs. 45 

 The HBC’s Salish Sea strategy also dramatically overestimated the geographic 

reach of Fort Langley and the effectiveness of a single ship. American vessels frequently 

moved through the Puget Sound, trading widely with Coast Salish residents. McDonald 

conceded that “[t]heir success we can only infer from our own deficiency in that quarter.” 

To address this issue, he began to organize trading expeditions to engage new hunters and 

to acquire pelts before they reached the Sound. After the bold display by Shashia, 

McDonald was “determined on Sending a Small party to the Southward to the interior of 

the Osaak [Nooksack] Country as he and the Indians of the Sound Seem determined to 
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engross that trade for the benefit of the opposition [Americans].” The chief trader 

recognized that the HBC was among several groups trying to secure trade with the 

Nooksack, whose beaver-rich territory was located near the modern US/Canada border 

close to the Northern Cascades. Competition turned violent in winter 1830. Word reached 

Fort Langley that “three of the Osaaks were killed by the Scadchads [Skagit] and their 

auxiliaries that help to drag the beaver to the Southward, for Sharing a disposition to give 

preference to this quarter.” In short, Skagit traders murdered Nooksack hunters for 

trading at Fort Langley or with HBC intermediaries. In trying to tap into new markets, the 

HBC had altered existing social and economic dynamics in dangerous ways.46    

 By 1830, neighboring Kwantlen leaders had successfully positioned themselves as 

powerful new intermediaries in the region. Writing of traders living near the fort two 

years earlier, McMillan noted that they do “all they Can to reduce the prices, a thing 

easily done but will answer no good purpose as far as the Indians of this river, as they are 

out of the way of Strangers [Americans].” Initially, the local traders had no leverage, but 

by summer 1830, the Nooksack traded most of their furs with the Kwantlen instead of the 

HBC. McDonald wrote, “the Ossacks Came down to day with about 30 skins that went to 

the Quatlines. A few of them Came to the Fort thro’ their hands.” The next week a group 

of Kwantlen travelled to Whidbey Island, where they met up with Skagit leaders and an 

American ship. The Kwantlen trader “was accompanied…to Point Partridge where 

Thompson [American captain] laid with his Vessel; & then he Saw his Companions hand 

over 10 Beaver for 20 Red Cloth Blkts. & what was Still more gratifying to him, himself 

presented with two.” Contrary to what McMillan had assumed, American coastal traders 

could reach into the interior through Indigenous intermediaries. After three years at Fort 
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Langley, the HBC had altered the dynamics of the Salish Sea coastal trade but still 

remained at its periphery.47  

The combination of stealthy Indigenous traders, the vast geographic expanse, and 

frequent arrival of American vessels pushed the company to consider a trading post more 

centrally located in the Puget Sound. McDonald recognized many of the furs traded at 

coastal hubs like Whidbey Island came from groups in the foothills of the Cascades. In 

January 1830, the chief trader sent clerk Frances Annance on a trading expedition into 

Nooksack territory with instructions “to ascertain whether or not it be prudent & 

convenient to fix a small trading post… more to the southward and eastward.” The goal 

was similar to Langley: to intercept furs before they reached the coastal intermediaries. It 

would be a year-round outlet for actual hunters. Although nothing materialized from 

Annance’s excursion, McDonald continued to press McLoughlin for a greater presence in 

the Puget Sound. He argued that “the more we appear in that quarter the less influence & 

credit the opposition acquire.” The chief trader had finally realized the inadequacy of a 

single post over such a vast region.48 

Adding to fur trade shortcomings, Fort Langley received another blow in 1828 

when George Simpson arrived. One of the governor’s objectives was to travel the full 

length of the Fraser to determine its navigability before designating Langley as the 

company’s western depot. Simpson got a first-hand look at Fraser Canyon and concluded 

it “can no longer be thought of as a practicable communication with the interior…. I 

should consider the passage down, to be certain Death, in nine attempts out of Ten.” 

Additionally, employees could not find suitable land for planting marketable crops, or a 

swift enough stream for a mill. With lingering security concerns on the Fraser, the 
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company had little prospect for large scale agricultural or lumber production. As a result, 

Simpson ordered a reduction of Langley personnel and limited the scope of the 

operation.49 

HBC prospects in the Salish Sea were not all bleak, however. The fur trade 

overall showed signs of improvement as the company ironed out supply problems and 

developed relationships with Native communities. The company also found a valuable 

commodity in the Fraser’s massive salmon runs. Simpson noted that, “Salmon are so 

abundant…a considerable quantity might be cured for exportation.” The best news came 

in on the geopolitical front, when Britain and the United States renewed the joint-

occupation provision of Anglo-American Treaty of 1818. This agreement removed any 

immediate need to replace Fort Vancouver and eased company officials’ concerns of 

losing access to the Columbia River.50   

Upon news of the treaty’s renewal, Simpson proposed drastic policy changes in 

the Columbia Department to expand shipping and diversify interests. The plan had the 

dual purpose of increasing revenue, which many in the G&C believed was lagging, and to 

bar Americans. McLoughlin argued: “we must avail ourselves of all the resources of this 

country if we have to compete for the trade of it with the Americans as we may depend 

they will in turn everything they possibly can to account.” Simpson, though, was seeing 

an even bigger picture. Euroamerican markets had rapidly materialized in the Pacific 

during the 1820s. In California, Mexican expansion had created a large hide and tallow 

industry. Oahu had emerged as the hub for Pacific traders and whalers. Demand for 

provisions and supplies was rapidly increasing across the eastern Pacific, and the HBC 

could capitalize by exploiting local resources. By the late 1820s, Fort Vancouver was 
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exporting salmon and timber to these markets, but the company was still just beginning to 

realize the full potential of the Fraser River salmon fishery.51 

Simpson’s policy changes meant that Fort Langley would remain a fur trading 

outpost but curing and exporting salmon would take priority. The company also sought to 

expand agricultural production, which became possible as the operation developed more 

cordial relations with nearby Native communities, so employees could safely cultivate 

land further from the fort. To improve the fur trade, the company attached a ship to Fort 

Langley with the purpose of circulating the Salish Sea and the larger North West Coast to 

challenge American vessels from spring through fall. Then, ideally, the ship would carry 

goods produced throughout the year to ports in Honolulu and California. The next spring 

the vessel would return to the depot, reload supplies, and repeat. Therefore, the company 

kept a constant lookout for marketable commodities to export.52      

On the ground, company officials turned their sights to the Puget Sound to 

diversify and expand. McDonald travelled to Fort Vancouver in the fall of 1829 to confer 

with McLoughlin about reorganizing the department to promote efficiency, and to 

increase revenue while warding off Americans. The two officers discussed the possibility 

of creating a post in the south Puget Sound. McDonald wrote, “By means of the Fort 

Langley Vessel it is…in Contemplation to form a Saw-mill Establishment on this end of 

the of Cowlitz portage to be Connected to this place-The Mill Seat Certainly appears to 

possess the requisite advantages.” Company employees frequently travelled the route 

from Fort Vancouver to Fort Langley, and they recognized the abundant timber and small 

swift streams in the area. With a vessel frequently making rounds, it was feasible to 

construct a saw mill in the Lower Sound and ship timber to market.53 
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In the decade following the consolidation of the HBC and the NWC in 1821, the 

new conglomeration experienced its share of successes and shortcomings. Behind 

Simpson’s planning and McLoughlin’s execution, Fort Vancouver had navigated Native 

monopolies on the Lower Columbia, and moved well beyond self-sufficiency to produce 

surplus provisions and supplies for export. However, the contest between the British and 

Americans for Oregon country created a degree of volatility and insecurity among 

company officials. The HBC tried to ward off American competition and secure their 

economic dominance in the region. The “fur desert” strategy successfully removed the 

threat of overland traders, but coastal vessels failed to deter American ships. The 

company expanded its operations on the Fraser River to draw trade from the coast and to 

establish a depot at a less internationally contested latitude.     

Fort Langley did develop successful strategies for cohabitating and interacting 

with Coast Salish communities on the Fraser River, but it failed to diminish the influence 

of Indigenous intermediaries or to curb American traders. Although trade prospects 

improved, and curing salmon showed promise, the unnavigable Fraser would not become 

the company hub. By 1830, company officials understood they needed to open new fronts 

in the North West coastal trade to challenge Americans and undermine Native 

monopolies. The extension of the joint occupation provision postponed concerns about 

settling below the 49th parallel and diversifying from the fur trade. The Puget Sound’s 

abundant resources and central location then came into focus, and as employees trekked 

between Vancouver and Langley, they kept a lookout for sites, taking in a wide array of 

social, economic, geographic, and environmental factors.       
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Chapter 2- Settling on the Sequalitchew: Corporate Calculations in 
Coast Salish Landscapes 

 
 

Fort Langley’s shortcomings and Columbia Department official’s demand for 

diversification may have spurred HBC interest in the Puget Sound, but establishing a 

permanent presence was not an easy feat. This chapter focuses on how social factors and 

cultural practices among Indigenous residents and the physical landscape shaped the 

establishment of Fort Nisqually. Like elsewhere on the North West Coast, powerful 

Native headmen controlled the fur trade in the southern Salish Sea. Regional power 

dynamics thus hindered the profitability of a post in the Puget Sound throughout the 

1820s. Additionally, the HBC Governor and Committee in London remained hesitant 

about moving investments away from the reliably profitable fur trade into riskier 

ventures. By the early 1830s, these calculations had changed, making a permanent 

presence in the region more practical. The death of the prominent Cowlitz headman 

Scanewa left local leaders more willing to partner with the company to improve their 

position within regional economies. Meanwhile, London officials no longer tolerated the 

losses associated with the shipwrecks on the treacherous Columbia bar and sought to 

abandon Fort Vancouver. McLoughlin responded by rebalancing operations for the sake 

of profitability and sustainability. He believed the best prospects for future revenue in the 

Puget Sound revolved around exporting timber and rearing livestock for hide, tallow, and 

wool. McLouglin’s had orders from London to find a new coastal depot for the fur trade, 

but instead the chief factor sent Archibald McDonald to find a location that favored his 

objectives.  
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McDonald chose a site on the Nisqually plains perfectly suited for livestock, but 

the location contained unrecognized complications. The Squalli-absch1 community of 

Sequalitchew claimed many of the same spaces and resources as the prospective post. In 

order to survive, the operation needed to establish amicable terms with nearby residents. 

While the post presented several advantages for the Indigenous community, it would also 

rely on residents for subsistence, labor, and admittance into their territory. The Hudson 

Bay Company was a virtual sovereign near their easterly namesake, but at Fort Nisqually 

they had eleven men among thousands of Indigenous residents. Therefore, employees had 

to recognize the parameters of Native claims and frequently make accommodations for 

access to land and resources. Additionally, dissent among ranking employees over the 

company objectives and the landscape’s potential presented obstacles. Within three years 

of construction, Fort Nisqually looked considerably different than initial designs.         

Coast Salish Leaders’ Authority and the South Salish Sea’s Shifting Power Dimensions   

Similar to the Columbia and Fraser Rivers, certain leaders in the southern Salish 

Sea used wealth acquired through the maritime and emerging land-based fur trade to 

consolidate and expand their power during the early nineteenth century. The existing 

prestige economy, and the influence gained through the acquisition and redistribution of 

wealth, enabled leaders to forge relationships with nearby and distance groups. These ties 

were often solidified through marriages that gave leaders increased access to resources 

allowing them safe passage through often volatile areas, which, in turn, led to increased 

wealth and influence. Thus, the HBC and American coastal traders were a conduit to 

influence in the region, and Indigenous leaders competed for company trade. As they 

developed relationships and acquired leverage, leaders moved to eliminate competition 
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by prohibiting rivals from trading at certain markets such as Whidbey Island. Essentially, 

engaging in the fur trade on the Salish Sea required mobility and access to markets, and 

access required social ties, and social ties required wealth and influence.2 On the eve of 

Fort Nisqually’s founding, regional leaders tried to beneficially reposition themselves in 

the ever-changing trade landscape, which resulted in continued shifts in regional power 

dynamics. 

Many factors could influence a Coast Salish leader’s power, but it ultimately 

hinged on time, place, and connections. During the late twentieth century, anthropologists 

debated the origin and extent of a headman’s authority before Euro-American settlement. 

Daniel Boxberger and Bruce Miller championed the local model, claiming that chiefdoms 

and centralized authority among leaders were largely post-treaty constructs. Kenneth 

Tollefson argued that recent ethnographic accounts discounted nineteenth century sources 

supporting chiefdoms in favor of a more localized governing structure and Jay Miller 

added that certain leaders from prominent families “did have the capacity of mobilizing 

regions” but “not as rulers…rather as decision makers acting on community sentiments.” 

Every argument had merit, but it depended on where and when. Some Native leaders at 

the center of the fur trade accumulated wealth and leverage over neighboring groups, 

while others’ authority never extended beyond their villages. While it may be difficult to 

determine exact political power and boundaries, it is possible to assess economic 

influence.3   

One way to outline Coast Salish leaders’ authority is to examine their ability to 

safely travel to distance markets. The fur trade literature often mentions influential Native 

traders that arrived at posts to exchange pelts. Prior to his death in 1828, Cowlitz 
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headman Scanewa was one of the most prominent and widely recorded travelers. George 

Simpson identified him as one of the three most powerful men on the Lower Columbia 

River. According to family histories, Scanewa had a fishing station at Celilo Falls, over 

100 miles southeast of his home territory near modern Toledo, Washington. Scanewa also 

frequently journeyed eighty miles southwest to Fort George, and later sixty miles south to 

Fort Vancouver. John McLoughlin feared that Scanewa had too much influence over 

trade at Fort Vancouver, so to marginalize Scanewa’s power McLoughlin insisted the 

headman trade exclusively at Fort Langley more than 150 miles to the north. This 

imposition, however, did not sideline the Cowlitz leader. Scanewa had two wives from 

the vicinity of Vancouver Island and those kinship ties guaranteed safe passage to 

northern trade markets. The Salish Sea could be a volatile place, but Scanewa often 

travelled through this precarious landscape nearly unaccompanied. On one trip to Fort 

Langley, his vanguard consisted of his wife, a child, two slaves, and a large fortune 

consisting of 32 blankets and assorted goods. His mobility demonstrated the Cowlitz 

leader’s ties and influence in the region. Scanewa was not an isolated case. Several 

formidable leaders traversed the Salish Sea without fear of attack, but that was not the 

case for everyone.4    

Seasonal travel was a way of life among south Salish Sea residents, but mobility 

required connections and access to destination points. Indigenous residents frequently 

travelled considerable distances for seasonal subsistence or to visit relatives. For 

example, local residents near the Nisqually River annually received hundreds, if not 

thousands of people from across the Salish Sea region in the late summer to harvest and 

dry acorns and berries. The nearby prairies produced an overabundance, so extended 
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family members and friends worked cooperatively to meet subsistence requirements. 

When it came to the exchange of scarcer or more valuable pelts, however, powerful 

traders often restricted access to profitable markets. During an internal debate whether 

Whidbey Island would serve as a better location than Fort Langley and Fort Nisqually, 

John McLoughlin emphasized the central role of mobility, noting that “the greater part of 

the Indians who trade at Nisqually and Fort Langley could not go to Whidbey’s Island.” 

The chief factor did not mean traders could not physically make the trip rather, they were 

not permitted to travel to Whidbey. Similar to the Skagit traders who tried to block the 

Nooksack from trading directly with the HBC at Fort Langley, the most powerful south 

Salish Sea leaders attempted to corner the local market and deal exclusively with Euro-

Americans.5      

  This control left Lahalet, the Squalli-absch headman of the Sequalitchew 

community, with authority that probably did not extend far beyond his village prior to the 

1830s. Sequalitchew, located in the southern most reaches of the Salish Sea, was 

surrounded by powerful figures in the fur trade. When HBC chief trader Francis Heron 

arrived, he assembled these headmen at the proposed fort site. The meeting included 

Snohomish leader Waskalatchy (whom the HBC called the Frenchman), Suquamish 

leader Challacum, and Duwamish leader Sealth (Seattle). Lahalet served mostly as an 

interpreter. Heron’s purpose was to broker terms among these powerful leaders to avoid 

violence when trading with the company. While Lahalet did not have equal standing, his 

influence was rapidly increasing.6 

The murder of Cowlitz leader Scanewa in 1828 drastically changed the south 

Salish Sea’s power dynamics, and several leaders scrambled to fill the sizable void. The 
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late headman’s territory included the strategic Cowlitz corridor, the overland portage the 

HBC used to transport trade goods from Fort Vancouver to the Salish Sea and on to Fort 

Langley. Leaders from the Cowlitz watershed, particularly men whom the HBC 

identified as Callapequa and Sinnetraye, vied for control of the portage and its 

extraordinary potential for wealth and prestige. Each offered services and resources to the 

company, while establishing familial ties with influential families on both ends of the 

shipping corridor. In the early 1830s, Sinnetraye married the last surviving daughter of 

the Chinook leader Comcomly. Once the HBC committed to build in Lahalet’s territory, 

Sinnetraye arranged the marriage of his sister to the Sequlitchew headman. These kinship 

ties linked Sinnetraye to the most powerful family on the Columbia and to an emerging 

leader in the south Salish Sea. The rival Callapequa responded by trying to block the 

latter union and marginalize Sinnetraye’s access to company trade. He claimed 

Sinnetraye’s sister, who was recently widowed from a man in Callapequa’s family, could 

not marry without his consent. The tensions surrounding this affair nearly led to conflict. 

While the details remain obscure, the leaders eventually negotiated an arrangement and 

the wedding occurred. It is apparent, however, that Scanewa’s death had created space for 

all three leaders to expand beyond their previous bounds.7 

Scanewa’s death also created an opening for the HBC to expand its operation into 

the Salish Sea. As with Fort Vancouver and Fort Langley, the company sought to operate  
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Map 2.1. The Hudson Bay Company’s detailed map of the overland route between 
the Cowlitz River and Puget Sound, ca. 1843. Source: Hudson Bay Company Archives, 
F.25/1.  
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on the periphery of powerful Indigenous traders’ territories. Before his death, the south 

end of the Salish Sea was within Scanewa’s sphere of influence. Most of the pelts from 

the area went through his hands. If the HBC had tried to construct a post while he was 

alive, they would have encountered a situation similar to Fort George at the height of 

Comcomly’s control. Local leaders like Lahalet maneuvered to fill the void left by 

Scanewa’s death, but to do so required partnering with the company to gain advantage 

over rivals. This instability and consequent cooperation allowed the HBC again to skirt 

the influence of more prominent headmen such as Challacum, Waskalatchy, and Sealth 

by locating at the edge of their territories. The HBC could insert an entrepôt into the 

region, but officials still needed authorization from the Governor and Committee and a 

site that met the chief factor’s diversification criteria.8 

The HBC’s Puget Sound Interests (mostly) Align 

The company’s upper ranks eventually approved the creation of a new post on the 

Puget Sound. The HBC Governor and Committee instructed McLoughlin to resume the 

search for a new coastal depot west of the mountains. Geopolitical uncertainty still 

remained even after the extension of the joint-occupancy provision in the Anglo-

American Treaty in 1828, and the financial damages resulting from Fort Vancouver’s 

reliance on the mouth of the Columbia River could not be not be ignored. Since 1829, the 

treacherous Columbia bar had claimed two company supply ships and severely crippled a 

third. The most devastating shipwreck was the William and Anne, which sank in March 

1829, resulting in the loss of a full year’s supplies and trade goods. These setbacks forced 

the G&C to press “for a place fit for an Establishment more suited for our purpose than 
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Fort Vancouver, which [is]…to be abandoned.” London officials concluded that they 

needed a new location. Employees on the ground knew just where to look.9 

Although a new establishment aligned with McLoughlin’s plans for 

diversification, he disagreed with G&C’s underlying reason for relocating the depot. The 

chief factor believed that Fort Vancouver held a strategic position that the company 

needed to retain. He thus used the search for a new depot to further his plan for an 

agricultural operation separate from the fur trade. Company officials regarded farming 

and livestock rearing as a subsistence activity, but McLoughlin envisioned a joint-stock 

company that would raise cattle and sheep for hides, tallow, and wool exports to 

European and Pacific markets. The chief factor presented his proposal to Simpson using 

models and projections from Spanish/Mexican rancheros in California and the Red River 

settlements. Simpson and the Governor and Committee ultimately rejected this plan, 

initiating a rift between McLoughlin and Simpson that would intensify over the next 

decade. While waiting for a response, however, the chief factor began to search for a 

location for his objectives.10  

In the fall of 1832, McLoughlin sent McDonald and a scouting party to find a site 

suitable for the fur trade, timber extraction, and agricultural development. McDonald was 

“to examine the soil of the portege to Puget’s Sound. The first objective is to observe if 

the soil is suitable for cultivation and the raising of cattle: the next, the convenience the 

situation affords for shipping & the means the place affords for feeding the people.” Both 

officers believed the Puget Sound’s ecology and geology would accommodate these 

many interests. In late November, McDonald examined familiar territory along the 

southern Sound near the route to Fort Langley. One site seemed to meet most of his 
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criteria. Situated approximately two miles northeast of the Nisqually River, the area’s 

primary attraction was its “boundless” prairie. The soil was questionable for cultivation, 

but the plain’s abundant grass would sustain large livestock herds. A swift stream drained 

into a small cove, and the adjacent deep waters would serve as an anchorage. This site 

was also the midpoint between Langley and Vancouver, thus increasing security along 

the route. The location seemed to have it all: not too close to powerful traders, accessible 

by water, good pasturage, plenty of timber, and a good stream for a mill.11  

 In the spring of 1833, McDonald broke ground on Fort Nisqually. While 

travelling to Fort Vancouver in April, the chief trader and nine men spent two weeks at 

the site building a fifteen by twenty foot shed on the beach just south of the planned 

millstream. Three men stayed to finish the structure and plant a garden. The rest 

continued to the Columbia River. The following month McDonald returned with eleven 

men to begin the bulk of the construction. On May 30th, the crew arrived “where we now 

have determined should everything come up to expectations, to locate our establishment.” 

McDonald enthused, “it possesses an advantage over all the other settlements we have 

made on the Coast.” When the chief trader’s companion Scottish physician and naturalist 

William Fraser Tolmie first arrived, he described the extensive plain as “dry and gravelly 

but as M. [McDonald] observed admirably adapted for sheep.” Three days later, Tolmie 

walked through an “open prairie” near Fort Nisqually’s proposed site and found himself 

“in the midst of luxuriant pasture” to which “any nobleman’s park…cannot once be 

compared.” He concluded “what a pity that a country which so easily could afford 

subsistence to man is yet uninhabited.” Tolmie would soon be corrected. The land was 
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inhabited, it already provided subsistence, and there was a reason it resembled a 

European “nobleman’s park.”12 

The Sequalitchew Landscape    

Two weeks after arriving at the Fort Nisqually site, Tolmie guided William Ryan, 

the captain of the supply ship Vancouver, on a tour of the Nisqually plains. “Ryan,” he 

wrote, “was somewhat bewildered with the extent & magnificent appearance of the 

prairie, so much so as to mistake the burnt trunk of an oak for a black bear.” By 

describing the plain’s “magnificent appearance” and a tree’s “burnt trunk” in the same 

statement, Tolmie came remarkably close to disclosing the underlying reason for the 

plain’s appeal. Generations of burning by Indigenous communities had shaped the 

Nisqually plains to promote the growth of essential plants and animals. Late Nisqually 

tribal historian Cecelia Carpenter wrote, “information has been passed down to us by our 

Nisqually ancestors…that during the fall of each year the vast prairies…of the lower 

segment of the Nisqually River were burned.” Although he did not grasp it, Tolmie was 

gazing upon a managed landscape. The HBC was planting stakes in inhabited space, 

HBC employees quickly documented how nearby Nisqually residents interacted with 

these surroundings.13 

  The Sequalitchew community, with a fluctuating population of approximately 

fifty to one hundred people, intensively worked the lands surrounding the HBC’s 

proposed site. Source material pertaining to individual residents is scarce, but Carpenter 

estimated that five or six extended families came together to form a winter village near 

the proposed location, but then dispersed during the remainder of the year to acquire food 

based on seasonal cycles. Anthropologist Karen Capuder proposes that all these areas of 
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habitation and resource acquisition comprise the community’s “ancestral village 

landscape,” described as “areas within, and contiguous to, village sites, inclusive of the 

living lands, waters, beings, powers, and knowledges within them.” At the center of this 

landscape was a stream known to the Squalli-absch as Sequalitchew, which roughly 

translates as “long run out tide.” The rivulet originated from a kettle lake five miles 

northeast of the mouth. It meandered across the Nisqually plains, passing through 

occasional marshes before entering a narrow valley a mile and a half from the Salish Sea. 

It then made a rapid, two-hundred-foot descent to a small cove. The last stretch of the 

creek and ravine, hereafter referred to as the Lower Sequalitchew, held considerable 

material and cultural significance to the community.14 

The Lower Sequalitchew contained community’s winter quarters, consisting of 

two cedar planked houses nestled midway up the steep south bank, just upstream from 

the mouth. HBC clerk John Work first noted the village during the McMillan expedition 

to explore the Fraser River in 1824. The ravine provided a defensible position and shelter 

from winter storms. The Sequalitchew burial grounds were across the dell atop the north 

bluff. HBC clerk Edward Huggins described “many Indian graves, some . . . placed a 

little way into the ground with an enclosure [and others] . . . in canoes fastened in the 

crotch of a tree.” This location to the winter village allowed residents to maintain close 

connections with the deceased.15  

Downstream on the beach, community members constructed seasonal homes 

close to the extensive clam beds in the shallow waters near the stream’s mouth. Upon 

arrival in May 1833, Tolmie described “lodges constructed of mats hung on poles in the 

shape of a cartshed” whose inhabitants gathered “around the fire roasting mussels.” 
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Shellfish were a staple of Coast Salish diets, especially in early spring when other sources 

of food were scarce. Late Nisqually leader Leonard Squally argued that families returned 

to the same locations annually, and that these seasonally occupied sites were villages unto 

themselves. The Fort Nisqually journal reinforces Squally’s assertion. In February 1836, 

a community elder “employed himself all day at putting up his hut near the beach about 

his old station.” Residents did not choose these spots at random. They inherited the 

locations and controlled access to resources, extending use to kin ties in a way that 

demonstrated power, continuity, and stability.16 

The Lower Sequalitchew also contained the community’s main fishing sites. The 

post journal a noted that the “small river below us at its mouth is well supplied with 

Salmon which the Native Boys take by the dozens with a hook attached to a pole.” 

McDonald added that “they annually work upon with the line and hook in the bay & at a 

barrier a short distance up the River.” Like other Coast Salish groups, salmon represented 

residents’ primary source of sustenance. During spawning runs the community focused 

on catching and curing fish. Anthropologist Marian Smith notes that “whatever a man’s 

economic specialty it did not greatly interfere with the fishing routine…At the time of the 

salmon runs…all other work was suspended.” On October 15th, 1833, the fort journal 

recorded, “The Indians who for the last six weeks have been living at the beach are now 

beginning to move off to their respective habitations for the purpose of laying in a stock 

of salmon for the winter.” These “habitations” were likely near the weir that McDonald 

described, and which Carpenter suggests extended across the stream near the top of the 

ravine. The Lower Sequalitchew thus provided the community’s vital provisions and 

remained inhabited by some members year-round.17   
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 Above the Lower Sequalitchew, the Nisqually plains ran intermittently all the way 

to the Puyallup River in the north. Sequalitchew residents carefully cultivated and 

managed this area, for it provided important resources for sustenance and exchange. It 

was, Tolmie wrote: 

bordered on each side with low undulating hills-that on the left covered with a 
profusion of young oaks, hazel bushes, and brake affording good cover to the 
Deer, & the rich grassy flats at base, abundant feeding on the winding hills to the 
right…oaks possessed the flanks…no envious brushwood conceals the smooth 
grassy slope.  
 

Here, Tolmie noted four fundamental components of Coast Salish diets: acorns, hazel 

nuts, bracken fern roots, and venison. Returning from the Nisqually River, the naturalist 

“found the ripe fruit of the Galtheria Shallon [salal berries] it seems to have been 

intended by Providence, as a staple article of food.” Community members ate these fresh 

when available and carefully preserved the excess for the lean winter months.18  

 The abundant Nisqually Plain enabled bordering communities to nurture familial 

and intercommunity ties. Smith suggests that gatherings “at locations especially 

productive of roots or berries…were annual, anticipated occurrences. Individuals looked 

forward to them as to periods of holiday, a social, festal atmosphere prevailed.” In 

September 1833, the fort journal recorded that “all the Soquamish Chiefs are now 

encamped on the beach having come to gather & dry the Shallon [salal berries] which is 

the employment of the wives and slaves while the Chiefs pass the time in gaming.” The 

next August several Suquamish and Snohomish parties arrived and camped on the beach 

“for the purpose of gathering acorns and berries.” Neighboring communities soon 

gathered for a large “devotional Dance,” and the following month more than two hundred 

people from across the southern Salish Sea convened for the marriage of a Suquamish 
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man and Squalli-absch woman. Acorn collections continued until mid-October, when 

visitors returned home to prepare for the fall salmon runs. Late summer gatherings on the 

Nisqually Plain were triggered by seasonal subsistence cycles, but they also facilitated 

social functions and intercommunity diplomacy.19 

Tolmie attributed the Nisqually plains’ abundance to providence, but local 

ecology offers a more historical explanation. Native residents carefully employed 

seasonal firings to manage resources and to ensure renewal. The prairies, Carpenter 

suggests, “if left during the winter, would lay a heavy carpet over the land prohibiting the 

spring crop.” Camas and bracken fern actually “thrived on burned-over land.” Low-

intensity burns created a park-like appearance in the eyes of Euroamerican newcomers, 

but they were a vital tool for Indigenous residents’ in shaping their annual subsistence 

cycle. During the first three years of the post’s existence, the fort journal regularly 

recorded fires on the Nisqually plains in the late summer and fall. Tolmie quickly 

recognized their benefits. In fall 1833, he reported that “Indians begin to bring us 

Venison which has been very scarce” and that “the grass on the prairie, being dry & 

withering was nearly all consumed by fire. Now a new & tender crop has arisen, which 

perhaps attracts the deer.” A US government railroad survey in the early 1850s confirmed 

that Indigenous practices were the cause of the frequent blazes. Near Forts Vancouver 

and Nisqually, “Indians, in order to preserve their open grounds for game, and for the 

production of their important root, the camas, soon found the advantage of burning.” The 

fires that produced Indigenous staples, however, also created an attractive landscape for 

the agrarian minded HBC.20  
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While the parameters of the Sequalitchew claims were vague to the HBC 

employees, residents likely asserted control over spaces and resources at key times 

throughout the year. Anthropologist Brian Thom suggests that social organization was 

typically rooted in strong attachments to place. This was evident in “expressions of 

property and territory that underlie traditional Coast Salish economics and inter-

community relationships.” Families, households, and communities owned or stewarded 

productive resource sites, including but not limited to fisheries, shellfish beds, cedar 

stands, camas fields, and berry patches. Through marriage, extended families could claim 

access to these sites and “to certain inherited privileges” that functioned similar to 

property ownership or usufruct rights. Bruce Miller and Daniel Boxberger argue that 

family and household groups frequently “cooperated in certain types of subsistence and 

ceremonial activities, especially those requiring a great deal of labor or the accumulation 

of vast amounts of wealth.” This collaboration often expanded to include extended kin 

exemplified by the late summer gatherings on the Nisqually plains. The Sequalitchew 

landscape was situated within complex, often overlapping, social and ecological networks 

with fluctuating control and access. Such claims were often contested and renegotiated. 

Examining the creation of Fort Nisqually provides insight into the extent and limitations 

of Sequalitchew claims in the early nineteenth century and how they shaped the post.21 

Negotiating Settlement and Resources at Sequalitchew 

Chief Trader McDonald first scouted the post site in late November 1832, but he 

did not begin construction until the following spring. This gave him the entire winter to 

plan. He imagined a post similar to Fort Vancouver, one that supplemented a vibrant fur 

trade with a diversified operation centered around raising livestock and exporting grains, 
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timber, and salmon. McDonald planned a beach store on a platform cut into the northern 

bank near the mouth of the Sequalitchew, a sawmill and gristmill a short distance farther 

upstream, and a fort and farmhouse atop the north ravine. He had considered locating the 

store and fort on the southern bank, but that required a bridge to reach the farm and mills. 

In Tolmie’s estimation, the north bank held an advantage because the store, mills, fort, 

and farm would all be on the same side of the stream and “therefore more compact.” 

From the outset, however, McDonald’s plans were impractical and improbable for 

reasons entwined with Sequalitchew claims and practices, environmental factors, and his 

successor’s diverging objectives.22   

While HBC employees were familiar with the southern Salish Sea’s physical, 

political, and economic geography, they failed to recognize the Sequalitchew residents’ 

intimate claims to space and resources. McDonald’s initial designs for the beach store 

and mills on the north bank of the Lower Sequalitchew did not account for the vicinity’s 

importance to the community. Cutting a platform into the bluff above the high tide line 

would have put the store in relatively close proximity to the Sequalitchew graveyard. 

