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Preface Reconstructing an American Colonial History

The colonial history of the United States did not end with the American Rev-
olution. Independence from the British Empire signaled the advent of U.S.
colonialism. In the West, the colonial era continued through the nineteenth
century and for Native peoples continues today through the ongoing imposi-
tion of federal and, increasingly, state sovereignty over Native nations. Thus,
reconceiving American colonial history is not merely an intellectual exercise;
it allows one to better comprehend past and present. The early American his-
tories of Oregon and the American West are largely understood in terms of
the “westward expansion” of the United States during the nineteenth century.
Although historians have increasingly accepted that such expansion bears
much in common with the histories of imperialism and colonialism around
the world, American westward expansion still remains “exceptional’”

Broadly defined, imperialism is an abstract ordering of power, an accu-
mulation of high-level decisions, policies, and treaties that systematize ex-
pansion. Colonialism is the ground-level reality of imperialism: actions, lo-
cal decisions, and their consequences, which can defy or support empire, a
process that Richard White has described as shaping the metropolis from the
periphery.? As this book demonstrates, negotiating colonization from the pe-
riphery was both a common aspect of early Oregon history and a frustrating
and only partly successful effort during a period of intense division within
the American “empire republic”

This book reevaluates the colonization of modern western Oregon, one of
the most important sites of imperial competition in North America during
the early decades of U.S. history. It takes a critical new look at the cross-
cultural practices of the fur trade, the relationship between Christian mission
and colonization, imperial policies of Indian treaties and land disposal, Na-
tive sovereignty and identity, and the ideological and practical components
of American settler colonialism: race, republicanism, liberal economics, and
violence.

ix



The evidence derives partly from standard sources such as the journals
of fur traders, colonials, and missionaries, as well as sundry government rec-
ords. However, because my perspective and thus my questions differ from
much of the established historiography, these sources are transformed. For
example, how were political, racial, and gender ideologies evident in land
claim ledgers? Why do the records of the Oregon Mission become increas-
ingly racialized between 1834 and 1844? Importantly, the book does not only
give fresh life to old sources; it draws on previously underutilized data, par-
ticularly regarding Native perspectives. During the heyday of Boasian an-
thropology between the 1890s and the 1940s, scholars and graduate students
poured into the Pacific Northwest, gathering languages, stories, and material
culture before they “vanished” or became hopelessly “corrupted” by assimila-
tion. The efforts of these scholars and students produced numerous inter-
views with elder Native consultants.

I have integrated these so-called salvage ethnographies with more tradi-
tional sources such as Indian agency reports and newspapers to produce a
new composite of the Oregon Indian world: Illahee. No simple “Indian per-
spective” is presented; rather, Illahee encompasses the numerous, often con-
tradictory ways in which Native peoples changed in relation to colonialism.
It became possible to ask how colonization affected gender, kinship, sexual-
ity, ethnic distinctions, prophecy narratives, and politics within Native com-
munities. Such insights, together with lifting the veil of republican ideologies
and analyzing colonial practices, have produced a much more complicated,
conflicted, and representative history of the quintessential, antebellum prom-
ised land: western Oregon.

My two principal metaphors of place, Oregon and Illahee, describe es-
sentially the same physical space. The terms illustrate the attempts by Na-
tive and non-Native actors to construct culturally meaningful places amid
wrenching historical changes. Integrating such an approach has been vari-
ously described as spatial history (how people “turned space into place”) and
ethnogeography.® In recent decades, historians have attempted to dissolve
biased, intellectual boundaries created by frontier histories and to reestablish
boundaries that distinguish different historical conceptions and attempt to
represent non- Western perspectives responsibly. My construction of Oregon
and Illahee is intended to explore physical and imagined boundaries dur-
ing Western colonization and conquest and, to quote Philip Deloria, “the
historical consciousnesses that are the products of that world and of those
changes™
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Historical Constructions of Oregon and /llahee

When the first Western ship entered the Columbia River in 1792, Ameri-
cans and Chinooks greeted each other, exchanged goods, and unknowingly
launched a colonial history that would forever alter the political, cultural,
economic, and ecological landscapes. The hundreds of square miles sur-
rounding the lower Columbia River was, to Westerners, “the lower Oregon
Country” To indigenous people, the region had many names, depending on
context and language. Taken together however, the region might be effec-
tively termed Illahee, an encompassing Chinook word for the land, soil, and
home. Although Chinookan dialects dominated the numerous villages along
the lower and middle Columbia River and its lower tributaries, Native speak-
ers of several other languages lived near or regularly visited the lower coun-
try for trading, hunting and gathering, and raiding. These Native peoples
adopted the term Illahee for various uses through the Indians’ regional trade
jargon, Chinook wawa or Chinook Jargon.

Prior to the arrival of Western traders, Illahee was already a dynamic and
diverse place, featuring trade and kin networks that reached east of the Rocky
Mountains and hundreds of miles to the north, south, and interior of the
vast “Oregon Country.” The subsequent colonial fur trade joined and altered
the existing networks of Illahee; it did not create them. Indeed, according to
a story maintained by lower Chinookans and first published by pioneering
anthropologist Franz Boas in 1894, the Clatsops assimilated the newcomers
into their world rather than the reverse.

In “The First Ship Comes to Clatsop Country,” Charles Cultee offers mod-
ern readers an introduction to some crucial interpretive issues that I have
attempted to weave throughout my own narrative. The story begins with an
elder, grieving mother, who has “wailed . .. for a whole year” and traveled to the



coast for the day. Returning to Clatsop, she was “walking along the beach.. ..
now she saw something. She thought it was a whale. When she came near it
she saw two spruce trees standing upright on it. She thought, ‘Behold! It is
no whale. It is a monster!”” The old woman reached the “thing” and noted
the wood, copper, and iron construction. “Then a bear came out of it . . . but
his face was that of a human being” She continued home, crying, “‘Oh my
son is dead and the thing about which we have heard in tales is on shore!’”
Her village scrambled to meet the fearful “thing” and its occupants, who now
requested water for their kettles.

Note the shifting descriptions of the whale-monster-thing-ship and its
inhabitants as the tale continues: One Clatsop “climbed up and entered the
thing. He went down into the ship. He looked about in the interior; it was full
of boxes. He found brass buttons in strings half a fathom long. He went out
again to call his relatives, but they had already set fire to the ship.” The Clatsop
and the “bears” jumped down. “It burned just like fat” The Clatsop “gathered
the iron, the copper, and the brass” and spread word of the event. The “two
persons” on the ship “were taken to the chief of the Clatsop.” The situation al-
most produced a fight between two village headmen, although they reached
a compromise of sending one sailor to each village. “Now the Quinalt, the
Chehalis, and the Willapa came. The people of all the towns came there. The
Cascades, the Cowlitz, and the Klickitat came down the river. All those of
the upper part of the river came down to Clatsop”

The Clatsops began exchanging “strips of copper” for slaves from other
Native peoples. As well, “A nail was sold for a good curried deerskin. Sev-
eral nails were given for long dentalia. They bought all this and the Clatsop
became rich” Cultee notes the significance of the materials—“iron and brass
were seen for the first time”—but he concludes with the detail, “Now they
kept those two persons. One was kept by each [Clatsop] chief, one was at the
Clatsop town at the cape™

The non-Native historical record bears little resemblance to this tale of an
initial encounter on the lower Columbia. One might be tempted to analyze
the story in terms of a composite of shipwrecks and other possible correlates,
but the story illustrates something much more important for one’s attempt to
understand Illahee and how it became Oregon. For lower Chinookans, the
constituent parts of the story (movement, time, space and place, transforma-
tion, and identity) conveyed the essential meanings.

The narrative was recorded about the time of Frederick Jackson Turner’s
famed frontier thesis, a time when Indian lands and resources faced a re-
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newed onslaught. Yet, to frame it simply as “resistance” (turning the march-
of-progress narrative on its head) ignores its indigenous conceptualization.?
Cultee’s tale does suggest an inverse of Turner, as newcomers with valuable
possessions to which they have no inherent right enter Native space, are
transformed, indigenized, and stripped of their identity. However, the analy-
sis must be developed beyond an opposition to dominant society.

Geography and the old woman’s movement through it reflect specific
meanings of place and peoples’ relation to it. At the heart of lower Chinookan
spiritual lives was the so-called Guardian Spirit Complex, in which individu-
als, kin, and spirit guides moved across the landscape. They ventured to sites
and enacted rituals and ceremonies that temporarily charged the spaces with
sacred power. The basic strictures of the Guardian Spirit Complex infused all
Chinookan beliefs and practices, including narratives.* Cultee’s tale features
nonhuman actors, according to the convention of Chinook tales, and the
identity of the ship and the sailors changes as they move across space from
the barely perceptible position on the water (the whale) to nearing the beach
(the threatening monster) to the approach of the village in the form of its
people.

Ending a year of mourning and wailing for her son, the old woman re-
turns from the coast and spies the “whale” from the beach. In the water
world of the lower Columbia, the beach was an indefinite space, a meeting
place between villagers and outsiders and a place to receive gifts from the
ocean, whether a beached whale or lost cargo, whether on the coast or in
the vast intertidal zone of the river system. On arrival, the headmen and the
townspeople claim the beach, the ship, and the crew. The outsiders enter the
village under the power of Clatsops (rather than a technologically sophisti-
cated people venturing from a great distance and penetrating the Columbia).
Subsequently, Illahee arrives in the guise of villagers identified as Quinalt,
Chehalis, Willapa, the Cascades, Cowlitz, and the Klikitat, thus accounting
for many of the linguistically and ethnically diverse peoples of the Greater
Lower Columbia. In this narrative, the Clatsop are at the relative center of
the configuration. The metals on board are precious, but they are exchanged
for indigenous goods. The identity of the sailors is effectively moot; they are
enslaved. They have no village or kin identity.

Time is indigenized as well. The year was not 1792 but the end of a year of
mourning, a culturally derived moral imperative on the people. Time is ex-
pressed in relation to the individual who experienced the encounter vis-a-vis
her age, her motherhood, and her proper observance of Clatsop mourning
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ritual. As a result of their proper conduct, “the Clatsop became rich” The tale
evidences a particular conception of place, Illahee, and the relation of the
indigenous inhabitants to it.

Compare Charles Cultee’s tale with a contemporary account from the
famed popular historian Hubert Howe Bancroft, published in 1884: “Gray
then dropped down the stream, noting the Chinook village, and landing in
the boat at one point, was visited by many natives in their canoes, and obtained
a good quantity of furs” Gray then waited for a good tide and left. Bancroft
concludes that “[t]his achievement of Gray, which Americans chose to re-
gard as the ‘discovery of the Columbia, figured very prominently . . . in the
international discussions of later years.”” Bancroft was not simply being terse;
Capt. Robert Gray and his mate did not comment much on the Chinooks.
These veterans of the growing China trade knew that their successful entry
into the Columbia (named for their ship, Columbia Rediva) was important,
but the Chinooks were simply expected features of a landscape from which
they sought commodities. They and Bancroft effectively evidence “Oregon.”

The region that Westerners referred to as the Oregon Country in the eigh-
teenth century encompassed modern Oregon, Washington, and Idaho, as
well as western Montana and western Wyoming, in the United States and
the sprawling Canadian province of British Columbia. The several ecological
zones included every basic type found in North America, from rugged coast-
lines to steep canyons to wide valleys to high peaks to deserts, and stretched
from 42° N to 54° 40" N latitude. Indeed, it takes some imagination to refer
to the massive area as a coherent region, let alone to call it a place, a designa-
tion that suggests some deeper connection among the distinctive spaces. To
Europeans and Euro-Americans, Oregon referred to the lands between the
Spanish claims to Alta California and New Mexico to the south, the British
claims to Rupert’s Land to the east, and the Russian claims to Alaska to the
north. In short, competing imperial claims defined the Oregon Country.