Carpenter noted that the location was “an intrusion into the house area…and too near 

their traditional burial grounds.” Similarly, mills would have impinged on the fishery in 

the cove. Only with time would the HBC fully grasp the community’s claims within the 

Lower Sequalitchew. In 1838, for example, James Douglas complained about how local 

Indigenous residents “point to an imaginary line of demarcation, which divides the 

inhabitants of one petty stream, from the people living upon another.” Actual claims were 

more intricate and dynamic than a physical line, but the company was at least recognizing 

Indigenous authority. Implicit recognition happened much sooner, and in fact discussions 
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about constructing structures on the north bank of the stream ceased shortly after 

McDonald returned to the Sequalitchew in spring 1833.23  

McDonald preferred a beach store because of its convenience for water-borne 

traders, stating “it will particularly be to the advantage of this Establishment when a 

couple of Indians can with ease run in on one tide & back the next.” He surveyed the site 

in late fall, however, well after the annual gatherings on the Nisqually plains and after 

most of the Sequalitchew community had moved upstream for the fall salmon run. The 

beach was, then, relatively empty. By the time McDonald returned, residents had 

reestablished their seasonal lodges near the stream’s mouth to harvest shellfish. This did 

not prevent company operations, but the employees had to establish temporary quarters 

about one hundred and fifty yards south of the seasonal village. Once the supply ship 

arrived, the company began trading, and McDonald excitedly noted a “good deal of stir 

about the little establishment this afternoon, canoes arriving by sea-dozens of horses & 

riders by land.” As the summer progressed, the HBC store was frequently surrounded by 

several hundred people busily trading and harvesting fish and shellfish.24  

Interactions at the company’s temporary quarters raised security concerns and 

questions regarding the feasibility of any permanent structure on the beach. A 

combination of the area’s geological disposition and local protocols often positioned 

Native visitors too close for HBC officers’ comfort. The company quarters were on “a 

sloping beach of shingle, behind which a steep wooded bank arises, & approaches in 

some spots very near the high-water mark.” When traders arrived, they camped on the 

narrow beach close to the makeshift establishment. Although a few heated arguments 

erupted over the terms of trade, the HBC employees received few threats of violence. 
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Company employees nevertheless feared for their safety. They began to construct a high 

fence around the beach buildings. Tolmie was “anxious to have the people’s house 

finished as they are…very much exposed to attack or depredation.” Plans for permanent 

beach structures dissolved as the summer progressed, and then a new chief trader 

replaced McDonald.25  

McDonald had known from the outset that his time at Fort Nisqually was limited 

and that his successor, Francis Heron, had a considerably different vision for the post. 

While McDonald had ambitious plans, the burden of establishing the post fell to Heron. 

McDonald initially located the farmhouse on the north bank because it offered access to 

fresh water for livestock and more open prairie for grazing. Employees immediately 

began to build a farmhouse. McDonald shared McLoughlin’s vision of raising cattle and 

sheep modelled after successful hide and tallow operations on the Red River and in 

California. Heron, conversely, prioritized crop cultivation and self-sufficiency. He 

immediately sent Tolmie to the Nisqually plains in search of better soil. The naturalist 

reported that the southern prairie contained more fertile areas than the “sterile at best” 

northern location. The two officers then set out to find a suitable site south of the 

stream.26 

Heron first proposed a house atop the south bluff, immediately behind the 

temporary beach quarters. This offered a defensible position with steep banks on two 

sides and good visibility across the Nisqually Reach. The location also created a degree 

of separation from the Sequalitchew community and from incoming Indigenous traders 

camped below on the beach, yet it was still close to the proposed cropland on the  

southern plain. Access to water was poor, however. Someone had to negotiate the steep  
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Map 2.2. Lower Sequalitchew Landscape, mid-nineteenth century (USGS)   

 

Map 2.3. Fort Nisqually Landscape, 1833 (USGS)  
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bank to the mouth of stream or a half mile up the ravine to a less treacherous access 

point. Meanwhile, Tolmie discovered a potential site along a Native trail from the 

Sequalitchew to the Nisqually River that seemed to possess all the necessary criteria. 

Heron described a “spot on the border of the Plain where the Nisqually path emerges 

from the wood…superior in the points of convenience of & proximity to water, to the 

intended site.” Three weeks after his arrival, the new chief trader began construction of a 

fort more than a half a mile south of the Lower Sequalitchew.27 

Heron’s agenda and social and environmental factors transformed McDonald’s 

designs in ways that deflated company officials’ high expectations. The new chief 

trader’s immediate tasks required providing operational security and preparing ground for 

cultivation. Nonessential projects ceased.  The sawmill and a gristmill were abandoned. 

The post could either cut timber and grind grains by hand or import both from Fort 

Vancouver. Building mills on the stream was not worth straining the company’s vital 

relationship with the Sequalitchew community. Similarly, raising livestock could wait 

until the company had established the post and developed stronger ties with surrounding 

residents. The new chief trader disassembled the farmhouse on the north bank and the 

beach store, consolidating the whole operation into a single fort on the southern plain.28 

During the construction of Fort Nisqually, employees depended on nearby 

resources and labor. The operation strove to acquire or produce food locally in attempt at 

self-sufficiency to reduce expenses and dependence on unpredictable supply ships. 

Workers planted a vegetable garden and hoped abundant wildlife, including deer, 

waterfowl, and fish would provide essential protein. The operation cut timber for the 

structures and stripped cedar bark for the roofs from the surrounding area, but employees 
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quickly learned that Indigenous communities controlled access to some of these 

resources. To maintain cordial terms, the HBC often acknowledged Native authority and 

negotiated for many necessary materials. While the terms between the HBC and 

Indigenous residents are largely unknown, there is significant evidence that arrangements 

existed.29 

The HBC had learned from earlier ventures what Natives had known for 

millennia: salmon were the most efficient and reliable source of nutrients west of the 

mountains. The company frequently sent out hunting expeditions, but these time-

consuming endeavors required considerable skill and luck. Hunters often returned 

unsuccessful. Fishers, however, could predict the timing of seasonal runs, and where best 

to catch the fish. The enormous and fairly consistent runs near posts on the Fraser and 

Columbia Rivers, and the dense Indigenous populations, created competitive markets in 

which the company could often acquire large amounts of salmon at little expense. During 

McDonald’s time at Fort Langley, he occasionally had to turn away Native traders 

because the operation did not have the necessary barrels to store or salt salmon. The post 

obtained salmon at such a low price that when the operation established its own fishery in 

1829, officers discovered it was more cost-effective to trade. McDonald also noted the 

connection between salmon and the spiritual beliefs of Indigenous peoples. He 

recognized the cultural similarities across the entire region, remarking that “the natives 

here also like those in the Columbia & indeed all over think it Sacrilege to give them 

[salmon] otherwise to the Whites at first.” Based on experiences at Langley and 

Vancouver, McDonald expected to find a comparable market at Nisqually.30  
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When HBC employees tried to procure salmon in the southern Puget Sound, 

however, they discovered considerably different circumstances. During the spring run of 

1833, a frustrated McDonald “[g]ot another salmon from the miserable Indians who are 

too lazy to exert themselves much though in a state of starvation themselves.” In 1835, 

the fort journal recorded “fresh salmon are now getting numerous among the natives, and 

only a few come to us.” Laziness likely had little to do with their hesitancy to fish or 

trade. Historian Joseph Taylor has argued Pacific Northwest Indigenous groups 

frequently expressed restraint through differing cultural “concepts and practices…and 

although conservation was not the stated purpose, moderation of harvests was the 

effective result.” What McDonald saw as indolence was possibly a prescribed procedure 

to encourage renewal. Sequalitchew residents also might have been more concerned with 

meeting their own subsistence requirements. Indigenous fishers also calculated traded 

surpluses, and they might have recognized the HBC’s urgent demand for provisions as 

leverage. When William Kittson took over for Heron in May 1834, he noted that “Indians 

bring a few fresh salmon which are small and traded at two Ball & Powder a very dear 

price.” While salmon held similar material and cultural significance among the Coast 

Salish communities at Sequalitchew and the Lower Fraser River, they had decidedly 

distinct social and ecological dynamics when it came to resource access, ownership, and 

value.31     

The combined evidence of Fort Nisqually’s early years suggests that the HBC did 

not have access to fisheries on the Lower Sequalitchew. This was a new condition. At 

Fort Langley, McDonald occasionally sent employees to fish on the Fraser and even 

experimented with establishing a company fishery. While Native communities near Fort 
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Langley undoubtedly made claims over certain harvest sites, the operation faced little 

opposition when fishing near the post. Anthropologist Wayne Suttles has argued that “the 

size and abundance of the Fraser fish runs probably would have made any attempt to 

control them difficult and perhaps pointless.” On the Sequalitchew, McDonald mused 

about whether “Stake Nets might in time to come be a successful way of taking” fish, but 

that was the only reference made about company fishing at Fort Nisqually. Given the 

company’s recent emphasis on self-sufficiency, this is curious. The post’s success hinged 

on its ability to provide for itself. Employees in the Columbia Department hunted, fished, 

grew gardens, raised livestock, and traded for food. Company officials meticulously 

recorded the posts’ yields. The Fort Nisqually journal frequently referenced salmon, 

including when the fish arrived, the estimated size of runs, Native fishing habits, 

complaints about exorbitant prices, and amounts acquired through trade. What was 

missing was any mention of employees fishing.32  

The Sequalitchew community and HBC employees also negotiated building 

materials, particularly cedar. The relatively soft wood was the foundation of Coast Salish 

construction. It was used for everything from canoes and paddles to structures and art. 

Cedar bark was used in household mats, clothes, hats, and baskets.33 HBC employees 

squared oak and fir near the fort for buildings, pickets, and bastions, and they used cedar 

planks for roofs and floors and cedar bark for shingles. The company built a sawpit and 

commenced a labor intensive and time-consuming endeavor to plane cedar planks, but it 

did not fell trees or collect bark from the Lower Sequalitchew. Although Tolmie noted 

the Sequalitchew ravine was “abounding in tall pines and cedars,” the operation instead 

acquired timber from the significantly more distant Nisqually River. Anthropologist Jeff 
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Oliver suggests that because of its material importance to the Coast Salish, “kin groups 

controlled access to particular stands of cedar…[s]trangers were not permitted to use the 

trees unless they sought permission.” Therefore, it is probable that the HBC did not have 

access to cedar stands in the immediate vicinity. The company, however, could trade for 

timber. During construction, a frustrated Tolmie reported that he had “been occupied all 

the forenoon & in negociating with the Indians for split cedar” but “they are all shrewd 

selfish dogs, terribly afraid of being cheated.” Similar to salmon, the company’s urgent 

need for cedar presented an economic opportunity for local residents.34  

The company eventually gain access to the cedar stands controlled by the 

Sequalitchew community. When chief trader William Kittson took charge of the 

operation in May 1834, he ordered employees to disassemble and re-square some existing 

buildings and to construct several new structures. These projects continued for two years, 

requiring a large amount of local building material, including vast quantities of cedar 

bark for roofs. In June, Kittson sent “two men off for Cedar Bark.” Two days later he 

wrote disappointedly that they “have done little of nothing…[and] come home with only 

100 pieces.” The next week, accompanied by a local Indigenous resident, the employees 

went to nearby (modern) Anderson Island to collect bark. According to anthropologist 

Marian Smith, the Sequalitchew village and two other nearby Squalli-absch communities 

shared access to the island’s abundant resources. Kittson reported that the “men at the 

Cedar have come home and their week’s job is 600 [strips of bark] very well for only 

three men including an Indian.” In June 1835, Kittson added that the previous “year we 

could only get after much trouble 1100 pieces of indifferent ceder Bark owing to my 

being a stranger to the country.” Kittson may have been new, but Jean Baptiste Ouvre, 
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Pierre Charles, and Simon Plomondon had worked at the fort for more than a year and for 

several years prior had frequently traversed the southern Puget Sound, developing 

extensive knowledge of the area’s resources and landscape. Kittson was thus referring to 

his emergent relationship with the Sequalitchew residents and gaining access to the 

community’s stands.35  

Although the Sequalitchew residents restricted company access, the HBC was not 

without leverage. The fort contributed discernable economic and political benefits to the 

community. Alexandria Harmon argues that “[c]ommerce with King George men was an 

exciting avenue to prestige…[that] followed from the ability to acquire property but also 

from ritually redistributing.” The creation of Fort Nisqually brought in an influx of 

Native traders and wealth into the Lower Sound. The Sequalitchew community’s 

proximate location to the fort allowed residents to regulate commerce as Native traders 

arrived into their territory. In July 1833, Tolmie noted that “Scetlam the Kaatchet 

[Skagit] chief having made peace with Chiatzasan [Sequalitchew spiritual leader] by a 

present of two guns, was permitted to visit us.” In this case, the influential Skagit leader 

needed Chiatzasan’s consent to trade with company. The operation also provided short 

term employment for Sequalitchew residents during slow periods of their seasonal 

subsistence cycles. Officers frequently hired Sequalitchew headman Lahalet as a guide, 

courier, interpreter, and liaison between arriving traders and the company. Through these 

engagements he increased his wealth and fostered new relationships that affirmed his 

leadership both within the community and regionally. Similarly, community members 

regularly worked on construction and agriculture projects or sold building materials and 

food provisions. In return, they received coveted manufactured goods.36  
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Trade itself afforded the HBC a degree of leverage in negotiating cohabitation 

with the Sequalitchew community. One concession Native residents made to the HBC 

involved restricting their seasonal burning practices near company operations. Although 

Fort Nisqually employees had been tilling the land and cultivating crops from inception, 

it wasn’t until Kittson arrived that they began aggressively plowing the prairies. As 

agricultural production increased, anthropogenic fire became a greater threat, 

jeopardizing the company’s efforts to expand in the summer of 1835. Kittson recorded 

that “fire set to the plains west of our wheat field…[is] around us but so far nothing 

dangerous.” Next month it worsened. “The Country around us is all on fire and smoke is 

so great.” Threatening blazes receded after the fall of 1835, and the prairie ecology began 

to change. An 1854 US railroad survey noted that on “some prairies near Vancouver and 

Nisqually, where this burning has been prevented for twenty years past, young spruces 

are found to be growing up rapidly, and Indians have told me that they remember when 

some other prairies were much larger than present.” The records never reveal the terms of 

agreements, but they do suggest that prohibiting fires was an area of negotiation.37 

 

By 1835, Fort Nisqually looked considerably different from what McLoughlin 

and McDonald had imagined for a Puget Sound post. McDonald tried to strike a balance 

between company objectives and the ecological and geopolitical limitations on the 

ground. While he had sufficient autonomy to choose a site and design operations, the 

Salish Sea’s physical and social landscapes forced him and his successors to rethink their 

ambitions. The Sequalitchew community made important material and cultural claims 

within the Lower Sequalitchew, and they retained authority over much of the proposed 
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site. Power, however, never rested wholly on one or the other side. An HBC post offered 

potential benefits for many nearby Coast Salish groups, so the Sequalitchew community 

accepted the operation in their territory. Residents restricted company access to certain 

spaces and resources in the Lower Sequalitchew, including burial grounds and fisheries, 

but they eventually permitted the cutting of cedar bark. They also altered burning 

practices near HBC structures and agricultural operations. Through these negotiations, 

the HBC began to establish a vision of a world that was no longer the Salish Sea as what 

would be called the Puget Sound.  

During its first years of operation, Fort Nisqually employees developed important 

reciprocal relationships with the Sequalitchew community. Through trade advantages and 

short-term employment, residents could acquire European goods that increased wealth 

and prestige. In exchange, the HBC received much needed labor and essential staples. 

The fur trade also brought hundreds of traders from around the Salish Sea and beyond. 

This was an economic boon for the HBC, and it increased the geopolitical power and 

prestige Sequalitchew residents. By the late 1830s, however, trade plateaued and then 

tapered. The company increasingly shifted toward agricultural production. Simpson and 

McLoughlin had convinced skeptics in the G&C of the benefits of market diversification 

and of potential Pacific markets. At Fort Nisqually, this shift intensified the demand for 

labor and access to more pasturage and arable soils. It also made the company more 

reliant on its ties with Sequalitchew residents and other nearby Indigenous groups.   
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Chapter 3- Switching Gears Expanding Agriculture on the Puget 
Sound 

 
 

In the spring of 1837, John McLoughlin sent an expedition of twenty-five men 

south from Fort Vancouver to California. The chief factor instructed leader Michael 

LaFramboise, “if he had found a place to hunt [beaver], he was to be equipped for that 

object,” but “if he had found no place to hunt, he would have to bring a band of Cattle” 

back to the Columbia Department. LaFramboise did not find good hunting and ended up 

driving five hundred cattle north toward Fort Vancouver, losing two hundred along the 

way.1 The venture perfectly exemplified larger challenges the HBC faced in Columbia 

Department during the late 1830s that shaped the direction and purpose of the new Fort 

Nisqually. McLoughlin recognized that the fur trade had peaked. Company profits would 

increasingly rely on long-term investments in agricultural development and timber 

extraction. While he seemingly had Northern Division governor George Simpson on 

board, convincing the profit-minded G&C proved difficult. The considerable distance and 

communication lag, however, gave McLoughlin a degree of freedom to pursue his 

objectives. At the same time, the unsettled vision created an identity crisis at Fort 

Nisqually. Chief Trader Francis Heron struggled to prioritize the fort’s primary 

objectives. His calculations while attempting to relocate the fort exposed considerable 

dissention in how officials ranked the fur trade, farming, livestock, and timber extraction.    

Geopolitical developments and the opening of new Pacific markets eventually 

convinced the G&C to embrace agricultural production. Diversified operations served the 
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dual purposes of meeting export demands in Hawaii, Sitka, and California, and it ensured 

the company’s domination of the North West coastal trade. Once HBC officials approved 

this expansion, they had to design the mechanics for the transition, especially financing 

and finding competent employees. At a meeting in spring 1839, top officers created a 

subsidiary joint-stock venture called the Puget Sound Agricultural Company (PSAC). 

They also agreed to import skilled agriculturalists from the British Isles. American 

settlers were beginning to move into the Willamette Valley and contract deadlines were 

approaching, so expedience became an important factor in implementing the new 

company’s policies. The results were underwhelming. The infusion of capital into the 

Columbia department for livestock and labor without the necessary infrastructure left 

Fort Nisqually employees scrambling. The PSAC’s carefully constructed policies were 

largely irrelevant.        

Beyond the PSAC directors’ impractical expectations, the physical and social 

conditions of the south Salish Sea continued to dominate the fate of Fort Nisqually. The 

area’s gravelly soil and a severe drought plagued incoming settlers. With insufficient 

labor and increasing demands for resources, Fort Nisqually’s success hinged on 

employees’ relationships with neighboring Indigenous communities, but Native residents 

had their own agendas regarding the HBC/PSAC. They largely found the company’s 

presence beneficial. It allowed them to cultivate and graze their livestock on their lands 

while gaining employment through the fort. Coast Salish residents understood their 

essential role within the operation, and they frequently dictated the conditions of 

employment and access to land. The transition to agriculture, however, occasionally 

strained relations with Indigenous communities in ways that forced fort officials to make 
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further concessions. While the agricultural operation at Fort Nisqually eventually became 

profitable, its methods departed widely from the PSAC’s original plan.      

Dissenting Visions of the Puget Sound Post  

From the moment Francis Heron arrived on the Nisqually plains in June 1833, he 

planned to move the operation. His main objection to the site was the seemingly poor 

soil. His predecessor Archibald McDonald and the naturalist William Fraser Tolmie 

agreed that the area would suffice in growing gardens for subsistence, but it would not 

produce large quantities of grains for export. This was unacceptable to Heron. He 

declared “Pugets’ Sound, however, will not answer as a substitute for Fort Vancouver, as 

projected in respect to agricultural operations, there being no soil whatever fit for that 

purpose- nothing short of sand and stones, on which no crop even approaches to 

maturity.” Heron’s disapproval may have had as much to with the fort’s founder as with 

the soil. He felt that McDonald had manipulated McLoughlin into assigning him to Fort 

Colville, a position Heron himself coveted. Heron wrote to friend and influential 

company official James Hargrave about Nisqually’s dismal prospects, concluding with 

the rhetorical question: “Query who represented it as being good?” This was an obvious 

slight of McDonald. Heron’s ongoing search for an alternative site sparked intense 

discussions regarding HBC’s priorities in the region, which would eventually create a rift 

within the company’s upper ranks.2 

 Heron quickly scouted for a new location, and he decided to move the post 

southwest to the Deschutes River, near modern Tumwater, Washington.3 The new chief 

trader found a site close to fertile soil and an impressive millstream. In July, Heron 

ordered Tolmie to begin packing up as many goods as possible and transport them to this 
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new location. The physician/naturalist travelled about eight hours via canoe. Once he 

arrived, Heron ordered him to return to Nisqually the next morning and “bring the 

remaining articles.” In the meantime, a messenger arrived stating that a large party of 

S’Klallam had arrived at Nisqually with a considerable number of pelts, but the northern 

traders refused to travel farther south. Although the HBC had a problematic past with 

certain S’Klallam bands, they were still vital trade partners. Their unwillingness to trek 

the additional distance forced Heron to abandon the proposed location. The episode 

demonstrated the enduring importance of the fur trade. Heron returned to Nisqually to 

continue construction, but he remained interested in finding a more suitable site.4   

 One possibility was farther north. Company veteran Jean Baptiste Ouvre informed 

Heron of a possible site twenty miles to the north, near modern Seattle. The chief trader 

sent Tolmie and six others to survey the area. Tolmie found a location ideally situated for 

trade with dense Native populations and nearby Snohomish, Skagit, Suquamish, and 

Duwamish villages, but this immediacy carried security concerns. Tolmie described the 

Suquamish as warlike and that any future post had to be “well garrisoned,” even though 

the company was on good terms with headman Challacum. The naturalist also noted the 

area’s poor agricultural prospects and the considerable distance to fresh water. Tolmie’s 

final report stated, “it would have a fine prospect down the Sound, & of proximity to the 

Indians, but these would compensate for an unproductive soil.” While the trade 

opportunities enticed Heron, productive farmland remained an essential factor.5    

 In August, the chief trader traveled to Whidbey Island. Another employee, 

Langley veteran Pierre Charles, had spied “a plain [that] seems very suitable…being 

equidistant from Ft Langley, Cape Flattery & Nusqually & in the immediate vicinity of 
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the Klalum, Scaadchet & Sannahomish tribes.” Upon Heron’s return to Nisqually, he 

eagerly reported to Tolmie of a large five-by-two mile plain with excellent soil. He had 

“found out a most eligible spot… advantageously situated, between the Gulf of Georgia, 

Admiralty Inlet, and the Straits of Juan de Fuca.” It seemed like the perfect configuration: 

a central location for shipping, close proximity to Native traders, and fertile soil.6 

 The site conflicted with McDonald and McLoughlin’s trade strategy for the Puget 

Sound, however. It was at a confluence of Native exchange networks, where powerful 

groups vied for control over limited resources and competitive markets. The newcomer 

Heron, confident in his ability to navigate or even usurp Native authority, chose the 

convenience of proximity rather than learning from the company’s previous ventures. He 

boasted that at his previous post, Fort Colville, he had “greatly civilized the Indians…so 

much, that in their disputes they refer to him as umpire…and they travel any distance 

without even a knife as a weapon of defence.” Having dealt with the complex power 

relations of the densely populated trading hubs on the lower Columbia and Fraser Rivers, 

McDonald and McLoughlin understood the benefits of operating at the periphery, and 

intercepting pelts before they fell into the hands of the dominant coastal groups.7 

 Heron’s accounts of Nisqually’s dismal disposition and his favorable description 

of Whidbey Island left the Governor and Committee (G&C) with questions concerning 

the south Sound post and increased the sense of urgency in relocating the coastal depot. 

The London officials thus far had operated on McDonald’s reports of Fort Nisqually, but 

now they had a contradicting account. They petitioned McLoughlin to provide an 

accurate depiction “as comparing the description of Nusqually prepared of late by two 

gentlemen within a few months, we should not have known it to be one and the same 
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place.” In the same letter, however, the G&C expressed interest in Whidbey Island as a 

replacement for Fort Vancouver. The Columbia River was vital for producing exports 

and supplying the interior, but the G&C did not want supply ships to navigate the 

Columbia bar. The impatient London officials instructed McLoughlin, “We have again to 

draw your attention to the object of moving your principal depot from the Columbia 

River to the Coast say to Whidbey’s Island.” Fort Nisqually’s fate was closely entwined 

with the major departmental decision to move the depot from Fort Vancouver, but it also 

began to raise questions about company objectives in the Salish Sea.8  

 An establishment at Whidbey Island would put three posts in close proximity. 

This seemed excessive to a governing board focused on maximizing investor profits. One 

solution, Heron wrote, was to have Whidbey Island “answer for this post [Nisqually] and 

Fort Langley.” Company officers in London believed the location could replace 

Nisqually and Langley. Technology was part of the calculation. The G & C felt they 

could scale back or remove posts by deploying a steamship that was not reliant on wind 

and could replace posts by making routine trading stops at strategic locations along the 

coast. Steam would be more efficient and allow a more regular schedule. This plan, 

however, faced a chilly reception in the Columbia Department.9 

 McLoughlin vehemently opposed establishing a Whidbey Island depot. While the 

soil was more fertile than Nisqually, he made a clear and pointed case against moving to 

the island. First, McLoughlin argued that HBC ships would still have to traverse the 

treacherous Columbia bar regardless to supply Nez Pierce, Okanagan, and Colville, posts 

in the interior, and Fort Vancouver would continue to collect and export timber, salmon, 

and agricultural produce. If anything, Whidbey Island would be less efficient because 
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goods would still have to be transported to Fort Vancouver. Additionally, he claimed the 

entrance to the Columbia was not exceedingly difficult to navigate if the ship’s captain 

was familiar with the process, and that the previous shipwrecks occurred due to 

miscalculations.10  

McLoughlin also critiqued proposed cost saving measures. The chief factor 

believed “we can carry on the trade of the coast to more advantage by establishing posts 

than by vessels.” In this case “four posts when established will be kept up at less expense 

than one [steam] Vessel, and [Forts Langley and Nisqually] will raise all the provisions 

for the other two places” of Fort Simpson and Fort McLoughlin. McLoughlin also noted 

that “with posts we become better acquainted with the natives, acquire more influence 

over them, and gain more correct information of the country, which will enable us to 

extend the trade into the interior.” No steam ship would compensate for that sort of 

influence. Finally, “the greater part of the Indians who trade at Nisqually and Fort 

Langley could not go to Whidbey’s Island.” These statements reflect McLoughlin’s 

reasoning for creating and maintaining the two forts, to get closer to the actual hunters 

and avoid the influential traders near large centers like Whidbey Island. McLoughlin 

knew how to trigger the G&C’s thriftiness by noting that the Whidbey Island depot and 

steamship proposal would cost more and reduce revenue.11 

McLoughlin’s motives here were strategic. Moving to Whidbey Island, reducing 

Vancouver, and closing Nisqually and Langley would irreparably damage McLoughlin’s 

plan to diversify operations. Since Fort Vancouver’s founding in 1825, McLoughlin 

labored intensely to increase grain and livestock production. The newly constructed 

sawmill steadily produced finished boards, and the growing salmon curing operation at 
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Fort George added another important commodity. By the late 1820s, McLoughlin had 

created infrastructure to move beyond self-sufficiency and to begin exporting. Fort 

Langley was also capitalizing on the Fraser River’s massive salmon runs by acquiring 

fish from nearby Native groups and its own fishery. Fort Nisqually would utilize the 

expansive plain near McDonald’s chosen site to raise livestock. McLoughlin was familiar 

with the hide and tallow operations in California and on the Red River. He had proposed 

a similar venture in the southern Puget Sound. For these reasons McLoughlin viewed the 

G&C’s strategy as short-sighted. The Columbia Department could not rest on the 

unsustainable fur trade. It depended on investment in alternative revenue streams.12  

Despite McLoughlin’s efforts, the Governor and Committee ordered the chief 

factor to relocate the depot. The Columbia Department’s vast distance from London 

worked in McLoughlin’s favor, however. Roundtrip communication took twelve to 

sixteen months, so this debate played out over several years with McLoughlin drawing 

out the process. In 1835, he wrote, “I intended as directed to have examined Whidbey’s 

Island, but…found that I could not be so long absent from this place.” In the meantime, 

he continued operations as he saw fit. He regarded the three existing posts as each 

centrally located to intercept pelts before they reached major Indigenous trade centers on 

the coast. Each also had its own niche in expanding exports into Pacific markets. Fort 

Vancouver remained the coastal depot. Fort Langley expanded its salmon operation. Fort 

Nisqually would continue to development the southern Sound landscape.13      
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The Puget Sound Agricultural Company: A Convergence of Pacific Markets, London 
Capital, International Geopolitics, and California Livestock 

 As McLoughlin delayed the G&C, independent elements aligned to reinforce the 

chief factor’s agricultural visions. First, the British crown eased the East India 

Company’s trade monopoly in Asia. Second, the HBC developed an exclusive 

provisioning agreement with the Russian America Company in Sitka. Third, Americans 

began to consider establishing a military post on the southern banks of the Columbia. The 

emerging markets and eased restrictions promoted the production of an array of exports, 

while an American military presence in the region forced the company to maintain its 

occupation of the north bank to warrant a claim.  

McLoughlin returned to London in 1838 to confer with the Governor and 

Committee on the best way to proceed. The resulting discussions drastically reshaped the 

company’s operation in the south Puget Sound. The end of East India Company’s (EIC) 

monopoly on trade in 1833 made Hawaii a much more important location for the 

company. The northern Pacific archipelago was already an important market for 

supplying Native populations and whale ships with timber and dried salmon. Hawaii 

could now become a gateway to Asia. Simpson had tried to establish an annual voyage to 

Canton in the mid-1820s. He initially met fierce opposition by the EIC, but the relaxed 

restrictions meant significantly more British merchants frequented the islands and 

purchased Columbia Department exports to provision their ships or to sell in China 

markets. The HBC built a trading house on Oahu that company official John Pelly’s 

cousin George Pelly ran as a purchasing agent. Pelly, a former East India Company 

employee, knew the Pacific trade and served as acting British Consul at Oahu. With this 
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increased traffic toward Asia, the HBC found sizably larger demand for its salmon and 

timber and an ever-growing market for agricultural produce.14  

 The HBC contract to provision the Russian settlement at Sitka was an extended, 

meandering process. The Russian America Company (RAC) could not grow their own 

staple foods at such a northern latitude. Nor could it afford the expense of shipping 

necessities to their remote location. In 1832, the RAC had entered into talks with the 

HBC to provide provisions. By this point, the HBC had a more developed and extensive 

shipping network, and it had recently begun to produce agricultural surpluses at Fort 

Vancouver. The two companies failed to reach an agreement because the HBC could not 

meet its supply needs from Columbia Department produce alone, and the RAC was 

unwilling to pay to ship goods, particularly wheat, from England.15 Two years later, a 

tense interaction between RAC and HBC employees incited an international incident. 

HBC Chief Trader Peter Ogden led an expedition up the coast to scout a post on the 

Stikine River. The British and Russians had previously signed the Anglo-Russian 

Convention of 1825 that established a line between Russian and British claims at the 56th 

degrees parallel. Both sides retained navigation and trade privileges along the coast. 

When Ogden led his party up the Stikine River in 1834, RAC governor Baron Wrangel 

deployed a gun boat to halt the expedition. Over the next several years, Russian and 

British diplomats worked to resolve the issue. In 1838, Simpson came to an agreement 

with RAC officials that included a contract to provide supplies to the Russians in 

exchange for a ten-year land lease to establish Fort Stikine. The contract required the 

HBC to ship Ł5000 of manufactured goods and 8,000 bushels of wheat along with other 

agricultural produce per year to the Russian operation in Sitka.16  
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 Throughout the 1830s, HBC officials refined the mechanics of growth and 

producing exports for these new markets. As Richard Mackey suggests, the HBC had 

already established an important infrastructure in the fur trade that facilitated their export 

industry because new forts south of 54 degrees latitude all had subsistence agricultural 

operations. The fur trade vessels attached to the coast could then also ship exports to the 

Russians, Hawaii, and California during the down season, and the company had an 

employee pool that could work in both the fur trade and export industry. Company 

officials still had important questions about the Columbia Department’s direction. Most 

pressing was whether the export business was part of the fur trade or a separate entity. 

From the outset, McLoughlin pushed for a distinct joint-stock corporation, while 

Simpson urged the G&C to treat the agricultural operations “as a branch of the fur trade.” 

Company officials in London agreed with Simpson, a separate interest “would be 

detrimental, if not dangerous to the fur trade” because “the Fur Trade, has a right to the 

best exertions, and to the undivided time attention of every [employee]…[we] cannot 

therefore permit any Person, to engage in this project while connected to the Company.” 

The fur trade remained the central preoccupation of London. A separate agriculture 

operation posed a threat because it would divert resources and manpower from the 

reliably profitable fur trade.17 

Beyond the potential economic ramifications, some officials, including Simpson, 

also opposed separating the fur trade and exports because they felt it violated their 

exclusive Crown license. Their twenty-year monopoly on trade with Natives and 

acquisition of pelts on the North West Coast was set to expire in1842. Top officials 

stealthily maneuvered around potential infractions by appealing to the British Colonial 
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Office’s imperial ambitions. The HBC applied for a renewal of their exclusive license for 

west of the mountains in 1837 and in negotiating this new agreement, John Pelly 

specifically argued that extending agricultural development would add stability to the 

region to ensure that “British interests and British influence may be maintained as 

paramount.” The fur trade monopoly had created a “perfect tranquility, beneficial as well 

to the Indian population, as to the parties interested and engaged in the trade.” Adding 

agriculture would increase company profits and promote British settlement, mainly by 

retired company employees and potentially draw immigrants from Rupert’s Land and 

even Britain. All this would strengthen British claims in the jointly-occupied Oregon 

country. The new charter paved the way for increased investment in agriculture, but it 

also raised the stakes in the international geopolitical contest.18    

As the HBC steadily increased livestock herds and cultivated fields to capitalize 

on these new markets with their extended license, the United States took greater interest 

in the region, pushing the HBC to accelerate agricultural development to solidify their 

claims. On March 3rd, 1838, the London Chronicle confirmed rumors that HBC traders 

had heard at the previous summer’s fur trade rendezvous: Congress was debating a 

military installation at the mouth of the Willamette River. Simpson urged James Douglas, 

who was in charge of Fort Vancouver at the time, to expedite expansion of agricultural 

operations. The governor ordered Douglas to dig “up patches here and there all 

over…and sowing or planting them and keeping a few cattle” all of which “constitutes 

possession” and “actual possession forms an important ground for claims to rights of soil 

and compensation if obliged to withdraw.” The agricultural operation would demonstrate 

the HBC claim to the land and occupy the best locations for a fort. It would “not 
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withdraw until some overt act of force or violence,” thus compelling the Americans to 

buy out their interests. This rapid agricultural expansion helped the company solidify its 

claims in the regional geopolitical theater, and it ensured compensation in case of an 

American takeover.  While the United States never built the fort, the increasing 

probability of a permanent American presence necessitated a long-term solution for 

shoring up company interests in the region.19  

With the geopolitical scene heating up and demand for Columbia Department 

produce rapidly increasing, the company had to significantly increase its agricultural 

operations. Doing so without harming the fur trade was not always easy. The contract 

with the RAC drastically exceeded its current production. Meeting these obligations 

hinged on providing sufficient funding and experienced labor to manage farming and 

livestock operations. In the years leading up to the RAC contract, the company tried to 

hire skilled farmers from across the Atlantic. In 1835, the G&C sent William Capendal 

and his wife from southern Scotland to manage the agricultural operation at Fort 

Vancouver. The couple had “been strongly recommended to us as thoro’ly understanding 

the breeding and management of cattle of every description, and turning the produce to 

the best advantage.” The Capendal’s would share a joint salary of Ł50 a year, and 

McLoughlin was to “take care that they are provided with house and suitable 

accommodation.” When they arrived, however, the conditions did not meet their 

expectations. They were “so dissatisfied with their treatment” that they returned to 

England. The G&C was furious with McLoughlin because the couple never formally 

resigned their position, therefore gaining the remainder of their contract. Although this 
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experiment failed, the company did not abandon the idea, continuing its search for 

agricultural settlement.20   

In 1837, the G&C instructed James Douglas to encourage former fur trade 

employees to settle near the Cowlitz River and engage in agricultural production for the 

company. The idea was to create a British community on the fertile plains where several 

ex-employees already lived. There they would be supervised by an experienced 

manager.21 The scenario could address several lingering problems. First, if former 

employees were farming, then they were not competing against the company’s fur trade. 

Second, the settlement, or potential colony, would strengthen both the British and HBC’s 

geopolitical claims north of the Columbia. Finally, the company would be able to meet its 

obligations for the RAC contract. The G&C laid out conditions for potential farmers: 

they are to have no dealings whatsoever with Americans, Foreigners or Strangers 
of any description without our permission: that all their surpluses from produce is 
to be sold to the company for which a fair price will be afforded: and that they are 
on no consideration to have any dealings with Indians or interfere with the fur 
trade.  

 
Like the fur trade, London officials wanted its agricultural development strictly  
 
regulated.22    

 
Douglas pushed back. He foresaw an inherent incompatibility between 

agricultural settlements and the fur trade. There was a cultural chasm between the two 

that “will never harmonize.” Agricultural settlements “can flourish, only, through the 

protection of equal laws, the influence of free trade, the accession of respectable 

inhabitants,” whereas “the fur Trade, must suffer by each innovation.” Moreover, few 

former employees chose to subject themselves to the strict company restrictions when 

they could migrate south of the Columbia to the more fertile Willamette River valley, 
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where they could claim their own land and trade with whomever. Those former 

employees who did remain had spent their whole careers engaged in the fur trade. They 

had no experience in agricultural production. On the eve of the agreement with the 

Russians, the HBC still did not have a viable plan for fulfilling the annual contract.23  

In fall 1838, Simpson and McLoughlin met with the Governor and Committee in 

London to discuss, in part, implementing a more effective strategy for expanding exports 

to meet their obligations to the RAC and the emerging Pacific markets.24 They considered 

labor issues and the ever-formidable obstacle to growth: financing. Large-scale 

agricultural venture came with significant risks and required extensive capital outlays 

with little expectation of short-term gains and only modest returns in the long run that 

tampered enthusiasm within the board and officer corps. Annual salaries were determined 

by a fixed percentage of annual profits. Few distant investors saw much incentive in 

farming. Additionally, geopolitical circumstances made the company skittish about 

investing in the joint-occupied territory. Columbia Department officials, however, 

believed that future revenue hinged on non-fur exports.  

The way forward was to revisit McLoughlin’s plan for dividing the two interests 

and creating a distinct company. In 1839, the G&C reversed itself by separating fur trade 

and agricultural ventures. The “Fur trade and farming pursuits, branches of business so 

foreign to each other, will be done more justice and be more likely to prosper under 

distinct management and separately attended to.”25 Ranking officials including Simpson, 

McLoughlin, Pelly, and Colville created a subsidiary called the Puget Sound Agricultural 

Company (PSAC), “formed under the protection and auspices” of the HBC to raise 

“flocks and herds, with a view to the production of wool, hides, and tallow, and also for 
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the cultivation of other agricultural produce” between “the headwaters of the Cowlitz 

River…and Puget’s Sound.” The new venture’s startup capital consisted of Ł200,000 

divided into 2,000 shares of Ł100 each. HBC officials and stockholders held half of the 

shares. The other half belonged to the employees. With the new company’s finances 

secured, officials turned to logistics.26 

A sense of urgency gripped the new company’s directors. Fulfilling the Russian 

grain contract on time was the primary concern, but they also needed results to assuage 

existing investors and attract new ones. And before all that they still had to assemble a 

labor force to expand PSAC operations at Nisqually and Cowlitz. Officials continued to 

use HBC personnel, but also still promoted the immigration and settlement of farm 

families. They devised a plan to offset the obvious drawback of leasing company lands 

by providing all the necessities for prospective settlers. An engaged farmer and his family 

could hire two families to accompany them as laborers. When newcomers arrived at their 

settlement, houses would be waiting for all three families. Farmers would manage 1000 

acres of grazing land and 100 pre-plowed acres for cultivation. Each farm would have 

with 20 cows, 1 bull, 500 sheep, 8 oxen, 6 horses, and pigs. The company would provide 

all the tools and equipment as well as provisions for one year. In return, the farmer agreed 

to pay the HBC half of each year’s yields for a five-year period. By providing all the land 

and resources upfront, the company hoped to meet their export requirements, rapidly 

settle Nisqually and Cowlitz, and solidifying company claims north of the Columbia.27  
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Importing Agriculture and Labor to Fort Nisqually  

Early agriculture development aimed to make the Nisqually post self-sufficient. 

Within a few years, however, the company began to assemble much larger livestock 

herds. Fort employees initially absorbed the extra work associated with the increase, but 

by the late 1830s, the fort was shorthanded. The company then faced a series of 

challenges, stemming from a sequencing error. Company officials imported several 

thousand sheep and several hundred cattle to Nisqually with minimal personnel who were 

also tasked with making preparations for incoming company sponsored settlers. The 

increase in herds also came at a volatile time, shortly after the death of Fort Nisqually’s 

longtime superintendent William Kittson. When the incoming settlers arrived, they found 

neither the amenities nor the support promised in the company agreement. Within a 

couple years, company farmers had abandoned all operations, essentially leaving 

employees to manage unwieldy flocks and herds.     

This terrible end could not have been predicted at the start, however. Upon his 

arrival in 1834, William Kittson aggressively cleared and plowed fields near the fort to 

provide provisions for employees. While a majority of the company’s resources were 

utilized in the fur trade, the new chief trader assigned two employees to prepare land for 

crops from September through December. Kittson hoped these efforts would move the 

fort toward self-sufficiency, because when he arrived the operation still depended on 

trade with Native residents or provisions shipped from Langley or Vancouver. 28 By 

1836, the farm was producing significant yields and feeding its employees. The potato 

returns were “much better than last year, for we have fed all summer on them” and 

managed to store a sizable quantity for winter. The company also shipped four milk cows 
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and calves to Nisqually in summer 1835. Employees built a dairy, and the cows soon 

produced about two gallons of milk per day. Like the meager crop harvests, the dairy 

provided important staples that promoted autonomy, but not in quantities for export.29 

The first sizable agricultural expansion at Fort Nisqually actually preceded the 

creation of the PSAC. In July 1838, the company ship Nereide arrived with 634 sheep 

from San Francisco. The operation prepared for the delivery by building a “sheep park,” 

or large enclosed pen, the week before the ship’s arrival. The company brought in a Fort 

Vancouver employee named Philip McKay as shepherd. Kittson put McKay in charge of 

two laborers, usually Hawaiian employees or local Natives residents.30 Attending the 

sheep, like their other agricultural pursuits, vacillated between periods of vigorous work 

and down time of little labor. The following May, the company geared up for shearing. 

This venture demanded most of the fort employees and several Native workers, and it 

took almost a week and half to shear more than six hundred sheep and then wash and dry 

the wool. On this still relatively small-scale operation, the increased labor was easily 

absorbed by reallocating existing fort employees, but with more livestock on the way the 

company needed a more permanent solution.31  

Upon the creation of the PSAC, company directors Andrew Colville, John Pelly, 

and George Simpson recommended that the operation include a clerk to supervise 

employees, a ploughman, a carpenter, two European herdsmen, two Native herdsmen, 

two Canadian servants. Ideally, these fulltime employees would take care of company 

livestock and prepare farms for immigrant farmers. Once the farms were up and running 

the director could turn over the bulk of the operation to newcomers and collect half of the 

proceeds. It was a efficient idea in theory, but they expanded the herds too quickly for the 
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plan to work. From 1838 to 1840, livestock arrived both overland and via sea. 

McLoughlin sought to consolidate all cattle in the Columbia Department and all newly 

arrived sheep at Fort Nisqually. Douglas soon reported that PSAC had more than double 

the recommended number of employees. The expanded workforce could scarcely keep up 

with tending and feeding, much less clear land and build houses and barns for future 

settlers.32   

 While in New York City in 1839, Simpson heard plans of a missionary expedition 

to Oregon Country and rumors that hundreds of American immigrants would soon 

follow. The news pressured PSAC directors to establish British farmers north of the 

Columbia as quickly as possible. Company officials planned to assist agriculturalist 

families immigrating from the British Isles, but a more immediate option was relocating 

farmers from the Red River settlement. Simpson instructed chief factor Duncan Finlayson 

“to encourage the gradual migration of settlers from the Red River Colony to the 

Columbia River,” and to assist them “by making advances and affording passages to the 

persons answering the description.” Finlayson added an unauthorized incentive. He told 

prospective settlers that once Britain and the United States settled the boundary question, 

they could purchase the leased land. This fabrication would both motivate farmers to 

undertake the venture and cause future discontent.33 

McLoughlin vehemently opposed this idea and consistently warned against 

bringing in settlers before operations were ready. The chief factor requested the directors 

“send no settlers till we are prepared to receive them situated as we are we cannot make 

those who may come comfortable.” He acknowledged and apparently learned from his 

mistake with the Capendals, prophetically stating “I know from experience that if we fail 
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in the first outset…to fulfill their agreement… [settlers] will make no allowance get 

discontented and it will be impossible ever afterwards to satisfy them.” McLoughlin later 

reiterated his plea, writing “I will do my best but I hope no others will be sent till you 

hear from me.” The directors ignored him. American immigration to the Willamette 

River valley was viewed as a greater threat to company interests than the contentment of 

the engaged farmers.34     

 In spring 1841, twenty-one families left Fort Garry, near modern Winnipeg, and 

headed west along the Assiniboine River to the Columbia Department. Upon arrival in 

October 13th, the eighty settlers met with Simpson, McLoughlin, and Douglas, who gave 

them the disheartening news that the PSAC could not fully comply with their agreement. 

The company released them from the initial terms. Seven families broke ties and headed 

for the Willamette, but fourteen agreed to an altered arrangement and settled near the 

Cowlitz or Nisqually posts. The following spring Douglas reported to the PSAC directors 

a rosy assessment of the Nisqually newcomers. Each had “erected a small dwelling 

house” that was “pleasantly situated near each other as would be conveniently managed” 

with “equal distributions of wood water and good soil.” Douglas conceded the settlers 

were “not yet well provided with tools but have enough of the most necessary 

implements,” but he insisted that they were “pleased with the country and on the whole 

appear satisfied with their condition and prospects.” The Red River immigrants offered a 

different account. John Flett, whose family migrated with his brother James’ family, later 

wrote of the experience: 

[T]he company furnished no houses, each man had to build his own cabin. As no 
plows could be obtained, John Flett and Charles McKay went to Vancouver after 
iron to make some plows…Some seed wheat and potatoes were furnished the 
farmers, but no teams nor cattle, although they were greatly needed. The writer 
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tried hard to get a cow, either as per agreement or for money, but failed. Some 
who removed got some wild cows, but no sheep. There was much discontent; and 
loud murmurings were heard.  
 

Three months after Douglas’ encouraging letter, the Flett brothers and their families left 

for the Willamette River. Several more families left that fall. By fall 1843, all the Red 

River families had abandoned their Nisqually settlements for the Willamette, “getting 

nothing for their labor or their improvements.” Instead of bolstering British claims north 

of the Columbia River, the PSAC directors added to the growing southern settlement.35  

 The Red River settlers bolted for several reasons. Historian John Galbraith argues 

that the primary discontent came when Simpson denied their “right to own the land [they] 

tilled,” as promised by Finlayson. Though definitely a contributing factor, ownership was 

only one of many factors. When they arrived, Fort Nisqually was in disarray. In May 

1840, longtime chief trader William Kittson was bedridden with a serious illness. He 

moved to Fort Vancouver later that fall and died the following spring. The post went 

through three supervisors over the next year. Each had other positions within company 

and served temporarily, making it difficult to establish a rapport with employees and 

Native residents. As McLoughlin later explained, for an overseer “to get on with work, 

[they] must have a standing in the eyes of these men which he can only acquire by time.” 

This volatility coupled with the recent arrival of 3,500 sheep and 400 cattle to prevent 

employees from building the structures and plowing the fields as the company had agreed 

to do. John McLoughlin had warned about the situation John Flett described. Settlers did 

not have the equipment or resources needed. They were essentially on their own. The 

following spring a severe drought devastated newcomers’ first season of crops. All the 



 

 96 

while, settlers’ stories were luring the discontented farmers to the Edenic Willamette 

Valley.36   

 While distant PSAC officials continued to work out a solution for their ongoing 

labor issues, Fort Nisqually employees scrambled to care for the continually growing 

flocks and herds. Simpson finally conceded the error in promoting immigration to 

Nisqually, writing “I am decidedly of the opinion the company ought not again incur any 

expenses in removing settlers from the Red River.” This miscalculation gave McLoughlin 

ammunition for his rapidly escalating hostility toward Simpson. He wrote, “I foresaw 

this, before they came, and from the first wrote to send none.” McLoughlin added, “I 

would not allow a settler, to reside at Nisqually as they have been, but bills of expense 

and trouble, and the only way the Company can do anything is by keeping the flocks and 

herds there, in their own hands.” The chief factor ordered William Fraser Tolmie to Fort 

Nisqually and assigned two Vancouver shepherds to assist him. Upon Tolmie’s return to 

the Nisqually plains, he found the operation shorthanded, unorganized, and under 

resourced. In reality, the new chief trader was in an oddly familiar circumstance, utterly 

dependent upon and stressing the company’s close relationships with local Indigenous 

residents.37  

 

Negotiating Labor and Land on the Nisqually Plains 

 Throughout the late 1830s and 1840s, Sequalitchew and other nearby Coast Salish 

communities continued to strengthen their relationships to company employees. Even as 

the HBC transitioned toward agricultural production at Fort Nisqually, it continued to 

rely on Native consent and labor to expand its operation. Similar to the fur trade, this 
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offered Indigenous leaders conduits to wealth in regional prestige economies. Salish 

residents leveraged Fort Nisqually’s desperate need for labor to negotiate higher wages 

and to improve their community standing. These ties frequently extended beyond 

working agreements. Many company employees married Coast Salish women, adding to 

the already complex web of regional familial networks. Although these connections 

afforded the company access to land and resources, employees had to acknowledge 

Native space. Crops and livestock introduced invasive species that occasionally disrupted 

Native subsistence activities. This in turn strained relations, requiring continual 

renegotiation and affirmation.  

 From the creation of Fort Nisqually, local Indigenous residents exchanged labor 

for trade goods. Jobs in the early years usually consisted of carrying correspondences 

between posts, guiding employees, transporting goods, acquiring building materials, and 

hunting game. They also engaged in agricultural work. William Kittson occasionally 

hired Native workers during seasonal, time-sensitive tasks when the fort was 

shorthanded. This included harvesting peas in summer and shearing sheep in spring. 

Native workers took these temporary agricultural jobs, like other short-term employment 

at the fort, during down times in the seasonal social and subsistence cycles. Sequalitchew 

residents benefitted from working for the company and from their proximity to the fort. 

As anthropologist Wayne Suttles argues, the Coast Salish prestige economy was not 

based solely on accumulation and redistribution of wealth, but also pathways or access to 

wealth. In the early years of Fort Nisqually, Native workers and company officials built 

mutually beneficial arrangements.38 
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 Native residents occasionally even adopted European-style agricultural methods. 

Native cultivation of camas and clams provided what Suttles calls a “natural background” 

for growing newcomers crops, particularly potatoes. Growing practices could have been 

introduced by maritime traders in the late eighteenth century, but both linguistic and 

written evidence points to fur trade settlements during the early to mid-nineteenth 

century. In the spring of 1835, Suquamish leader Challacum began clearing land “for the 

purpose of planting a keg of potatoes got from [Langley superintendent] Mr. Yale.” The 

headman’s had several probable reasons for undertaking this venture, including 

incorporating an efficient method of food production, a possible commodity to trade to 

the HBC, or attempt to further advance his relationship with the company. Three years 

later, when Challacum left Fort Nisqually, he gave Kittson a gift of 40 potatoes from his 

recent harvest that weighed between 1-2.5 pounds.39   

 Native horse rearing was another essential component of the company’s 

agricultural production. While the diffusion of horses preceded the land-based fur trade, 

the company’s continual demand for horses played an important role in the regional 

economy. Once the HBC established Fort Langley, employees needed to transport men 

and material across the forty-five-mile overland portage between the Cowlitz River and 

the south Salish Sea enroute from Fort Vancouver to the Fraser River. Upper Nisqually, 

Upper Cowlitz, and Klickitat communities frequently obtained horses from the trans-

Cascade Yakima that they either sold or rented to the company before Fort Nisqually. As 

traffic increased over the Cowlitz portage, so did the company’s demand for horses. By 

the time the HBC constructed Nisqually, a seller’s market had emerged in the south 

Salish Sea. In summer 1834, Heron “traded for 4 horses for the purpose of carrying our 



 

 99 

packs over the portage.” As Heron put it, purchasing was “Cheaper than hiring them.” 

The company relied on Natives to acquire and care for the horses. In 1833, Heron hired a 

Klickitat man to castrate two stallions whose “frequent wandering” had caused them 

“much trouble.” As the operation expanded, the HBC also hired a Yakama man as 

caretaker of the ever-growing herd. These upriver horse-raising groups used existing 

cultural practices and trans-mountain connections to benefit from the new post. The 

Yakima became an essential component to the HBC’s regional strategy.40  

 Thus, the PSAC’s turn to Native labor was not pure desperation because many 

locals already possessed the required skillset to care for the rapid influx of livestock. 

PSAC directors initially expected these to be temporary jobs until European settlers 

arrived, and they could keep wages low. They suggested to McLoughlin that “for 

Herding and Field work you avail yourself if Indian labor as much as possible, paying the 

parties moderately,” but warned him to “proceed cautiously,” citing how in Rupert’s 

Land, Native workers demanded equal wages to their Canadian and European 

counterparts. This was easier said than done. Local Native residents understood the 

company’s urgent need, especially after the departure of the Red River settlers that left 

the PSAC shorthanded with several thousand sheep and near a thousand cattle on the 

Nisqually plains. When the company ship failed to delivery sufficient provisions in 1842, 

William McNeill attempted to send a party to Langley to acquire needed supplies. He had 

to abandon the plan, however, because all company employees were busy tending to 

livestock and “the rascals of Indians would not start without being paid a very high 

price.” HBC sharecropper Joseph Heath also complained about Native residents 

demanding higher wages, which he had to pay because he did “not wish to offend them 
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as they are the only laborers I have to depend upon.” To local Indigenous residents the 

PSAC’s operation, like the HBC’s fur trade, offered a pathway to wealth through their 

leverage as laborers.41 

 At the same time, the company found its own fortune rising. The relationships 

that developed between local Coast Salish residents and HBC employees in Fort 

Nisqually’s fur trade and agricultural workscapes enabled the company to expand their 

operations further onto the Nisqually plains in the early 1840s.42 The HBC had previously 

negotiated space with the Sequalitchew community, which provided sufficient land for 

planting and the initial influx of sheep and cattle in 1838. When Douglas’ California 

expedition arrived in the fall of 1841 with over 3,500 sheep and 800 cattle, the operation 

needed access to larger tracts of grazing lands and fresh water. Upon his return to 

Nisqually, Tolmie cultivated ties with influential Upper Nisqually brothers Leschi and 

Quiemuth, who maintained large horse herds that they frequently sold to the company. 

The brothers also occasionally partnered with fort employees to track down livestock 

thieves. As the PSAC shipped in more livestock, Quiemuth, the headman of a community 

several miles to the east of the fort at the confluence of Muck Creek and the Nisqually 

River, permitted employees to establish a shepherd’s station in his territory. This small 

outpost consisted of a house and penned-in shed for sheep in close proximity to optimal 

grazing land on the Nisqually plains.43   

  Similarly, employees’ relationships with a Steilacoom community, six miles 

north of Fort Nisqually aided the creation of another satellite farm. British agriculturalist 

Joseph Heath oversaw construction projects, the cultivation of hundreds of acres of crops, 

and maintenance of a large herd of sheep using almost exclusively Native labor in 
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Steilacoom territory. Heath hired an influential man named Elacaca, also referred to as 

Klapat, to supervise operations. Elacaca was the son of late Cowlitz leader Scanewa and a 

Sequalitchew woman. Heath described him as “a most invaluable servant, good 

ploughman, carpenter, in fact everything, don’t know what I should have done without 

him.” Although easily agitated, Heath continually negotiated wages to ensure Native 

residents were content and working, particularly during spring planting and fall 

harvesting. He paid workers with meals and manufactured goods furnished by Fort 

Nisqually. Things ran so well that in winter 1845, a Skagit group visited Heath and 

invited him to relocate to their territory.44 

As with the fur trade, marriages between fort employees and local Native women 

also facilitated access to the Nisqually plains. One union in particular benefitted the 

operation as it imported livestock. The PSAC’s head shepherd, Englishman John Edgar, 

married into an influential family from the upper Nisqually watershed. Edgar needed to 

move his large flock seasonally to ensure fresh pasturage. This required permission to 

graze sheep on several large tracts of land. In 1845, Edgar and his wife began the year by 

living in a hut at a place the HBC called Whyatchee (near modern Steilacoom Lake) to 

winter their flock in the Sound’s more temperate lowlands. The following spring, 

however, they had to move the sheep twelve to fourteen miles to the east into the lush 

foothills of the Cascades near his wife’s community. Consequently, after his contract 

with the company expired, the Edgar family settled in this area known as the Yelm 

prairie. Fostering these local relationships and the providing economic benefits allowed 

the company to establish six satellite stations across the Nisqually plains between the 

Puyallup and Nisqually Rivers throughout the 1840s.45  
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The near decade-long relationships between employees and local residents also 

enabled the PSAC to undertake an extensive round of building projects in Sequalitchew 

territory. The rapid importation of livestock required significantly more infrastructure and 

access to water. The first endeavor in December 1841 was to build a 60x30-foot 

warehouse on the beach near the mouth of the Sequalitchew. This would store trade 

goods unloaded from anchored ships and agricultural produce ready for export. A 

majority of the construction occurred a year later upon Tolmie’s arrival, when the new 

chief trader decided to relocate the entire fort to the south bank of the Sequalitchew. In 

addition to acquiring consent to build within the Sequalitchew’s ancestral landscape, the 

company had to adhere to community claims. Like the initial beach structure, employees 

erected the warehouse approximately 150 yards south of the stream’s mouth to avoid 

encroaching on seasonal living areas and shellfish harvesting. The new post also had to 

be upstream from the community fishing weir and burial grounds. Unlike the original 

fort, Tolmie dispensed with walling in the new construction, demonstrating the ongoing 

amicable relationship between the company and community.46  

While economic and personal relationships made expansion possible, the 

transition to agricultural production also strained these connections. The company’s plan 

to keep cattle and sheep fenced in at night was unrealistic. They had far too many animals 

that required considerably more fodder. McLoughlin wrote to the PSAC directors, “[w]e 

used to formerly pen the cattle every night, but it made them poor, as from their number, 

they have to go far to feed.” He advised employees “to allow them rove over the plain, 

and only collect them occasionally.” Thousands of roaming cattle and sheep with 

minimal supervision made for easy targets. Sometimes Natives killed livestock for the 
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food or hides, but they also slaughtered to protect resources. In the spring of 1842, James 

Douglas wrote the PSAC directors about an incident in which several seemingly 

unprovoked Indigenous men threatened a shepherd and used horses to drive his sheep 

into a nearby lake. Company officials believed the attack simply demonstrated Native 

savagery, but it likely stemmed from an unsanctioned intrusion on their lands. Huggins 

later wrote, “in feeding off the pastures [the sheep] interfered with the root-digging 

operations of the natives, discontent and ill-feeling occasionally arose on this account.” 

Violent incidents related to the expansion of agriculture steadily increased throughout the 

1840s, often forcing employees and Native allies to scramble to preserve amicable 

relations.47  

When violence arose, HBC/PSAC officials turned to influential headmen to 

resolve the issue. The maintenance of mutually beneficial ties relied on the extension of 

what historian Lisa Blee referred to as “legal pluralism.” In one case, five Native men 

killed and skinned a company ox. Tolmie armed several employees and assembled a 

“crew of Beach Indians,” or Sequalitchew residents, to assist in apprehending the 

offenders. The chief trader followed Indigenous protocol in this case, consulting with 

local leader Qunasapam, who offered a rifle and a pistol as payment for the ox and to 

secure their release. In another instance, after a Native man shot and wounded a Hawaiian 

PSAC employee for shooting his prized hunting dog. Company officials turned to Leschi 

and Quiemuth to capture the culprit. After apprehension, Tolmie administered a typical 

European punishment by imprisoning the captive in the fort’s bastion. The HBC/PSAC 

officials and Indigenous leaders often sought each other’s cooperation to settle disputes, 

but collaboration always depended on specific circumstances.48  
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The HBC/PSAC could not always count on Native support in administering 

justice. Officials had to choose their battles strategically. Indigenous residents partnered 

with the company when it suited their interests, and they abstained when it did not. 

During the sheep drowning incident, William McNeil had the advantage of having the 

steamship Beaver docked at the fort and thus a twenty-man crew at his disposal. He sent 

a large group to pursue the offenders, but without Native assistance the effort was 

unsuccessful. Conversely, in 1845 Joseph Heath wrote, “Indians killing the cattle in every 

direction; many of them known, but Dr. [Tolmie] fearful of taking any strong measure, 

not having sufficient forces at command.” Without sufficient personnel or the support of 

local Natives, the chief trader made the calculated decision that doing nothing was the 

best course of action. Each situation again demonstrated the limits of HBC leverage when 

negotiating with Coast Salish residents.49  

 

From its inception, company officials disagreed on Fort Nisqually’s purpose and 

even its necessity. The post’s early years revealed starkly contrasting objectives within 

the company ranks. The distant Governor and Committee favored short-sighted gains in 

trading furs with Native intermediaries via continually circulating company ships. This 

seemed to promise quick and tidy profits while eliminating American opposition. 

McLoughlin, however, recognized the unsustainability of the fur trade and looked to 

more stable, though less profitable, agricultural pursuits. While the chief factor and 

London officers sparred over the future of Fort Nisqually and the Columbia Department, 

shifting markets and geopolitical circumstances buttressed McLoughlin’s vision. 

Company officials eventually relented and created the PSAC to finance agricultural 
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development at both Fort Nisqually and the nearby Cowlitz farm. They designed a 

scheme to encourage British agricultural settlement at the two locations, but the more 

capital the company poured into the PSAC, the more the operations diverged from the 

original plans.  

Similar to the fur trade, agricultural expansion hinged on local circumstances and 

much trial and error. Company officials imported livestock to Fort Nisqually before the 

company had sufficient labor system or accommodations for incoming settlers. 

Conflicting soil reports and an untimely drought compounded problems. Ultimately the 

large group of Red River immigrants engaged by the PSAC departed for literally greener 

pastures in the American controlled Willamette Valley. Lacking a European labor pool, 

the ever-increasing demands of land and resources forced company officials to turn to 

Native allies for support, and recognizing the company’s desperation, Indigenous 

residents forced concessions in exchange for labor and access to resources. The company 

presence also proved economically advantageous to nearby Native communities. Thus, 

the company’s success led to their success. While Sequalitchew and several other nearby 

communities’ wealth and standing in the region increased because of their proximity to 

the company, the fort isolated other regional groups, leading to shifting power dynamics 

and occasional conflict. 
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Chapter 4- Regional Realignment of Social and Economic 
Networks 

 
 

Two months after William Fraser Tolmie’s arrival at Fort Nisqually, he hired 

Sequalitchew headman Lahalet, his nephew Lassima, and a Puyallup man that he called 

Nuckalkat to guide him to the summit of Tacobet, or Mount Rainier. Two other Native 

men also volunteered so they could hunt elk. Tolmie hoped to find medicinal herbs and 

explore the area’s geology, flora, and fauna. Along the way, however, he also got a 

hands-on lesson in Indigenous protocol and social geography. During the eight-day trip 

they visited several Native communities and stayed with relatives of a party comprised of 

Squalli-absch, Puyallup, and Klickitat residents. In his journal, Tolmie described the 

communities’ structure and foodways. They used the limited vocabulary of the Chinook 

trade language to discuss a wide range of topics including regional geography, European 

medicine, and local customs and traditions. Tolmie received firsthand knowledge of some 

practices. In one case, after catching two fish from a stream in the Puyallup watershed, he 

witnessed a salmon ceremony that required leaving “the gills & sound of the fish on a spit 

which stood before the fire.” In another, he learned to avoid sacred spaces while 

approaching Tacobet. The men bonded through these shared experiences. One evening 

Tolmie noted, “Lachalet by his own request is to be my bedfellow.” He later fondly 

referred to the party as “my companions (for I cannot call them attendants).” The 

relationship between Lahalet and Tolmie, like many at Fort Nisqually, grew from trade 

into a long-term friendship. Equally important, the relationships emanating from Fort 
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Nisqually influenced broader interactions through kin relations among more distant 

communities.1          

Slowly but surely, the HBC employees integrated themselves into Salish Sea 

exchange networks, yet Fort Nisqually also reshaped the region’s social and cultural 

geography. During the 1830s and 1840s, the post was part of a larger strategy to 

challenge Indigenous and American maritime traders by creating a year-round presence. 

The HBC had established Fort Nisqually on the periphery of existing networks to skirt 

the influence of Native traders. With the elimination of the American coastal traders, Fort 

Nisqually emerged as a regional trade center. Indigenous leaders, following customary 

protocols, established kinship connections with the Sequalitchew and neighboring 

communities to ensure access to the post. Key traders and company employees also 

developed and, in some cases, reaffirmed existing relationships. All followed their own 

interests, but interactions increased in frequency and intimacy over two decades. Beyond 

material trade, people and groups developed connections through friendships, marriages, 

labor, exchanges of information, and even suffering and grief. These interactions rapidly 

reformed a continually evolving regional trade network.  

Not all groups benefitted, however. Long-standing rivalries and inter-group 

tensions marginalized several communities. Certain Snoqualmie and Skykomish groups 

had a history of conflict with coastal Squalli-absch communities. When the HBC built a 

post near Sequaltichew, northern groups saw their access to the company and regional 

influence wane. The fort’s location also isolated strategically held territory in the 

previous trade landscape. The Snoqualmie and Skykomish controlled the mountain 

passes that linked northern Salish Sea trading centers with the Columbian Plateau, but the 
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rise of Fort Nisqually and elimination of American coastal traders deflected trade to the 

south. Interior groups used passes closer to the Nisqually watershed. The Snoqualmie and 

Skykomish were isolated, and intermittent conflicts followed among regional Indigenous 

groups and the HBC in the 1830s and 1840s. 

Reshaping Regional Trade 

Non-Native maritime fur traders and coastal Indigenous communities interacted 

frequently on the Salish Sea. The emergence of regular seasonal centers proved mutually 

profitable. Beginning in the late eighteenth century, maritime fur trading vessels made 

regular stops at densely populated, fur-rich centers near the Salish Sea’s Pacific entrance. 