The Native peoples imagined no such place. Although the term Oregon
likely derived from a Native word such as eulachon (an oily fish and popu-
lar indigenous trade item from the Pacific to the Canadian Prairie), Oregon
did not have the same meaning that Westerners subsequently gave it.* Much
of this book focuses on the southwestern portion of the Oregon Country,
modern-day western Oregon and Washington. Both the indigenous and the
newcomer populations saw the lower Columbia River as a central feature,
but the Indians did not conceive of a “lower Oregon” the way Westerners
did. Instead, one has to imagine a cohesive Native world as a composite of
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trade and kinship networks, a sum of interrelated parts that did not respect
imperial borders.

FOR THE PURPOSES of analysis, one can cast the historical Illahee of the
mid-nineteenth century in comparable terms as Oregon. Common criteria of
defining place include conceptions of property ownership and resource use
privileges, and connections to spirituality, identity (individual and group),
and the “national” sovereignty of villages. Indian people at the time would
not have used these explicitly Western terms or referred to a unified Illahee.
This approach is meant to allow for a historical comparison across cultures
and does not assume complete universalism among “rational” humans, as
some scholars have recently termed such thinking.” The criteria allow one to
compare organizing ideas, “apple to apple,” kinship to citizenship, usufruct
property rights to absolute title.

Economically important places of Illahee did not just offer excellent eula-
chon, salmon, or huckleberry harvesting. Such resource sites were linked to
individual, familial, and communal privileges that were crucial to construc-
tions of identity. Unlike in Euro-American society, individual ownership of
productive resource sites was uncommon. In a few cases, such as Tualatin
tar-weed areas in the lower Willamette Valley, Kalapuyans recognized usu-
fruct property rights (that is, primary use privileges of a resource without
ownership of the physical site). These privileges existed as allotments to spe-
cific bands or individuals. More commonly in the region, however, whole
communities comprised of multiple families had usufruct rights to limited
resource sites, particularly for fishing. Privileges to use larger gathering sites
such as camas fields, seasonal wapato-root ponds, and shellfish beds extended
to neighboring communities and to those with marriage or other kinship
ties. Indeed, access to resource sites compelled many marriage arrangements,
crossing languages and ethnicities.

Thus, in Illahee, the concept of territory was comparatively inclusive, per-
meable, and dynamic. It derived from personal relationships among commu-
nities that were composed of multiple kins and constantly being reshaped by
marriages, births, and deaths. Importantly, place did not necessarily deter-
mine territoriality: communities restricted access to specific resources, not
necessarily to fixed geographic boundaries. For example, Clackamas Chi-
nookans prevented unrelated Kalapuyans from fishing at Willamette Falls,
but those same Kalapuyans freely hunted seals in the “Chinookan territory”
of the lower Columbia River.® Although beliefs and practices varied from the
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Oregon-California borderlands to the lower Columbia River environs to the
interior valleys of western Oregon, Illahee featured related concepts of place
that helped shape identities and the political economy.

Spiritual beliefs functioned similarly to economics in Native conceptions
of place. Throughout Illahee, specific places named in origin stories situated
people in their heritage and contributed to their senses of self and community.
Comparing ceremonialism in two regions of Illahee, the Oregon-California
borderlands and the Greater Lower Columbia environs, illuminates the im-
portance of place and its different connections to spirituality.

In the Oregon-California borderlands, sacred places housed spiritual be-
ings who sustained communities and individuals. The so-called world renewal
cult of this “southern” region (or “northern” from the California perspective)
featured place-specific rituals for earth renewal, first fruits, or acquisition of
doctoring powers, making it wholly dependent on the local environment.
Visitor participation in this regional belief network ideally ensured intervil-
lage harmony; and extended kin, often crossing ethnic lines, made available
sufficient wealth items for successful ceremonies. On the California side of
the Siskiyou Mountains, such ceremonies are better documented than on the
Oregon side, because more Indian communities avoided removal, survived
war, and thus could maintain their place-specific ceremonies after the 1850s.
Yet, one knows from the historical record that peoples of modern southwest
Oregon danced in the northern California ceremonies. As well, ceremonies
of the Tolowa, Athapaskans who straddled the colonial border, included visi-
tors from both southwest Oregon such as Tututnis of Rogue River and from
northwest California such as Yuroks, Karoks, and Wiyots. Testimonies from
early-twentieth-century “salvage ethnographies” and modern descendants
point to similar dance sites as far north as Pistol River and Tutun on the
Rogue River.” Thus, this place-centered ceremonialism extended well into
modern southwest Oregon.

Other relationships among spirituality, people, and place also existed in
Illahee. Religious ceremonies north of the Alsea River on the central Oregon
coast to the Greater Lower Columbia region were not necessarily held at the
dwellings of specific spirits. Lower Chinookans, for example, in the afore-
mentioned Guardian Spirit Complex, commonly used five isolated sites for
vision quests. The ritualized journey to these sites, involving swimming and
a prescribed sequence of dives, was the key to success rather than the destina-
tion per se. The potential guardian spirits did not reside at the quest site but
were called to it by the correct behavior of the youth.

INTRODUCTION 9



Similarly, during the subsequent, annual guardian spirit dances, individ-
ual Chinookans hosted five-day ceremonies at their homes to honor their
spirit powers. The spirit could then direct the dancers to move the ceremony
to a specified place. Large canoes traveled abreast to maintain the drumming
and singing, as participants paddled, often several miles, to the prescribed
locations. Finally, the spirit dictated the principal food for the concluding
feast, advising the medicine person of the place where the food would be
found.”

Chinookan guardian spirits were, in a sense, more mobile than those in-
voked in the southern world renewal ceremonies, and some ceremonial places
could effectively shift and fluctuate according to the demands of spirits and
the behavior of humans. Still, in both regional examples, place and spiritual-
ity were clearly, if differently, connected, and they offer evidence that Illahee
was, at once, regional and local. Proper individual and communal behavior
demanded cooperation to access both spirits and places, linking villages and
kin groups within regions." Shared ceremonies reflected the identities of Na-
tive communities and their space within these regional networks.

The Native peoples of Illahee could and did move about considerably and
yet retained a relatively fixed sense of their place. Communities often sepa-
rated and coalesced seasonally. Some bands of Klikitats and Klamaths spent
significant time away from their respective homelands and were infamous
among Willamette Valley colonists as a result. Also, by 1850, intermarriages
were occurring among Native groups over huge distances. An example of
this intermarriage would be an Ikiraku’tsu (Bear Creek Shasta) headman of
the Rogue Valley, who married his daughter to a man of the Wascopam, hun-
dreds of miles to the north."” Indeed, entire bands sometimes emigrated.

The names that colonialists attributed to “tribes,” or “nations,” often de-
rived from the location of peoples when the Westerners first encountered
them. The so-called upper Coquille Tribe, Athapaskans of the upper Coquille
River, had occupied that river drainage since only about 1800. According to
Coquel Thompson, his father was a boy when his people moved from the
Umpqua River to the upper forks of the Coquille.” Coquel Thompson’s fam-
ily history was hardly unique—a common method of defusing intravillage
conflict was to found another town."

Regardless of their movements, individuals and groups retained their core
sense of identity: kinship connections to their home communities. Famed
Klamath headman Lileks spent much of the early to mid-1840s among the
Wascopam and at The Dalles mission. He could and did, however, return to
his kin at Klamath Lake. Indeed, with Chiloquin, he used his experiences
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to consolidate several bands from Klamath Lake and Klamath Marsh into
a “tribe” and to lead them through the tumultuous 1850s and 1860s with-
out significant conflict with Euro-Americans, a relatively peaceful experi-
ence not shared by neighboring Modocs and Shastas.” The Klikitats of the
Willamette Valley could similarly return to their homeland and relatives on
the Columbia Plateau. Indeed, those relatives on the Plateau negotiated for
the safe return of their Willamette Valley kinfolk in 1855, during the last of
colonial Oregon’s intermittent “Indian wars”" Furthermore, as discussed,
social and ceremonial “visiting” was evident throughout western Oregon,
binding communities across ethnic and linguistic lines. As suggested by his-
torian Alexandra Harmon’s work on Indian identity around Puget Sound,
Native peoples of the Pacific Northwest were intertwined with one another,
and identity was a fluid phenomenon.” Saying such is not to argue that “an
Indian is an Indian,” but rather that the simplistic tribal designations of the
treaty era, which have since been reified by anthropological scholarship and
government bureaucracy, poorly reflects flexible Native constructions of the
mid-nineteenth century.”® Illahee was a linkage of local communities, bound
and sometimes divided by kinship ties.

Such weblike connections distinguished Illahee from the single cord of na-
tional citizenship that bound Euro- Americans, excluded “others,” sanctioned
Judeo-Christianity, and systematized property and government. No “middle
ground” was ever going to emerge between an Oregon defined by Anglo-
American society and Illahee.” Particularly by the 1850s, the conceptions of
a single nation-state, citizenship, and absolute land title were too well sup-
ported by demographics and the environment of western Oregon to compel
accommodation by colonials. Euro-Americans could literally set the terms,
including the identities of Indian peoples; indeed, they had to. As had been
true since the landing of Columbus, imperialists had to impose manipulable
definitions of identity, place, and property on the indigenous people.

Thus, the legal creation of Native “nations” was essential to American
colonization. The United States relied on identifying a body politic to cede
specific tracts of land through treaty. The treaty then legitimized the removal
of aboriginal “citizens” who had supposedly agreed to vacate the ceded ter-
ritory. American empire created Indian nation-states from what were actu-
ally multikin villages that lacked centralized governmental authority. Fur-
thermore, according to the Doctrine of Discovery, Native national status
included the burden of limited sovereignty. From their inception, Native na-
tions were thus subject to the superior sovereignty of the “discovering” and
“conquering” nation, the United States. Of course, the Americans’ ultimate
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path from discovery to conquest and colonization was hardly preordained or
unchallenged.

Chapter Narrative Introduction

When Capt. Robert Gray successfully navigated the treacherous mouth of
the Columbia River in 1792, he sought sea otter pelts necessary for the China
trade, the jewel of trans-Pacific commerce. As well, in exploring the coastal
waters of the lower Oregon Country, maritime traders sought a safe, reliable
supply point in the milder climes of the southern Northwest Coast. Impor-
tantly, Gray also sailed into the world of imperial politics. As the first mariner
to enter the lower Columbia River, he established a claim to the unknown
lands of the lower Oregon Country for the United States by right of discov-
ery. Gray’s primary concern was peltry, not politics, but the latter proved
more crucial in the long term.

Later in 1792, British ships also successfully navigated the Columbia’s
mouth, sailed farther upriver, and established more contacts with Chinoo-
kan peoples than Gray had. In the ensuing decades, American and British
ships plying the maritime trade slowly drew the lower country into the trans-
Pacific economy and into the competitive realm of imperial claims. The trade
was always primary, but the politics were ever present. The early history of
western Oregon, from its “discovery” in 1792 to its American statehood in
1859, featured a similar pattern: different peoples came for the promise of
fulfilling specific dreams, from the monetary to the spiritual. Intentionally
or not, however, they contributed to the larger imperial competitions be-
tween Great Britain and the United States, between colonial and indigenous
peoples, and between colony and empire. Like people in colonial histories
elsewhere, local actors and local conditions both shaped and were shaped by
the forces of nineteenth-century imperialism, a global history in which the
United States was intimately involved.

As early as 1804, the vast, distant, and unknown Oregon Country came
to symbolize a promised land to ensure the future of the American republic.
With the ink on the Louisiana Purchase barely dry, Thomas Jefferson or-
dered the addition of the disputed Oregon Country to the explorations of
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. To the Jeffersonian Republicans, the
lands of the West would provide a “safety valve” for the growing American
population and subsequent generations. Available property would allow the
imagined republic of honest yeoman farmers to continue to grow and would
forestall the feared decline into a corrupt, elite-dominated, wage-earning po-
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litical economy like that then taking shape in Europe and the northeastern
United States. Westward expansion of the United States would promote an
“empire of liberty”

Jefferson’s dream had its detractors. The political opposition countered
that such imperial expansion would foster dangerous democratic impulses,
threatening order and stability, and would ultimately fracture the nation.?
British merchants, Canadian traders, and promoters of the British Empire
feared the growth and competition of the precocious United States, rarely
letting an imperial challenge to the Oregon Country go unmet. So much was
invested in a place that so few Westerners actually had visited or knew much
about. Indeed, it is through the experiences of those who actually did ven-
ture to the Oregon Country, rather than another study of distant elites, that
one can better understand how Oregon was created from Illahee, a history of
changes among the colonial population, Native peoples, the local environ-
ment, and the American and British empires.