Ship captains favored expediency and efficiency when making seasonal rounds. A typical 

visit to the Northwest Coast began in early spring on the Columbia River. Vessels would 

then sail north to the Salish Sea before travelling up the coast to Russian Alaska. Captains 

reversed course at summer’s end. Their objective in the Salish Sea was to collect as many 

furs as possible while staying close to the ocean. Frequent ports of call, largely based on 

Indigenous social geography, included Neah Bay, Discovery Bay, Point Roberts, Point 

Partridge, and Admiralty Bay. The latter two, located on modern Whidbey Island, served 

as the main trade hubs for Indigenous communities and Euroamericans in the southern 

Salish Sea.2 

Whidbey Island had served as a seasonal resource acquisition site and regional 

trading center well before the maritime trade. Historian Richard White estimates it had a 

pre-contact population of 1500 to 2500 residents located in 15 permanent communities 

and perhaps 93 seasonal villages, often populated by people who lived off-island most of 

the year. Groups with widespread kin affiliations annually gathered for salmon and berry 
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harvests, though most of the island residents’ lineage stemmed from the nearby Skagit 

and Snohomish watersheds. Interior groups with familial connections, such as the 

Snoqualmie, who claimed the south branch of the Snohomish River, and the Skykomish, 

who claimed the north branch, could access some island resources. More distant groups 

from across the mountains, such as Yakimas and Wenatchees, visited the island annually 

to harvest food and to trade with coastal groups. These trans-mountain bands exchanged 

goods from Columbia River and Plateau trading centers, that drew additional groups from 

around the Salish Sea.3 

The HBC and American maritime traders added a new dynamic to summer 

gatherings on Whidbey Island. Their manufactured tools and woven textiles rapidly 

increased Indigenous traders’ wealth and prestige. The Fort Langley journal reveals how 

this unfolded in the summer of 1830. In late May, a Kwantlen leader who lived near the 

Fraser River fort “accompanied by Needlum and Whaskienum [Skagit] to Point Partridge 

where [American captain] Thompson laid with” his ship the Owhyhee. Hearing of the 

vessel, Fort Vancouver sent Jean Baptiste Ouvrie and a party of traders to directly 

compete with the Americans. While there, Ouvrie took the opportunity to conclude a 

peace agreement with the S’Klallam to cover the violent attacks the previous year. 

Meanwhile, Native traders from as far away as the Fraser River in the north and the 

Columbia River in the south arrived to trade. Thompson reassured Indigenous traders that 

he would return at season’s end. His arrival increased Native traders’ options and 

leverage with both the American and HBC traders. The Langley journal entry thus 

provides a glimpse into the ongoing, multifunctional gatherings on Whidbey Island.4 
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Fort Nisqually massively and deliberately disrupted these exchange networks. The 

HBC hoped that constructing posts and collecting furs year-round would undermine the 

profitability of American maritime traders. It worked. By 1834, Francis Heron reported 

that “there has been no opposition on the coast the last year.” By 1838, James Douglas 

declared the coast “free of opposition . . . so that our operations were unfettered.” 

Americans were not the only ones to suffer. As the availability of trade goods shrunk, so 

did Indigenous traders’ bargaining power. Native brokers tried to bluff HBC employees, 

claiming American ships had entered the Salish Sea in order to negotiate better prices at 

Fort Nisqually, but information from travelers quickly dispelled such rumors. The HBC 

monopoly allowed the company to impose standard pricing, which Native leaders 

correctly translated as a loss of influence in the prestige economy.5 

Fort Nisqually nevertheless became a bustling trade center. Traders arrived from 

all directions, some travelling over two hundred miles. They came from the John Day 

River in the south, the Spokane in the east, and Neah Bay on the northern tip of the 

Olympic Peninsula. It was not uncommon for several hundred Indigenous travelers to be 

near the post at any given time. The fort became a regular part of the seasonal routes for 

many Coast Salish. The busiest time was during the berry and acorn harvests on the 

Nisqually plains. In August 1834, the fort journal noted that “We now have about us 

three hundred Indians belonging to eight different tribes,” but not everyone came to trade. 

The post clerk lamented, “Indians congregating from various parts, but they have not 

visited the trade shop.” Instead, they harvested, gambled, partook in ceremonies, or 

conducted diplomacy. Within a short span of time Fort Nisqually had become a regional 

nexus.6 
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Many Coast Salish residents had established relationships with the HBC, but the 

post also attracted new groups. Chief trader Francis Heron built an “Indian hall” within 

the fort grounds to lodge and convene traders. As word spread and more distant and 

unfamiliar traders arrived, HBC officials worried about security. William Kittson first 

established a new structure “outside of the fort for strangers” during the next round of 

construction in November 1834. Several unidentified groups from the Columbia River 

appeared the following fall without many furs to trade. The new arrivals unnerved 

Kittson: “the Indians have been more troublesome than usual owing to the Strangers that 

have come lately . . . I am afraid they are horse thieves.” He only relaxed after they had 

departed “to their lands without incident.” This was unusual. Most new encounters were 

peaceful, and most visitors turned into trusted and reliable partners.7 

In the post’s initial years, the company tried to establish protocols for Indigenous 

traders and travelers. Standardization provided a measure of security and efficiency. Jean 

Bapiste Ouvrie, for example, served as Fort Nisqually’s primary broker at because of his 

familial ties, extensive experience in the area, and knowledge of local dialects. The 

company also limited the number of Indigenous traders inside the store at any one time. 

Employees remained behind the counter with trade goods and collected furs locked in a 

back room “not exposed to view at all.” They sought to hide their quantity and dissuade 

theft. Fort Nisqually officials made it well known that any hostile actions during trade 

negotiations would lead to immediate expulsion. One dissatisfied trader “threw his 

blankets over the counter & rushed into the back room to take back his skins,” but the 

employees “Collared and bundled him out.” By implementing consistent practices, the 

HBC hoped to create a predictable exchange system that would draw traders from the 
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coast but also undercut middle men by providing actual hunters with an outlet for their 

pelts.8 

The initial heavy traffic and seemingly equal opportunity for all traders also 

enabled the company to enforce standardized pricing. Similar to Fort Langley, local 

demand was “principally for Woolens.” Conversely, “Guns they don’t bid high for” and 

“Traps they apply, but will not come up to the Three Skins, consequently they go 

without.” McDonald therefore instituted a 2 beaver per 2½ point blanket exchange rate in 

spring 1833. The policy angered many traders who were accustomed to receiving one 

blanket for each pelt. Several Native traders complained and boycotted the post, but most 

eventually accepted the new standard.9 

Yet prices were malleable in some circumstances. HBC traders made exceptions 

to pay proper deference to prominent leaders. Employees encouraged beaver hunters to 

trade at the fort, but they also needed the bulk pelts that were accrued by powerful 

intermediaries such as Waskalatchy (Snohomish), Challacum (Suquamish), Needlum 

(Skagit), and He Taw (S’Klallam). Employees courted these leaders with gifts and special 

privileges. On the day Francis Heron arrived at Fort Nisqually, he gave Challacum a 

capot and pair of trousers for “his services & general good conduct.” Kittson similarly 

gave the Skagit headman a capot in winter 1835 because he was their “best trader and 

owing to his good behavior.” The next Christmas, Kittson defied company policy by 

giving Waskalatchy and another Native leader “a couple glasses of rum” to celebrate the 

holiday. These presents did not guarantee trade, however, nor did they prevent headmen 

from driving hard bargains. Kittson often vented about shrewd Native traders. He derided 
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them as “beggars,” “scamps,” and “rogues,” but his fulminations were an admission that 

Fort Nisqually could not dictate the terms of trade.10 

In reality, it was Native traders, including the host community Sequalitchew, who 

turned the HBC into an important means of wealth and prestige. Challacum, He Taw, and 

Waskalatchy established marriage connections to Sequalitchew families to solidify 

certain rights and access to the community and fort. Throughout the year, leaders built 

temporary dwellings near the HBC operation. This was underscored in December 1836, 

when Kittson noted that the “Indians at the place are the Frenchman [Waskalatchy], 

Babillard and Bonaparte [Nisqually/Sahewamish]11, He Taw, & Lahalet. These we may 

say are our home guard for the winter.” When other Natives arrived, they frequently had 

to visit these encampments before proceeding to the fort. One evening in January 1837, 

“a band of thirty Cowlitz and ten women of the same tribe arrived headed by Wy-he-

noo.” Before visiting the fort, “they proceeded to La-ha-let’s tent and there danced, 

receiving in return for the honor done about twelve fathoms of Hyanquois. They then 

proceeded to the beach and honored the Frenchman [Waskalatchy] with the same, he 

gave them an old blanket.” This was more than good manners. It exemplified the prestige 

economy. The Cowlitz paid proper respect to prominent leaders, who in return presented 

them with gifts as a demonstration of their wealth and influence.12 

Across these early years, Sequalitchew headman Lahalet’s standing continually 

rose. With the support of the company, Lahalet operated as a gatekeeper between traders 

and the trading post. When the headman got into a physical altercation with Duwamish 

leader Sealth (Seattle), the company sent the widely known Ouvrie to assist Lahalet. As 

in many cases, the company tried to end the altercation by threatening to embargo the 
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Duwamish headman, but it also reinforced Lahalet’s authority, confirming his influence 

over visitors to Sequalitchew territory. The fort’s journal documents the Sequalitchew 

headman’s sway. In January 1835, the clerk noted “Indians about the place have all gone 

to La-ah-let to pass the day by request from him.” Two months later, the headman 

“arrived with a fourth wife.” The following year Lahalet counted “four [more] children 

since Spring by his four wives.” Within five years of the creation of Fort Nisqually, 

Lahalet had married three women from influential families around the region. His 

polygamy reflected geopolitics. Prominent regional headmen desired kinship connections 

with the leader who wielded increasing control over access to a key trade center. The 

babies were the literal byproduct of kinship diplomacy.13 

Other leaders also benefitted from their relationship with the Sequalitchew 

community and the HBC. Northern leaders Waskalatchy and Challacum frequently 

served as couriers between Nisqually and Langley, guiding HBC employees and Native 

traders to and from these posts. The Cowlitz portage leader Sinnetraye provided similar 

services between Nisqually and Fort Vancouver. Challacum’s son, who also married a 

Sequalitchew woman, was so trusted that HBC officials outfitted him with blankets to 

conduct trade on the company’s behalf. Kittson remarked, “This is a trial should he do 

well I shall continue to give him sundry in [goods] in order to make a trader out of him.” 

Kittson later gave Waskalatchy four blankets and two shirts in a similar “trial” to trade 

“at a distance for 10 large beaver.” Kittson sounds like a paternalistic colonizer, but he 

and the company were actually the dependents in this scenario. Native traders enjoyed 

significantly greater mobility and access to distant groups than the HBC employees, yet 

for all their power they also sought out HBC sanction for their own interest.14 
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The fur trade flourished as Indigenous traders visited the fort and Natives and 

HBC employees reached out to ever more distant groups. Measured in beaver pelts, Fort 

Nisqually’s returns steadily rose in its first three years. The post’s best year was 1835, 

when the annual ledger totaled about 1450 pelts. The bustling trade required large 

amounts of European goods, which, in turn, necessitated greater shipments of cargo to the 

post by land and sea. Supply ships usually arrived in early spring and late summer, but 

travel between Langley and Vancouver went on at least monthly for near-term shortages 

and correspondence. Visits by company employees and Indigenous traders became 

routine, yet all this movement was not always a good thing.15  

With the trade came infectious diseases. At the time of Fort Nisqually’s founding 

in 1833, Fort Vancouver had experienced three consecutive years of devastating malaria 

outbreaks. McLoughlin noted in October 1830 that “Intermitting Fever (for the first time 

since the trade of this Department was Established) has appeared at this place.” At one 

point seventy-five company employees were down with the illness, “but thanks be to God 

. . . all our people are on the convalescent list.” Native residents were less fortunate. The 

consequences of the serial malaria outbreaks were disastrous. One endemic “carried off 

three fourths of the Indn. population in our vicinity,” and then the nightmare continued. 

Two years later, the Columbia chief factor reported “that the Fever has prevailed as 

severely this Year as it did in 1830 & 31” and “the mortality has been very great among 

the natives.” By summer 1834 “the ague [was] raging” at the Cowlitz, yet malaria never 

reached Fort Nisqually and the Salish Sea.16 

Instead, influenza wracked the south Salish Sea. The first epidemic coincided 

with the peak of fur trading in 1836. It began in early spring with “an old Indian dying . . 
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. from the usual disease of the Breath.” The next week Kittson reported that “Indians are 

getting sick around us . . . troubled with the sore throat.” Anthropologist Robert Boyd 

suggests the outbreak emanated from Europe, where the disease also raged from 

December 1835 through February 1837. Arriving on the Pacific coast directly via ships, 

the flu followed trade routes from Nisqually to the Willamette River and Walla Walla. 

Lahalet, the most visible and widely travelled resident, was among the first to be stricken. 

Company employee Louis Sagohanencto’s whole family contracted the ailment. In 

March, many local residents sickened. The post journal noted “the poor people are 

getting worse daily.” The epidemic continued through spring. While no records of 

casualties exist, the Sequalitchew community likely suffered considerable losses. Lahalet 

and two other frequently employed Indigenous men recovered, but many Sequalitchew 

did not. Louis’s brother-in-law “lost no less than 5 stout Children since spring from the 

above illness and it is said his wife is also dying.” The wrenching experience was likely 

not uncommon.17  

The next spring a new epidemic hit the area. Similar to the previous wave, the 

April 1837 outbreak most severely afflicted the most vulnerable. The Nisqually clerk 

recorded an “old woman is very unwell, not expected to live. A young girl of about 12 

years old is also suffering much.” By May there was still “Sickness among us and the 

children suffering much,” followed the next week by “Indians about sickly, one young 

lad dying.” The latest epidemic also affected William Kittson’s family. In May, he lost 

his five-year-old son, the next month his three-year-old daughter. The rest of his family 

remained “very ill and the men’s children are not much better.” The outbreak only 

subsided in July, and like the previous year, it left devastation in its wake.18 
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The 1836-37 influenza outbreaks halted trade. HBC employees and Indigenous 

residents had different explanations for the trauma. When the disease first presented 

among the Natives near Fort Nisqually, Kittson observed that “Indians are getting sick 

around us, this is owing to their living bad.” Conversely, “The Indians Doctor” explained 

that it was the HBC “Tobacco that made the Indians sick.” Both linked the ailment to 

place. Vancouver-based Peter Skene Ogden drew on contemporary Euro-American 

theories of miasma to explain the “intermitting fevers.” He argued that to “suppose it 

contagious from personal contact would be very erroneous . . . it doubtless proceeds 

miasmata pervading the atmosphere.” The “foul exhalations from low and humid 

situations” were to blame. Indigenous residents similarly associated the fort with the 

outbreak. In summer 1837, Kittson reported that the “Indians seldom visit us owing to the 

late disease and death.” Like a vicious type of creative destruction, however, diseases 

created new forms of exchange.19 

Epidemics also had the effect of transmitting knowledge. Even before the 

devastating outbreaks hit the southern Salish Sea, Indigenous residents and company 

employees had gained basic understandings of each other’s medical practices. William 

Fraser Tolmie noted this upon his arrival in 1833. As Tolmie observed a group of 

Indigenous residents perform “incantations to the Great Spirit for the restoration to health 

of a sick child,” he also gave “a brief lecture on the Circulation of Blood.” In such 

moments Natives and Europeans exchanged not only germs but concepts of anatomy and 

pathology. Two months later, Tolmie traveled to Mount Rainier with Lahalet “to gather 

herbs of which to make medicine . . . in case the intermittent Fever should visit us—when 

I will prescribe for the Indians.” Tolmie needed Indigenous knowledge to find the 
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necessary plants, while Lahalet used the trip to observe European medicinal practices. By 

the time of the outbreak, Native and newcomer concepts of health and the human body 

had already begun to blur and reshape their responses to epidemics.20 

During subsequent outbreaks, Natives and HBC employees continued to rely on 

their own practices, but they also turned to each other for assistance. Documents do not 

record the specific medicines Indigenous healers used, but HBC employees often 

described the ceremonies and treatments.21 Company traders viewed Indigenous remedies 

as archaic. Most references depict unsuccessful attempts. Kittson noted that “another 

[Native] girl died from want of care” and that “Indian doctors succeeded in killing the 

eldest son by improper application of cold water to the body.”22 Yet no more successful 

were the chief trader efforts to treat the fever and sore throat with Dover’s Powder, a 

combination of ipecac and opium, and bloodletting with leaches. The opium did relieve 

pain but vomiting from the ipecac and bleeding likely weakened his patient’s ability to 

fight viral infections. Indigenous residents nevertheless occasionally sought medical care 

from the company. In the midst of the 1836 outbreak, Kittson noted that a young Native 

man “put himself under my care” with the complaint of “an inflation of the throat.” The 

chief trader treated him with “a dose of Dover’s Powder, put his feet in warm water and 

blistered his neck.” That patient recovered, but an employee’s Native wife decided to 

seek care from her “Indian Doctors” as well as medicines from the fort. Kittson reported 

that the “relief she gets is attributed to her doctors,” illustrating that Indigenous residents 

did not abandon their healing practices even as they incorporated European remedies.23 

Through it all the HBC continued to rely on Native couriers to keep the fort 

updated on the spread of the disease. When Kittson’s son took ill, he sent Cowlitz 
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headman Sinnetraye to Fort Vancouver for urgent assistance. Dr. Tolmie, who had just 

arrived on the Columbia from Fort Simpson, immediately crossed the Cowlitz corridor in 

an astounding fifty-six hours, but Kittson’s son died before he could arrive. The doctor 

remained at the fort several days to care for other sick patients. Upon receiving 

information from a Native courtier that the illness had not reached Fort Vancouver the 

following month, Kittson sent the rest of his and other employee families to the Columbia 

to wait out the epidemic. Such communications and the Indigenous networks that 

supported them were vital to the HBC’s response to the outbreak.24 

Although epidemics disrupted trade and information networks, they also 

reinforced relationships. Historian Brett Walker argues that people develop an 

“inseparable connection” to nature and their communities through suffering and pain.25 In 

the wake of the outbreaks, company employees and Indigenous residents shared their 

grieving in ways that affirmed mutual ties. During the 1837 epidemic, Kittson prayed that 

“health be again restored to us, all in this Fort, for we are all dull enough with the loss of 

freedom of a better country where when sick, we could find room such as it were to 

assuage our pains.” Kittson was speaking broadly. After his son died, “many Indians 

were present at the reading of the prayer for the dead . . . [and] seem all afflicted with the 

loss of my dear departed son.” Company employees similarly mourned Native losses. In 

one case the deceased Cowlitz headman “Callapeaquay’s favorite niece also paid us a 

visit and in honor of her uncle who was a famous Beaver trader.” Kittson “made her a 

present of a Calico Shirt, 1½ feet Damde Strands for Leggins, 15 Balls and Powder, and 

two fathoms Hyanquois . . . as an inducement to others to act as her good uncle did in his 

life time to the Whites to whom he was a real friend.” Clearly, Kittson’s material motives 
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had not evaporated, but the close ties among traders also produced sentimentality and 

shared commiseration.26 

Misery in fact enabled Indigenous residents to better understand the newcomers 

and their practices. Historian Alexandra Harmon argues that Natives did not forsake their 

own culture when integrating European concepts. By the late 1830s, many Natives had 

embraced European preventative health measures. John Work reported in spring 1837 

that “Small Pox is raging severely about Fort Simpson,” located opposite Haida Gwaii in 

northern British Columbia. Work reported that “Indians [were] dying in all quantity.” 

When the HBC’s cowpox inoculations arrived at Fort Nisqually that July, Kittson treated 

all his employees and their families and then administered the vaccine to Native 

residents. On July 30, the chief trader “inoculated 20 Indians of the Nisqually, Sin-o-oh-

mish, and Suquamish tribes.” The next month the influential Snohomish headman 

Waskalatchy visited Fort Nisqually with his family just to get immunized. When they 

heard word of the return of the legendary blight, local residents and those with close 

relations with the HBC also accepted vaccinations as a precaution against a known 

nightmare.27 

Indigenous residents were also intrigued by newcomer spiritual beliefs. Nisqually 

historian Cecelia Carpenter explains that south Salish Sea residents “lived and 

participated in a world ruled by nature and by spirits.” All “forms, be they human, 

animal, variations of weather or inanimate object were believed to be of value and to 

possess a spirit of their own.” Natives’ catholic approach to spirituality led to well 

attended religious instructions by Francis Heron and William Kittson. Some Indigenous 

residents sought out instruction and requested HBC officers “to point out to them what 
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was proper for them to act in regard to our Divine Being.” Heron believed his “students” 

were well on the road to conversion and civility. He thought he had “succeeded in 

altering their savage natures,” but Kittson was more restrained. He noted that after his 

service the Natives conducted “their [own] devotional Dance, for without it they would 

think little of what we say to them.” In these ways Salish Sea experiences paralleled 

broader missionary history. Natives selectively incorporated Christian principles into a 

polytheist system. The arrival of missionaries complexly invigorated interests in Euro-

American and Indigenous spirituality and their broader geopolitical implications.28 

Concurrent ventures by Methodist ministers and Catholic priests were closely 

linked with the intensifying contest between the United States and Britain. Promoters 

within the HBC and American businesses arranged to make religious instruction 

available in Oregon Country, partly to missionize Indigenous people but also to attract 

agricultural settlers. It was no coincidence that Father Modeste Demers, previously of the 

HBC’s Red River settlement, and Americans William Wilson and David Leslie, 

associates of Oregon booster and Methodist reverend Jason Lee, all arrived at Fort 

Nisqually in spring 1839. Rev. Leslie informed Sequalitchew residents that he intended 

“to settle here if they, the Indians wish it for the purpose of giving them instruction in 

religion.” Demers visited frequently from his church at the Cowlitz farms to offset the 

American Methodist’s influence. The opposing imperial denominations used baptisms 

and marriages to compete for souls, loyalty, and territory. Native residents initially 

flocked to both missionaries out of a belief that they were powerful leaders, able to 

invoke formidable spirits. Suquamish leader Challacum and his entourage traveled to the 

Cowlitz farm to meet with the Catholic priest even before he visited Nisqually. When 
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Demers did arrive, nearly ninety Sahewamish and a large group of Twana convened “to 

see the priest.”29 

Native fascination was short lived. Missionaries had limited success in full 

conversions. Their religious instructions gave Indigenous residents insights into the 

beliefs of the newcomers, but they did not adopt most of the practices. The Methodist 

mission near Fort Nisqually ran for two years. Catholics never bothered to establish a 

church. The official reasons for the closure dwelled on poor soil and supervisor John 

Richmond’s declining health, but Carpenter argues that the missionaries’ perception of 

Natives as “heathen savages” alienated their audience. It likely did not help that a 

Hawaiian HBC employee named Como, who had long-standing relationships with many 

Indigenous residents and likely a wealth of knowledge about the course of missionary 

activities in his homeland, cautioned that the “Priests were no Chief but bad men from 

infernal regions.” Como warned that “troubles are only beginning.” Facing opposition 

from employees and Indigenous residents, the brief missionary era seems less mysterious, 

but we should not interpret this as the end of spiritual exchanges. Irregular religious 

instruction continued through interactions in local workscapes, the fur trade, and 

cohabitation. Indigenous peoples and employees continued to trade spiritual ideas as well 

as material artifacts.30      

Disrupting Exchange Networks 

As Fort Nisqually created and strengthened relationships among some residents, it 

marginalized other groups. During the mid-1830s the new post fostered advantages 

among connected leaders and communities, but those very upsides created discontent 

among excluded traders. This was not simply a story of HBC agency, however. Existing 
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relationships among Indigenous communities were crucially important in shaping the 

emerging trade landscape. The northern Skykomish and Snoqualmie groups had a history 

of strained relations with the Squalli-absch. The former had enjoyed significant power in 

the early maritime fur trade by controlling the most advantageous routes to the early 

Salish Sea trading centers. In the early nineteenth century, the Skykomish and 

Snoqualmie controlled the mountain passes through the Cascade Mountains to Whidbey 

Island. Anthropologist Kenneth Tollefson notes that Snoqualmie leaders exerted 

“economic controls over [their] resources from Whidbey Island in Puget Sound to the 

trade items moving over Snoqualmie Pass.” By “controlling the trade with the Yakima,” 

the Snoqualamie monopolized goods such as weapons. Kinship ties with neighboring 

Skykomish communities, who controlled trade passing via the modern Stevens Pass, 

meant the Snoqualmie and Skykomish effective dominated the trans-mountain trade 

between the Salish Sea and the Columbia Plateau. The key to their power, however, 

wholly depended upon maritime traders.31 

The establishment of Fort Nisqually diverted traders southward from Whidbey 

Island, and the Skykomish and Snoqualmie soon found themselves marginalized by an 

exchange network that had recentered itself in the southern Salish Sea. Access to the 

Nisqually watershed via the White and Naches passes tilted the balance of trans-mountain 

power toward Yakima and Klickitat communities on the plateau, and the Squalli-absch 

and Puyallup groups in the southern Salish Sea. The remapped trade ignited decades of 

fighting between northern mountain groups and the coastal communities that traded at 

Fort Nisqually. Rivalries blocked certain groups from the post. Douglas wrote some 

“distant communities cannot visit the Fort without endangering their personal safety, and 
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therefore seldom make the attempt.” Ethnographic accounts claim the Snoqualmie and 

Skykomish occasionally “carried on war” with Squalli-absch, their Klickitat allies, and 

other south Salish Sea groups. Other northern groups with good relations with the 

company and southern Salish Sea communities did, however, frequent the fort. Only the 

Snoqualmie and Skykomish communities were excluded, and their geographic position 

compounded their problems. As trade slowed over Snoqualmie Pass and Stevens Pass, 

the former gatekeepers lost their ability to regulate the immense trans-mountain trade.32 

Marginalization likely drove the Skykomish to attack several Snohomish 

communities and to block traders from travelling to and from Fort Nisqually in winter 

1836/37. Historian Josh Reid notes that violence was occasionally “used by one or more 

titleholders to keep a rival from becoming too powerful.” Skykomish influence 

diminished in the reorganized Salish Sea trade, but coastal Snohomish leaders continued 

to find benefit from maritime trade. To protect themselves, the Skykomish intervened. By 

December 1836, the fort journal recorded that “quarrels between natives of Whidbey 

Island and other tribes near them” resulted in “no Indians visit us from that quarter.” The 

next month Kittson canceled a trip to Fort Langley for lack of security. No Indigenous 

residents would accompany his employees. They were “all afraid of natives on the road.” 

By mid-January, many northern groups had fled to Fort Nisqually to avoid attacks. 

Kittson reported that “The Sin-ne-oh-mish [Snohomish] Indians still keep near us out of 

fear from the Sky-waw-mish [Skykomish].” The fears were real. The Skykomish had 

already killed three Snohomish headmen.33 

Snohomish leader Waskalatchy, who had been near the fort since November, 

organized an opposing force. The timing was propitious. In mid-February, many Native 
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groups engaged in the HBC fur trade had gathered near the fort. Waskalatchy met with 

Squalli-absch, Cowlitz, and Sahewamish leaders to persuade them to join a campaign 

against the Skykomish to “make up the business of peace or war with that tribe for the 

murder of the three Sin-no-mish Chiefs.” Only by subduing the Skykomish would trade 

reopen “to the tribes east of Whidbey’s Island.” Leaders exchanged views over four days 

and then agreed to participate. Waskalatchy led the effort but was supported by war 

chiefs Siyahishoot and Lahalet (Squalli-absch), Babillard (Sahewamish), and Sinnetraye 

and Wyhenoo (Cowlitz). The HBC also collaborated. Kittson provided each leader with 

“10 balls and powder, and 9 inches Tobacco.” He also gave two feet of tobacco leaves for 

the peace negotiations. The coalition left in six canoes on February 19. They were ready 

for war but preferred diplomacy. Two weeks later, Waskalatchy and Babillard “arrived 

from the Skay-waw-mish, with whom they had a few shots,” and then forged peace.34  

The episode provides insight into regional diplomacy and violence during early 

nineteenth century, exemplifying what Reid calls the “productive quality” of violence 

that could serve as “a stabilizing factor” in the region.35 The Skykomish had a grievance. 

The southward shift of trade had deprived them of leverage. The Skykomish responded 

by carrying out strategic strikes, and Waskalatchy countered by mobilizing an alliance of 

communities affected by aggression. The ensuing peace agreement opened the road for 

all Indigenous residents, including the Skykomish and Snoqualmie, to again travel and 

trade freely. Four days after returning to Nisqually, the Snohomish headman returned to 

his territory and the next day Skagit traders arrived from the north. The following winter 

Skykomish traders visited Fort Nisqually to conduct business and solidify the peace 

agreement through the marriage of a Skykomish woman and the Sequalitchew headman 
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Lahalet. The next month eight Skykomish and four Snoqualmie canoes arrived to trade 

alongside dozens of regional Native residents. In this case the restrained use of violence 

helped to resolve a perceived imbalance in ways that created kinship and fostered 

regional stability.36 

The peace held for several years, but the continued marginalization of northern 

traders remained a source of tension. By the mid-1840s, the Snoqualmie and Skykomish 

had resumed raiding in the southern Salish Sea. The theft of people and goods from non-

related groups, especially rivals, was a common Indigenous practice to right perceived 

imbalances. From the perspective of northern traders, rising wealth and power among 

formerly marginalized Puyallup and Squalli-absch was justification to recover losses. The 

Snoqualmie and Skykomish became “the terror of all the tribes south of the Soquamish.” 

At the same time, and possibly a catalyst for these raids, a new leader named Patkanim 

consolidated considerable power throughout the Snoqualmie and Skykomish River 

communities. According to Tollefson, Patkanim enjoyed all the necessary preconditions 

for his ascent, including the precise “population density, complexity of technology, 

environmental circumscription, and economic redistribution,” plus discontent.37  

A series of events starting in 1847 extended this conflict to the Sequaliltchew 

community, beginning with a distant murder. An Indigenous headman from the upper 

Columbia River named Skulalcoosim had killed a Yakima man on his way to Fort 

Nisqually. When the headman reached the fort, he hired two Sequalitchew residents to 

guide him to the Snohomish River and through Snoqualmie pass to evade his Yakima 

pursuers. Meanwhile, the Yakima had reached out to the Snoqualmie to watch for the 

murderer. The guides led Skulalcoosim safely through the pass but were captured on their 
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return. To the Snoqualmie, who already harbored resentments against southern residents, 

this was an egregious trespass requiring intercommunity mediation. The actual 

negotiations remain obscure, resolution hinged partly on the marriage of Sequalitchew 

headman Lahalet’s son Wyamooch to Patkanim’s sister. Following regional custom, the 

two leaders established a kinship connection to reaffirm Snoqualmie and Skykomish 

access to trade and to restore stability around the southern Salish Sea.38   

The peace was short lived. In May 1849, Patkanim landed a party of about one 

hundred armed Snoqualmie and Skykomish at the mouth of Sequalitchew Creek. Upon 

their approach, many Sequalitchew residents stopped harvesting shellfish and fled to the 

fort, warning Lahalet and other nearby residents of the northern group’s arrival. Around 

noon, the Sequalitchew retreated behind the fort walls as the Snoqualmie and Skykomish 

advanced. When Tolmie asked Patkanim to explain his “warlike demonstrations,” the 

headman claimed Wyamooch “was beating his wife [Patkanim’s sister] brutally.” Tolmie 

invited Patkanim into the fort after he proclaimed peaceful intentions. During the 

arbitration, the chief trader gave the rest of Patkanim’s party tobacco to smoke by the 

community lodges near the fort’s northwest gate.39 

 Just as the tense situation seemed to shift toward diplomacy, chaos erupted. 

Standing guard at the gate, a Squalli-absch employee named Gohome reportedly fired a 

musket “in jest.” With their leader alone inside the fort, the Snoqualamie and Skykomish 

visitors rushed toward the entryway as Tolmie ordered all personnel inside the walls. A 

fight ensued as HBC employees tried to retreat behind the large gate. Both sides 

discharged firearms. The employees finally shut the gate and took elevated positions on 

the walls. Patkanim’s allies then fled to a nearby woods. Ironically, Wyamooch was at 



 

 128 

the same moment helping his brother-in-law to escape over a wall on the opposite side of 

the fort. The brief melee was a disaster with long-lasting consequences. Several people 

sustained injuries and three died, including a Native man from the Puyallup watershed, a 

Skykomish spiritual leader, and an American named Leander Wallace. Everyone 

struggled to make sense of the episode.40 

At one level the incident was another example of Native violence and diplomacy, 

yet it also bared a growing problem with newcomer confusion. Tolmie initially dismissed 

the attack as a slaving raid, claiming the aggressors wanted “to kick up a row with the 

Fort Indians and then kidnap as many of the women & children as possible.” He was sure 

the visitors “had some other objective in view besides the affair with Lahalet.” That 

ulterior motive was still unclear, but it likely involved renegotiating or reaffirming their 

alliance with the Sequalitchew. In fact, the confrontation closely resembled the actions 

taken by Waskalatchy’s alliance the previous decade. Patkanim had assembled a 

powerful coalition of aggrieved warriors to negotiate from a position of power, ready to 

use restrained violence if necessary. This was familiar cultural ground for the Squalli-

absch, but Tolmie only perceived disorder and violence.41 

What he did not grasp was that the Snoqualmie and Skykomish may have 

achieved their objective. After the attack, the fort clerk noted, “We do not suppose that 

the War party came here with the purpose of attacking us.” But what if they had? Harmon 

argues that “Most chroniclers of the affair . . . have agreed that the American casualties,” 

including another American named Lewis, “were an unforeseen incident rather than a 

calculated affront.”42 The Americans did not perceive a danger. The clerk explained that 

“Wallace and Lewis were unfortunately standing outside, when the affray commenced, 
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they did not respond to the call of: ‘All hands come in and shut the gate’ they perhaps 

thought themselves secure from harm as they were Americans.” That interpretation has 

prevailed, but Wallace was not quite a novice. He had been working for the HBC/PSAC 

at Fort Nisqually for more than two years while establishing his own settlement on 

nearby Anderson Island. He was widely known, and the Snoqualmie and Skykomish may 

well have targeted him because of his affiliation with the company. Nationality meant 

little in this context. Only a few of the British company’s employees were actually 

British. Viewing Wallace as a company employee, rather than an American bystander, 

opens new ways of making sense of the violent episode.43 

Considered from the perspective of Patkanim, the force might have had several 

objectives in mind. One was a strategic strike against the HBC to initiate negotiations to 

improve relations. The HBC recorded at least two prior hostilities between the company 

and alliance members. The first was in summer 1846, when a Skykomish group camped 

near Point Partridge affronted an officer on the company frigate Fisguard, then travelling 

from Port Townsend to Nisqually. Shortly thereafter Tolmie set out northward, “his 

principal business . . . to visit the Skywhamish with the steamer and frighten them for the 

late insult offered to Lt. Patterson.” Although the records do not detail the offense, it was 

severe enough to warrant a special trip by steamship. Tolmie arrived at a vacated village. 