With the establishment in 1811 of a small, American enterprise grandly
known as Fort Astoria, both the colonial trade and the imperial competition
advanced significantly. British Canadians quickly challenged the American
claim of financier John Jacob Astor, and eventually an ironic sideshow to the
War of 1812 resulted. Still, the ground-level realities had more to do with ev-
eryday relations between Native Oregonians and the diverse colonial popu-
lation of Britons, Americans, Canadians, Eastern American Indians, Native
Hawaiians, and the slowly increasing population of people whose heritage
stemmed from two or more of these national and ethnic categories. Indeed,
nationality often mattered less than personal conduct in an evolving colonial
world where neither the people nor the relations among them remained fixed
for long. Trade, sexual relations, diplomacy, conflict, and, particularly after
1830, disease made change and accommodation the only constants in the
Oregon Country. Colonial life would continue to have imperial implications,
but it was still the small, the local, the personal that mattered most in Oregon
and Illahee. According to the feminist slogan of the 1970s, “the personal is
political”; one should remember that the colonial was deeply personal, and
themes of gender, sexuality, and individual conduct recur throughout this
analysis.”

In 1834, another group of outsiders entered the lower country, this time
bearing the Bible and the burden of Christian mission. Jason Lee and his
band of Methodists believed that they must save the Indians from the per-
ceived darkness of their culture and the corruptive influences of godless and
uncivilized Western colonists. Malaria had ravaged the Native population
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over the past four years, and respiratory illnesses and other diseases unwit-
tingly introduced by Westerners continued to wreak havoc on Indian people.
The dismal prospects for Indian survival undermined the missionaries’ faith
in the mission itself. Native linguistic diversity befuddled the missionaries,
and Chinook Jargon did not have the subtlety to convey a complex theology.
The missionaries grew frustrated with Native reluctance to embrace evan-
gelical Christianity and Western civilization.

Worse, between 1842 and 1844, the trickle of arriving emigrants seeking
the Jeffersonian promised land grew into a flood. The Methodists’ Oregon
Mission became embroiled in controversies regarding the future of the Indi-
ans, colonial land claims, and imperial competition between American set-
tlers and the British Hudson’s Bay Company. Previously muted, racial con-
structions of Indian, mixed-blood, and white identities came to the forefront.
Critical missionaries employed racial ideology to negotiate the contradictory
impulses of mission and colony, to extricate themselves from their obliga-
tions of Christian mission to the Indians, and to redirect their mission efforts
to the growing colonial population.?

Unlike traders, missionaries, and early colonists, some of whom had inter-
married with local Indians, the increasing number of colonists in the 1840s
and 1850s saw no place for Illahee in Oregon. American colonists quickly
established a provisional government with which to record both their private
land claims and the concomitant business transactions of selling, trading, and
dividing those claims and the natural resources located on them. Without the
legitimacy of either Britain or the United States, the colonists conducted pri-
vate arrangements with the local Native population, believing that the United
States would soon take sole imperial possession and that Congress would
retroactively sanction their private claims and Indian negotiations.

The Oregon Treaty with Great Britain, the Land Donation Acts, and the
Indian treaties of the 1850s exemplify both their successes and their failures
at driving imperial expansion from the periphery. Native people initially ne-
gotiated treaty concessions that hindered colonial efforts. As well, federal of-
ficials, the national politics of slavery and Indian lands, and factional infight-
ing among the Oregon colonials frustrated dreams of a colonial American
world of liberal economics, republicanism, and white supremacy.”

Indian people sought to shape the contours of Oregon colonialism and
clearly saw the treaty system as a means to this end. They and their few allies
such as Rev. Josiah Parrish knew they could not prevent colonization, but
they also knew that Illahee had to have a place in Oregon if the people were
to survive. The overriding problem that Indian people faced was the near-
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absolute colonial conviction of racial exclusivity: the Western lands were for
“whites,” and Indians were to be removed and confined. The Indians were a
colonized people struggling within an increasingly narrow space to define
themselves and their futures. Not until recent decades have Indians been able
to take advantage of the “national” status of which the United States con-
trived to deprive their ancestors, and to use this status to fight for basic hu-
man rights, land claims, and environmental protections, among other issues.
Such was hardly the case in the 1850s, of course. Then, these people faced the
horror of forced removal and confinement on the new reservations.

Indian resistance to forced removal in the 1850s from their part of Illahee
grew from the core of who the communities were as people—to themselves,
among other Indians, and to the spirit people, who were their ancestors.
Euro-American colonists who noted Native “superstition” about leaving the
“homes and graves of their fathers” glimpsed only the surface of the differ-
ence between Illahee and Oregon.”* Western civilization conceived of Chris-
tendom as universal, existing on a plane beyond geographical boundaries; it
existed wherever Christians carried and maintained it. In the mid-nineteenth
century, the Indian peoples of Illahee would not have conceived of spiritual-
ity as being independent of place.

By the early 1850s, Native people overtly stated that they had come to rely
on wage work and were becoming part of the colonial economy. They refused,
however, to lose a significant part of what made them Clatsop, Nasomah, or
Santiam: their sacred places. When Anson Dart, superintendent of Indian af-
fairs, and his successor, Joel Palmer, suggested removing the western Oregon
peoples to the Columbia Plateau and the Klamath Basin, Indians on both
sides of the mountains condemned the proposal. Indians of the “Eastside”
cited disease as one damning factor (western Oregon Indians had indeed suf-
fered more because of their close proximity to the settlements), but they also
noted reasons Palmer described as cultural.® To remove the Clatsops would
be to steal from them a crucial piece of what it meant at that time to be Clat-
sop.” Practically, to displace the Clatsops or any western peoples among the
Wascopam or Klamaths would obliterate their social status and identity.

By the mid-18s50s, Illahee existed only in small pockets in the western val-
leys of the lower country (in 1853, Americans split the region into Oregon
and Washington territories). In the south, however, in the borderlands be-
tween the colonial centers of Oregon and northern California, Illahee was
much more in evidence. In 1851, an extension of the California Gold Rush
attracted thousands of gold seekers, merchants, and farmers into an area that
had never been fully incorporated into the fur trade or the colonial economy.
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This was the “Rogue” country of southwest Oregon. So-called Rogue Indi-
ans represented several ethnicities and languages, and their reactions to the
sudden arrival of colonists were similarly varied. As many Indians in the
Willamette Valley and Puget Sound region had done previously and contin-
ued to do, Native peoples of southwest Oregon created economic niches in
the new economy. They operated ferries, labored in mining camps and on
farms and ranches, guided packers and miners, and traded food—all while
trying to maintain traditional economic practices in the face of a rapidly
changing ecological landscape.

Others stole, engaged in prostitution, or met hostilities from colonists with
violent retribution. Many colonials resented all of these activities as infringe-
ments and threats. The Indians of southwest Oregon faced two related prob-
lems. First, a reputation as “rogues,” a relic of locally undeveloped fur trade
relations, became entrenched by exaggerated accounts of thievery and vio-
lence and fed an imagined threat of a pan-Indian conspiracy. Second, a frus-
trated, local colonial population blamed the “Rogue” Indians for a variety of
political and economic problems, and some colonists viewed removing or
exterminating them as a necessary first step toward progress. When federal
officials and the regular army balked, colonists used a murder, which was
blamed on local Shasta Indians from the Table Rock Reservation, to launch a
volunteer militia effort to exterminate the “Rogues”

The ensuing “Rogue River War” of 1855-56 and its aftermath evidenced
many of the most salient features of American settler colonialism. The ra-
cialization of people and place had advanced to an extremist, militant sense
of Euro-American “birthright,” a belief that U.S. citizenship legitimated the
extermination of fully dehumanized Indians perceived to be a threat to the
“public welfare”” The limited interracial relations had not developed a stable
means of communication and conflict resolution, if such was even possible
when the colonial demand for land and resources was so absolute. Imperial
authority was weak, with only a token force of federal officers and regular
troops to maintain order.

Additionally, the colonial fear of an intertribal confederacy from north-
ernmost California to British Columbia fed popular hysteria about the “In-
dian threat” and contributed to the virulence and pervasiveness of the calls
for extermination. Indeed, some evidence points to interethnic unity among
Native bands of southwestern Oregon, the Columbia Plateau, and Puget
Sound. Outside the local regions, however, the supposed confederacy never
extended beyond the sharing of a dystopian prophecy about miserable con-
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ditions on reservations and the establishment of some unprecedentedly long-
distance kin relations. Many contemporary officials noted the limitations of
Indian political unity, and the pan-Indian threat was simply an excuse for
attempted genocide.

In 1856, the regular army intervened and stopped the conflict, but not
without engendering long-standing problems. Army officers worked against
territorial claims for war remunerations, refuting many of the charges against
the Indians and blaming colonial greed and racism for the war. This fight over
the legacy and costs of the war stressed relations among the federal govern-
ment, colonials, and Indians, with the Indians continuing to bear the brunt
of local frustrations, caprice, and avarice.”

In 1859, Oregon achieved statehood and thus ended its colonial relation-
ship with the United States, which had begun in 1792 with Captain Gray’s
“discovery” Oregon citizens, like many in the West, would long claim that
their home was a “plundered province,” a victim of distant capital and a dis-
tant capitol, blaming outsiders for the failure of their dreams of the promised
land. Their claims, however, were and continue to be rhetorical or, at best,
analogous to colonialism. Residing on reservations and in precarious homes
in Oregon society, the Native population was only just entering a colonial
relationship with the federal government in the 1850s. They, unlike the domi-
nant society around them, continued to be a colonial population living under
an imposed sovereignty.

Finally, as Jefferson’s political opponents had feared two generations ear-
lier, the colonization of the West did fracture the nation. The unresolved
questions of race and slavery in the western territories that shaped local, re-
gional, and national politics resulted in the Civil War only two years after the
incorporation of Oregon.

Oregon, like any place, is a cultural construction of the physical land-
scape. After nearly seventy years, Oregon was a peripheral American state
overshadowed by its southern neighbor, California, but with a citizenry that
would continue attempts to make it a place where the American dream could
be realized. Similarly, Native peoples re-created Illahee as a dynamic world
that, while scattered through the margins of dominant society, continued to
exist within Oregon.

This book attempts to explain this complicated and central part of Ameri-
can history by interweaving several “story lines” of empire, colony, and in-
digeneity: the personal, political, economic, cultural, environmental, and
social.
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CHAPTER TWO

So Many Little Sovereignties, 1792-1822

Global Trade and lllahee

By the late 1700s, a new era of global exchange and imperial competition
had emerged: the trans-Pacific trade. The Spanish had long since consoli-
dated their rule on the Pacific coast of the Americas and the Philippines, and
the Russians colonized the far northern Pacific Rim. Relative latecomers, the
British and Americans increased their commercial presence on the Pacific
Ocean, attracted by the China trade and whaling. Oregon came to embody
a colonial vision of the place, arriving on the ships of Western commerce.
Native and Western peoples created colonial worlds together through their
daily interactions, struggles for power and influence, and accommodations,
as temporary and contingent as they often were. The dynamic colonial world
of Oregon had to be negotiated into existence within the Native world of
Illahee.

Although the mouth of the Columbia was dangerous and Native traders
kept the costs high, the trade attracted many ships to the river. After 1792,
the lower Columbia gradually emerged as a necessary stop rivaling in im-
portance the islands above Puget Sound, particularly because the Chinooks
initially forced other Native traders such as the Chehalis to trade their furs to
them for subsequent exchange with the British and Americans.' As well, the
trade ships or “coasters” sought indigenous products of the lower Columbia
to trade with Indians farther north along the Northwest Coast, where sea
otters—the prize of the Pacific fur trade—were more plentiful and their
thicker coats more valuable.

The lower Chinookans and the neighboring Tillamooks on the coast sup-
plied colonial traders with clamon, or dressed elk-skin hides that northern
Native people desired as body armor, similar to the leather jerkins of me-
dieval Europe. The clamon were effective for slave raids, feuds, and ceremo-
nial wealth displays. The dressed hides were reportedly sufficient to turn
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an arrow as readily as a pistol ball, although the later proliferation of more
powerful arms rendered them useless and quashed the market.> Other im-
portant Native manufactures included watertight hats and basketry. Lower
Chinookans also provided some slaves, which coasters traded north of Puget
Sound.? Coasters provided quick, direct routes for Native peoples separated
by hundreds of miles of mountainous coastline. The mariners also obtained
fresh water and food from the lower Columbia at the beginning and end of
their Northwest Coast visits.

The same mild climate that limited the sea otter population also made
the Greater Lower Columbia region a good choice for a colonial trade settle-
ment. A lower Columbia station could gather inland peltries, supply coasting
vessels and the Russian posts in southeast Alaska and northern California,
and establish the trader’s nation with a secure imperial claim. Still, for years,
no empire attempted to establish a colony in this remote region. The situa-
tion would not begin to change until 1805, with the arrival of the Corps of
Discovery from the United States traveling overland from the Missouri River
east of the Rocky Mountains. That the Americans would be the first was far
from a foregone conclusion.

The Russians began exploiting Aleut and Kodiak hunters to acquire sea
otter pelts for trade at the northern Chinese market at Kyakhtah in the 1740s.
The British did not “discover” the profitable trade for Northwest Coast sea ot-
ters until 1788, exchanging them at Canton (Guangzhou) in southern China.
Justifiably distrustful of Europeans, the Chinese maintained different ports
and markets for the western and eastern Europeans. This was despite re-
peated Russian complaints that prices were lower at Kyakhtah than at Canton
and that the northern market required an excruciatingly expensive overland
trek from coastal Siberia through Mongolia.* The western Europeans and the
Americans who soon joined them made the best of their superior trading
position at Canton.

By the early 1790s, English and American mariners regularly “coasted”
the Northwest Coast seeking sea otter and other pelts for Canton. By the
early 1800s, Hawai‘i became the crucial resupply point for fur traders and
whalers pursuing profits in the Pacific Basin. Markets and supply points se-
cured, Western commerce had firmly established the trans-Pacific trade and
Oregon’s place within it by the 1810s.

The Native people of the Oregon Country had long maintained indig-
enous trade networks and welcomed the colonial trade.” Some of the earli-
est furs went directly from clothing Nuu-chah-nulth and Chinook Indians
to adorning Chinese Mandarins across the Pacific. From the mouth of the
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A Chinook lodge, ca. 1841 (Wilkes, Narrative of the United States Exploring Expedition;
image courtesy of the Oregon Historical Society)

Columbia River to the middle stretches along the Columbia Plateau, Native
peoples of the Oregon Country prized tia Commashuck (blue “chief beads”)
crafted by Canton artisans and obtained from coasters and Native interme-
diaries.® Although tia Commashuck never displaced hyqua, or dentalia, shells
as the medium of indigenous exchange, beads from China formed the basis
for much of the colonial-Native exchanges in the first decades.

By introducing new goods, markets, and trade routes, the colonial trans-
Pacific trade radically altered the preexisting Native trade network of the Or-
egon Country. Indeed, the imperial outreach from Europe and the United
States had already profoundly changed the Native Northwest before Gray’s
arrival: the smallpox epidemic of the 1780s had spread from colonials in the
early maritime trade and then along indigenous trade routes. As well, Span-
ish colonization of the Southwest had changed life through the indirect intro-
duction of horses to the Northwest. With horses, Plateau peoples drastically
increased their travel distances for hunting, trading, and raiding, and horses
added to their striking power.” Gray’s visit provided the direct introduction
of non-Indians and their manufactures, but the changes caused by Western
colonialism had begun years before his arrival. After Gray’s voyage, change
accelerated. The British followed Gray in the fall of 1792, ventured farther
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upriver, traded, and staked their competing imperial claim to the Greater
Lower Columbia River region.?

Several factors conflated to limit the imperial competition over the
lower Oregon trade to Great Britain and the United States. The Russians
were mostly interested in sea otters, or “Msrkoe 3onoto,” literally “soft
gold,” rather than the furbearers of interior Oregon.” From their tenuous
colony among the Sitka Tlingits, the Russians reached southward to Alta
California, the terminus of the sea otter lands. The pelts of the sea otters
became browner and thinner south of Puget Sound and consequently were
less valuable to Chinese traders at Canton and Kyakhtah, partly limiting Rus-
sian activity in the Oregon Country and Alta California. The Spanish further
inhibited the development of an Alta California colony, restricting the Rus-
sians to small trading posts dependent on external food supplies. An at-
tempt by the Russians to establish a settlement in lower Oregon also was
unsuccessful. In March 1806, as the Corps of Discovery was heading back to
St. Louis, Capt. Nicolai Rezanov of the Juno failed in his attempt to cross the
bar at the Columbia’s mouth. The Russians did not mount another coloniza-
tion attempt before 1811, when the construction of the Americans’ Fort Asto-
ria effectively preempted them.”

The Spanish had their silver mines in New Spain and Peru and were in-
terested in the Northwest Coast trade only insofar as it attracted unwanted
imperial competitors to the Pacific American coastline. In 1788, the Spanish
ventured to the Northwest Coast to monitor the Russians; earlier Spanish
voyages had only been exploratory, although the Spanish claimed the entire
coastline. On encountering British ships, the Spanish established presidios
among the Wakashan peoples, the Makahs on the northern tip of the Olym-
pic Peninsula, and the Nuu-chah-nulths across the straits on western Van-
couver Island, deploying Native Peruvians as soldiers. Although the Spanish
advised Maquinna, the principal Nuu-chah-nulth headman of the Nootka
Confederacy, that they were the reigning authority, the presidio commander
refused to intervene when Maquinna complained of abuses by European and
American coasters.

The ineffective Spanish presence soon dissipated with the so-called Nootka
Dispute with Great Britain in 1789-90. Maquinna had granted British Capt.
John Meares “a spot of ground . . . whereupon a house might be built for the
accommodation of the people we intend to leave behind™ Francisco Eliza as
presidio commander at Santa Cruz de Nootka did not want even a small Brit-
ish presence on the Nootka Sound and seized the property, asserting Spanish
sovereignty over the Northwest Coast through the right of discovery. The
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British threatened war over the matter and argued that, because the Spanish
had not occupied the region until the belated and small presidios were built,
their claim was void. France, embroiled in revolution, could not come to the
aid of its Catholic ally, while Britain had the likely support of Prussia and the
Netherlands. Spain backed off and agreed to compensate British losses and to
honor neutral trade on the Northwest Coast.””

The British used the same argument against the Spanish that they had
advanced two centuries earlier regarding the Atlantic Coast: occupation de-
termined the legitimacy of imperial claims. Ironically, this precedent would
later haunt the British when the United States vied for dominion in the Or-
egon Country. Spain withdrew from the Northwest Coast in 1790 and, in
1819, it officially ceded claims north of Alta California (42nd latitude) jointly
to Great Britain and the United States.

Chinookan peoples of the lower Columbia cared little about Western
nationalism or imperial interests, yet the trade depended on their coop-
eration. Their diffuse, kin-based world of villages, or “little sovereignties,”
as one trader termed them, prevented colonials from effectively instituting
systematic trade policies or unilaterally determining relations among their
employees and local Indians. Because the region’s Native population did
little of the actual trapping, unlike the fur trade in Eastern North America,
Western traders had to acquire permission to trap in addition to permission
to acquire food, resources, and living space. To the frustration of compet-
ing empires, the lower Chinookans initially considered the maritime trad-
ers individually, not nationally, in keeping with the way in which “village”
identities were configured in Illahee. Chinookans indicated their favorites
among the thirteen ships that visited biannually, basing their preferences on
the captain’s disposition and prices.

The Clatsops referred generally to all European traders as pah-shish’-e-
00ks, “cloth men” or “blanket people,” for one of the common trade items."”
This sobriquet was in keeping with the local trading scene of the Greater
Lower Columbia region, where peoples sometimes received the name of
their most prominent contribution." For example, Clatsop meant “pounded
salmon,” a dried preparation comparable to pemmican that formed such a
crucial part of the diet and culture of the Northwest. The Clatsop people were
so called not because they produced a large surplus of that important prod-
uct but because the calm, sheltered bay in which lower Chinookans obtained
it from visiting upper Chinookans was the “Clatsop” place.” Other Native
peoples of Illahee received names that suggested their ranking within the
Native economic and cultural networks of the Greater Lower Columbia. The
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Chinookans derisively called the only local Athapaskan speakers “Claxstars”
(round heads), both because they did not participate in the regional practice
of head flattening and because of poor relations with the prominent village
of Chinook (qwatsa’'mts).'

In the early decades of the fur trade, the lower Chinookan peoples ben-
efited handsomely at the expense of both colonialists and other Native
peoples. Under the nominal leadership of Concomly and his wife, “who by
influence or example kept order as much as possible,” the Chinooks and
their lower Chinookan neighbors—the Willapa Chinooks, Clatsops, Cath-
lamet, Wahkiakum, and Clackamas—earned reputations as shrewd traders.
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark famously wrote of them: “[T]hey are
great higlers in trade . . . [and have] an avericious all grasping disposition.
[I]n this respect they differ from all Indian I ever became acquainted with”
Unstated, the explorers were noting a “respect” that the Chinooks seemingly
had in common with colonial traders. Indeed, the Chinookan traders frus-
trated Europeans and Euro-Americans through their adept bargaining and
by refusing to accept fixed prices or cheap company goods, leading partly to
trader David Thompson’s characterization of them in 1811 as “the scoundrels
that possess this River from its mouth up to the first Falls™*®

According to the Nootka Dispute’s resolution, the Lewis and Clark ex-
pedition down the Columbia could not secure the Oregon Country for the
United States: theirs was only a temporary occupation. Still, they carefully
left evidence of their stay in the form of a written statement, a map of their
travels, and a listing of their names; these papers were nailed inside their
“Fort Clatsop” and were given to local Native headmen.” The expedition
improved the American diplomatic position vis-a-vis British claims, as had
Gray’s successful navigation of the Columbia’s mouth in 1792. By design, the
Lewis and Clark expedition had important imperial implications.

The Corps of Discovery followed the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, by which
the young United States obtained 828,000 square miles of the northern Great
Plains (between modern Canada and the American Southwest) east of the
Rocky Mountains from Napoleon. Although the purchase did not include
the vastand largely unknown Oregon Country, the Lewis and Clark expedition
attempted to advance the commercial relationship between Euro-American
and Native traders there.® Such could have future imperial implications if the
United States could cement ties with the lower Chinookans to the exclusion
of the British. Canada’s Northwest Company had already established trading
forts on the upper Columbia River and in much of modern British Columbia
and was an obvious possible competitor for the traders of the United States.
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The Corps of Discovery descended below the Cascade Mountain divide
and arrived on the lower Columbia in late October 1805, too late for the fall
visit of the coasters and too early for the spring trade. As was partly their
mission, the explorers (particularly Clark) wrote extensively about the in-
digenous peoples, native flora and fauna, the climate, the geography, evi-
dence of competing colonialists, and the economic promise of the region.”
They witnessed much of the bustling trade among the Native peoples on the
lower river, along some of the tributaries, and on the neighboring coastline;
trade, as far as the explorers could judge, was conducted almost entirely by
water.

The lower Chinookans employed three distinct canoe types to navigate
the rough coastal and intertidal waters, the expansive estuaries, and the swift
currents of the narrows and subsidiary streams. Lewis and Clark were taken
by the functional designs but particularly impressed with the ornately carved
décor of the canoes (and gabled plank houses), commenting that “the wood-
work and sculpture of these people . . . evince an ingenuity by no means com-
mon among the Aborigines of America”? They noted relatively few horses,
compared with the Columbia Plateau and Plains Indians, because the ani-
mals were of less use in the river economy, although lower Chinookans did
obtain a few from Sahaptins upriver.”