The Skykomish had likely heard of ship’s approach and fled, understanding Tolmie’s 

approach as an act of aggression.44 

 The second incident occurred in spring 1848, when a local Indigenous resident, 

chased by a “rather numerous” party of Snoqualmie and Skykomish warriors, had fled to 

Fort Nisqually. Tolmie sheltered the man and expelled his pursuers. The chief trader 
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dismissed the incident as an attempted slave raid, but his actions had interfered in ways 

that benefitted the northern groups’ rivals. To Snoqualmie and Skykomish leaders, the 

HBC was not a neutral party. The same spring Patkanim recounted his grievances to a 

large gathering on Whidbey Island. According to an American observer named Antonio 

Rabbeson, the Snoqualmie leader “spoke very bitterly about the Hudson’s Bay Company, 

and urged that all of the tribes combine to attack and destroy the station at Nisqually.”45 

A calculated strike against Fort Nisqually would have been consistent with 

longstanding practices of violent diplomacy and proportional with Patkanmin’s specific 

grievances. The fort journal supports this interpretation, and that company employee 

Charles Wren might have been the initial target. After Patkanim entered the fort, Wren 

led the rest of the headman’s party to Sequalitchew village and presented them with 

tobacco. At this a secondary leader among the Snoqualmie and Skykomish named 

Qullawowt became agitated and confrontational. He accused Wren of trying to poison 

them. HBC clerk Walter Ross thought this “circumstance proves they thought lightly of 

quarreling with the whites,” but when the HBC gatekeeper recklessly discharged his gun 

moments later, Qullawowt immediately fired his musket at Wren. After Wren retreated 

into the fort, Wallace was the next most accessible target. But why do it? The answer lies 

within the framework of Salish Sea diplomacy: the reconciliation of murder would create 

an opportunity for aggrieved groups to renegotiate relations with the HBC. Violence was 

a means to a new order.46 

Sequalitchew residents had warned Tolmie of an impending attack, but he 

dismissed their concerns. The fort journal notes a “good many yarns are told of [the 

Snoqualmie and Skykomish] by Indians here, what they were saying & going to do, but it 
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will be to no purpose to mention any here, being only Indian stories more lies than truth.” 

To Tolmie and the other HBC officers, this was merely a gambit to draw the neutral HBC 

into Native politics. The “tribes of the Sound,” he remarked, “would rejoice to see the 

[Snoqualmie and Skykomish] chastised by the whites.” On the whole it would have been 

far more convenient for the chief trader to believe, and to report, that Wallace’s death 

stemmed from a misunderstanding during a family squabble than to acknowledge a 

purposely orchestrated assault with what were to him opaque intentions.47  

Patkanim may have been the architect of this episode, but he could not have 

anticipated how Euro-American geopolitics would complicate diplomacy. The result was 

messier than anyone imagined. Two weeks after the violence at Fort Nisqually, a group 

of Snoqualmie uninvolved in the conflict arrived to condemn “the foolish conduct of the 

creators of the disturbance” and “to talk about peace making.” The next month more 

Snoqualmie women arrived to trade and inform the HBC that Patkanim himself was 

currently on a neighboring island. Tolmie sent for the Snoqualmie leader, instructing him 

to come alone. When Patkanim arrived, he “made a good many professions of friendship, 

and said that his people were very sorry for what they had done, & hoped the whites 

would not harm them.” Following protocol, these dialogs were the first steps toward 

reestablishing peace between the northern groups and the HBC, but Tolmie balked. He 

replied that “it was not for him, but the [Oregon] Governor to arrange all affairs.” 

Patkanmin had to deliver his people when the Americans “sent for them.” With the 

Oregon Treaty of 1846, Fort Nisqually was now in American territory. Wallace’s murder 

fell within US jurisdiction. Coast Salish and HBC sovereignty had been subsumed by an 
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expanding nation state. What had been a contained conflict now had repercussions far 

beyond a murder charge.48 

  

Throughout the 1830s and 1840s, Fort Nisqually reorganized relationships across 

the Salish Sea and Columbia Plateau. Material exchanges and personal ties strengthened 

some existing alliances in the southern Salish Sea. The Sequalitchew community’s 

proximity to the HBC led some regional leaders to establish kinship ties with Lahalet, 

and the Company fulcrumed these relationships to obtain pelts, communication, 

transportation, and labor. Other groups from around the Salish Sea increasingly also 

exchanged materials and information at Fort Nisqually. For two decades trade 

acquaintances expanded into friendships, arranged marriages into families, and 

devastating diseases into more intimate bonds. 

The new relationships and changing geography of trade also upended existing 

exchange networks. Fort Nisqually redirected travel and trade away from longstanding 

centers in the Salish Sea. Many coastal leaders adapted to and thrived within this 

reformation, but a few communities found themselves newly marginalized. Snoqualmie 

and Skykomish groups lost control of their markets as traders used more southernly 

routes across the mountains. Their plight was exacerbated by rivalries with Squalli-absch 

communities near Fort Nisqually. The circumstances triggered a series of conflicts 

between northern intermountain communities and those trading at the new fort. The 

resulting violence could not be contained among Indigenous communities. The HBC 

intervened on behalf of allies, providing provisions, ammunition, and, in some cases, 

protection. The company unwittingly became entangled in regional intercommunity 
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relations. The May 1849 attack on the Sequalitchew and on company employees 

probably stemmed from efforts by the Snoqualmie/Skykomish communities’ to improve 

their position within the reorganized trade geography, but negotiations between the 

United States and Britain imposed a new geography of sovereignty that challenged Salish 

Sea protocols. The existing alliances and rivalries were drawn into a new geopolitical 

reality, but Indigenous politics would also shape American colonial ventures in 

unexpected ways
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Chapter 5- Americans in the Columbia Department 
 

Throughout the cold and wet December of 1846, the handful of American settlers 

in the Puget Sound sold more than 35,000 wood shingles to Fort Nisqually. It was good 

business for the sellers, not so much for the buyer. William Fraser Tolmie complained 

that he had “been a good deal troubled with the Americans & their shingles” because he 

had no immediate or even long-term use for the material. When clerk Edward Huggins 

arrived four years later, there was still “a great mountain of them piled” in the operation’s 

warehouse. Tolmie’s purchases seemed a blunder, but many Americans “were poor and 

depended on their labor for subsistence.” Fort Nisqually was their sole source of 

provisions, but they were also a crucial market for the HBC. Rather than gratitude, 

however, newcomers resented their dependence on the company because they knew the 

HBC did not offer its assistance out of altruism.1 

Tolmie had followed a longstanding Columbia Department policy of draining the 

profits of competitors. In the early 1830s, American Nathaniel Wyeth had tried to 

establish a fur trading and salmon curing operation near the mouth of the Snake River. A 

panicked G&C ordered John McLoughlin to provide “energetic opposition.” The chief 

factor resisted, advising that the HBC would be wiser to provide Wyeth with supplies at 

cost. McLoughlin doubted Wyeth had a viable business plan. The American lacked trade 

and transportation infrastructures. Crushing him in such circumstances would have only 

invited ill-will. Wyeth could most hurt the HBC’s Columbia Department by reporting to 

U.S. investors and politicians that the company had refused to provision him. 

McLoughlin was wise. Wyeth wrote, “I find Doct. McLauchland a fine old gentleman 
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truly philanthropic,” and the “Co. seem disposed to render me all the assistance they 

can.” McLoughlin made sure Wyeth had everything he required to establish his 

operation. Then he waited for the American’s logistical problems and the HBC’s control 

of trade to drive Wyeth out of business. McLoughlin hoped Wyeth’s failure would deter 

future ventures to the Pacific Northwest. He took a similar approach to missionaries, 

letting “them have their supplies at the present or even a Lower Rate of Advance” 

because withholding service would only ensure “that some Adventurers will avail 

themselves of the opportunity to come and open up shop in opposition to us.” For 

McLoughlin, the real threat was not these small fry, but the prospect of large shipping 

and trading networks that would assist settlement and commerce. For this reason, 

McLoughlin instructed Tolmie to provision Americans in the south Puget Sound even if 

it meant a short-term loss. The result was a small mountain of rotting shingles.2   

McLoughlin’s strategy was sensible but scale dependent. As long as the 

competition was few and confined to the Columbia Department, the HBC held the 

winning hand, but a combination of local and distant developments would force a new 

strategy in the late 1840s. Coming on the heels of a large migration to the Willamette 

River, the first Americans arrived along what they called Puget Sound in late 1845. At 

first the newcomers borrowed equipment and livestock and labored for Fort Nisqually to 

make ends meet, but as their numbers grew, American gratitude turned to disdain. The 

HBC had only provided the bare necessities. Many settlers saw its control of trade and 

the best lands stifling their opportunities. The Coast Salish social geography also limited 

settlement opportunities, especially at desired locations on Whidbey Island. Here too, 

power hinged on demographic balances and broader conditions of sovereignty. The 
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ratification of the Oregon Treaty and newly appointed head of the Columbia Department 

James Douglas removed discouragements on Americans. Douglas worked to define 

company claims and raise its value ahead of an anticipated buyout by the American 

government. This was difficult in some cases. Territorial officials had established a 

military post on company lands and to assert legal jurisdiction over the Puget Sound after 

the Snoqualmie attack on Fort Nisqually. Settlement then accelerated, altering the 

balance of local power and emboldening settlers to challenge HBC and Native claims. 

Navigating “The Great Migration” 

In the late 1830s and early 1840s, entrepreneurs and missionaries boosted the 

Oregon Country’s boundless opportunities as Americans struggled to recover from the 

country’s worst economic crisis ever.3 By the mid-1840s, the trickle of migrants had 

become a torrent. Most still settled in the fertile Willamette Valley, where growing 

communities organized a provisional government to advocate for annexation. 

McLoughlin tried to navigate these tempest-tossed events. His efforts ranged from fierce 

resistance to friendly cooperation, and Fort Vancouver experienced support and 

opposition by Americans at local and national levels. The only constant was the ever-

growing American population. Each increment further destabilized the company’s 

influence. The negotiations and practices that emerged first on the Willamette in the early 

1840s reshaped American settlement patterns and the HBC responses on the southern 

Puget Sound. 

Previous attempts to sustain an American presence had not gone well. In 1832, 

inventor and entrepreneur Nathaniel Wyeth, supported by writer and fellow New 

Englander Hall Jackson Kelley, tried to realize John Jacob Astor’s dream of a permanent 
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American operation on the Columbia. Wyeth’s took a dual approach of harvesting and 

salting salmon and provisioning and acquiring pelts from fur traders. His overland party 

made the cross-country trek, but his supply ship sank in the Society Islands. Wyeth made 

another sortie two years later, this time no market for his goods materialized. He had 

established bases at Fort Hall near modern Pocatello, and at Fort William near the mouth 

of the Willamette River. Both were short lived. American traders at the Green River 

rendezvous backed out of contracts, leaving Fort Hall dependent on Native traders who 

were diverted by the vigorous competition of Peter Skene Ogden’s Snake and Southern 

brigades. Meanwhile, Wyeth’s small fishery could not catch and cure enough salmon to 

make a profitable shipment. During his five years in the Oregon Country, Wyeth had 

accrued twenty thousand dollars of debt, so in 1837, he sold his assets to McLoughlin at a 

loss and received free passage back to New England aboard an HBC supply ship.4 

Accompanying Wyeth’s second venture in 1834, Canadian Methodist minister 

Jason Lee was another quixotic figure in this period. Lee sought to proselytize to Native 

residents and French-Canadian trappers. He was initially drawn by reports that Flatheads 

on the Upper Columbia tributaries desired Christian instruction. Lee found a welcoming 

audience, but the area was too remote and rugged. One tenet of Lee’s venture was to 

create a mission colony, an agricultural utopia based on Christian belief. Historian Gray 

Whaley notes that missionaries such as Lee “could never separate their divine purpose 

from Euro-American colonization of the West and Pacific Rim,” but without a navigable 

river to link settlers to markets, Lee doubted immigrants would ever penetrate the 

region’s interior mountains.5 
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McLoughlin wanted to bar Lee, and Americans in general, from the pelt-rich 

Snake River watershed, so he adopted his standard tactic of inducing rivals into dead 

ends. Lee noted it was McLoughlin’s “decided opinion that we should commence 

somewhere” in the vicinity of Fort Vancouver, and in exchange the Chief Factor provided 

“any assistance that it is in his power to render.” McLoughlin again justified his support 

to the G&C on the grounds of “Humanity, Policy and Interest.” He argued that without 

HBC protection, “some, or perhaps the whole of his People would have been killed” by 

Indigenous residents, making “it extremely difficult to clear ourselves from the Odium of 

having instigated the Deed.” Those Americans who settled near Fort Vancouver were 

also destined to “acquire less knowledge of the Country, the Natives and their language.” 

By keeping Lee and other Americans rivals close to him, McLoughlin could monitor and 

even control the course of settlement. More importantly, he could prevent his rivals from 

developing ties with interior Indigenous communities.6  

Lee eventually accepted McLoughlin’s support, establishing school, mission, and 

farm in the more accessible Willamette Valley. Then, like Wyeth, his momentum 

faltered. By the late 1830s, only a few dozen Americans and ex-HBC employees had 

settled In the Willamette Valley. Wyeth and Lee’s ventures withered and died, but their 

writings succeeded in making “Oregon a household word.” Nevertheless, it took an 

alignment of economic and political factors in the 1840s to impel immigrants across two 

thousand miles of intervening harsh terrain.7  

This did not dampen Jacksonian Democrats’ expansionist platform or their fury at 

the HBC’s elitist monopoly. In 1835, Secretary of State John Forsyth commissioned an 

expedition “to obtain some specific and authentic information” on allegations of 
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mistreatment of Americans in the Oregon Country. Forsyth’s orders signaled a 

predetermined finding, and naval officer William Slacum did not disappoint. Slacum’s 

report of a twenty-day venture on the Columbia River was a diatribe against the Hudson 

Bay Company. He described Fort Vancouver as a “foreign monopoly.” Its sins included 

immunity from import tariffs established by Congress, and thus an unfair advantage in 

not having to pay the 25-30 percent shipping duty on trade goods. The HBC “could well 

afford to undersell the American fur trader on his own ground.” Slacum’s rant hinged on 

the premise that Oregon was already sovereign American territory, but by itself a trade 

advantage would not warrant US intervention. Thus, Slacum inflated McLoughlin’s 

control over Native groups as well. He argued that the company’s “greater evil” was its 

influence “over the Indians.” Having parted at this point with sense, Slacum grew 

inventive, suggesting “Every small American party (save one) that passed through the 

same country has met defeat and death.” The tyranny was so great that “Americans 

hesitate not to charge subordinate agents of the Hudson Bay Company with instigating 

the Indians to attack.”8   

Slacum appealed to Whig opponents by linking the HBC to Native slavery. When 

McLoughlin tried to explain that Native slaves in the fort were “the property of the 

women with whom their workmen live, and do not belong to men in their employee,” 

Slacum countered that “these women, who are said to be the owners of the slaves, are 

frequently bought themselves by the men with whom they live.” The transactions were 

actually dowries paid to Indigenous families, a common practice among Euro-Americans 

as well. Slacum also accused the HBC of exploiting “offspring half-breeds” to “save the 

company the expense of employing at least double the number of men that would 
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otherwise be required.” He argued that “as long as the Hudson Bay Company permit their 

servants to hold slaves, the institution of slavery will be perpetuated.” HBC officials had 

actually tried to hinder Native slavery, but it could not ban the practice within Indigenous 

communities. Slacum’s arguments was curious. Tying Northwest Coast slavery to 

African slavery in the American South certainly appealed to congressional abolitionists 

but arguing for Oregon annexation on such terms was also off-putting to southern 

Democrats.9   

His hyperbole nevertheless had a purpose, which was to persuade Americans to 

challenge the HBC and British for control of the jointly occupied Oregon Country. 

Slacum extolled the American settlers and Willamette landscape, explaining that “No 

language of mine can convey an adequate idea of the great benefit these worthy and most 

excellent men . . . have conferred upon this part of the country.” The Willamette Valley 

was “the finest grazing country in the world. Here there are no droughts, as on the 

Pampas of Buenas Aires, or the plains of California, whilst the lands abound with richer 

grasses, both in winter and summer.” Slacum equated Oregon with good men, good land, 

and “good market[s] at the Sandwich Islands, the Russian settlements at Norfolk sound, 

(Sitka), or in Peru.” All that was lacking “was an effort by our Government to protect the 

settlers and the trader, not from the hostility of the Indians, but from a much more 

formidable enemy”: the HBC. Slacum had already provided a loan and transportation for 

a group of Willamette settlers headed to California to acquire five hundred head of cattle. 

He proposed that Congress fund a lighthouse and dredge the mouth of the Columbia 

River to neutralize its treacherous bar.10  
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Forsyth and Slacum made explicit the geopolitical implications of the Columbia 

River and Puget Sound. Slacum warned that if “one side of the river is claimed with the 

same propriety, they might claim both sides” because the “Columbia River is absolutely 

necessary to the Hudson Bay Company.” The HBC would “make the most strenuous 

efforts to maintain free navigation.” He also emphasized the military significance of the 

Puget Sound. If the Sound was “in the hands of any foreign power, especially, Great 

Britain,” then twenty thousand Natives were only a two-day march from the Columbia. 

America “should never give up Pugitt’s sound, nor permit the free navigation of the 

Columbia.” On the eve of a large migration to Oregon Country and treaty negotiations 

with Britain over the jointly occupied territory, Slacum’s report served as a tocsin for 

expansionists.11  

Ironically, the Hudson Bay Company saw the situation much the same way. 

Although the American population remained small throughout the 1830s, the HBC 

regarded the Willamette colony as a potential threat for how it drew the attention of the 

US government. In 1838, James Douglas explained that the “Willamette Settlement is 

annually growing in importance, and threatens to exercise, in the course of time, a greater 

influence, than desirable over our affairs.” Lee’s mission was “the life and soul of the 

settlement.” Even worse, the settlers had ambitious plans. The “restless Americans are 

brooding over a thousand projects, for improving the navigation, building steam boats, 

erecting machinery and other schemes.” The HBC responded by securing their claims by 

improving land for agriculture and by actively impeding growth. The HBC tried to divert 

ex-employees to the more northern Cowlitz River rather than Champoeg. Company 

officers offered free land, built saw and grist mills, and considered importing a Catholic 
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Priest for the French-Canadians. They also bought all the potential products. In 1836, 

settlers produced one-thousand bushels of wheat. The company purchased this “to clear 

the market and leave nothing in store for casual visitors, a policy that ought not be 

neglected.” As with its fur trade policy, the HBC sought to stifle growth by controlling 

the export market.12 

As the Willamette colony grew, newcomers recognized the need for government. 

Settlers crafted a framework similar to other American territories. The government 

contained executive, legislative, and judicial branches, and it established the ways and 

means to fund roads, law enforcement, and militia. Settlers drew county boundaries and 

representation allotments. They passed colony laws. Important provisions included a 

“Bill on Land Claims” and “An act in regard to Slavery and free Negroes and Mulattoes.” 

The former enfranchised all free, adult males. Widows who made “permanent 

improvements upon a place with a Bonafide intention of occupying and holding the 

same” were eligible to claim 640 acres of land. Land claims were surveyed and filed with 

county clerks and adjudicated by a circuit court. The latter act prohibited “Slavery and 

involuntary servitude.” Baring local ambivalence about slavery, settlers also used the act 

to mandate that any person of African descent over the age of eighteen “shall remove 

from and leave the country within the term of two years.” In these and other measures, 

Oregon settlers established mechanisms for claiming land and limning its racial 

privileges.13 

As Americans firmed up their settlements, McLoughlin entered a period of 

personal and professional instability. Tensions with George Simpson and the G&C 

continued to escalate over the murder of John McLoughlin Jr., and the rapid invasion of 
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settlers. The chief factor had to balance his personal interests with those of the company, 

treading lightly in defending his claims to avoid antagonizing enemies. McLoughlin did 

not want to burn bridges within a settlement that had been his family’s home for two 

decades, especially as his future with the company was increasingly doubtful due to 

rumors of his forced retirement. Meanwhile, Simpson and the G&C were busy relocating 

company headquarters to the newly founded Fort Victoria. The negotiations that followed 

over company claims at Fort Vancouver would become an object lesson for the 

HBC/PSAC officials at Fort Nisqually.14 

As American settlers poured into the Willamette Valley, McLoughlin worked to 

define company lands. He made a personal claim to the area surrounding Willamette 

Falls. He surveyed and divided the land into parcels for what would become the future 

Oregon City. He planned to keep the area around the falls for mills and sell the rest to 

settlers. Between his personal claims and the HBC’s agricultural claims, McLoughlin 

tried to secure the most productive sites. What he could not do was occupy them. In 

1840, McLoughlin permitted Jason Lee to build a mission on the chief factor’s claim near 

the falls. He even loaned the missionaries lumber for the church. Three years later, 

however, Alfred Waller, cleared and improved the surrounding lands to claim the 

location. Waller then threatened to tie his dispute to the broader debate over the Oregon 

Country by asking the Supreme Court to assert jurisdiction over the land case. Waller, 

like many Willamette settlers, believed McLoughlin’s claim was invalid because he was 

a British subject and a representative for a foreign corporation who had never physically 

occupied the site. After several rounds of negotiation, McLoughlin purchased the lands 

back from the missionaries for an exorbitant amount. McLoughlin was walking on 
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eggshells, explaining he was “most anxious to do everything I can to promote a good 

feeling among the members of our little community.”15 

McLoughlin was not always accommodating. In February 1845, Henry 

Williamson built a small hut a couple hundred yards from the walls of Fort Vancouver. 

The next month the American hired a surveyor to mark out a square-mile claim on the 

fort’s agricultural fields. McLoughlin turned him away and warned that employees would 

promptly remove anything he build on those lands. He invoked authority under the joint-

occupation provision in the Treaty of 1818, but he did not act unilaterally. Instead, 

McLoughlin wrote to the newly formed Executive Committee of Oregon, an elected body 

of settlers, to state his case against Williamson. The committee agreed that Williamson 

had committed “a breach of the laws of the United States.” The members expressed 

regret “that unwarrantable liberties have been taken, by an American Citizen, upon the 

Hudson’s Bay Company’s premises” and thanked him “for the kind and candid manner in 

which you have treated this matter.” Williamson withdrew amidst pressure from the HBC 

and American settlers. Unlike at Oregon City, McLoughlin in this case could show 

tangible evidence of occupation. The HBC had been present for two decades. The 

episode illustrated that local goodwill was as important as a legal standing, and it set 

precedents for future disputes.16 

Despite McLoughlin’s overtures, many Willamette settlers despised the HBC’s 

regional dominance. In 1843, a group of resentful settlers sent a letter, known as The 

Shortess Petition, imploring Congress to “extend the laws and jurisdiction” of the United 

States to the Oregon Country. Their main complaint focused on McLoughlin’s efforts to 

stifle business. They claimed he had opposed “all interests of the Citizens & of the 
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Country” by refusing to sell cattle, undervaluing wheat crops, and undercutting lumber 

prices from a local sawmill. The petition fueled fiery speeches in the Senate by 

expansionists such as Thomas Benton, David Atchison, and future President James 

Buchanan. Benton denounced the Anglo-American Treaty of 1818, calling it “a blunder 

to admit a foreign power joint-occupation of our domain.” Following the path blazed by 

Slacum, Benton exaggerated the HBC’s tyranny as the “sole possessors of the country by 

killing, or having killed, four or five hundred of the American traders, and chasing the 

rest away.” Willamette settler and McLoughlin supporter Dr. Elijah White tried in vain to 

counter the petition, but James Polk’s “fifty-four forty or fight” movement was waxing 

and American settlers were beginning to invade the Salish Sea.17   

 

Tumwater to Newmarket 

In November 1845, thirty-one Americans traveled across the Cowlitz corridor to 

the southern tip of what they called the Puget Sound. George Washington Bush, a man of 

mixed African ancestry and considerable wealth, outfitted and financed the expedition of 

the five families, three related by marriage and all neighbors from Missouri. An 

acquaintance and fellow early settler, Ezra Meeker explained that Bush had “doubtless 

left Missouri because of the virulent prejudices against his race.” Bush had first visited 

the Oregon Country as a young man working for a French fur trader. He wanted to settle 

in the Rogue River Valley, but the provisional government’s law regarding people of 

African descent changed his plans. Bush confided to trail leader John Minto that he 

would “watch, when we got to Oregon, what usage was awarded to people of color.” If 

“he could not have a free man’s rights,” Bush would settle elsewhere, so when the group 
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arrived on the Columbia in late 1844, it sent Michael Simmons twice to the Puget Sound 

in search of alternative destinations.18    

The group overwintered near Fort Vancouver, developing a strong relationship 

with McLoughlin, and when they headed north the chief factor gave Simmons a letter to 

Dr. Tolmie extending them a line of credit and Tolmie’s “kind assistance and friendly 

offices.” The Bush-Simmons party desired fertile land to raise crops and livestock. 

Simmons also hoped to build a mill for the group. They chose the mouth of the Deschutes 

River, near the same location Francis Heron had tried to relocate Fort Nisqually in 

summer 1833. Fertile prairies overlooked an ideal mill stream that promptly flowed into 

an inlet on the sound, making accessible by ships at high tide. Proximity to Fort 

Nisqually also mattered. The post, the only local source of supplies and provisions, was 

within a day’s ride. Local Natives called the area Tumwater because of the din from falls, 

but Michael Simmons gave the settlement the aspirational name of Newmarket. With 

scant provisions and minimal agricultural equipment, the group then set to work.19  

Meanwhile, diplomats from the United States and Britain negotiated the lingering 

boundary issue. American expansionists hoped to draw the border at 54º 40’, or the 

southern border of modern Alaska. Many British officials backed the HBC’s preferred 

boundary along the Columbia River. Talks between Secretary of State James Buchanan 

and the Earl of Aberdeen Richard Pakenham dragged for two years. Tough talk masked a 

mutual unwillingness to escalate. The final agreement came on July 15th, 1846, and the 

Oregon Treaty anticlimactically extended the 49th parallel border to the Pacific excluding 

Vancouver Island. Provisions also allowed British navigation of the Columbia River and 
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protected the HBC/PSAC’s existing claims. The treaty assured protection for company 

claims, but Fort Nisqually was now in the United States.20    

The treaty untethered American settlement and uncertainty. Unofficial accounts of 

the agreement reached the Columbia Department via Hawaii in early November. 

Newcomers rushed north to scout locations. By early spring 1847, the Fort Nisqually 

clerk noted “Yankees arriving daily in good number to have ‘a look at the Country’” and 

“Americans plentiful about,” but there was considerable confusion about the treaty’s 

details. Conflicting rumors seeped into the Nisqually journal that the “boundary line 

[was] 46º instead of 49º.” The error was corrected the following week by messengers 

from Fort Vancouver, but the episode chastened HBC/PSAC officials to develop their 

responses carefully.21   

One option company officials in London considered was abandoning operations 

south of the new border. In the April 1847, the PSAC directors instructed Douglas “that 

stock, both sheep and cattle, be gradually removed from Pugets Sound to the southern 

end of Vancouver’s Island.” Douglas pushed back. He reminded the board that company 

assets would increase in value. The location held considerable potential, but it required 

patience and significant policy changes. He dismissed the early American settlers as the 

“very poorest class of farmers.” He assumed they would “soon be replaced by a wealthier 

class of people” who would “purchase as many sheep as the Company can afford to sell.” 

Douglas also expected the south Sound to become a strategic shipping hub. Americans 

who would “not venture to enter the Columbia River in the winter” would “most 

probably deliver mails at Nisqually as there is no other port on the coast accessible to 

shipping.” Nisqually landing was destined to become a major port, “attract settlers to 
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Pugets Sound,” and “rapidly enhance the value and importance of the Pugets Sound 

Company’s possessions.” Douglas’s endgame for company operations south of the border 

required the HBC to hold its position in anticipation of a probable buyout by the U.S. 

government.22 

The Indigenous groups and nature of Vancouver Island had the effect of 

reinforcing Douglas's scenario. The PSAC directors decided to survey Vancouver Island 

to gauge “the nature of soils, and its capabilities for tillage and pasture.” They needed to 

know what to expect if they had to transfer livestock and agricultural operations from 

Nisqually. Douglas painted a bleak picture. On the western coast “the character of the 

powerful Tribes of Indians . . . having no direct intercourse with the Company’s 

establishments and retaining all their natural ferocity of disposition would give 

incalculable annoyance to any party stationed near them.” Except around Fort Victoria, 

the eastern part of the island was “covered with an impenetrable forest of pines” and “a 

range of rugged mountains.” Once the directors realized that nowhere on the island could 

the PSAC operate “on an extensive scale,” they doubled down on Douglas’s plan.23 

Fort Nisqually was the only viable location, so it had to make its claims tangible 

and recognizable. McLoughlin’s disputes at Willamette Falls had taught everyone that 

paper claims alone were insufficient. Simpson ordered Tolmie to take “possession of as 

much of the Country as possible by securing locations in the names of the person 

belonging to the concern” and then transfer “the same over to the Puget Sound Co.” But 

any claim had to meet the Oregon Provincial Legislature’s “Bill of Land Claims” criteria. 

This included making “permanent improvements upon the place with the Bonafide 

intention of occupying and holding the same for himself.” Oregon law allowed 
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individuals to claim 640 acres, or one square mile of land. This gave the advantage to 

other settlers since the PSAC had only a couple hundred acres fenced, several livestock 

shelters and shepherd huts, and a handful of employee houses scattered across the plains 

at the time of the treaty. This fell far short of the PSAC’s 180,000-acre claim. Similar to 

what McLoughlin had done at Oregon City, company officers quickly staked personal 

claims on nearby lands. In April 1847, they surveyed regulation-sized claims and built 

structures to manifest their tenures. (See Map 5.1) Ironically, Americans, including Bush, 

Simmons, and Wallace, built most of the structures to protect company claims from their 

fellow countrymen.24 

The effect of these measures is murky. While many Americans scouted claims 

north of the Columbia, few committed to settling. Those that did migrate north included 

Olympia founders Edmund Sylvester and Levi Smith, and the large families of Charles 

Eaton and Thomas Chambers. Sylvester and Smith claimed land along the shore of Budd 

Inlet, just downstream from Newmarket. The Eaton and Chambers families established 

farms on the high prairies between the Deschutes and Nisqually Rivers. Michael 

Simmons and six others formed a partnership in 1847 to build a sawmill at Deschutes 

falls. When operating, the mill sold lumber to some nearby settlers, but its largest 

customer was HBC/PSAC. Like the Bush-Simmons party, recent arrivals also relied on 

the HBC for provisions and agricultural needs. Proximity to Fort Nisqually thus remained 

important when deciding where to settle. By mid-1847, the south Puget Sound was still 

the far periphery of US territory. Many settlements had already emerged, but Douglas 

was correct about early settlers. Most were of modest means and could only establish 

small, mostly subsistence operations that posed little threat or benefit to Fort Nisqually.25 
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Map 5.1. HBC Officers’ Fort Nisqually Claims, ca. 1847. Tolmie’s section included 
the fort structures, and the Sequalitchew ancestral lands that he had little operational 
control over. Source: HBCA B223/Z/5/247. 
 

The continued salience of Coast Salish geography also shaped Americans 

settlement. Early arrivals maintained good relationships with local Indigenous 

communities. Groups of Squalli-absch frequently returned to seasonal camps near the 

George Bush farmhouse. Their rapport “was one of understanding and friendship,” 
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according to Bush’s granddaughter. Levi Smith lived alongside a similarly seasonal 

Indigenous community near the tidelands of Budd Inlet, and he frequently traded with 

and hired his neighbors. Indigenous communities responded in kind, trading with and 

allowing Americans to settle in their territory.26 

Other Natives communities were less accommodating. In fall 1847, a recent 

American immigrant named Thomas Glascow scouted a settlement site on Whidbey 

Island, choosing a location near modern Ebey Landing. He returned to Newmarket for 

supplies and set out with his Indigenous wife and fellow American Antonio Rabbeson the 

next spring. As they travelled north through Hood Canal, they had little luck finding ideal 

spot. Rabbeson explained that they “explored every bay and inlet from the head of the 

canal to Port Townsend. Large numbers of Indians were found at every prominent point.” 

At Whidbey Island they encountered a dilemma much like what Archibald McDonald 

had faced when he established Fort Nisqually in 1833. Glascow had chosen his original 

location in October, when the local residents were likely at their salmon fisheries. When 

he returned in spring, many Coast Salish had also returned to nearby seasonal villages.27 

The circumstances surrounding Glascow and Rabbeson’s arrival also proved 

unfortunate. As the pair began to build a cabin, large numbers of Natives were also 

arriving on the island. Rabbeson “supposed at this time there were camped, within a 

radius of three miles, about eight thousand Indians.” He described the gathering as an 

“assembly representative [of] men from every tribe on the Sound.” The most vocal were 

from “the Snohomish, Clallam, and Duwamish tribes.” What was worse, the gathering 

seemed a prelude to violence. Snoqualmie leader Patkanim was building support to attack 

Fort Nisqually. Another leader wanted to expand the assault to Americans at Newmarket, 



 

 152 

but a headman from a community near the settlement vehemently opposed the plan. 