The previous decade of maritime trade had left a permanent imprint on
the region, with the effects of disease already taking an early, brutal toll and
Chinese, American, and European trade goods abounding. Clark wrote,
“The Small Pox had distroyed a great number of the nativs in this quarter.
it provailed about 4 or 5 yrs Sinc among the Clatsops, and distroyd Several
hundreds of them, four of their Chiefs fell a victym to it’s ravages.” He also
noted many burial canoes on land a few miles downstream from Fort Clatsop
and empty villages among the Tillamooks on the coast.* Among the many
survivors, China plates, red and blue blankets, old muskets (mostly in disre-
pair from lack of maintenance and firing gravel instead of scarce lead balls),
kettles, pots, and tia Commashuck, or “chief beads,” were ubiquitous.

During the winter, at least, the most common trade item among Indians
was food. Roots, particularly wapato, “the most valuable of all roots,” grew
in the marshy river valleys and formed “a principal article of traffic between
the inhabitants of the valley and those of this neighborhood or sea coast”*
The expedition’s Fort Clatsop stood between the wapato suppliers—mostly
Wahkiakums and Cathlamets with ready access to the wetlands of adjacent
valleys—and the three principal Clatsop villages; however, the Corps rarely
obtained as much wapato as they desired from the Native traders.
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Fort Clatsop: A Temporary Village in lllahee

As temporary occupants, the Corps of Discovery faced material and social
problems during their winter on the lower Columbia (November 1805-April
1806). The Corps’ supply of trade goods was largely depleted by their ven-
ture up the Missouri, across the Rockies, and down the Columbia—which
limited their bargaining ability. Moreover, the Native traders seemed unwill-
ing to trade all their foodstufts for non-Native manufactured goods, prefer-
ring to spread out their trade and diversify the nature of what they obtained.
More importantly, the Corps lacked any kin connections, which obligated
Native traders in ongoing reciprocal relationships. Although the Americans
did nothing to establish kin relations, they did realize the trade value of the
Clatsop-manufactured goods, and the Corps resupplied their trade stores for
the return journey with the crafts of the lower Chinookans. Subsequent land-
based traders would continue this practice, as the Sahaptin peoples of the
Plateau readily bartered for lower Chinookan manufactures.?

Whereas the Corps made no lasting interpersonal connections, they did
necessarily interact with Chinookans and commented on the sexual relations
between the men of Fort Clatsop and their Indian neighbors. Indeed, the
Corps’ writings provide early evidence for how Chinookan sexuality was
affected by the maritime trade and provide a baseline for changes during
the subsequent land-based trade beginning in the 1810s. Their observations
could be problematic, however, particularly when they found their way (in
altered form) into publication. Indeed, Lewis’s published history of 1814 actu-
ally was written by the New York financier Nicholas Biddle, who was not an
expedition member. Biddle sensationalized the original journals, changing
details presumably to increase sales.

Such was true generally of the journals-cum-travel-literature written dur-
ing and about the early trans-Pacific trade, which was already taking shape
before the Corps laid an Oregon claim for the United States. The works be-
came so prevalent that Ross Cox worried that “I might subject myself to the
charge of plagiarism . . . if I touched on” a discussion of Hawaiian culture and
“vices” Cox’s complaint that charges “of lasciviousness . . . [are] too general,
and his proto-relativist stance that “English chastity” is not judged by “the
disgusting conduct of the unfortunate females who crowd our sea-ports and
ships” was not typical of his time.”” Nonetheless, thanks to Cox and others
such as Biddle, Chinookan women received an inaccurate, lascivious reputa-
tion similar to that of Pacific Islanders, distorting our understanding of the
social history of Illahee.”
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Biddle’s account—although none of the journals—claims that Chinookan
men and women prostituted their daughters and nieces when conducting
trade with the explorers.”” The several journals mention only one group of
young women as prostitutes, and prostitution seems to have been an infre-
quent and minor activity for them. The six women acted under the direction
of a Chinook headman Delashelwilt from gwatsamts or, more accurately, his
wife, commonly referred to as “the old baud” The Corps encountered the
group three times: November 21, 1805; March 15, 1806; and shortly after de-
parting Fort Clatsop, probably March 24, 1806.%° Biddle added “her daugh-
ters & nieces” where Clark had written only “her 6 young squars”*

The women’s supposed status as kin stemmed perhaps from conflating
a separate story in which a family member was supposedly prostituted, as
related by Clark to Biddle four years later in an interview. However, the man
intended a custom-of-the-country marriage, not prostitution. Clark told
Biddle that “[a] Clatsop whom I had cured of some disorder brought me
out of gratitude his sister” Clark apparently ignored her and, after she stayed
“two or three days in [the] next room with Chabono’s wife [Sacajawea]” and
“declined the solicitations of the men,” she returned to her village.*

The lower Chinookan peoples were accustomed to the common fur trade
practice of informal or custom-of-the-country marriages through contact
with maritime traders. Most famously, one woman bore a tattoo “J. Bowman,”
referring most likely to a mariner from a seasonal trade ship and suggesting
such a relationship.® Furthermore, the published accounts often conflicted
with the original journals, in which authors enhanced juicy details. In the
published version of Sgt. Patrick Gass’s journal of 1811, for example, the num-
ber of “the old baud’s” prostitutes grew from six to nine and their encounters
from three to “frequently”** Although Gass included this statement under
the entry date of March 21, 1806, it is part of longer, rambling commentary
ruminating on all the “Flatheads” west of the Rocky Mountains and seems
likely to have been written later and with publication in mind.

Indeed, the Corps’ journals make it clear that the encounters were not
frequent. On the second meeting on March 15, Lewis and Clark both com-
mented that “this was the same party that had communicated the venerial
to so many [Clark says ‘several’] of our party in November last,” and they
advised their men to avoid contact. The attribution of so much venereal in-
fection is noteworthy as well, because only one expedition member, Silas
Goodrich, is explicitly mentioned as having contracted the disease, likely
syphilis, in Oregon.” Finally, according to Sergeant Ordway’s journal, which
was not rewritten for publication, the third encounter with the “old baud”
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and the six young women occurred on the river and consisted of their offer-
ing “a Sea otter Skin dryed fish & hats for Sale,” not themselves.*® Compared
with the original journals, the published accounts of the expedition over-
stated and misrepresented the prostitution of the six young women.

The last piece of evidence from the Corps’ journals for the Chinookan
peoples’ supposed propensity to prostitute family members derives from an
interaction between the captains and a young Clatsop man of some status
named Cuscalar. The captains first met Cuscalar when visiting his village on
December 9, 1805, shortly after the Corps established Fort Clatsop nearby on
the south bank of the Columbia, where they awaited spring and their return
across the Rocky Mountains. Two weeks later, on December 23, Clark learned
that Cuscalar was ill and “[s]ent him a little pounded fish [because Cuscalar]
could not come to See us” The following day Cuscalar, his brother “and 2
young Squar” came to Fort Clatsop, presenting mats for Lewis and Clark
“and a parcel of roots” in exchange for two files, which the lower Chinookans
prized for woodworking. Clark decided that he could not afford to part with
the tools and refused the trade, “which displeased Cuscalah a little. [H]e then
offered a woman to each of us which we also declined axcepting which also
displeased them” The identity of the two women is unknown. Neither seems
to have been the wife of Cuscalar, because she was identified on a visit five
days later and Clark made no connection between them. The intent of Cus-
calar and his brother is equally unclear; the captains assumed prostitution,
but establishing a beneficial kin connection through custom-of-the-country
marriage may have been their goal. Although Clark identified Cuscalar as
“the young Clatsop chief,” he had not bestowed on him a chief medal as he
had the elders Coboway and Comowool. Cuscalar may have been seeking to
advance his position vis-a-vis the new traders through their curious ranking
system, viewing ClarK’s gift of pounded salmon as an opening. Anthropolo-
gist Theodore Stern notes that regular trading partners in the Native Colum-
bia trade network did not barter as much as they presented reciprocal gifts.
In this light, Clark’s pounded salmon and the mats and roots of Cuscalar
take on a different meaning, particularly because Cuscalar fully expected the
files and became upset when Clark balked. Marriage facilitated such trading
partnerships by establishing reciprocal kin obligations. Still, the journals do
not reveal Cuscalar’s and his brother’s intentions or the women’s social status.
The women may even have been slaves, as was the young cook whom Cusca-
lar offered to trade to Clark for “some beeds and a gun” on February 28.7

The roles and treatment of Chinookan slaves caused some confusion in
the Corps’ ethnography, further contributing to misunderstandings about
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the historical development of prostitution and slavery in Illahee as well as
the larger social changes they represented. Lewis and Clark commented that
Cuscalar had purchased his cook from Tillamooks, who had taken him from
a “great distance” down the coast. Both men also stated that Chinookan fami-
lies adopted slaves and treated “them as their own children.”*® Such was obvi-
ously a relative assessment, a comparison with the lives of African American
slaves such as York, a member of the expedition. Chinookan slaves lived,
worked, and sometimes intermarried with Chinookan commoners, account-
ing for some confusion among Westerners regarding their identity and social
status.

One marker that had distinguished slaves from higher-status individuals
was head flattening. Chinookan parents tied their infants’ heads to cradle
boards to produce the desired mark of distinction and beauty. As the fur
trade grew in the 1790s, however, so too did the practice of head flattening. By
1805, reflecting increased competition and raiding, the practice extended up
to the middle Columbia, up the Willamette River, and along the coast from
the Alsea River on Oregon’s central coast to the Olympic Peninsula; hence
the Corps’ tendency to refer to most Indians west of the Rocky Mountains as
“Flatheads” Some ethnic groups of lower Oregon adopted head flattening to
add to their prestige regionally, to make it more likely that an advantageous
marriage could be arranged with the increasingly powerful Chinooks.

Another reason was to protect women from slave raiding, which ex-
panded with the fur trade. In the 1790s, slave raiding and trading became in-
tegral parts of Native Northwest interactions, as competition rose with colo-
nial trade and imported disease pressured populations. Ideally, on the lower
Columbia, slaves were captured or traded from “round-headed” peoples, or
Claxstars. Accordingly, on the eastern and southern frontiers of the Greater
Lower Columbia region, only girls’ heads were flattened, because they were
more likely targeted in slave raids and their communities sought some nomi-
nal protection.*

Although few in number, many if not all Native women that the Chi-
nookans prostituted were likely slaves. Young women captured or obtained
through trade, although not chattel, had little social status or control over
their bodies. Slavery made one effectively kinless, without a local identity
that others were bound to respect. Emphasizing slaves’ otherness, Chinook-
ans commonly named them for their country of origin.*

Slavery certainly existed prior to the fur trade, but it grew and took on
new purposes. Prostitution arose as a nexus. Throughout the Pacific trade,
maritime encounters between colonial male sailors and Native women were
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sometimes sexual and almost always fleeting. Indigenous peoples varied
in their responses to the challenges posed to their constructions of gender,
sexuality, and social structure. In the havoc-wrought world of the 1790s and
the early 1800s, Chinookans sought social stability by using slaves for sexual
labor. Women, seized in raids and traded away, arrived on the lower Colum-
bia without kin relations, thus with no social status or protection afforded by
their lineage. The transformation of women into slaves could subsequently
be reversed by marriage, establishing a kin connection to the community.
With the growth of the Northwest Coast fur trade, slave women filled the
newly created role of prostitutes.*

The Corps seemed unaware of the profound social changes they were wit-
nessing and in which they were participating. Still, the prevalence of prosti-
tution on the lower Columbia did not match the exaggerated claims of the
published Corps accounts, and the Chinookans clearly sought more stable
connections through intermarriage.

It may be as James Ronda argued that “[t]he Chinookans, whose lives fo-
cused on trading and material wealth, saw sex as an equally valid way to
amass the goods that signaled power and prestige”*? Unfortunately, however,
the way in which this nascent, ancillary sex trade worked in the first de-
cade of the nineteenth century remains unclear. During the Corps’ stay, two
conclusions seem evident: custom-of-the-country marriages were sought by
high-status and ambitious Chinookans, and prostitution existed in a limited
and casual form. Seeking to maintain or improve status through marriages
with the newcomers was in keeping with Chinookan practices.

The six ostensible prostitutes acted under the direction of Delashelwilt’s
wife. They engaged in what might be termed prostitution once and possibly
offered a second chance to the Corps—suggesting that such material-sexual
exchanges existed by 1805. With hindsight, these women may be seen as ar-
chetypal: they were directed by others, and sex work was not a principal or
frequent labor. Their probable slave status suggests that the Chinooks were
beginning to incorporate a form of prostitution into their version of slavery
to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing world: an indigenous world of
Illahee that was becoming a colonial world of Oregon.

Toward a Colonial Society

With the departure of the Corps of Discovery in the spring of 1806, the Pa-
cific trade continued as a series of biannual maritime encounters until 1811
and the construction of Fort Astoria, again in Clatsop country on the south
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bank of the lower Columbia. The enterprise was primarily a commercial ven-
ture to benefit John Jacob Astor and his partners, but because of the compet-
ing expansionist nations involved in the Pacific trade, Fort Astoria also was
an imperial venture by default. When the international entrepreneur Astor (a
German who immigrated to New York via London) determined to establish a
trading post on the northern Pacific American coast to boost his profits from
the maritime trade, he was necessarily creating a permanent U.S. presence on
the lower Columbia. Well aware of the political climate and its possible ben-
efits, Astor approached President Jefferson for a monopoly of the land-based
trade of the lower Oregon country, citing nationalist concerns. Jefferson dis-
missed Astor’s request, preferring free competition among American traders
west of the Mississippi River. East of that boundary, the central government
had been operating trading houses through its factory system since 1796, at-
tempting an imperial monopoly of Indian trade, until abolishing the system
in 1822.* The factory system existed to maintain order and peace between
Indians and frontier settlements and, more nefariously, operated at a loss to
encourage Indian debt, which could then be repaid through land cessions.

The vastly distant Oregon Country without settlements or the concomi-
tant need to “extinguish Indian title” to the land did not merit the govern-
mental expense of operating a trading house, and, all things being equal,
Jefferson and his generation eschewed monopolies. Even the British barred
monopolies within their domestic markets; the Hudson’s Bay Company and
the East India Company were seen as necessary evils for efficiently order-
ing the empire at the least expense to the Crown and Parliament.** Jefferson
also was not convinced that the Oregon Country would ever be more than a
“great state” with an affinity with the United States; constituent statehood for
the far-off land seemed highly unlikely at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Without his desired monopoly or significant support from the central gov-
ernment of the United States, Astor labored to gather the capital and exper-
tise for his proposed Oregon venture.*

In 1810, Astor sent one party by sea led by Duncan McDougall aboard
the ill-fated Tonquin and a second party overland led by Wilson Price Hunt.
The Tonquin party arrived at the Columbia in the spring of 1811. They lost
two boats and eight men in attempting to cross the treacherous mouth, and
gained passage only by the luck of an in-coming tide, which carried the help-
less ship into the estuary and away from the rocks. The “Astorians” arrived
at their selected fort site on April 12, 1811. Like the Corps of Discovery, they
opted for a south-bank location on Young’s Bay; indeed, the nearby remains
of Fort Clatsop quickly became a colonial tourist attraction.*® The first group
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of overlanders did not reach the lower Columbia until January 1812, with
stragglers continuing to arrive and be collected from Indian villages into the
spring.

Hunt had opted to attempt a route south of the Corps of Discovery’s trek
across the Bitterroot Mountains, mistakenly believing that the Snake River
was navigable. Having almost drowned in whitewater and having been
trapped by the towering walls of Hells Canyon, Hunt’s party were fortunate
to have survived the journey. On his return trip to St. Louis in 1814, Robert
Stuart took advantage of lessons learned and established a relatively safe
route that would come to be known as the “Oregon Trail”

Although Astor failed to strike a partnership with Montreal’s Northwest
Company, he did lure away a few of its “wintering partners”—traders who
lived and worked in the field at Fort William on Lake Superior and were
invested in the company—and he created the Pacific Fur Company. The
Scots-Canadian defectors from the Northwest Company added leadership,
experience, and recruiting abilities. When Hunt had attempted to engage
Euro-American trappers at Mackinac and St. Louis for the initial foray into
the Oregon Country, few joined. Why should they venture to distant, un-
known lands when productive trapping was known and readily available east
of the Rocky Mountains?

Thus, the Scots-Canadians, recently of the Northwest Company, sup-
plied the brunt of the “American” labor force for Fort Astoria by contract-
ing French Canadians, Kanakas of Hawai‘i, and eastern Indians such as Jean
Baptiste Saganakei of the Lake of the Two Mountains Nipissings and Ignace
Salioheni of an unnamed Iroquois band. Watatcum, a Cathlamet Chinook,
became an essential “Astorian” early on as well. Contracted as a hunter, he
supplied much of the fort’s meat, particularly before the arrival of Saganakei,
Salioheni, and the Metis Pierre Dorion. Despite the fact that only a minority
of the labor force was Euro-American, the small trading post “Fort Astoria”
flew the Stars and Stripes on occasion (such as Independence Day), received
its funding from New York, and was thus American—more or less. In its
multiethnic and multinational composition, Fort Astoria actually resembled
most contemporary colonial enterprises around the world.”

Writing of the daily activities in the company log, factor Duncan McDou-
gall referred to his diverse employees simply as “the People” It would be a
mistake, however, to assume that this unifying, neutral identity implied an
egalitarian fort society. The structure of the enterprise reflected a complex
hierarchy based on labor, race, and nationality, with Hunt (Euro-American)
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Fort Astoria, ca. 1841 (Wilkes, Narrative of the United States Exploring Expedition;
image courtesy of the Oregon Historical Society)

and partner McDougall (Scots-Canadian) at the top. They were followed
by subordinate Scots-Canadian partners; a few clerks, some of whom were
Euro-American; ethnically European and Native trappers; and Native hunt-
ers.* (Hunt was absent at sea during almost the entire tenure of the Pacific
Fur Company, arranging a contract with the Russians, coasting, and getting
supplies at Hawai'‘i, leaving McDougall as the de facto leader.)

Although the Europeans and the Kanakas worked side by side in their
daily pursuits of felling trees, building, gardening, tending livestock, and
burning vast numbers of trees in the coal pit for charcoal (for the blacksmiths’
forge), the men’s bunks were segregated and their positions were not equal.*
A sense of the way this order was maintained can be gleaned from a drunken
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argument between Euro-American John Mumford and an unnamed Kanaka,
in which Mumford ultimately delivered a “cut very ill.” Although he was in
many cases a strict disciplinarian, McDougall dismissed the incident, not-
ing that the Kanaka had been “rather forward,” having overstepped his place
with the white man.”® The Kanakas seem to have been regarded similarly to
continental indigenes, and Alfred Seton referred to them as “Owyhee Indi-
ans”” Whereas McDougall did allow “the People” to celebrate the Hawaiian
New Year on October 27, 1812, the fete was not repeated in subsequent years
and seems to have been an excuse for the men to get drunk and avoid their
drudgery for a day.”

Iroquois Ignace Salioheni, although a valued and respected hunter, saw
his family unceremoniously removed from the fort to make room for stores;
they were told to share the “Nepisangue’s house.” This incident and another in
which McDougall publicly upbraided Salioheni’s wife may have contributed
to the Iroquois’ departure for home in 1814.” When the Cathlamet hunter
Watatcum used his company-issued musket to hunt elk for his wife’s Clatsop
village after they had nursed him through a debilitating sickness, McDougall
had him put in irons to remind him who owned the fruits of his labors.>*

McDougall also tried to establish the hierarchy of “the People” in terms
that he thought the local Indians would comprehend and respect. According
to Seton, McDougall represented himself to Concomly as the chief and the
Astorian employees as his slaves.” Indeed, when one Canadian, Paul Jeremie,
became upset with McDougall and his reportedly harsh work schedule in the
construction of Fort Astoria, he led a small group of runaways. Whether or
not the Chinooks viewed the Astorians through the social distinctions of II-
lahee is unclear, but headmen such as Concomly did capture and return the
“slaves” to the fort and expected compensation. As trader Alexander Ross
wrote of Concomly: “We had some time ago found out that the sordid hope
of gain alone attached this old and crafty chief to the whites” If Ross’s as-
sessment was accurate, Concomly’s and the Astorians’ economic interests
were mutual, and their views of social status were, at least, comparable.

The Politics of Little Sovereignties

Almost immediately after arrival, McDougall and company began to assess
the political and economic lay of the land. It was readily apparent that, al-
though the Chinookan peoples lived in identifiable winter settlements along
the river and thus colonials could categorize the Indians, there was no unify-
ing polity. The only political organization was through kinship networks that
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loosely bound people among the villages. Headmen and headwomen had
little control over their people other than over their slaves. Gabriel Franchere
reflected that “the villages form so many little sovereignties” The Astori-
ans thus had to establish and maintain relationships with leading men and
women in each village instead of dealing with a central authority. The de-
centralization of power and the lack of a clear order led visiting Northwester
David Thompson to complain in 1811 that the Chinookans were “bungling
blockheads,” because, according to his Western sensibilities, work could not
be done effectively without hierarchy and regimentation. Still, Thompson
reserved some of the blame for McDougall for not enforcing standard-
ized trading practices and allowing each group of Native men and women
that visited the fort with food and furs to haggle individual transactions
autonomously.*®

That McDougall and subsequent chief factors could not force a radical
altering of the Chinookans’ loose political structure has led to some under-
statements of the fur companies’ political power and influence between 1811
and the early 1830s, at the height of the lower Columbia’s land-based fur
trade. One recent assessment is that the fur traders “operated in a political
vacuum” because they “did not exert political control over the Indians of the
area”® Although it is true that the initial form of colonialism evident in west-
ern Oregon did not resemble the British bureaucratic control that would later
be achieved in India or that of the United States in the Philippines and Indian
reservations, there are many stops along the road between “political vacuum”
and imperial dominance.

After only a month at Astoria, McDougall began to play an obvious role in
shaping the politics and diplomacy of Illahee. On May 16, 1811, Dhaichowan,
a Clatsop headman, brought the chief trader to his village on Point Adams
“to visit with a party of 8o or 90” Tillamooks and to confer about their poten-
tially violent dispute with the Chinooks across the estuary. All parties agreed,
according to McDougall, that hostilities should be avoided among “neigh-
bors, but [Dhaichowan] said that the Tshinook’s conduct forced them into
those disagreeable broils, etc., etc” The following day McDougall dispatched
one of his most experienced clerks, Thomas McKay, to the Chinooks to gain
their side of the story and mediate. On the eighteenth, McKay returned, say-
ing that matters should be settled amicably, “as both parties from knowing
our sentiments seem averse to commence hostilities” The Astorians had not
bent anyone to their will or fired a shot, but, by declaring their neutrality
and wish for settlement, they played an important diplomatic and, therefore,
political role.%
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Likely the Native adversaries were not particularly fearful of the Astori-
ans, who had yet to be reinforced by Hunt’s overlanders. Still, the newcomers
had obvious economic and military clout to be respected if they chose to
take sides in hostilities. Because the preferred Native conflict resolution was
settlement, not war, the Indians’ esteem for McKay and McDougall probably
improved in the wake of this incident.

As well, trade was not easily separated from politics on the lower Colum-
bia. After gaining the trust of headmen already experienced with maritime
traders—such as Coalpo and his powerful wife of the Clatsops, Concomly
of Chinook village, and Kamaquiah of a neighboring north-bank village
upriver—McDougall’s people accompanied them to meet other potential
Native trading partners farther afield. In early June, Coalpo took Robert
Stuart about 80 miles up the coast to meet the Quinaults, who were coastal
Salish speakers like the Tillamooks with whom the Clatsops had a close af-
finity. Not to be excluded, Concomly joined them as well and managed to
connect Stuart with his relatives among the Quinaults.

On his return, Stuart apprised McDougall that they would have to chal-
lenge a preexisting trade network dominated by the Quileutes of the Olympic
Peninsula. The purportedly “wicked” Quileutes were currently taking “the
otters, beavers etc” above Gray’s Harbor and trading them for hyqua shells at
Newetee on western Vancouver Island’s Clayoquot Sound. Maritime traders
presumably then traded with the Nuu-chah-nulths at Newetee for the furs.
Stuart recommended the Russian approach of obtaining “a few good Kodiak
Indians” to hunt the sea otters and take the trade away from the Quileutes,
Newetee, and the coasters.®!