During the proceedings, Glascow wife warned them that the council had decided to kill 

the pair. The two quickly fled under cover of darkness, abandoning their supplies and 

returning to Newmarket. Settling on Whidbey Island or Hood Canal was not an option, 

but the larger implication was continued Indigenous hegemony across much of the 

region. Like the British before them, American settlers wished to impose a geography 

they called Puget Sound, but the Salish Sea was still controlled by Indigenous 

communities in the late 1840s.28 

Deteriorating relations among Interior groups also hindered American settlement. 

In fall 1847, amidst a vicious measles outbreak, Cayuses attacked Waiilatpu Mission near 

Walla Walla on the Columbia River, killing more than a dozen people including the 

missionaries Marcus and Narissa Whitman and holding several dozen captives for 

ransom. When word of the attack filtered eastward, Congress passed “An Act to Establish 

the Territorial Government of Oregon.” The provisional government had raised a militia 

for what historian Gray Whaley called a “retributive expedition to the Columbia Plateau.” 

Federal troops soon joined the conflict often called the “Cayuse War.” The gathering on 

Whidbey Island bared similar tensions west of the Cascades. Shortly after the mission 

attack, Tolmie built walls around the previously unfortified Fort Nisqually, stating it was 

a “precaution rendered necessary by the suspicious, and incipiently hostile feeling 

evinced towards Whites in general by the natives of Puget Sound.” In previous instances, 

hostilities derived from specific problems related to newcomers, especially measles, 

dysentery, and typhus that “during the last winter and spring . . . proved so fatal amongst 

them.”29 
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Settlement slowed north of the Columbia, but the decline was as much the result 

of California gold as waxing tensions among Indigenous groups. Many recent settlers, 

including McAllister, Sylvester, and Rabbeson alongside HBC employees like John 

McLeod, headed south to strike it rich as “gold excitement broke out.” Most found 

hardship. Referring to his expedition, Sylvester wrote that the “whole plains were 

covered with steam, it was so hot. It is a wonder that it did not kill the whole of us. 

Twenty one of us went up the Yueba and within a week Twenty of us were down with 

fever.” The venture was short lived. Most soon returned. “Our idea in going back,” 

Sylvester remarked, “was health; we would all have died there if we had not come 

North.” They “were a sorry looking set” with less in their wallets than when they set 

out.30 

The rush to California further damaged the HBC. Combined with the unfavorable 

treaty and the company’s northward retreat, the exodus exacerbated uncertainties among 

Fort Nisqually’s employees. In October 1849, Tolmie reported that “I am now seven 

white men short- and these the most useful.” He added that “all the head shepherds and 

cattleherds after refusing double pay . . . deserted the service and proceeded to 

California.” James Douglas did nothing to tamp down rumors of the company 

abandoning Fort Nisqually when he relocated the depot from Fort Vancouver to Fort 

Victoria. From England the PSAC board sent more contract farmers to farm company 

lands. These so-called bailiffs farmed independently, thereby lowering the company’s 

commitment and risk. Such changes made Fort Nisqually employees question the 

HBC/PSAC’s resolve, which distressed Tolmie, who preemptively requested that the 

PSAC directors grant him “the claim of land of 640 acres on which Fort Nisqually stands 
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as a requital for past services.” Tolmie framed the grant as “an encouragement to 

perseverance under the many difficulties I have now to contend,” but the obvious 

implication was that chief trader wanted compensation for his efforts if the company 

“disposed” of its claims.31 

From the perspective of American settlers, however, the HBC/PSAC could not 

fold fast enough. The fact that the population fell in the late 1840s, even temporarily, 

only heightened their anxiety and resentment. Basic staples to survive—food, clothing, 

and loans of agricultural equipment and livestock—continued to pour from the fort, but 

that was the extent of HBC/PSAC assistance. Sylvester complained that it had limited “us 

to our actual wants,” and if “we bought a shirt too often,” or “got our breeches torn we 

had to account for it, for fear we would be suspected of trading [surpluses] with the 

Indians.” “Game was plenty,” Rabbeson added, “but ammunition hard to get, as it was all 

in the hands of the Hudson's Bay Company and it, being opposed to Americans at that 

day settling north of the Columbia River threw every obstacle in their way to discourage 

settlement.” This was a fair assessment. Tolmie always thwarted local competition, but 

Fort Nisqually’s uncertain future combined with settlers’ growing antipathy were part of 

the context that shaped American and HBC responses to the Snoqualmie attack on Fort 

Nisqually and the killing of Leander Wallace.32 

 

Snoqualmie Trial at Fort Steilacoom 

The violent encounter between the HBC and a Snoqualmie party at Fort Nisqually 

in May 1849 drew the United States’ attention to the south Puget Sound. The conflicting 

interests of settlers, territorial officials, the HBC, and Indigenous groups finally collided. 
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Americans in the area hoped a federal presence would offer protections, create a 

transportation infrastructure, and eliminate the HBC’s economic stranglehold. This was, 

on the whole, an accurate prediction, but nothing was foreordained. Territorial officials 

used the episode to establish authority over Native communities and the HBC. The 

HBC/PSAC tried to buy time by downplaying the crisis while cooperating with territorial 

officials to solidify the company’s land claims. The Sequalitchew and Snoqualmie warily 

assessed the new authority, hoping they could find a beneficial alliance against rivals. 

Every group pursued a distinct agenda during the ensuing trial and its aftermath. Success 

varied, and the surprising outcomes shaped future relations. 

The brief conflict ending in Wallace’s death triggered a rapid American response. 

Within two hours Tolmie had sent a messenger with one letter for Fort Vancouver and 

another by American settler Michael Simmons for territorial officials in Oregon City. 

Tolmie relied on Ellicaca, a prominent Cowlitz leader and son of the late Scanewa, to 

deliver the messages. The choice ensured the messages would reach their destination and 

thus confirm the Cowlitz’s friendly disposition. Tolmie then put Fort Nisqually in 

lockdown. The employees, Sequalitchew residents, and Americans all retreated behind 

the walls. Employees assembled guns and ammunition in the fort’s bastions, but by the 

next day the Snoqualmie and Skokomish had vanished. Sequalitchew residents and 

settlers cautiously dispersed. Simmons requested more ammunition, and Tolmie 

acquiesced. Denying settlers the ability to defend themselves would have put the 

operation at odds with territorial officials even before they arrived.33 

Oregon authorities associated the Snoqualmie attack with the ongoing conflict 

east of the Cascades. Newly appointed territorial governor Joseph Lane warned Puget 
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Sound Native leaders “that any repetition of the like conduct will be visited promptly 

with their complete destruction.” He also reported the American war ship Massachusetts 

had just arrived on the Columbia River with 150 artillerymen. Six hundred more were 

marching west. Although the soldiers had been dispatched for the Cayuse war, Lane 

diverted seventy-five as security for the impending trial of Wallace’s murderers. Lane’s 

letter made clear the territorial government’s seriousness by deploying troops to 

discourage future attacks.34 

Indian Office sub-agent J.Q. Thornton arrived in August on a diplomatic mission 

ahead of the army. His aim was to offer “presents to the various Indian Chiefs of the 

Sound.” Indigenous groups from across the Salish Sea began to arrive at Fort Nisqually. 

Over two days, Thornton met with Lahalet and leaders from nearly a dozen communities, 

distributing blankets and baize to headmen in quantities reflecting their perceived 

importance. Thornton framed his visit as a goodwill gesture, but he “immediately 

proceeded to investigate the facts connected with the killing of Mr. Wallace.” He sent 

messengers to the “head chief of the Snoqualimick tribe,” advising “him to arrest the 

offenders” and, as “an inducement offered him eighty blankets as a reward.” This 

exceeded Thornton’s orders. Lane fumed that he had “said nothing about the murder of 

Wallace, nor did [he] intend that [Thornton] should interfere in the premises.” The 

governor called it “bad policy” to pay leaders for criminals. Lane worried it would only 

encourage them to “murder some American, [and] await the offering of a large reward for 

the apprehension of the murders.” He also feared it would “underrate our ability and 

inclination to chastise [them] by force,” which was “the only proper method for treating 

them for such offenses.” Lane was reviving a strategy first attempted by the HBC and 
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that plagued territorial officials throughout American colonization. At its core, the 

inclination toward force bared deep anxieties about US strength in the Pacific Northwest 

in 1849.35 

As Thornton blundered on, an advance team of soldiers arrived aboard the 

chartered barque Harpooner. Major John Samuel Hatheway and Captain Bennett Hill of 

the US 1st Artillery scouted a base of operations, choosing Steilacoom Creek because of 

its proximity to fresh water and supplies at Fort Nisqually, six miles to the south. The 

location had been a farm, but its PSAC bailiff Joseph Heath had recently died. The 

several existing structures became the basis of Fort Steilacoom. The officers hired a 

Skagit headman to explain local social geography. They then proceeded “to survey some 

of the river estuaries and harbors along the continental shore of Puget Sound.” The 

expedition “returned from their trip down the Sound not much satisfied as to [the] 

capability of finding a better site for a dock yard or a town” than Steilacoom Creek. As 

the summer waned, the Artillery’s forward party prepared for more soldiers and the 

pending trial.36 

Meanwhile, the HBC continued its balancing act of retaining control of treaty 

protected claims, maintaining relationships with incoming soldiers and officials, and 

capitalizing on opportunities. When Douglas heard about the impending arrival of 

soldiers, he instructed Tolmie to “submit to the demands of the United States authorities, 

and surrender into their hands any part of the Company’s lands required for public 

service.” Conversely, he was to secure “the Company’s right of future compensation by 

taking a certificate from the receiving officer.” This would document the company’s 

property claims. Tolmie charged the US government a hefty $600 annual rent for the 
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section (640 acres) that the army occupied at Fort Steilacoom. The rent signaled 

American acknowledgement of HBC/PSAC ownership, and it solidified the northern 

border of the company’s claim.37 

Douglas recognized the short and long-term benefits of an American fort. He 

thought “a military post near Nisqually . . . will in many respects be highly advantageous 

to the company’s interest by increasing the value of their property.” It would also furnish 

“a ready market for the stock and produce of their farms.” Looking forward the chief 

factor realized American settlement would likely surround the garrison. That demand 

would enable the HBC/PSAC to negotiate a higher price for its land in the anticipated 

government buyout. In the meantime, business would boom. Soldiers needed to eat, and 

the PSAC had several thousand cattle roaming the nearby plain—cattle that were largely 

untended due to recent labor shortages related to the gold rush. For the Americans, 

buying provisions locally would drastically cut the quartermaster’s expenses, and this 

arrangement was logistically simpler than shipping supplies from the Columbia. 

Thornton also purchased more than $400 in gifts and the eighty-blanket reward from the 

company store. Douglas’s plan to embrace American settlement while protecting 

company possessions paid immediate dividends.38 

Indigenous communities also saw advantages in cooperating with the American 

government. In September 1849, a large delegation of Snoqualmie and other Salish Sea 

groups gathered at Fort Steilacoom to claim the eighty-blanket reward for information on 

Wallace’s murder. Lahalet led a group from Sequalitchew, including Tolmie and another 

HBC clerk, “to be present at the making up of the business with the Snoqualmies.” After 

testimonies from those present at the incident, the Snoqualmie leaders brought forward 
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six men they deemed responsible for the killing. The blankets “were paid out to different 

chiefs” by the American officers. Historian Alexandra Harmon suggests the “Indians may 

have likened the exchange to their principle method of diffusing a serious conflict.” 

Continued cooperation held potential benefits to the Snoqualmie, possibly advantaging 

them over rivals, providing security, or creating a new pathway to wealth. Instead of 

resolution, however, the Americans demanded custody of the accused.39  

As the trial approached, the Americans and Snoqualmies held differing 

expectations for the proceedings. On September 30, Judge William Bryant arrived from 

Oregon City with a large entourage to prepare for the next day’s hearing. Governor Lane 

hoped justice would be swift. He made his agenda clear: “all outrages should be promptly 

punished; being well satisfied that there is no mode of treatment so appropriate as prompt 

and severe punishment for wrong doing.” To facilitate the trial the territorial assembly 

created a judicial district for the newly established Lewis County, north of the Columbia. 

It also arranged for jurors and lawyers. Territorial officials wanted to demonstrate state 

power to Indigenous residents and to assert US jurisdiction in the region. The trial of the 

six Snoqualmie men was thus as much about establishing procedures to administer justice 

as about determining the fate of Wallace’s murderers.40 

The planned trial was thus a rupture of longstanding Indigenous systems of justice 

in the Salish Sea. Snoqualmie procedures for settling disputes, as Harmon explains, 

“viewed homicides not as injuries to an abstract body politic, but as manifestations and 

disruptions of specific personal relationships.” The Snoqualmie expected to make 

reparations, thereby restoring and strengthening their ties with neighboring Americans. 

Testimony from the indictment placed five of the defendants at the melee. Judge Bryant 
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noted that “there was no evidence against [the sixth suspect], and all the witnesses swore 

they did not see him during the affray or attack on Fort Nesqually.” Assessing the 

identification of the accused, Bryant surmised “that he was a slave whom the guilty 

chiefs . . . expected to place in their stead, as a satisfaction for the American murdered.” 

This was standard procedure in the Salish Sea. Historian Josh Reid explains that 

“Northwest Coast societies, high-status individuals occasionally used slaves as proxies to 

pay for murders.” One defendant, Patkanim’s brother, was undoubtedly high ranking and 

might have brought the slave as compensation. From the Snoqualmies’ perspective, such 

an exchange should have rectified the dispute.41 

The first district court was called to order at Fort Steilacoom on October 1. The 

audience was enormous. Judge Bryant estimated “the whole tribe” of Snoqualmies were 

present along with “a vast gathering of the Indians from other tribes on the Sound.” Most 

HBC/PSAC employees and Americans settlers also attended, many to testify. A company 

of soldiers provided security. The trial itself was short. Four, including the slave, were 

acquitted, but the jury “found a verdict of ‘Guilty’ against two of the Indian prisoners,” 

one of whom was Patkanmin’s brother. The guilty “were sentenced to be hung” at four 

o’clock that afternoon. This was Lane’s show of force.42 

Bryant believed “the effect produced by this trial was salutary,” as all the 

Indigenous residents “were made to understand that our laws would punish them for 

every murder they committed, and that we would have no satisfaction short of all who 

acted in the murder of our citizens,” but the Snoqualmie’s held a very different 

interpretation of events. The families of the two executed men viewed the sentence not 

merely as unjust but reason for revenge. Historian Lisa Blee notes the “prompt hanging 
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by state authority did not fit within established Native legal practice and would have been 

seen as an act of aggression that gave the families . . . the responsibility of avenging their 

deaths.” Retribution was not long delayed. The following winter an American soldier 

went missing as a group of Snoqualmies, including family members of the executed men, 

camped near Fort Steilacoom. Tolmie later reported that the Snoqualmie had “made away 

with [the] soldier whose unaccountable disappearance was not at the time cleared up.” 

Nisqually historian Cecelia Carpenter argues the incident exemplified “the Indian way to 

square things up after a death.” Retribution had long been “either by the death of another 

or for the deceased person’s next of kin to receive a blood price.” Sequalitchew residents 

also blamed the Snoqualmie for the unexpected death of Lahalet the same winter. This 

made sense in the Salish Sea world. Lahalet had taken an active role in the investigation 

and apprehension of the executed men. His involvement thus made him a target for 

reprisal. To prevent similar vengeance, Tolmie preemptively paid blankets to the families 

to avoid retribution. Thus, rather than a decisive power shift, the trial and executions 

demonstrated that the era of “legal plurality” persisted even after the arrival of American 

soldiers and courts.43 

What American soldiers and courts did accomplish, however, was to further 

destabilize regional geopolitics. Maintaining a good relationship with the American fort 

on their property had clear benefits for the HBC/PSAC, including increasing their buyout 

value. The troops consumed beef surpluses, and their friendly disposition turned army 

officers into advocates before an ever more hostile territorial government. Conversely, 

American settlers thought they could use the newly established legal district and military 

presence to challenge the company’s land claims and economic influence. Several 
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newcomers bet the company would not risk straining its relationship with the American 

fort by directly confronting settlers who claimed company lands, and even if the military 

presence did not deter Fort Nisqually protests, many settlers assumed the district court 

would support American claims. Through it all, HBC/PSAC officials walked a fine line 

between defending their claims and creating new adversaries.44 

The first and boldest of the challenges to the company came from Thomas 

Chambers. English bailiff Joseph Heath had worked land on and surrounding the new 

American fort, but he died a month before the Snoqualmie attack. Heath had appointed 

his friend Chambers to serve as executor of his will. Tolmie and Chambers met in July to 

separate Heath’s and the company’s property and agree upon an assessment of Heath’s 

estate. The next month, American officers chose Heath’s farm for Fort Steilacoom. As 

executor during this transition, Chambers recognized the rapidly increasing value of the 

surrounding company lands because of their proximity to a military post, especially their 

potential for agricultural production and industrial development at an adjacent 

millstream.45 

At this point Chambers reconsidered his agreement with Tolmie. In fall 1849, 

Tolmie urged Chambers to complete the assessment of Heath’s personal property, which 

only required his signature on the final document. Chambers “declined proceeding 

further,” claimed that he had served as a justice of the peace during the Snoqualmie trial 

and thus had a conflict of interest in officiating “as a valuator on the part of the 

deceased.” Chambers recused himself, proposing to postpone settlement until the court of 

Lewis County convened. Tolmie disagreed, “partly doubting the sincerity, and unsatisfied 

with the validity of Chamber’s objection.” Chambers then “commenced making 
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improvements on the [PSAC] lands at Steilacoom where he proposes erecting a store and 

sawmill.” The Nisqually Chief Trader had planned to construct a new dairy on that land, 

but Chamber’s delay kept the project in limbo. Tolmie took the only recourse available, 

issuing Chambers a trespassing warning and “instituting legal proceedings against him” 

in Oregon City.46   

The growing American presence fueled debates about the HBC’s presence and 

offered opportunities for settlers such as Chambers to contest company hegemony. 

Territorial officials still seethed over the HBC’s persistent grip on the regional economy, 

which they attributed to the company’s perceived control of Indigenous residents. 

Unaware or unwilling to acknowledge the complex relationships that had developed over 

the previous quarter-century, Americans believed company officers maintained this 

influence through bribes and misinformation. The Snoqualmie trial furthered this 

narrative. In May 1850, Oregon Territory’s congressional delegate Samuel R. Thurston 

vented to the Interior Secretary Thomas Ewing that the HBC “make it their study to 

conciliate the Indians of the Territory of Oregon, and to prejudice them against our 

people and government.” His proof was the eighty-blanket reward that Indian subagent 

Thornton purchased at Fort Nisqually for the surrender of Wallace’s murder. He 

suggested company agents “made [Indigenous residents] believe those blankets were 

presents from the H.B. Coy. such is their constant effort.” Thurston’s intent was to 

enflame hostility toward the British conglomerate, which was constantly reinforced in the 

eastern press during the 1840s.47 

Thurston’s charges did not go unchallenged. Having learned from the experiences 

of Fort Vancouver, Tolmie understood the importance of maintaining public goodwill. 
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His main way to dispute the accusations was through the assistance of Steilacoom 

officers. He asked Ct. Bennett Hill, who actually distributed the blankets during the 

indictment hearing, “to favor [Tolmie] with a statement of what took place here in 

September 1849.” Asking to contradict a prominent politician likely put Hill in a difficult 

position, but he cut to the chase, insisting “I have not even heard rumor that any such 

representations were made to them as you were charged with in the letter to the Secretary 

of the Interior.” Tolmie’s only role had been to help “identify the guilty and to assist me 

as interpreter.” Hill’s eyewitness testimony had little impact upon the wave of contrary 

public perception, however.48 

 

As American settlers entering the Columbia Department, first in the Willamette 

Valley and later the Puget Sound, they further complicated the ever-evolving negotiations 

between HBC employees and Native communities concerning trade and resources. The 

newcomers had little initial impact on the regional economy or existing claims, but their 

mere presence did link the area to larger geopolitical contests between Britain and the 

United States. HBC officials dealt with Americans carefully, ensuring they had all the 

supplies necessary to establish operations. It even brokered relations between settlers and 

local Native leaders. The company’s greatest concern was that settlers would portray the 

HBC as hostile to Americans, confirming the sentiment of many US politicians that the 

company was a despotic monopoly. Despite the cooperation, American views had merit. 

The main reason why McLoughlin and Tolmie had maintained good relations with 

newcomers was their belief that the area’s poor infrastructure would doom such ventures. 
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All they needed was patience, and Nathaniel Wyeth and Jason Lee bore out the wisdom 

of this policy. But American settlers posed a more complicated problem. 

At Fort Nisqually, the HBC/PSAC paradoxically enabled and discouraged 

settlement in the Puget Sound. Company officials cautiously rationed supplies to 

struggling newcomers, undermining Americans’ ability to trade with Native residents. 

Like McLoughlin, Tolmie did not want the HBC/PSAC to be blamed for American 

failures, and his strategy worked until events drastically transformed regional dynamics. 

When Britain and the United States drew the border between the two nations at the 49th 

parallel in 1846, Fort Nisqually became American territory. The ensuing modest 

migration to the south Sound forced the HBC to solidify its claims.  

The preexisting Indigenous social and physical geography also continued to shape 

early American settlement. While the HBC occupied the most productive grazing lands, 

Native communities controlled many of the inlets near prospective millstreams. Their 

presence blocked potential settlements around the central Salish Sea. As Reid suggests, 

the newcomers “required larger spaces of safety and order for pioneer enterprises,” and 

not all Indigenous residents welcomed them. Newcomer fears were exacerbated by the 

murder of American missionaries at Willaiipu. It was every more difficult to ignore 

growing anti-Euroamerican sentiment among some groups, manifested most 

conspicuously west of the mountains by the murder of Leander Wallace at Fort 

Nisqually.49 

Territorial officials therefore used the murder to shift the balance of power in the 

Puget Sound. Preparations for the trial of the six accused Snoqualmie men significantly 

increased the American presence. Newly appointed Oregon governor Joseph Lane sent 
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Indian Subagent J.Q. Thornton to develop relationships with local Native groups. He 

deployed soldiers to create an impression of force. The forward officers established the 

first American military installation at Fort Steilacoom. Lane and the territorial 

government then asserted jurisdiction over the Puget Sound region, but the trial produced 

mixed results. The court convicted and executed two men, but it exposed the post to 

Native retribution and deepened the divide between the Snoqualmie and Sequalitchew. 

The military and court also emboldened Thomas Chambers and other Americans to 

challenge existing land claims. What they discovered, though, was the enduring influence 

of the HBC and Indigenous exchange networks. Efforts to challenge the preexisting order 

frequently failed. Newcomers implored federal and territorial officials to assist in 

marginalizing the Fort Nisqually and Native residents, but the rule of law often 

undermined American speculation. As American immigration increased, however, so did 

pressure on government officials to intervene.
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Chapter 6- Nisqually Networks and the Settler State 
 

 
 

“The history of colonial settlement in backcountry North America,” Lorenzo 

Veracini observes, “is characterized by a pattern of self-constituting local jurisdictions 

contesting the established claims of seaboard centres of power.” What followed was part 

of a global process that scholars call “settler colonialism” that took many forms around 

the globe. In its general outlines, Veracini’s model offers real insights. In the Oregon 

Country, for example, the very early years of America resettlement do conform. Having 

journeyed nearly two thousand miles by wagon trains, intrepid newcomers began to claim 

the Willamette Valley in self-conscious, if at times ambiguous, opposition to the 

monopolistic, London-based Hudson’s Bay Company. These Americans hoped that the 

United States would eventually incorporate them into a continental nation state, but in 

those first few years they were indeed pretty much on their own, albeit also with great 

dependence on the same hated HBC. By the end of that decade, however, the process of 

establishing sovereignty had grown far more complex and articulated. In no simple way 

was northward advance of settlement into the Puget Sound the same hyperlocalistic 

process Veracini outlines. The state did not impose itself later but was instead dragged, 

sometimes kicking and screaming, very early into the fray by the agency of newcomers 

such as Thomas Glascow. Nor were distant centers the only germane sovereigns.1 

On 2 November 1849, Glascow notified Fort Nisqually Chief Trader William 

Tolmie that he was claiming 640 acres from “Nisqually landing and running northward 

so as to inclose [sic] the Sequallitch Creek” to build a sawmill. Tolmie informed Glascow 
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that he was trespassing, and Glascow repeatedly ignored the warnings, assuming that the 

HBC was a moribund power and that an American court would eventually confirm his 

homestead. Instead, eight months later, a “bareheaded” Glascow “ran into the fort 

through the watergate, and after him a crowd of the beach Indians.” Glascow pleaded for 

protection because “the Indians had attempted to take his life.” Soon after, he abandoned 

his sawmill and left the area. For all his bluster, Glascow had the effect of confirming the 

resilience of HBC and Native sovereignty. A mere three years later, however, three more 

settlers would again claim the mouth of the Sequaltichew for a sawmill. Tolmie would 

again warn the group’s leader Levant Thompson that they were trespassing. By spring 

1854, though, the sawmill was operating. Examining why Thompson succeeded where 

Glascow failed reveals the rapid establishment of the colonial regime. Accelerating 

immigration—the agency of settlers—was central to the creation of Washington Territory 

and a rapidly changing economy, but it took the combined coercion of settlers and the 

state to disempower Fort Nisqually officials and Sequalitchew’s Indigenous residents.2 

The reconfiguration of regional sovereignty illustrates anthropologist Patrick 

Wolfe’s point that settler colonization “is a structure not an event.” The southern Puget 

Sound in the early 1850s offers a case study of how settler colonialism unfolded in place 

through what historian Margaret Jacobs describes as a “panopoly of practices . . . all 

designed to diminish the Indian population” and the HBC. The challenge of seeing these 

events through the prism of settler colonialism, though, is that this framework “tends to 

flatten out actual on-the-ground interactions.” Theory tends to obscure place-specific 

particularities. Sequalitchew Creek provides a good example of how colonial structures 

worked to marginalize an Indigenous community, but the specifics of that community at 
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that time also remind us that the contexts and contingencies of place and time still matter. 

As historian Paige Raibmon observers, settler “practices and Indian policy combined in a 

mutually sustaining dialectic to do the work of colonialism.” Settlers disregarded 

HBC/PSAC and Native claims to resources. They encroached on Sequalitchew and 

company lands believing neither had recourse to prevent it, and when settlers did 

encounter resistance, they backed their claims with intimidation and violence, particularly 

against Indigenous residents. The key to success, as Glascow’s failed venture illustrated, 

was the necessary backing of the state. The Thompson group’s success turned on the 

ability of Washington Territory officials to enforce an economic, legal, social, and 

cultural regime that intentionally isolated non-Americans. It was ultimately the dual 

forces of settler practices and territorial policies that dispossessed and marginalized the 

influence of pre-existing social networks. It took settler agency and state power to 

transform the Salish Sea into the Puget Sound.3 

Yet the process was neither linear nor complete. Colonization unfolded locally 

through tangible competitions for land and resources, and distantly through abstract Euro-

American processes to make claims “legible,” to use anthropologist James Scott’s term, 

to distant governments. It took the local and the global to discipline people and places 

into recognizable and traceable geographies. Settlers could battle for land all they wanted, 

but stabilizing those claims was the “central problem in statecraft.” Through surveys, 

courts, and deeds, the state converted “exceptionally complex, illegible, and local social 

practices” into “a standard grid whereby it could be recorded and monitored.” This 

applied equally to the HBC/PSAC, American settlers, Sequalitchew residents, and 

territorial officials. All scrambled to survey and secure land, even if official 
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representations did not accurately represent conditions on the ground. The resulting 

maps, nevertheless, “when allied with state power, would enable much of the reality they 

depicted to be remade.” In the emerging Puget Sound geography, the HBC/PSAC needed 

governmental recognition of their lands and assets to leverage a buyout. Settlers needed 

to secure titles under the Donation Land Act. Territorial officials needed Natives and the 

company to relinquish their claims to solidify American sovereignty. Indigenous 

communities very simply needed safe spaces. American hegemony can seem relentless, 

but when territorial officials pushed too hard, they encountered formidable resistance, the 

sort that altered history. Native leaders challenged Territorial Governor Isaac Stevens’s 

prescribed treaties through protest and violence. The state responded with demonstrations 

of military might and judicial sovereignty, yet ultimate resolutions were as much a 

product of negotiation as force, and the settler colonial state was more mediated, and its 

hegemony more circumscribed, than theory alone can explain.4 

 

A Sawmill on the Sequalitchew 

On a March evening in 1850, two Americans soldiers stole away from Fort 

Steilacoom, paddling a canoe toward Whidbey Island. They were deserting and planning 

to escape on the HBC supply ship, Cadboro. The soldiers knew that once they were 

reported missing, American officers would search the vessel before its departure to Fort 

Victoria. They therefore had to get ahead of the ship and sneak aboard when it anchored 

the first night out. Once aboard, the two bribed crew members to hide them. The ship’s 

captain only discovered the pair after anchoring at Victoria, outside US territory. In no 

mood to antagonize the Americans, HBC Chief Factor James Douglas quickly notified 
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US Army Captain Benjamin Hill. Comity seemed affirmed, but then newly appointed 

British governor Richard Blanshard refused to extradite the two soldiers. Keen to 

demonstrate his authority both to American officials and, more importantly, to Douglas, 

Blanshard’s decision introduced tensions into the previously cordial relations between 

Fort Nisqually and Fort Steilacoom.5 

The deserters and the HBC vessel were actually part of a broader set of tensions at 

the heart of the Americans’ struggle to establish political and economic sovereignty. As 

the impasse with Blanshard smoldered, an American ship arrived from San Francisco 

with “a speculation of goods for Newmarket.” The California market was currently 

overstocked with provisions that could be “purchased in San Francisco [and] sold in 

Oregon for renumerative prices.” The ship took on timber for sale in California or 

Hawaii. This was the second American vessel to visit the South Sound that year. The first 

was the Orbit, a local ship that several Newmarket settlers had purchased for similar 

purposes. American ventures to California faced two obstacles, both due to local 

competition. First, the HBC had also deployed a ship, the Sacramento, to haul timber to a 

San Francisco market that was already saturated, further depressing prices. Second, the 

HBC could still undersell local merchants by shipping its goods directly from Fort 

Victoria to Fort Nisqually. Since the Puget Sound did not have a US custom house, the 

HBC goods never had to land at an American port, meaning the company did not pay 

import duties and thus could charge lower prices. Put another way, at the mid-point of the 

nineteenth century, laissez faire prevailed on the Puget Sound, and this was a problem 

that territorial officials vowed to end by retrieving deserters and eliminating market 

freedom.6 
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As the Cadboro returned to Fort Nisqually from Fort Victoria in mid-April, an 

express letter arrived from Fort Vancouver warning that Americans intended to seize the 

vessel. Tolmie immediately departed for Fort Steilacoom, but on the way he met Lt. 

Dement with a contingent of soldiers coming to take possession of ship. The army officer 

had orders to detain the Cadboro and the contents of the company store until Eben Dorr, 

the newly appointed Deputy Inspector of Customs for the Puget Sound, could bring a 

case before the territorial circuit court for violating territorial revenue laws. Tolmie 

insisted the seizure violated the “rights and privileges secured to us by the Oregon 

boundary treaty,” but the soldiers ignored him. Negotiations would drag out nearly two 

months. The Cadboro idled and the fort’s trade goods remained under lock and key as 

Dorr analyzed past invoices. Two months later the HBC/PSAC was told that it owed 

more than $3000 in back taxes. In a sign of how quickly power had shifted, the company 

simply paid the tariff and regained its property.7  

The seizures seemed extreme, but it served several purposes. Taxing inexpensive 

HBC goods and delaying the company’s supply ship aided local American interests while 

asserting territorial authority. A week later Tolmie increased the price of trading blankets 

from $11 to $12. While the Cadboro and the warehouse were in American possession, 

the company’s “business as merchants and Indian traders [was] at a stand” while 

American ships prospered. The seizure also aided American Indian policy. Indigenous 

residents’ trading options narrowed, and they could not be paid for labor until the 

company ship was released. The Cadboro’s detention reverberated across the entire 

Columbia Department. Several HBC outposts all along the British and Russian coasts 

went without regular deliveries from the ship. The main motive for confiscation, 
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however, was to assert US territorial authority. The British governor’s refusal to return 

the American deserters, Douglas explained, exacerbated “a feeling of disfavor of the 

Company,” creating an “eagerness to obtain a conviction” in the Cadboro case and 

“further trammel and derange [company] business.” Douglas called the incident “an 

unnecessary exertion of power” that could “lead to national questions of an unpleasant 

character,” but this was impotent griping. The seizures manifested a significant increase 

in American power at the expense of the HBC and Indigenous peoples, and it was only 

the beginning.8 

Thomas Glascow’s encroachment on Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually claims ran 

concurrently with these events. Tolmie acted decisively to ward off Glascow’s plan for a 

sawmill at the stream’s mouth, immediately issuing verbal and written trespass warnings 

in the presence of American and HBC witnesses. He insisted the land was secured by the 

Oregon Treaty. Glascow replied that the claim was void because the company had not 

developed its lands. Tolmie next turned to his friend and frequent collaborator Ct. 

Benjamin Hill. Their relationship had been strained by Blanchard’s refusal to extradite, 

and Oregon governor Joseph Lane returned the favor by ignoring the HBC/PSAC’s 

complaint. Tolmie seemed eclipsed, but the Americans were about to overreach. Upon 

confiscating the Cadboro and beach warehouse, Dorr hired Glascow as a customs agent 

to regulate the company’s access to goods and supplies. The man challenging Tolmie 

literally held the keys to company profits, but he had no such leverage over Sequalitchew 

residents. 9  

After his failed homestead at Whidbey Island, Glascow had moved to the 

Nisqually plains, married a Squalli-absch woman, and labored for the company. His 
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kinship ties to the Sequalitchew community gave him certain privileges, but not as much 

as he hoped. Nisqually clerk Edward Huggins recorded that “when Glascow got ready to 

erect a sawmill at the [creek’s] mouth he found the Indians in his way.” In addition to 

disrupting their fishery, the proposed sawmill was on or near the community burial 

grounds. Huggins explained that in the process of clearing land, “Glascow disturbed 

some of [the] Indian tombs, or did not treat them with the respect . . . usually paid.” 

When challenged by a Native man with ties to Sequalitchew, Glascow “knocked him 

down, savagely kicked him in the ribs, and altogether treated him so unmercifully that he 

never recovered.” This was when community members chased Glascow into the fort. A 

Sequalitchew resident and relative of the deceased accused Glascow of murder, claiming 

he “had not only killed a harmless tillicum, but stolen and locked up all of Dr. Tolmie’s 

goods.” The statement highlighted the expansive implications of the American 

confiscation. Huggins urged Glascow “to make up with the Indians by payment,” but 

Glascow instead fled the area. Huggins noted that “only the fact of his having married a 

Nisqually Indian woman” had “saved him from their vengeance,” at least for the time 

being. The HBC’s power might have been diminished, but the Sequalitchew community 

retained its sovereignty and alliance with Fort Nisqually.10 

Despite being briefly outmaneuvered by Glascow, the HBC remained an 

economic power north of the Columbia River because of its relationships with Indigenous 

communities and, ironically, because of American ventures. California’s burgeoning 

markets fueled demands on Puget Sound forests. By the early 1850s, American ships 

were hauling timber to San Francisco for urban construction and mining operations. 

Those ships also needed provisions, which they got at Fort Nisqually, and labor to cut 
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and load the logs, which Indigenous residents provided for high wages. Huggins noted 

“Indians had plenty of money . . . from ships coming to the Sound to load piles for use in 

California in building wharves,” and that all the “Indians residing between Port 

Townsend and Olympia traded exclusively” at Fort Nisqually. In March 1851, Tolmie 

boasted that “Cash sales have been pretty brisk here of late and we, I believe, get nearly 

all the money put into circulation.” Fort Nisqually and the Sequalitchew community 

already controlled the local fur trade and agricultural production. Now they were 

attracting new streams of American wealth just entering the region.11 

This helps to explain American anxieties about the company and Natives, but the 

advantages hinged on a demographic context that was rapidly changing. As Americans 

continued to arrive, they increasingly invaded HBC/PSAC lands. Tolmie explained that 

“claim seekers, many of whom know little of the treaty stipulations,” treated the 

Provincial government’s Organic Law “as the Alpha and Omega of legislation on land 

claims.” Territorial ordinances and the Donation Land Act of 1850 enabled settlers to 

claim 640 acres of land per married couple. Less clear, at least for the settlers, were the 

parameters of the HBC/PSAC’s treaty-secured lands. The Oregon Treaty of 1846 

contained the rather ambiguous provision that the “farm lands and other property of every 

description belonging to the Puget’s Sound Agricultural Company on the north side of 

the Columbia River, shall be confirmed to said company.” Tolmie tried to clarify the 

provision by paying a Lewis County land claim tax on 144 square miles in summer 1850. 

He believed this would confirm company lands in the new American territory. Both their 

scale and vague specificity, however, undermined their legitimacy in the minds of 

settlers.12 
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Some “squatters” had no idea that the Oregon Treaty of 1846 had sanctioned the 

company’s possessions, but others such as Thomas Chambers and Thomas Glascow 

demurred on what qualified as a claim. The company’s negotiated and co-occupied land, 

a twelve by twelve-mile island of grassland in a dense forest, was coveted by ex-

employees and American agriculturalists. Moreover, except for the occasional satellite 

farm or shepherd’s hut, the company had few tangible markers of occupation. Recent 

settlers believed “the company’s claim would be restricted to only the few acres of land 

they had inclosed [sic] by fences” at Fort Nisqually, and the “dozen other sheep and cattle 

stations” on the Nisqually plains. Organized opposition to the company’s claims emerged 

at a meeting in February 1852. Chambers argued “emphatically about the necessity of the 

abrogation of the treaty, and he spoke as if there was nothing at all binding.” Others 

proposed “confining the Company within the limits of one square mile & destroying all 

the cattle” beyond that space. The group “laughed at the idea of government binding 

posterity to honor agreements, or treaties” that inflicted “great hardship upon their own 

people.” The treaty seemed in peril.13 

Fort Nisqually officials responded by warding off dozens of settlers from 

HBC/PSAC lands. Tolmie consulted American lawyer Amory Holbrook “whether a 

decision could be obtained” in the Oregon courts favoring the company. Holbrook replied 

that the HBC/PSAC had a strong case as they only needed “to prove an occupation . . . 

prior to the date of the treaty.” In spring 1851 Tolmie tested this theory by contesting an 

obvious instance of trespassing. Charles Wren, an ex-HBC employee and notably not an 

American, had staked a claim on several of the company’s most productive potato crops. 

Tolmie assembled written accounts and witnesses to document company possession since 
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the early 1840s. The case seemed cut and dry, but Holbrook explained that in “Lewis 

County it may be difficult to enforce your rights, for want of proper and sufficient 

offices” until “after the elections in June next.” Holbrook advised that “preliminary to 

any legal proceedings, to give these men notice to quit in writing.” Tolmie responded by 

issuing trespass notices to settlers while waiting on the courts.14 

The HBC/PSAC also altered its procedures at Fort Nisqually. Squatters had 

threatened employees and cost the company significant expenses. Tolmie reported that 

they “intimidate our Indian herders from pasturing sheep on their so-called claims.” 

Cattle were slaughtered, and in one case the fort’s “most valuable stud horse was 

wantonly shot.” The Americans also tried “to keep the cattle wild by driving them away 

with dogs,” forcing employees to spend extra time and energy in roundups. The 

HBC/PSAC responded by exporting more than two thousand head to Fort Victoria by 

1852. It also fenced more land to demonstrate occupation. Tolmie explained to the PSAC 

Directors that “expenses in Indian labor have been greater than usual in 1851 owing to 

the quantity of land then enclosed and the swampland brought into cultivation.” The 

company also employed deception. When Tolmie vented to Douglas that he was unable 

to keep settlers from the mouth of the Sequalitchew, Douglas ordered him to move timber 

“so as to give the public the impression that we intend to build on the spot,” even though 

neither PSAC officials or the Sequalitchew had given them approval to do so. Each tactic 

kept some settlers at bay, but they were only temporary solutions.15 

When territorial court convened in summer 1851, the company chose not to 

pursue its case. Tolmie confessed to Holbrook in May that “I am yet doubtful as to how a 

jury composed probably of the friends and neighbors of the squatters might view the 
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matter.” A loss would set a precedent for future settlement, and he feared that an 

“impression has gone abroad, that the Oregon law courts are incompetent to decide as to 

the extent of the Company’s lands, and while this opinion holds, squatters conceive that 

they may encroach with impunity.” Holbrook shared Tolmie’s cynicism, agreeing that it 

was “hardly worth the trouble at present to commence legal proceedings.” The “present 

state of feeling in your county,” he noted, had produced “a greater risk than advisable.” 

Believing that Oregon Surveyor General John Preston would soon arrive and be more 

objective than a local jury regarding the company’s claim, Douglas agreed with Holbrook 

to practice patience. He informed the PSAC Directors that he would not pursue legal 

action because “Law proceedings being equally expensive and unsatisfactory in a country 

where the authenticity of the laws is imperfectly established and its decisions cannot be 

enforced.” The surveyor general only made it as far as Cowlitz that summer, though, so 

nothing was resolved.16 

The battle for legibility on the Nisqually plains only deepened in fall 1851. 

Huggins saw that American settlers “had their claims surveyed by anyone then in the 

county claiming to be a land surveyor, and the record of their claims were non-officially 

received by the government land register at Olympia.” The “squatters” believed the 

company would be limited to land they had enclosed, or that the United States would 

soon purchase the company assets. Either way they wanted to preempt other claimants. 

Tolmie likewise tried to limn the boundaries of company property. He documented 

improvements and collected sworn testimonies to verify occupation “for their legitimate 

purposes and pursuits.” Unlike squatters, Tolmie paid for a professional survey. A “party 

of squatters on the lands claimed by the P.S.Co” at first blocked the crew. An “armed 
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mob” consisting of Americans and ex-HBC employees made “loud threats of what they 

would do, if we continued the works.” Tolmie temporarily postponed the operation, but 

two weeks later the surveyors completed their task unhindered (see Map 6.1). Tolmie 

believed the map would persuade territorial authorities and settlers to honor company 

claims, but he did not realize how entwined were Oregon officials’ and settlers’ 

interests.17 

On November 28th, 1851, American officials seized two more HBC ships. A new 

Collector of Customs had arrived just two weeks earlier, eager to enforce U.S. policies, 

Simpson Moses and his brother Abraham Benton Moses detained the brig Mary Dare and 

steamship Beaver on minor technicalities. They confiscated the brig because a barrel of 

sugar did not meet the minimum allowed weight for importation. The steamer was held 

because the manifest incorrectly claimed it arrived under ballast. Moses later added more 

charges, including disembarking passengers before landing at customs and possession of 

unregistered trade goods. The HBC/PSAC protested that there was “no positive reason 

for [their] detention,” that the actions were “scandalous.” Douglas called the seizures a 

“most serious affair” that “put the business at a serious loss.” Once again, the HBC had to 

pay small fine to regain its ships, again after two months of legal maneuvering, but some 

issues remained unresolved.18 

In February 1852, Moses ordered Nisqually customs agent William Miller to 

again lock the company warehouse on Sequalitchew Creek. This time a recent ship’s 

inventory had claimed a dozen scythes when it in fact had three dozen. Tolmie, upon 

consulting the company lawyer, argued that Miller only had the right to seize the scythes 

in question not the whole warehouse, which contained all the company’s trade goods.  
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Map 6.1. Puget Sound Agricultural Company claims, 1852. Source: DuPont Historical  
Museum. 

 

Douglas called Moses’s actions “vigorous in the extreme” but conceded “that our own 

proceeding have not been so prudent” and “have furnished the pretext of which he is now 

making so unmerciful a use.” Although Tolmie was not at fault for the ship’s errant 

manifest, Douglas counseled him to follow the American laws meticulously because “Mr. 

Moses appears determined to make the most of them.” While the confiscations and 

boundary testing ensued, the US warship Vincennes conveniently anchored off 

Sequalitchew. The aggressive moves, similar to the Cadboro’s detention, underscored the 

stakes of territorial control and the HBC/PSAC’s economic future.19 
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Yet despite the fierce competition for land and markets, the company retained 

amicable relations with newcomers. They had little choice. With an eye on the endgame 

of a US buyout of company assets south of the 49th parallel, Douglas urged Tolmie to 

defend the company’s treaty-protected claim yet maintain its standing with territorial 

officials and settlers. American reliance on company shipping, sundries, and livestock 

helped matters. In the middle of the ship seizure ordeal, for example, an American ship 

wrecked off Haida Gwai. Tolmie coordinated with Moses, the man who had confined his 

ship to port, with $1800’s worth of provisions on credit for the rescue ships. The 

HBC/PSAC also sold supplies to the anchored warship Vincennes. Similarly, even 

settlers who contested the HBC/PSAC land claims, including Thomas Chambers, 

Lafayette Balch, and Charles Wren, frequently bought livestock and supplies from Fort 

Nisqually. Even in the depth of quarrels, cordial business relations continued. This was 

not the case with Indigenous residents.20 

Although newcomers still relied on Native labor, territorial officials continued to 

sever Indigenous communities’ ties with the company. The undocumented goods in the 

seizure of the HBC’s Mary Dare and Beaver included more than three hundred pounds of 

tobacco for gifts, trade, and payment to Native workers. Tobacco remained important in 

the redistributive prestige economy of the Coast Salish. After the ships were released, all 

unregistered trade items were returned to the company except the tobacco, which was 

held until the company arranged to export it. To avoid customs interference Natives 

groups instead had to travel to Victoria to collect their pay. Territorial officials also 

undermined HBC ties by urging settlers and merchants to pay for labor with “those useful 

articles which the Indians need and not in cash” that ultimately ended up at the Fort 
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Nisqually store. James Douglas insisted “the high handed proceedings of the American 

authorities at Nisqually had not impaired our influence with the Natives, who, on the 

contrary continue to express the utmost sympathy in our misfortunes and to serve the 

Company with unwonted fidelity,” but the tactics did disrupt local economies.21 

American measures only grew more aggressive as immigration increased. The 

number of settlers north of the Columbia River more than doubled from 1852 to 1853, 

and bureaucratic infrastructures expanded accordingly. Boosters hailed the boundless 

opportunities of the Puget Sound, but many residents felt neglected by the distant 

government in Oregon City. Editorials in the Olympia newspaper complained that 

territorial officials were slow to create district courts, a proposed public education land 

grant was more than 100 miles from the Sound, and the district north of the Columbia 

was underrepresented in the territorial legislature. The editor demanded “A LEGAL 

DIVORCE FROM THE SOUTH.” The region required its own “territory north of the 

Columbia, with full power to legislate for ourselves, and be entitled to all the rights and 

privileges which such separation may guarantee.” Many American residents agreed.22 

Puget Sound leaders took action in October 1852 by holding a meeting at the 

Lewis County courthouse and adopting a resolution to convene “delegates from the 

difference precincts and settlements of Northern Oregon” to petition Congress for a 

separate territory north of the Columbia. The next month forty representatives 

“assembled for the purpose of memorializing Congress for an early division of this 

Territory.” A nine-point memorial set “forth the grievances which the citizens of 

Northern Oregon are now suffering.” It focused mainly Oregon’s unwieldy size and 

diverse economies, lamenting the south’s advantage in population and representation. 
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More positively, the petitioners anticipated rapid growth and argued that a “‘Territory of 

Columbia’ presents natural resources capable of supporting a population at least as large 

as that of any state in the union.” The northern part of Oregon Territory held great 

potential, but it needed its own infrastructure funding separate from that appropriated to 

the southern territory.23 

Oregon officials did not oppose a territorial division. Oregon’s congressional 

delegate and ex-governor Joseph Lane was actually instrumental in the process. Historian 

William Lang notes that Lane “saw slicing off Northern Oregon as a benefit for Oregon 

achieving statehood.” Congress wasted little time. Democrats’ only objection was the 

proposed name. On 2 March 1853, Congress passed “An Act to establish the Territorial 

Government of Washington,” and newly-elected President Franklin Pierce appointed his 

ardent campaign supporter Isaac Stevens as territorial governor and Superintendent of 

Indian Affairs. On his way west, Stevens would also oversee a survey to map a possible 

northern transcontinental railroad routes to the Pacific.24 

Having succeeded in separating from Oregon, Washington Territory newspapers 

kept up their attacks against the monopolistic HBC. The Columbian editors published 

grievances by a “Free Settler” from Vancouver Island in fall 1852 and winter 1853, often 

in the same issues that American residents decried the abuses of Oregon territorial 

officials. The first letter complained about exorbitant land prices near Victoria, 

supposedly subsidized roads and bridges that were “secured with bolts and bars, to rust in 

the coffers of the Hudson’s Bay Company.” The writer also vented about restrictions of 

trade and conflicts of interest. He claimed the HBC “officers residing at [trading posts] 

have received orders” that they should strive “to keep merchants from entering the ports 
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and rivers” to stifle competition. “Free Settler” focused on Vancouver Island but drew 

similarities with Fort Nisqually. The Columbian editors noted that the story was about 

“the Chief Factor of the Hudson Bay Company there, and without in any manner 

implicating, prejudicially, that company’s agents elsewhere,” but readers nevertheless 

drew local parallels.25 

When Isaac Stevens arrived in Washington Territory in late 1853, he escalated the 

effort to limit the political and economic influence of the HBC and Indigenous 

communities. Director of the Bureau of Indian Affairs George Manypenny warned 

Stevens that the HBC “has so long wielded an undue influence over all Indians within 

their reach,” that “under no circumstances should the company be permitted to have 

trading establishments with the limits of our territory.”26 When Tolmie met Stevens at 

Fort Steilacoom, he hoped the governor would expeditiously “purchase the Company’s 

possessions in Washington Territory.” Stevens had different priorities. He assured Tolmie 

the HBC/PSAC “possessory rights” were “to be construed strictly” to lands under 

“cultivation and pasturage regularly and continuously,” but he would not include lands 

upon which “the mere random rovings of wild cattle, or the changing of flocks from one 

prairie to another.” “Nothing in the Treaty,” Stevens added, “secured to the Hudson’s 

Bay Company the right to trade with the Indians.” Tolmie should “therefore immediately 

cease.” Stevens made it clear the company was subject to the authority of Washington 

Territory.27 

Tolmie replied with a blistering letter of protest. He railed against the governor 

depriving “the Hudson’s Bay Co. of the right of trading with Indians.” He underscored 

the treaty article guaranteeing the HBC/PSAC “all the rights they possessed at the date of 
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the Treaty,” pointedly noting that “no such exception was then made” restricting trade 

and that it was “improbable” that “the framers of the Treaty ever contemplated denying 

the Company on the most important rights it possessed.” He also disputed Stevens’ views 

of HBC/PSAC lands claims, accusing him of “frittering away the very ample rights 

secured to said Company by the Treaty of 1846” and of abetting the “sundry 

encroachments on the Company’s rights by American citizens” whose “evils thence 

arising are manifold,” most pressingly the “trespassing on the Company’s lands.”28 

Tolmie seemed most concerned with defending the company’s possessions and 

rights, but PSAC and territorial officials were mainly interested in positioning themselves 

for a buyout. When Tolmie confronted Stevens, he found the governor “more desirous to 

know the valuation put on its possessions by the Puget Sound Co. than to cavil at the 

extent of land claimed.” Stevens’ response served as an opening bid. Tolmie passed all 

correspondences up the company ladder to George Simpson, who penned a strongly 

worded letter to Stevens defending the HBC/PSAC’s treaty-protected claims and 

threatening an international incident if the governor restricted company rights. He 

concluded, “I see no way in which such may be so conveniently effected as by the 

purchase and consequent extinction of the British rights by the United States.” 

Simultaneously threatening and negotiating, the HBC invited a buyout. The fate of Fort 

Nisqually transitioned rapidly from a local dispute into the realm of global geopolitics.29 

Throughout this imperial standoff, Indigenous residents also experienced ever 

more coercion and physical violence. Glascow’s murder of the Sequaltichew man in 1850 

was not an isolated incident, and his evasion of legal consequence was becoming the 

norm. In spring 1854, a man named Tsus-sy-uch was murdered outside Olympia. The 
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case garnered wide attention. The Tsimshian headman and about twenty kinsmen had 

been drawn to the area by local demands for labor, but Tsus-sy-uch also had kinship and 

friendship ties with HBC employees at Fort Nisqually. The northern group camped at 

Sequalitchew for several weeks before taking work with John Butler, a local ship captain. 

Butler’s overseer, James Burt had hired the Tsimshians to clear land for cultivation. 

When they finished, Tsus-sy-uch demanded payment, but Burt refused to pay the agreed 

price. When the headman protested, Burt shot him in the chest and fled, leaving the 

Tsimshians to bury their leader near the Sequalitchew village.30 

The northern group waited for territorial officials to bring charges against Tsus-

sy-uch’s murderer. Tolmie went to Olympia to pursue the case, but the prosecutor refused 

to press charges “because Thurston county had no jail, and it would be an expense to the 

county to retain [them] in custody.” Tolmie then urged Governor Stevens to compel 

Butler and Burt to compensate the headman’s grieving kin, but Stevens “would not for a 

moment consider” the request. HBC clerk Edward Huggins later noted that “an Indian’s 

testimony would not be taken in those days against a white man.” In its inaugural session, 

the legislature codified this proscription in “An ACT to regulate the Practice and 

Pleadings in Prosecutions for Crimes.” Section 95 stipulated “Indians shall be competent 

witnesses in any prosecutions in which an Indian may be a defendant,” but an “Indian” 

(itself undefined) could not, by implication, testify against a non-Native defendant. By 

the time the bill passed, the Sequalitchew community was fully aware of the disparities in 

the territorial legal system and that Americans could act violently with impunity.31 

American newcomers also sought to segregate Native residents. In April 1853, 

The Columbian promoted a flyer posted around town for “the removal of the Indians 
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living on the townsite of Olympia” on the pretext that this would prevent spread of “a 

contagious disease, produced by the filth which is carried about their clothing and 

person.” Nisqually accounts later attributed deteriorating relations to the decline of 

marriages between Natives and Americans. Early unions had mutual benefits by 

facilitating exchange and negotiation. The marriages also enabled settlers to claim twice 

as much land under the Donation Land Act, but intermarriage’s utility diminished as 

newcomer communities grew. Shortly after Thomas Glascow resettled near Olympia, he 

abandoned his Squalli-absch wife and child to marry an American. Eventually, the 

territorial legislature tried to void intermarriages, further narrowing avenues of 

diplomacy.32 

Disease also destabilized relations. Smallpox returned in 1853. Anthropologist 

Robert Boyd traces the outbreak’s origins to American ships from California. From 

Shoalwater Bay, the epidemic travelled up the Columbia River and over the Cascades 

along trade routes. From Neah Bay, it spread through the Strait of Juan de Fuca to 

encircle the region. Similar to 1837, Tolmie tried to administer vaccines, but limited 

supplies and rapid contagion hindered efforts. The epidemic devastated coastal 

communities. Mortality rates ran as high as 50 percent. Tolmie noted in spring that “some 

Indians in the neighborhood of Olympia are reported to be sick with Smallpox.” By 

November, the same month Stevens arrived, “Smallpox [was] raging at Tlithow,” a 

PSAC satellite farm near modern Spanaway, and an “Indian shepherd died today of the 

same complaint.” Infecting local residents and distant extended family, the outbreak 

further weakened Indigenous communities.33 
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It was in during this outbreak in February 1853 that Levant Thompson’s group 

claimed the mouth of Sequallitchew Creek for their sawmill. By June, Tolmie had posted 

an ad in The Columbian warning investors “not to buy or take an interest in the Land-

claim at Leguallitchew creek, Nisqually, now occupied by F.L. Thompson.” It was too 

late. Thompson already had financial backing from wealthy and influential residents 

Thomas Chambers and Lafayette Balch. Tolmie accused Thompson of pursuing the 

project “at the instigation of old Chambers,” a fierce company rival. Chambers was also 

challenging company claims near Steilacoom, and by then was “a sort of a party leader, 

who always had a good deal to say at public meetings” about limiting the company’s 

treaty-protected claims. Thompson’s contacts also shored up his political support. As his 

sawmill opened in spring 1854, he was elected to the territorial legislature and, with it, 

the power to shape policies that would reinforce his business interests without the say of 

representatives from Fort Nisqually and Sequalitchew.34 

Into the 1850s, the HBC/PSAC and Sequalitchew residents buttressed each 

other’s sovereign claims. The company’s treaty-protected agricultural ventures warded 

off American settlers, and when US Customs officials cornered the HBC/PSAC, 

Sequalitchew community thwarted Thomas Glascow’s sawmill. This symbiotic 

relationship was scale-dependent, however, and as the American population and 

territorial bureaucracy expanded, the mutual aid pact lost power. Customs officials taxed 

and restricted company trade, eroding Fort Nisqually’s economic leverage. Settler 

coercion and violence combined with smallpox to diminish the increasingly isolated the 

Sequalitchew community. American settlers were increasingly able to encroach upon the 

lands of the HBC/PSAC and Natives.   



 

 189 

Financial Retreat and Non-negotiable Agreements 

For American officials, Native title and the HBC’s economic influence remained 

threats to territorial sovereignty. Arranging a treaty with Indigenous communities 

emerged as the most pressing issue for Stevens and the new territorial government. By 

longstanding legal decree, settlers could not obtain a legal title to a land claim until 

Native title had been extinguished. Regional Indigenous leaders were open to such 

negotiations as a way to secure territorial, community, and resource protections from 

settler violence and territorial policies. The HBC situation was less urgent in part because 

a mechanism already existed for a buyout. Fort Nisqually officials had few remaining 

options to deter settlers from claiming company lands, but they believed they had 

established legal claims through detailed maps and the testimony of English-speaking 

settlers present in 1846. However, the patience that Douglas had counseled upon Tolmie 

actually worked best for the Americans. Although a buyout seemed imminent, the 

pending purchase created new problems. As business slowed employees began to quit so 

they could establish their own land claims, and the more business slowed, the more the 

company had to wind down its operations, ultimately initiating its own liquation and 

withdrawal from Fort Nisqually. 

Company officials had interpreted Isaac Stevens’ narrow interpretation of the 

Oregon Treaty regarding trade and strict custom enforcement as a prelude to buyout 

negotiations. They were mistaken. Stevens was being literal when he announced that the 

company was out of time. He believed that “to rest the sovereignty of the soil in the 

Hudson’s Bay Co. and not in the United States” was inconceivable; to grant “a foreign 

corporation a right which they do not grant their own citizens except by special license” 
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was not an option. Tolmie nevertheless prepared for impending negotiations. 

Coordinating with the Oregon Surveyor General John Preston, he followed up the 

extensive mapping project of HBC/PSAC lands by collecting sworn testimony on the 

company’s operation at the time of the treaty. Tolmie interviewed employees and 

newcomers who had settled in the area before 1846. Prominent Olympia resident Michael 

Simmons confirmed that the HBC boundary map included “no more lands than the 

company by its agents actually occupied long prior to the date of the Oregon Treaty.” 

Tolmie submitted the documents to Preston in April 1853. That summer American 

surveyors strengthened the HBC/PSAC claim by recognizing company lands (Map 6.2). 

Thus, even as Stevens tried to limit company rights and claims and as trade restrictions 

and squatters harmed HBC/PSAC interests, Tolmie remained confident that the 

company’s treaty-defined claims were sufficiently legible.35 

By spring 1854, a buyout seemed at hand. Stevens and the territorial legislature 

were pressuring federal officials to resolve the situation. The newly convened territorial 

legislature, including representative Levant Thompson, urged Congress to remove the 

“unfriendly” foreign corporation “from our midst” by “immediately” extinguishing their 

title. Tolmie was prepared to depart, yet he advised PSAC Directors that the operation 

should “retain to the end full possession and control of the outlying stations.” He again 

detailed HBC/PSAC claim’s extensive assets so board members could negotiate a price. 

The company held “three hundred acres of good soil” that yielded “good crops of grains 

and potatoes” and “three and four thousand acres of natural meadow” with “valuable 

crops of natural hay . . . and excellent pasturage.” There were also “groves of Oak, the 

millstreams, and townsites comprised within the bounds of the claim.” These  
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Map 6.2. Cadastral Survey, 1853. Source: Oregon/ Washington Bureau of Land 
Management.  
 

lands could not be worth less “than the government price of $1.25 per acre,” and the 

growing population and prospect of a “terminus of a Pacific railroad” suggested a higher 

“and increasing value.” His one request was “to stipulate for time to remove, or otherwise 

dispose of the livestock, say two summers and one winter.” Tolmie’s report primed 

company officials for an American offer.36 
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Even if that negotiation had been forthcoming, the fort’s impending sale created 

further unforeseen problems. Tolmie could look forward to retiring to a large estate in the 

newly established British colony of Vancouver Island, but there were no golden 

parachutes for the other employees. Many of the company workers had familial ties in the 

region. A buyout meant that fertile and cleared land would soon become available, so 

among the squatters that were vexing Tolmie were some of his own bailiffs who had 

abandoned their contracts to claim company land. The most extreme cases were Thomas 

Dean and Richard Fiandre, who had overseen the PSAC’s most productive outlying 

stations, Dean at Tlithow and Fiandre at Muck Creek. In spring 1854, both “declared 

their intentions to become American citizens and each recorded the farm he occupied as 

his claim under provisions of the territorial land law.” Dean and Fiandre declared “they 

had no desire to prejudice the rights of the company,” and “they only recorded the farms 

as their claims in the hope of obtaining a title to them after the company’s rights [were] 

extinguished.” Dean and Fiandre couched their efforts in benign terms, but they paired 

this with “threats of personal violence” against other employees sent to work the claims 

on behalf of the company. Tolmie responded by issuing more trespass warnings and 

threats of legal action.37 

The fraying rule of law forced Tolmie’s hand. Encroaching settlers forced him to 

liquidate the fort’s livestock, departing in August 1854 “for Oregon Territory with about 

three thousand five hundred Sheep for sale.” Tolmie planned to exchange the herd for 

grain or oxen to supply the rapidly expanding colony on Vancouver Island. To avoid the 

time consuming, labor intensive process of rounding up and shipping the increasingly 

feral cows, it was more cost-effective to butcher and sell the meat locally. By December, 



 

 193 

most of the PSAC cattle had been slaughtered. Tolmie’s very efficiency prompted a new 

problem: Fort Nisqually was no longer self-sufficient. He reported to the Board of 

Management in Victoria that in “view of the increasing scarcity of beef, I have to request 

you send for this place . . . one hundred barrels of salt salmon.” The end seemed nigh. 

The company had commenced its financial retreat, yet it continued to raise sheep and 

plant crops in an exit that stretched out over another decade.38 

The relinquishment of Native title was swifter and more brutal. The same 

American settlers and territorial officials who were anxious to limit the HBC/PSAC also 

mobilized to negate Indigenous ancestral territories. From the inception of Washington 

Territory, all parties regarded the acquisition of Native lands as inevitable. As early as 

May 1853, nineteen months before the first treaty negotiation, a Columbian editorial 

predicted that “but a miserable remnant will remain” of the current Native population, 

and they would be “confined within such narrow limits as Government may allot to them 

in some obscure locality.” Ten months later Stevens conceded that while “Indian title has 

not been extinguished,” surveyors such as former Olympia sheriff Abraham Benton 

Moses, brother of customs agent Simpson Moses, had set a “vigorous course” 

partitioning claims for settlement. In fall 1854, Stevens assembled a commission to 

address “the necessity of speedily concluding Treaties with [Native residents] and placing 

them on Reservations.” He dispatched agents and messengers to inform Indigenous 

residents of an impending treaty council and to designate leaders to sign a treaty. The 

commission then drafted an accord based on American legal precedents and treaties from 

other territories, leaving little room for substantive negotiation. By late December 1854, 
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Stevens was traveling to Medicine Creek near the mouth of the Nisqually River, 

expecting “an easy victory” on his terms.39 

Many Indigenous communities were eager to negotiate, but they approached the 

meeting with very different expectations. The Columbian noted that Natives residents 

“considered themselves owners of the soil; they look with a jealous eye” and “increasing 

distrust” on the “daily encroachments of whites.” Indigenous communities regarded the 

council as a means to confirm their rights to ancestral lands and subsistence, and to 

improve their economic situations. Their interest was underscored by the attendance of 

over six hundred residents, more than territorial officials assumed lived in the entire 

southern Puget Sound. The convening also had a familiar feel for Indigenous participants. 

Historian Alexandra Harmon notes that officials presented the council as a “intervillage 

ceremony,” observing expected formalities including greetings, feasting, speeches in 

Chinook jargon, and gift giving. Stevens read the treaty, whose main provisions required 

Native residents to cede land in exchange for three reservations, annuity payments, and 

fishing, hunting, and gathering rights to “usual and accustomed places.” The treaty 

confirmed American legal jurisdiction, and unexpectedly reserved to the government the 

right to remove residents “from one reservation to another.” Discussions spanned two 

days, culminating with a rally and a paternalistic speech by Stevens before the treating 

signing.40 

The language barrier fostered a possibly intentional ambiguity that created 

differing interpretations of the treaty by Natives and territorial officials. Conversations 

had relied on the regionally variant trade language containing a lexicon of a mere few 

hundred words. It would have been impossible to convey with precision the complex 
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concepts of international diplomacy, so the intricate treaty, delivered in vague language 

that highlighted benefits and minimized obligations, initially seemed favorable to most in 

attendance. It appeared to address the concerns and objectives of lowland communities 

such as Sequalitchew, including securing rights to fisheries and other resource sites, and 

providing legal protections from Americans and other Native groups. Scanewa’s son, 

Elecaca also known as Tyee Dick, whose mother was a Sequalitchew, signed the treaty 

because his trusted friend, early American settler and Indian agent Michael Simmons, 

assured him that Stevens was “a good fellow . . . [and] I will see you are treated right and 

taken care of.” Other signees were influenced by a Squalli-absch/Squaxin leader named 

James Hiton, who enthusiastically promoted the treaty.41 

Elecaca later claimed none of the signers grasped the fine print. He asked 

rhetorically, “Why would they agree to give up all the good land, and that was what we 

found afterward the treaty read.” Influential Squalli-absch leader Leschi, however, 

vehemently opposed certain treaty terms. Former Nisqually chairwoman Cynthia Iyall 

argues Leschi was “willing to understand and accept this change with new neighbors but 

wanted to maintain the Nisqually way of life,” but the proposed reservation was 

unacceptable. Leschi maintained a large horse herd on the Nisqually plains. He insisted 

the proposed reservation, tentatively planned for a high, heavily timbered bluff west of 

the Nisqually River, had to include sufficient bottomland for pastures and river access. 