The Astorians eventually established direct trade with the Quinaults,
the Chehalis, and others previously dependent on Chinook mediators, and
these trade relationships had clear political implications. Concomly and
the Chinooks would have less advantage over their Native neighbors when
they could no longer mediate the fur trade. Although he could do nothing
to prevent such losses, Concomly kept his eye open for any hint that other
headmen had gained some advantage over him. When McDougall exhibited
obvious distrust of his intentions during the first year, Concomly sent his son
Chalowane to serve aboard the Astorians’ little sloop the Dolly, with which
they plied the lower Columbia to the Cascades Rapids, obtaining food, furs,
timber, and cedar bark for the fledgling settlement. Concomly’s overture and
Chalowane’s successful performance greatly warmed relations between Asto-
ria and the Chinook.®
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When McDougall gave Casino, principal headman of the Clackamas, a
blue greatcoat, Concomly insisted on one as well. He probably coveted the
French linen coat less than what the garment might represent. Mariners,
the Corps of Discovery, and the Astorians each bestowed Western garb to
honor and distinguish their preferred Native trading partners. Casino was
one of the most powerful figures among the cluster of villages around the
confluence of the Columbia and Willamette rivers, and the Astorians had
demonstrated an increasing interest in the Willamette Valley since 1811. They
dispatched trapping and hunting parties, opened trade with the Kalapuyan
bands above the falls, and wintered the upper Oregon trappers throughout
the lower Willamette Valley before permanent stations were established on
the Columbia Plateau. Concomly did not miss much nor did McDougall. The
blue greatcoat McDougall gave Concomly was apparently more ornate than
Casino’s, “handsomely made with large Capes, the whole bound with red
binding: after the manner he had expressed a wish to have such a coat”®

The presentation of gifts, the jockeying for trade position, and entrusting
the care of one’s people to others (i.e., Chalowane and Robert Stuart) were
inherently political acts. Company clerk Alexander Ross described the lower
Columbians as “a commercial rather than a warlike people. Traffic in slaves
and furs,” he explained, “is their occupation”* Whereas his assessment is
certainly oversimplified, it strongly suggests the extent to which lower Co-
lumbia economics and politics were linked, particularly from 1811 onward.
Far from existing in a political vacuum, the fur companies occupied central
roles in Indian political affairs and vice versa.

The political effects of the trade sometimes manifested themselves in un-
predictable ways, partly because the fort demanded so many resources from
the Indians during the long, if relatively mild, winters between late Septem-
ber and late June. (West of the Cascades, autumn, winter, and spring blur
into each other as an often chilly “rainy season” broken periodically by brief
periods of welcome sun and warmth, which the traders and subsequent co-
lonialists rarely failed to note in their journals.) As evidenced by the daily
entries in the company log, the fort was nearly dependent on Native trad-
ers for nourishment, most famously salmon but also sturgeon and eulachon,
“smelts” that run in the months of February and March, as well as nutritious,
starchy roots such as wapato and camas. This dependence caused various
political problems.

During an early February squall in 1813, two Chinooks and a Clatsop
drowned while bringing salmon across the estuary to Astoria. Distraught
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relatives from Point Adams and Chinook blamed Concomly, who had ar-
ranged for the food delivery. According to Concomly, his position as a
headman and perhaps his life were threatened by the tragedy. He turned to
McDougall, who agreed to provide the mourning families with gifts to cover
the dead. This action helped Concomly maintain his status as a respected
headman and retained him as one of Astorias most important trading
partners.®

The dependence pulled Fort Astoria into the lower Columbian cultural
orbit as well; as in so many early colonial endeavors around the world, the
indigenous people could often set the rules. The hungry and frustrated As-
torians had to wait through the First Rites observances of the Chinookans
before they could obtain sufficient salmon from the late spring and fall runs.
Rightfully distrusting the colonials to treat the first salmon correctly, the In-
dians brought only a few fish to the fort, and, to the chagrin of the Astorians,
each salmon was already prepared according to cleaning and roasting cus-
toms. Specifically, the salmon could not be cross-cut into steaks but had to
be filleted, and the meat could not be boiled but had to be roasted. The As-
torians commonly committed both faux pas. Finally, the Chinookans often
dined with the Astorians to ensure that all the fish was consumed before sun-
down. The preparation and consumption customs demonstrated the peoples’
respect for the salmon and both encouraged and welcomed the larger run to
follow.%

McDougall complained his first year and even prepared for attack, be-
cause he thought that the Chinookan peoples had formed an alliance and
would first weaken his people with hunger before mounting a concerted as-
sault on the fort, such as it was after two months of fevered construction. He
soon decided, however, that it was only a “superstition” and that he could
do nothing to alter the Native peoples’ practices. In subsequent years, when
planning for the fort’s food supply, he estimated the arrival of each “fish sea-
son” and calculated for the initial prohibitions at the beginning of the runs.

The Astorians did grow some food, but the garden was not terribly pro-
ductive, and the pigs brought from Hawai‘i seem to have consumed more cal-
ories in the garden than they delivered as pork. Bears, attracted by the fort’s
free-range pigs and goats, provided additional calories, thanks to Watatcum’s
musketry.

Moreover, fur traders and trappers competed directly with Indians for re-
sources, and food quickly became a problem in the Willamette Valley.®” It is
difficult to determine the exact number of deer and elk killed by the Asto-
rians, because they freely interchanged three measurements: the imprecise
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“bales,” the gross weight, and the number of carcasses; but the inexact and
anecdotal evidence suggests that the figures were quite high. Within two and
a half years of the establishment of Astoria, Alexander Henry noted that the
“Red Deer or elk are now scarce near the fort, having been hunted so much.”®®
According to Gabriel Franchere, the Willamette station near modern Salem
was originally established specifically to obtain meat, although, as he com-
plained, most of it rotted before arriving at Astoria. The colonials apparently
employed drying and storage techniques better suited for the colder climes
of the Great Lakes and northern Plains, where their experiential knowledge
was generated.®

Between the end of May and the beginning of August 1813, 74 bales of dried
meat came to Astoria via the Willamette Valley. The number of animals is
difficult to determine, because deer and the significantly larger elk were not
distinguished, but Alfred Seton indicated that one shipment of 33 bales con-
sisted of 117 “mostly deer””® One month after Seton’s August haul, on Septem-
ber 9, 1813, McDougall reported that hunters “brought about 600 Ibs. dried
meat and a small bale of tallows [rendered fat rolls].” Far from being satis-
fied, McDougall explained that the limited take was “owing chiefly to the
great number of Indians, which over run the Wolamat at this season of the
year”!

Earlier, in March, McDougall had received a report from the Willamette
fort that, although Wallace and Halsey were on good terms with the Calipuyas,
the Indians were curiously disinterested in company trade goods. For their
roots they wanted only meat, which the traders were collecting for Astoria.
In June, when Wallace and Halsey arrived with their 19 bales of dried meat,
they informed McDougall that they had explored the Willamette “almost to
its source” and that “[t]he inhabitants throughout [the valley] are a set of
poverty-strick beings, totally ignorant of hunting Furs & scarce capable of
procuring their own subsistence.””? The traders” assessment echoes the typ-
ical disparagement of Indians not yet initiated into the fur trade, but one
should not wholly dismiss the claim of malnourishment. The following win-
ter, trappers would complain that Kalapuyans stole beavers from their traps
and, worse, ate them without preserving the pelts.

These three factors—McDougall’s vague reference to Indians overrunning
the Willamette Valley, the local Kalapuyans’ apparent inability to obtain suf-
ficient protein, and the pressures of Astorian hunters—can be best explored
through an incident in January 1814. “Grande Nepisangue” was hunting on
the Willamette when ten Sahaptian horsemen from the Columbia Plateau
overtook him. The accounts of the ensuing threats and communication
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between the Nipissing and the Sahaptians vary somewhat among the writ-
ings of Seton and Henry, but the gist was the same. According to Henry, the
horsemen stated that “they did not wish white people to come up this river;
that our guns had driven away the deer or made them so wild that they could
no longer be killed with bows and arrows; and finally, that if we did not aban-
don the river, they would drive us away””* The less experienced and more
nervous Seton insisted that the Plateau Indians threatened to exterminate
the whites but that the Nipissing convinced them of the colonials’ superior
numbers and that an attack was unwise.” In the end, the Nipissing promised
not to hunt in the immediate area and returned to the Willamette station
without further incident.

The encounter suggests that the pressures on the deer and elk populations
were becoming unsustainable as early as January 1814, less than three years
after the first colonial settlement. The Plateau people, who later visited Fort
Astoria, had probably been hunting seasonally in the Willamette Valley for
generations, although their exploitation may have increased in the previous
half century since the introduction of horses from the Spanish settlements.
The result of the increased competition and pressures on the deer and elk
populations for the indigenous Kalapuyans seems evident in the descriptions
of Halsey and Wallace, and their weakening condition may help explain why
the malarial outbreaks of the 1830s were so cataclysmic in the valley. Far from
being a benign presence, the fur traders had a tremendous early effect on the
region.

From 1814, the problem would only grow, as Henry began offering winter
exploitation of the Willamette Valley’s resources to “freemen,” or unaffiliated
trappers, in exchange for their summer services.” These winter settlements
gradually grew into permanent homesteads with the freemen’s retirement
from trapping in the late 1820s and presaged the massive settler colonialism
of the 1840s and 1850s.

Astorians in lllahee Society

Of course, there was more to life than furs, food, and politics: as always in the
North American fur trade, the company employees established “tender ties”
with Native women.” Indeed, these “tender ties” formed the fundamental
basis of the colonial world taking shape on the lower Columbia. Unlike the
sexual relations between lower Chinookans and the Corps of Discovery, the
permanent colonial presence of the fur trade offered a fuller account of wide-
ranging relationships and, hence, a better look at the social history of Illahee
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and Oregon. On one end of the spectrum, Chief Trader Duncan McDougall
and Chinook headman Concomly negotiated a formal diplomatic and eco-
nomic union through the marriage of McDougall and Concomly’s daughter,
Ilche (“Moon Girl”). More typical and less formal, several traders, trappers,
and fort employees maintained monogamous relationships with lower Co-
lumbian women for varying durations from weeks to years. On the other
end, brief sexual encounters involved a simple trade transaction by Native
women who appeared to have little choice: prostitution.

If McDougall or Ilche had any affection for each other before their mar-
riage, his company log entry from their wedding day, July 20, 1813, does not re-
veal it. Instead, it shows only cold calculation to benefit the trade. McDougall
dryly indicated that “[f]or some time past [I] have in treaty with Concomly
for a female branch of his family to remain at this place” Presumably, such
an arrangement would be a step above Concomly’s son Chalowane’s employ-
ment on the Dolly, which had effectively advanced the trading relationship.
McDougall claimed that “the old man” was flattered, and, for the purposes
of trade, “we conceive [the union] will be the means of securing to us his
friendship more effectually than any other measure that could be adopted,
and for which purpose only it was proposed.” McDougall described the event
dispassionately, as he recorded most daily fort occurrences: “In the afternoon
received a visit from him for the purpose of finally settling the agreement
spoken of. The female was brought, and the presents agreed on delivered;
after which his people took leave without further ceremony” Actually, the
parties had not settled the agreement yet. Native marriages involved recipro-
cal gifts and subsequent exchanges.”