Leschi confronted Stevens on the second day of the gathering. According to Hiton, 

Leschi explained that if he “could not get his home, he would fight.” Stevens held firm, 

insisting the “treaty would not be changed.” With negotiations at an impasse, the Squalli-

absch headman left the treaty council and began to rally opposition to the accord.42 
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In the months after the council, Leschi and other leaders mobilized Indigenous 

networks with the aim of clarifying and amending the treaty. As signees learned the 

details of the treaty’s provisions, rumors circulated that territorial officials planned to 

relocate Native communities. Tolmie recalled how “Indian agents of that day will 

remember how widespread and ineradicable that apprehension was.” All summer he had 

“visits from the chiefs of almost every tribe” about the treaty’s “evil consequences so 

much dreaded, namely the banishment to an imaginary sunless country.” Leschi 

continued to protest “against the reservation originally appointed for the Nisqually.” He 

met Tolmie several times to “state his grievances and seek advice.” Tolmie advised him 

to arrange talks with the acting governor, assuring him of Charles Mason’s “benevolent” 

character. Leschi was rightly cautious.43 

While attempting mediation Leschi also rallied opposition, but circumstances 

worked against him. War had broken out between Washington territorial and Yakima 

communities in fall 1855. Yakima envoys tried to convince their kin west of the Cascades 

to join the fight. Tolmie discouraged Leschi from participating, but relations with Mason 

only deteriorated and Tolmie’s mediations may have worsened the situation. In October, 

he told Mason that Leschi was “in the event of hostilities, likely to be very useful to 

whites if with them, and formidable if the contrary.” Tolmie framed Leschi as an 

influential leader with whom officials should stay on good terms, but Leschi’s friend and 

neighbor James McAllister warned Mason that Leschi had “been doing all that he could 

possibly do to unite the Indians of this country against the whites in a hostile manner.” 

Mason tried to force Leschi and Quiemuth to move their families to Olympia, where 

officials could monitor them. When they balked, Mason sent a militia to detain them. The 
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Squalli-absch brothers fled and rendezvoused with other discontented bands in the 

foothills to prepare more aggressive negotiations.44 

The ensuing conflict in late 1855 and 1856, often called the “Puget Sound War,” 

closely resembled previous Salish Sea engagements. Late Nisqually elder James 

McCloud argues that “when [Leschi] was young, he was trained for this position . . . of 

war chief.” This is a crucial identity according to anthropologist Marian Smith. War chief 

was a position that “organized and directed” offensive and defensive campaigns. Leschi 

was widely recognized as a legitimate leader by Indigenous residents. His training likely 

drew from events across the region. His actions definitely resemble previous Indigenous 

strategies. The coalition he led launched three raids in the last week of October, each 

strategically aimed at those involved in the deteriorating relations between Americans 

and Indigenous communities. The first targeted Leschi’s friend-turned-informant James 

McAllister, who was sent with a company of volunteers to arrest him. A second thrust 

raided settlements encroaching on White River communities. The final attack, the one 

Leschi would later be charged and executed for, targeted a contingent of seven soldiers 

returning to Fort Steilacoom from the Yakima War. The troop consisted of four US 

regulars, a doctor from Olympia, Abraham Benton Moses, and Joseph Miles. Coast 

Salish fighters ambushed and killed Moses, the Nisqually surveyor and brother of the 

prejudicial customs officer, and Miles, the current Justice of the Peace of Olympia. As 

with McAllister, it was unlikely Moses and Miles were randomly targeted, and like prior 

Indigenous engagements, the violence likely served multiple functions.45 

Similar to earlier conflicts, the Indigenous coalition also blended violence with 

offers of meditation. After the October raids, combatants took a defensive position in the 
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foothills on the White River. Over the next month territorial officials launched an 

ineffective counter offensive before returning to Fort Steilacoom in early December. 

Meanwhile, Stevens and Mason ordered the area’s non-combatant Natives into 

internment camps on nearby Fox and Squaxin Islands. In January 1856, Leschi and 

several supporters covertly traveled to Fox Island to see subagent John Swan. According 

to Swan, Leschi “had come to say that if the whites wanted peace he was ready to talk.” 

A month later, Leschi reached out to his friend and ex-HBC employee John McLeod on 

Muck Creek. Here, the Squalli-absch leader wanted “to get a message to the Commander 

of military forces at Fort Steilacoom.” Leschi wanted to take his case to the President of 

the United States. Stevens rejected the overture, replying “I shall oppose any treaties with 

these hostile bands . . . nothing but death is a mete punishment for their perfidy.” Leschi 

tried Indigenous forms of negotiation through his existing networks, but they no longer 

had power.46 

Rival Indigenous groups recognized the hegemonic shift and seized an 

opportunity by joining the Americans against Leschi’s coalition. Territorial officials 

enlisted the Snoqualmie under leader Patkanim, who still held grudges against southern 

groups, and together they launched arguably the most damaging offensive of the conflict. 

In February 1856, Patkanim forced two Klickitat captives to lead his army to Leschi’s 

camp. The Snoqualmie attacked the coalition’s position, and after a day of fighting they 

left “from the battle ground [with] two more heads as trophies” and “a number of other 

Indians were also killed.” The Snoqualmie force of fifty-five men then joined a large 

contingent of American soldiers heading up the White River Valley. On March 10, 

Leschi and his supports engaged a volunteer unit. His coalition retreated after heavy 
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fighting. With the imminent arrival of American reinforcements, no possibility of 

negotiation, dwindling supplies, and overwhelming opposition, Leschi led most of his 

supporters over the mountains to his Yakima relatives.47 

The following spring several coalition members still west of the mountains 

resumed their attacks on the Nisqually Plains, but few settlers remained. At the outset of 

hostilities, Stevens declared martial law and ordered everyone to take shelter in various 

blockhouses, Steilacoom, or Olympia. Reflecting the coalition’s broader strategy, raids 

led by Wahelut or Yelm Jim served a dual purpose of retaliation and reopening 

negotiations. Combatants raided Thomas Glascow’s new farm because he had yet to 

compensate the family of the Sequalitchew man whom he had murdered several years 

before. Huggins commented that “if [Glascow] had been on the place he would most 

likely been killed, for a Nisqually Indian headed the party.” In his absence they burned 

the farm and extracted payment by taking several horses. As usual, Americans observers 

misunderstood its intent. A Pioneer and Democrat headline read “More Indian 

Outrages!,” yet each attack added pressure for territorial officials to resolve the conflict.48 

On its surface this could seem like the raids were having their intended effect, but 

Americans officials were following a separate script. Similar to predecessor Joseph 

Lane’s response to the Snoqualmie attack at Fort Nisqually, and even to HBC Chief 

Factor John McLoughlin’s reaction to the S’Klallam killings in 1828, Stevens believed 

the only way to end hostilities and thwart future violence was through harsh and 

racialized retribution. He reacted to the raids by dispatching troops with orders that “all 

Indians found in your field of operation . . . are to be considered as enemies.” As the unit 

moved up the river in late March, they attacked a large group fishing on the Mashel 
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River. Directed by Captain Hamilton Maxon, an overly ambitious officer unfamiliar with 

local social geography, the campaign to punish Wahelut instead killed 17 to 30 non-

combatants.49 

During this warfare, Fort Nisqually officials fruitlessly tried to carry on business. 

Most of the HBC employees defied Stevens’ declaration of martial law, remaining at 

their outlying stations because they had relationships, even family ties, with local Native 

communities. Additionally, the company still had sheep and crops to tend. During the 

conflict, Steven’s volunteers patrolled the plains and frequently harassed company 

employees. Muck Creek overseer Edward Huggins described the volunteer force as a 

“rough sort of fellows,” nicknaming them “the forty thieves” because they stole company 

horses. In one encounter a volunteer called Huggins a “damned Englishman, Hudson’s 

Bay robber,” and pondered “how the hell is it that you can ride about these plains alone 

and not lose your scalp.” The question unintentionally bared the newcomer’s ignorance. 

In their abject confusion, Americans began to arrest past and current employees on 

suspicion of treason. Territorial officials charged Charles Wren, John McLeod, and L.A. 

Smith with “giving aid and comfort to hostile Indians.” Their sole evidence was that 

these men had close ties with the combatants and had refused to evacuate. All three were 

eventually acquitted, but the very qualities that kept them safe from violence also made 

them suspect in the eyes of Americans.50 

The threat of violence remained even after the fighting stopped. After lunch on 21 

May 1856, Squalli-absch Say-oh-sil, or Bob to the HBC, returned to cutting wood a 

couple hundred yards from Fort Nisqually. An American wearing a red shirt and carrying 

a rifle arrived to ask directions to Camp Montgomery, where the Northern Battalion of 
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Volunteers were stationed. A few minutes later a shot rang out. Company employees 

rushed to find Bob shot in the back. With his last words he identified his assailant by the 

red shirt. Furious, Tolmie contacted the battalion commander B.F. Shaw, demanding the 

suspect’s arrest. Shaw responded by inviting Tolmie and all available witnesses to 

identify the perpetrator.51 

The next day, Tolmie and six Fort Nisqually employees, including Huggins, a 

Hawaiian, and four local Natives, traveled to Camp Montgomery. They quickly identified 

a soldier named James Lake. Tolmie demanded that the murderer stand trial. When Shaw 

gave the order “to have Lake deprived or his gun and arrested,” a “large number of 

volunteers tumultuously declared that [he] should not be molested.” The mutinous unit, 

predominantly settlers from Washington and Oregon, “spoke of murdering the Indian 

witnesses, and of lynching” the other informants. Shaw caved. The battalion’s officers 

had to form “a ring” around Tolmie’s group to protect them, “and thus we marched in 

safety out of the camp.” Tolmie watched the volunteers surround Lake and “saluting him 

with repeated cheers.” Huggins lamented “that was the last of the killing of Bob and 

nothing more was done in the matter.” The celebration symbolized the marginalization of 

the Hudson Bay Company, its allies, and the social and economic networks that had once 

intersected at Fort Nisqually. For Indigenous residents it was far worse. Settler “feeling 

against Indians was intense” and many remained “in hiding, fearing to go to the towns 

and forts.”52 

 

The combination of settler practices and territorial policies in the early 1850s 

weakened Indigenous communities and HBC/PSAC claims to land and resources. The 
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ties between Fort Nisqually employees and Sequalitchew residents had provided mutual 

protections against American settlement, but rapid immigration fulcrumed a rapid 

expansion of the state and a more rigid statutory mode of law and governance. Kinship 

and exchange, which had long mediated economic and social disputes, were displaced by 

peoples and structures that were dually biased against the Indigenous and HBC worlds. 

As settlers moved onto HBC/PSAC and Sequalitchew lands, territorial officials enacted 

laws and policies that financially damaged the company and drove a wedge between it 

and Indigenous communities. Neither had legal recourse to thwart the colonial onslaught. 

The HBC/PSAC began a massive selloff, its only option was to make its claims legible to 

distant US officials in accordance with the provisions of the Oregon Treaty of 1846. 

Indigenous residents had fewer options. Marginalized by racially animated violence, 

Indigenous leaders had little leverage when they met an inflexible Governor Stevens at 

Medicine Creek. Drawing on a familiar regional practice, Leschi’s only seeming option 

was to launch raids that might reopen negotiations. Reacting through a similarly scripted 

Euro-American response, Stevens sought Leschi’s annihilation to demonstrate state 

power. 

The stage was set for dispossession, yet when Stevens met Native leaders interned 

on Fox Island the following August, they renegotiated reservation boundaries on the 

Nisqually River and Muckleshoot Plains, effectively achieving what Leschi had 

demanded all along (Map 6.3). Natives also continued to hunt and fish at “usual and 

accustomed grounds,” and to reside on “open and unclaimed lands” they no longer 

owned. This was the ambiguous reality of dispossession.53 Many returned to 

Sequalitchew and their season cycles, occasionally working for the company, but Fort 
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Nisqually’s days were numbered. HBC/PSAC officials relied on the legibility created by 

surveys. They outlined claims, filed testimonies, and wound down operations, but even as 

they pursued a buyout, the relationships between employees and Indigenous residents 

remained.   

 
Map 6.3. Cadastral Survey outlining the Nisqually Reservation, 1871. Source, Oregon/ Washington 
Bureau of Land Management.
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Conclusion- Continuity, Erasure, and Enduring Ties 
 

On a June evening in 1857, two young Native men set out on foot northward from 

Olympia toward Fort Nisqually. What made this trip significant, as HBC clerk Edward 

Huggins explained, was that American animosity toward Indigenous residents due to the 

previous year’s conflict had finally subsided enough that “Indians had begun to feel that 

they could leave their homes and seek work.” The youths followed a trail long frequented 

by Natives because it led to a bend in the Nisqually River where logs frequently jammed, 

enabling an easy river crossing. As the two walked through a potato field just before 

dark, a loud report sounded. A boy named Sul-tuch-kyne, fell to the ground with a severe 

wound in his leg. The other boy, Ay-aalth, could not stop the bleeding. He ran to the fort 

and reported that his friend had been shot and was likely dead. A party that included 

several HBC/PSAC employees, the missing boy’s father, and other family members who 

worked at Fort Nisqually, set out in the dark to find him. As Ay-aalth had feared, Sul-

tuch-kyne had died. He had not been shot by a person, but rather by a spring gun, or a 

rudimentary shotgun, that had been set as a trap. Furious, the boy’s father headed toward 

farmer and ferry operator John Packard’s house, which during the war had been a 

blockhouse called Fort Raglan.1 

The group woke Packard and demanded an explanation. The dazed farmer 

claimed he had set the trap for pigs that were eating his potatoes, but Packard had a 

history that undermined this explanation. Previously, he had “forbidden the Indians to 

pass through his field, and had threatened them with consequences if they did.” The boy’s 

father pointedly asked, “why didn’t he hunt [pigs] in the daytime, as any man of sense 

would do?” He suspected Packard of setting traps to “wound [Natives] in the leg and 
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make them afraid, and thus put an end to travel through his field.” Huggins was at a loss 

for words, noting that the “old man’s argument was hard for me to answer.” To tamp 

down tensions, Huggins and Chief Factor William Fraser Tolmie mediated negotiations 

between Packard and the bereaved. To Huggins’s “astonishment and disgust,” Packard 

claimed the Natives were trying to extort him. He described him as “most kindly” but, 

like “many more decent Americans” at the time, Packard “seemed not to place much 

value upon the life of an Indian.” Tolmie intervened to explain the danger of refusing 

compensation. The arbitration was tense, but the two parties eventually agreed on a blood 

price of sixteen blankets.2 

The manslaughter of Sul-tuch-kyne serves as a reminder that historical endings 

are not always clearly defined. A young boy died—that was his end—but the contests 

over his death and the landscape defy neat punctuation. Social and spatial relations in the 

post-conflict southern Puget Sound bared the continuing relevance of pre-American 

forms of sovereignty. It is not surprising that Such-tuch-kyne’s family turned to Tolmie 

and Huggins; that Packard also chose to negotiate through the HBC/PSAC intermediaries 

is the more interesting part of this story. Even though Native and Fort Nisqually networks 

held little influence with US officials, they retained significant power in local 

circumstances. Why this was so casts light on the limits of state power. Packard could 

have resorted to the courts with some chance of winning, although spring guns were a 

loathed technology across settler societies. The larger problem for him, like Thomas 

Glascow a decade earlier on the same flood plain, was that the state could not guarantee 

his safety in a world in which Indigenous people remained present and intimately mindful 

of the past. Packard’s spring-gun demonstrated that settler violence against Indigenous 
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residents continued after peace was declared, and that the nature of the violence had 

shifted from claiming land to eliminating the Native presence. Packard sought to 

intimidate Indigenous residents, but the death of Sul-tuch-kyne posed consequences 

neither Packard nor the territorial officials could master. Make no mistake: the American 

government posed significant threats to Indigenous communities and their HBC allies, 

but no single actor could fully dictate the terms of events.3 

After their release from wartime internment camps, many Native residents 

returned to their homes and to a territorial economy, especially extractive industries, that 

were accelerating with the end of hostilities. Indigenous residents no longer held title to 

the land and resources, yet they remained critical to the economy. Some returned to 

Sequalitchew and continued to work for the HBC; others took jobs in sawmills or mines. 

As before, they scheduled their wage labor around seasonal subsistence practices. Acting 

Indian Superintendent Michael Simmons noted that when “spring opened,” Nisqually 

residents “scattered themselves through the country gathering berries and such other 

articles as they are accustomed.”4 In June 1857, Fort Nisqually officials hired sixty 

Indigenous residents to wash and shear the PSAC’s sheep flock. The workers “brought 

with them a supply of dried salmon, clams, salmon roe, and dried berries,” and someone 

in “the party would be sent off to hunt of fish” while others worked. In these and other 

instances, Indigenous residents sustained their treaty-acknowledged customary 

subsistence practices, not the least of which was the right to leave the reservation at will 

for subsistence and work.5 

Pacific Northwest reservations were porous, but their boundaries were 

nevertheless valued by Indigenous residents. Some Nisquallys saw opportunities in their 
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newly created reservation. Under the Medicine Creek Treaty, tribal residents were owed 

annuity payments, provisions, agricultural and industrial supplies, training, schools, and 

medical care. Historian Coll Thrush reminds us that during a period “when Indian people 

enjoyed few legal rights, faced discrimination and hostility from their non-Native 

neighbors, and were often forced to live at the peripheries of the new economy,” 

reservation land, “even when held in trust, could offer security” like nowhere else.6 That 

most tribal members visited only intermittently did not lessen the reservation’s 

importance as a refuge. Initially, there was considerable discontentment at Nisqually 

because Congress delayed ratifying the treaty, and thus the promised annuities and 

services, but even its eventual approval was not a magical cure. Most reservations were 

underfunded, agents often withheld resources to enforce prohibitions against polygamy, 

slavery, alcohol, and Native spiritual practices. Officials also used retribution to ensure 

compliance with territorial policies.7 

Reservation and territorial governance often operated hand in mailed fist. Isaac 

Stevens and his cronies favored coercion and violence to ensure order and submission. 

After the war, Stevens assumed punishing Leschi and his supporters would intimidate 

Native residents. Stevens’s opponents, including General John Wool, advised 

moderation, but the governor instead problematically charged Leschi with the murder of 

Abraham Moses and Joseph Miles. After Leschi’s capture in November 1856, his brother 

Quiemuth turned himself in, seeking protection by staying at Governor Steven’s Olympia 

residence on their way to Steilacoom. During the night an armed assailant entered and 

repeatedly shot and stabbed the Squalli-absch headman. When Quiemuth’s companions 

gave chase, a mob of about twenty men protected the murderer. American officials made 
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no arrests despite compelling evidence against a suspect. Added to incidents such as Sul-

tuch-kyne’s murder and Leschi’s execution, the death of Quiemuth illustrates the 

relentless marginalization of the Coast Salish by settlers and elected officials through 

state-sanctioned violence.8  

Settler colonial violence continually reconfigured Native space, but fractures 

within Indigenous communities also abetted the process. “The tribe of Chimakums,” 

Michael Simmons explained in 1857, “have been reduced by war, pestilence and 

famine,” yet they would not visit the reservation for provisions because “they [were] 

afraid to leave the immediate neighborhood of Port Townsend being [in] constant dread 

of the Snohomish tribe with whom they are at feud.” Conflict between the Squalli-absch 

and Snoqualmie also resumed in the years after the war. Several violent confrontations 

occurred in the neighborhood of Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually from 1856 to 1858. 

Each incident involved small groups of combatants, yet many were injured and at least 

half a dozen died in these skirmishes. In these ways Indigenous intercommunity relations 

remained an important factor in the region’s rapidly shifting social dynamics.9  

National politics and international diplomacy also continued to shape local events. 

The growing sectional divide over slavery deflected federal attention and resources away 

from the Pacific Northwest. Negotiations to buy the HBC/PSAC properties had to wait 

until after the Civil War. A final agreement did not come until 1869. In the meantime, the 

company carried on its trade and agricultural operations at Fort Nisqually and the satellite 

farms. It also continued to transfer its capital and resources to the new British colony on 

Vancouver Island. When William Fraser Tolmie retired to Victoria in 1859, Huggins 
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assumed control of the PSAC. Territorial officials thus could not affect even basic policy 

agendas at anything like the timetable they imagined.10 

During this interim a hybrid social landscape emerged at the edges of the 

Nisqually Reservation. The HBC/PSAC responded to growing American encroachment 

by refocusing its diminishing resources on the Muck Creek farm that bordered the new 

Nisqually Reservation. Tolmie assigned Huggins to oversee the expansion of the 

operation in the late 1850s. Many Native workers and a few company employees with 

family ties moved away from American settlers to the inland reservation. HBC employee 

Charles Ross Jr. and his Squalli-absch wife Catherine Tumalt left their farm above the 

Nisqually delta to the northeast corner of the reservation on Nisqually Lake. Ex-

employee John McLeod and his wife continued to farm land on Muck Creek, and the 

HBC dropped its opposition to his claim. Indigenous residents and HBC/PSAC 

employees effectively made the reservation and the surrounding area into a refuge within 

the expanding Washington territory (see Maps 1-3).11  

The final buyout reinforced all the structural biases of territorial policy, yet it also 

set in motion processes that undermined larger American plans. Five years of 

negotiations between distant federal and HBC officials resulted in payments of $250,000 

to the Puget Sound Agricultural Company and $450,000 to the Hudson Bay Company for 

lands and improvements south of the 49th parallel. The sale enriched company 

shareholders while propagating economic and social decline on the Nisqually plains. 

Huggins took American citizenship and bought the fort structures and a section of 

adjacent land. Many ex-employees similarly remained on or near their farms, became 

citizens, and claimed or bought land. Conversely, they still needed seasonal Native labor,  
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Map 1. Cadastral Survey 1871. The Ross farm is located on the northeast corner of the 
reservation. Source: Oregon/Washington Bureau of Land Management. 
 

 

Map 2. Cadastral Survey, 1871. This gridded survey shows John McCloud’s and other 
former HBC employees’ claims near Muck Creek just east of the Nisqually Reservation. 
Source: Oregon/Washington Bureau of Land Management.  
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Map 3. Cadastral Survey, 1871. This hybrid survey illustrates McCloud’s Claim 
relative to Muck Creek. Source: Oregon/ Washington Bureau of Land Management.  
 
but on a considerably smaller scale than even the diminished HBC/PSAC operation. 

Within a couple decades most of the Sequalitchew village had disbanded. When Huggins 

asked longtime Squalli-absch/Yakima employee Sclouskin why he had quit and moved 

away, the man, also known as Bill, explained that it was “too lonely here” and that he 

wanted to “go where [the] Indians are.”12 

Territorial officials had belatedly rid themselves of the hated Hudson Bay 

Company, but the anticipated boom never came. Removing a market and political 

competitor did clear the Nisqually plains for settlement and industry. Olympia had 

become the regional political center, having secured the territorial capitol, but capital for 

economic development departed the area. In 1873, the Northern Pacific Railroad chose 

Commencement Bay, rather than the Willamette River or mouth of the Nisqually River, 

as its western terminus, and by the 1890s Seattle had eclipsed Tacoma as the closest 
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major port to the Pacific Ocean. Thus, by the time territorial officials cleared the 

Nisqually plains, there was no demand for this supposedly blank spot on the map. (see 

Map 4) Historians then began to overlook the significance of Indigenous and mercantile 

networks in favor of tales that integrated Washington Territory into national narratives, 

especially Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis of western expansion. The complex events 

around Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually were flattened into a local example of how the 

frontier, with its “perennial rebirth,” “new opportunities,” and “continuous touch with the 

simplicity of primitive society” had furnished “the forces dominating American 

character.” A world marked by hybridity and negotiation was dumbed down to a 

“meeting point between civilization and savagery,” with the triumph of progress its 

overdetermined conclusion. Pioneering narratives instead foregrounded how the Michael 

Simmons party founded Olympia as the first American settlement in the region.13 

Similarly nostalgic tales emerged about how the Arthur Denny party overcame virtually 

impossible obstacles to establish the emerald city of Seattle. American accounts 

deliberately overshadowed the intricate relationships emanating from Fort Nisqually and 

the Salish Sea, reducing it to a few ragged traders buying pelts from doomed Indians.14 

Little wonder that less than a half century after the Puget Sound War, Edward 

Huggins struggled to persuade newspaper readers that Fort Nisqually was once the center 

of social and economic power within the region. The “pioneering landscape” that settlers 

and the state celebrated instead erased the Indigenous and HBC presence, even if they 

could never quite explain the ensuing settler colonial environments and society without 

constant reference to the negotiations and relationships that had emerged at the fort and 

across the Salish Sea. That earlier history inhered in physical and social geography. 
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The networks emanating from Fort Nisqually remain a foundation of Washington 

history. The very emergence of the trading post exemplifies the complex interplay of 

Indigenous geopolitics, corporate calculations, and the limitations of early settlers. The 

Sequalitchew community’s decision to allow the HBC to establish Fort Nisqually, 

followed by the company’s decision not to abandon the fort in favor of a Whidbey Island 

depot, set the stage for what American settlers could and could not do when they entered 

the basin. If the company had not built the fort in the south Salish Sea, it is doubtful the 

Bush-Simmons expedition would have settled at the mouth of the Deschutes River. 

Settlers relied heavily on Fort Nisqually for supplies. Without the post, the nearest depots 

were Fort Vancouver and Fort Langley, both of which were several days distant. The 

nearby fort was an intrinsic factor in settler calculations; without it, places such as 

Newmarket and the current state capitol were hardly inevitable.15 

Broader Salish Sea geopolitics also influenced this history. Shortly after the 

construction of Fort Nisqually in 1833, the chief trader Francis Heron decided that the 

Nisqually plains were inadequate for his agricultural ambitions. Heron much favored the 

southern plains by modern Tumwater, so company employees quickly moved most of the 

building materials and supplies to the new location, but when a S’Klallam trading party 

refused to visit the new location, possibly because of security concerns, Heron had to 

abandon the site to retain relations with an important trading partner. Heron thus left 

unclaimed the very spot upon which the future Newmarket would arise. Had the company 

established its fort and agricultural operation on the Deschutes River, it again would have 

prevented the Bush-Simmons settlement and future American settlements.16     
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Finally, the social and trading networks established between the Sequalitchew 

village and Fort Nisqually enabled both parties to secure claims to lands that hindered 

American development of the coveted location. James Douglas predicted the deep water 

of the Nisqually Reach would become the main American port north of the Columbia. He 

was wrong, but not because he misread the natural landscapes. Throughout the later 

nineteenth century, economic activity and development gravitated toward the growing 

urban centers of Olympia, Seattle, and Tacoma. Euro-American designs for the 

Sequalitchew and the Nisqually plains quite literally missed the boat, but a key factor in 

this story of missed opportunity was how the lingering presence of the HBC and 

Sequalitchew effectively delayed action. By the time the federal government had clear 

title to these lands, the sparsely populated area was only appealing as a military base. 

Yearning for any sort of development, Pierce County residents voted to cede the land to 

the United States, and the army built the Fort Lewis training facility for the Great War. 

Federal officials further dispossessed the Nisqually Tribe by unofficially condemning 

more than half of their reservation secured in the Fox Island Council.17 

The history of Fort Lewis reminds us that settler colonialism was not a single 

event but an ongoing process continually transforming Sequalitchew Creek and the 

Nisqually plains, yet previous events continued to shape geography. Recent development 

of Sequalitchew Creek has focused on recreation, epitomized by the United States Golf 

Association hosting of the 2015 US Open at the Chambers Bay Golf Course, named for 

early Steilacoom settler Thomas Chambers. The nearby city of DuPont capitalized on the 

event by advertising itself as “The Home for Golf in the Pacific Northwest.” Much of the 

south bank of the creek, including the original 1833 site of Fort Nisqually, is  
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Map 4. Cadastral Survey, 1871. This survey shows a nearly blank map on the western 
Nisqually plains, including Sequalitchew Creek. Source: Oregon/Washington Bureau of 
Land Management.   
 

encompassed on the Dupont Home Course. All five of the area’s golf courses occupy the 

Nisqually plains that Indigenous residents sculpted through countless generations of 

controlled burning, and that the HBC/PSAC maintained with grazing livestock. The 

Lower Sequalitchew ravine has become a municipally maintained hiking trail leading 

from the 1843 fort site to the mouth of the creek, but these are only the latest iterations of 

a landscape that has always reflected a forgotten history.18 

In the early twentieth century, Huggins and other aging settlers sold their farms to 

the DuPont Powder Company. The company consolidated the purchases to build a 
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massive dynamite plant. DuPont also dammed and diverted Sequalitchew Creek to a 

hydroelectric powerplant near the stream’s mouth, and it turned the ravine and exposed 

streambed into a narrow-gauge railway from the center of operations near the remnants of 

Fort Nisqually to a wharf at the mouth of the extinct stream. The new dynamite plant 

engulfed most of the southern bank from the site of the 1833 fort to the 1843 relocation. 

DuPont built a company town on the surrounding lands, while the Northern Pacific 

Railroad built a connector line from Portland to Tacoma along the shore. The former 

stream and ancestral village became a railroad intersection. (See Images 1-4) 

Yet, the more things changed, the more change bared the resilience of the 

previous social, cultural, and ecological geography. Indigenous residents responded to 

ongoing dispossession and environmental disruption through time-tested strategies of 

building relationships to protect ancestral territories and lifeways. When the state of 

Washington tried to end tribal fishing rights in the southern Puget Sound in the 1960s, a 

new generation of Native leaders developed their own alliances to fight for the 

recognition of treaty rights and habitat conservation. Hank Adams, Al Bridges, Maiselle 

Bridges, Billy Frank Jr., Don McCloud, and Janet McCloud organized coalitions that 

would help them sustain their right to fish at “usual and accustomed grounds.” These 

protests and fish-ins were frequently punctuated by violence and arrests by non-natives 

and state authorities, but the U. S. Supreme Court ultimately confirmed their treaty rights 

in the 1974 Boldt Decision. Similarly, when the ports of Olympia and Tacoma attempted 

to construct a deep-water port at the mouth of the Nisqually River in the 1970s, and when 

salmon habitat needed restoration, Billy Frank Jr. assembled new coalitions to protect the 

Nisqually community and landscape. The result was the preservation of the Nisqually 
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delta and numerous ongoing projects to defend salmon runs across the Puget Sound. The 

circle finally closed in December 2015, when Congress renamed the Nisqually Wildlife 

Refuge as the Billy Frank Jr. Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge.19 

The Nisqually tribe is now negotiating the purchase of alienated ancestral lands. 

In 1996, the tribe bought Kenneth Braget’s farm on the northern delta and bluff of the 

Nisqually River, a property that included a village site and the former HBC/PSAC Ross 

farm. Since then the tribe has partnered with federal, state, and non-profit groups to 

remove agricultural dikes and to restore tidal salt marshes and salmon habitat. Nisqually 

Natural Resources Director David Troutt explains that “Our studies show that the young 

salmon are benefitting” from the restoration, and the fish “that are coming into the 

estuary are finding the food they need.” More recently the Nisqually tribal council, 

including Frank’s son Willie, acquired from the city of DuPont tracts within the 

Sequalitchew ancestral village, and from the city of Olympia the McAllister Springs that 

feeds the hallowed Medicine Creek. These efforts are ongoing. The tribe continues to 

create partnerships and to negotiate the return of ancestral lands and the protection of 

their resources.20 

The most significant legacy of the Sequalitchew and Fort Nisqually networks 

might be the enduring familial ties throughout the region. In 2017, the Nisqually Tribe 

hosted the annual Intertribal Canoe Journeys. Nisqually Tribal Council Chairman Farron 

McCloud, a descendant of HBC employee John McCloud and his Squalli-absch wife, 

raised his hands to invite ashore pullers and representatives from Indigenous nations 

across the continent and Oceania, chanting “Squalli-absch!” and “Don’t Forget the 

Water!” The event echoed the late summer gatherings described by Tolmie and 



 

 218 

McDonald at Sequalitchew, and it affirmed existing ties while fostering new connections 

that expanded Indigenous networks across the region and globe. Hanford McCloud, 

another descendant and tribal council member, headed the Nisqually Canoe Family. He 

welcomed visitors to the Nisqually homelands with a customary protocol that recognized 

guests. These canoe journeys play an important role in educating Nisqually youth in their 

history and cultural practices. Education remains a fundamental component among the 

Nisqually and other Medicine Creek Treaty communities. In spring 2020, three more 

descendants of Fort Nisqually intercultural marriages are scheduled to graduate from the 

Evergreen State College’s Native Pathways Program. They are poised to become the next 

generation of leaders in their tribal communities. All remind us that exchange networks 

flowing from Nisqually well before Americans had ever heard about the place continue to 

influence the region. 
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Image 1. Sequalitchew Dam.  DuPont Powder Company dammed the Sequalitchew just 
west of the 1843 Fort Nisqually site. Source: the DuPont Historical Museum. 
 

 
 
Image 2. DuPont Hydroelectric Plant. The DuPont Powder Company diverted water 
from the dam via flume along the stream’s southern ridge and then down to a power plant 
near the stream’s mouth. Source: The DuPont Historical Museum. 
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Image 3. Narrow gauge railroad. The “dynamite train” followed the dried streambed 
from the dam to the wharf at the mouth of the Sequalitchew. Source: The Dupont 
Historical Museum.  
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Image 4. Sequalitchew Wharf. The mouth of the Sequalitchew in the early twentieth 
century, including the wharf and the intersection of the Northern Pacific line and the 
narrow-gauged rail from the DuPont plant. Source: The DuPont Historical Museum. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 222 

 

Notes  
 

Introduction 
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of the post-treaty tribe. See Cecelia Svinth Carpenter, Maria Victoria Pascualy, and 
Trisha Hunter, Images of America: Nisqually Indian Tribe (Arcadia Publishing, 2008), 7. 
Relatedly, when referring to Indigenous names and places, I first turn to sources from the 
tribal community/nation for English translations. For example, Carpenter identifies the 
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William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 
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Chapter 1 
 
1 The Anglo-American Treaty of 1818 established the 49th parallel as a border between 
British Canada and the United States east of the Rocky Mountains. Company officials 
believed this border would eventual extend west of the mountains. Frederick Merk, ed., 
Fur Trade and Empire: George Simpson’s Journal, 1824-25 (Harvard University Press, 
1968), 3. 
2 “Royal Charter of the Hudson’s Bay Company” (1670); Stephen Royle, Company, 
Crown and Colony: The Hudson’s Bay Company and Territorial Endeavour in Western 
Canada (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 4-5; Edward Cavanagh, “A Company with 
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Sovereignty and Subjects of Its Own? The Case of Hudson’s Bay Company, 1670-1764,” 
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