Indeed, approximately two weeks later, McDougall noted that “Concomly
brought over forty Salmon as a present, on account of the late arrangement
with him””® Nearly a year later, in the summer of 1813, a second round of
gifts settled the marriage agreement. With obvious sarcasm and disdain, Al-
exander Henry recorded on April 25, 1814, that, “McDougall this afternoon
completed the payment for his wife to Concomly . . . he gave 5 new guns, and
5 blankets, 2 V5 feet wide, which makes 15 guns and 15 blankets, besides a great
deal of other property, as the total cost of this precious lady. This Concomly
is a mercenary brute, destitute of decency””” An ardent critic of McDougall’s
management of Fort Astoria, Henry undervalued the union that joined the
two villages of Chinook and Astoria. Henry’s may not have been a repre-
sentative opinion, however. Alfred Seton wrote that “[e]very thing went on
well [at Fort Astoria in 1814] owing to Mr. McDougall’s marriage with Con-

comly’s . .. daughter”®
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Seton’s positive assessment may have been true economically and dip-
lomatically. Socially, however, Ilche’s assumption of her role as Astorias
headwoman created disruptions in the diverse fort community. In Native vil-
lages throughout coastal Oregon, headwomen and first wives commanded
high social status, overseeing the labors of lower-ranked women, lesser wives,
children, and slaves, and they often conducted intervillage diplomacy and
trade.® Their power was a common cause of comment from Western men
unaccustomed to the public influence of women. According to Alexander
Ross, “a Chinooke matron,” accompanied by slaves “obsequious to her will,”
would “trade and barter . . . as actively . . . as the men, and it is as common
to see the wife . . . trading at the factory, as her husband”®* Ross Cox simi-
larly noted the power of “chieftainesses” who “possess great authority” on the
lower Columbia.®

Indeed, the traders depended greatly on the diplomacy of “Madame
Coalpo” after a conflict near The Dalles in 1814. She was a powerful figure in
the trade: she was married to Clatsop headman Coalpo and was related to
leading families upriver to the Cascades Rapids, and her influence stretched
the length of the lower river. A decade later in 1824, George Simpson claimed
that she—not Coalpo—“rules the Roost,” and her 1829 threats to abandon
trade with Fort Vancouver in favor of American coasting vessels brought gifts
and a capitulation to her demands from Chief Factor John McLoughlin.®

With her 1813 marriage to the headman, Chief Trader McDougall, Ilche
could reasonably expect a degree of deference and authority at Astoria and
to be ranked above other women and laborers, regardless of race. Indeed,
Alexander Henry complained that “the lady” was “haughty and imperious”®

Indian women at Astoria, however, were not all native to the lower Oregon
Country. Both the Pacific Fur and the Northwest companies hired Iroquois
and other eastern Native people such as Nipissing and Cree to trap, hunt, and
labor for the far western fur trade. The differences between Chinookan and
Iroquoian social norms were readily apparent. Iroquois women did not rec-
ognize rank in the same fashion as Chinookans.*® Clan mothers were re-
spected elders and had important responsibilities in Iroquoian society, but
there was no position comparable to Ilche’s headwoman status among the
largely egalitarian horticulturalists of the Northeast.”

Unfortunately, the interactions of the Native women from either end of
the continent rarely entered the record, with the following exception offering
only a suggestive peek. Upset with Iroquois hunter Ignace Salioheni’s chil-
dren for “playing with some trifling things,” Ilche entered the Iroquois fam-
ily’s tent, “took the playthings from them and set them bawling” According
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to Henry, Salioheni’s wife [anonymous as usual] responded by slapping Ilche:
“Royalty was offended, and a dreadful row ensued” A disapproving Henry
noted that McDougall intervened the following day, “revenged the insult of-
fered to his lady” by “slapping and kicking Ignace’s boy”® Five days later,
McDougall gave Concomly the second round of marriage gifts, although if
there was a connection to Ilche’s humiliating slap from the wife of a hunter,
Henry missed it.

Unfortunately again, McDougall kept no journal after being temporarily
relieved of his command after the sale of Fort Astoria to the Northwest Com-
pany six months earlier. There is no mention of whether or how Saliohioni
and his wife responded to McDougall’s abuse of their son, but company per-
sonnel records indicate that the Iroquois family returned to Montreal at the
end of the 1814 trapping season.”

The majority of monogamous relationships between company employees
and Native women produced a predictably scant record, compared with that
of McDougall and Ilche. Alexander Ross noted one other union similar to
McDougall and Ilche’s: the Astorians arranged a marriage with “Chief How-
How” specifically to “pave the way for our trappers and hunters to return to
the Cowlitz”* For the most part, however, writers rarely mentioned inter-
marriages between Native women and colonials. Quite simply, few men be-
sides the traders and clerks kept journals, as most trappers were illiterate.
There are passing references to “William’s woman” or “two women” who ac-
companied their husbands on a trapping expedition.” Mariner Peter Corney
mentioned vaguely in 1817 that “[t]he whole of the settlers do not exceed one
hundred and fifty men, most of whom keep Indian women** Similarly, in
1828, “Rocky Mountain man” Jedediah Smith remarked on the many mixed-
blood women “treated as wives” during his winter on the lower Columbia.*”®
As George Roberts, an officer of the Company put it: “The flower of the lower
Columbia women were wives to the Company’s laboring men.”** Such com-
ments suggest that, by the late 1810s and 1820s, custom-of-the-country mar-
riages were forming a crucial part of the emerging colonial world.

Still, complaints most often seemed to have caused comment regarding
intermarriages, such as Donald McTavish’s refusal to sleep in his quarters
after his two roommates “took each of them a Chinook woman.”>* Ross Cox
claimed that “[nJumbers of the women reside during certain periods of the
year in small huts about the fort from which it is difficult to keep the men”
Cox unequivocally considered all such sexual encounters prostitution, al-
though he noted that the men and women might stay together for weeks. His
reference to the seasonal nature of the encounters refers to the periods in the
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early summer and late fall in which the voyageurs were present at the lower
Columbia fort. Cox did not consider that the trappers might be returning to
the same women or might hold affections deeper than prostitution implies.

That the men were protective of Chinookan women, however, seems evi-
dent in an altercation between one “Mac” and Jane Barnes, an adventurous
English barmaid who resided at the fort temporarily in the summer of 1814,
the only “white” woman on the lower Columbia for decades. Barnes dispar-
aged “the native and half-bred women,” “violently” attacking their “charac-
ters ... and [Mac] recriminated in no very measured language on the conduct
of the white ladies,” presumably of lower-class Portsmouth (England) tavern
society. Cox states that “Mac” subsequently complained to him of Jane’s “con-
tempt on our women, and may I be d----d if the b----h understands B from
a buffalo!” Cox concluded mildly, “[H]e judged her ‘poor indeed. ™ Trap-
pers and traders valued Native women as much for their “tender ties” as for
their practical knowledge, labor, and experience. Without them, the fur trade
would not have succeeded.” Similarly, for Chinookans, intermarriages fos-
tered advantageous relations in the developing fur trade.

Prostitution was one of the most commonly charged and least evidenced
complaints in the traders’ discussions of Chinookan women. Clearly, ethno-
centrism played a major role in this and other negative depictions of lower
Columbia women, as critics used the ideal of Western femininity as a gauge.
For nineteenth-century Westerners, women fit roughly into one of two ideal-
istic categories: chaste or “loose.” Chastity was an ideal that Western women
of “the better sorts” (wealthy or noble) embodied in their conservative dress,
demeanor, and actions. Any violation might damage their reputation and
render them unchaste. The colonials’ models for unchaste women, on the
other hand, were the working poor of early industrial England and the grow-
ing cities of the United States. Displaced rural populations and impoverished
immigrants could not afford to purchase “chastity;” and the economic disrup-
tions of modernity thrust prostitution, whether occasional or full-time, onto
many women as a means of survival.”® As an ideal, chastity purposely could
not be reached by many Western women; it was one of several ways of sorting
the population into better and lower orders.

Not surprisingly, this language made its way into colonial discourse to de-
mean Native women of the lower Columbia. One observer readily compared
Chinookan women with “their frail sisters at Portsmouth,” an English port
town infamous for its taverns, brothels, and desperate poverty.”

Unwittingly, the Chinookan women violated Western notions of chastity.
They bathed daily on the open shoreline of the Columbia and, according to
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the voyeuristic voyageur Alexander Henry, who deemed them “disgusting
creatures,” they were “devoid of shame or decency® Even when dressed,
Western observers frequently complained of Chinookan womens “naked-
ness” Where Anglo women were stifled under layers of linens, woolens, and
contorting stays, Chinookan women wore only skirts woven from cedar bark
that hung in strands from a waist belt. From 1805 through the 1830s, Western
observers ceaselessly commented on what the cedar-bark skirts did and did
not reveal in various postures.!” The Northwester David Thompson made
the connection between dress and sexuality explicit, concluding “from what
I could see and learn of them they are very sensual people.”**?

Besides idealized Anglo women, colonials had another source of com-
parison to disparage “naked” Chinookans: Native women of the Columbia
Plateau or “upper Oregon Country.” Seeking to control the trade and claim
the territory of the massive Columbia Basin, competing colonials raced to
establish relations with Native peoples throughout the interior of the Pacific
Northwest. Brigades from Astoria moved quickly upriver, and the North-
westers moved downriver from the Columbia headwaters, establishing small
trade forts beginning in 1812. By the late 1810s, forts were strewn throughout
the region. Not surprisingly, the Sahaptian and Shoshone women the colo-
nials met wore more clothing than lower Chinookans; they lived in the high
desert country, where the weather is colder and more severe than the sea-
level Columbia estuary, which is warmed by Pacific currents. As well, the
cedar-rich forests, which supplied Chinookan clothing materials, stop at the
Cascade Mountains, which trap most of the substantial moisture on the west
side and leave ponderosa and lodgepole pines and other species of conifers
tolerant of dry conditions to dominate the eastern plateau and canyon coun-
try. East of the Cascades, people made their clothing from animal hides.

Ross Cox swooned over the Wallawalla women of the middle Columbia:
“The females . . . were distinguished by a degree of attentive kindness, totally
removed from the disgusting familiarity of the kilted ladies below the rap-
ids, and equally free from an affectation of prudery. Prostitution is unknown
among them; and I believe no inducement would tempt them to commit a
breach of chastity”® David Thompson offered similar appraisals as he re-
turned up the Columbia in 1811: “[W]e no longer had to see naked females,
many were well clothed, all of [the Nez Perce women] decently with leather,
and in cleanly order, it was a pleasure to see them.” This report was in stark
contrast to the Chinookan women downriver who, he charged “had scarcely
a trace of the decency and modesty of the upper country women."** Further-
more, Chinookan women did not defer to men and were central to fur-trade
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economics. Sahaptian women on the middle Columbia, according to the
traders, were demure, further endearing them to the Westerners.

The only Anglo woman on the lower Columbia for direct comparison was
Jane Barnes. She arrived in April 1814 at the relatively stable colonial settle-
ment, which had recently passed from American to British control when
Astor’s former Northwesters sold out to current Northwesters during the
War of 1812. The establishment was renamed Fort George, and, although the
United States managed to reinstate its claim diplomatically and New En-
gland ships continued to dominate the maritime trade for another decade, the
British became the fixed colonial presence. Despite these imperial changes,
colonial relations lost none of their fluidity and adaptive nature. Although
Barnes’s stay was brief, she caused considerable competition and comment
among potential suitors, and her treatment points to the extent to which, in
a colonial setting, gendered and sexualized racial ideologies could mitigate a
“white” woman’s class status by demeaning Native women.

By the standards of her day, Barnes was unchaste; as mentioned earlier,
Ross Cox’s “Mac” certainly thought so. Barnes had met McTavish in her ca-
pacity as barmaid in Portsmouth, and she had agreed to accompany the ag-
ing Northwester to the Oregon Country and back without being married.
Cox suggested that she regretted leaving home, having agreed to the overseas
adventure “in a temporary fit of erratic enthusiasm,” and, on the lower Co-
lumbia, she became an object of competition between McTavish and Chief
Trader Alexander Henry.”® According to Henry, he and McTavish negotiated
her position over the course of a week and arrived at a settlement, although
“[w]e differ on some personal points.” The continuing points of contention
probably owed much to Barnes’s being lodged in Henry’s quarters rather than
either with McTavish or aboard the Isaac Todd, on which she departed some
weeks later to Canton, China, and eventually back to England. Both men
were concerned for her physical well-being and her reputation, “to cause
no misunderstanding with the young gentlemen, etc” Indeed, the two were
linked: if considered unchaste, the men feared that Barnes might be raped or,
as Henry called it, suffer “ill usage”*® McTavish apparently recovered from
his loss of Barnes’s affections quickly and married a Chinook woman on May
19, 1814.Three days later, however, both he and Henry drowned while pad-
dling out to the Isaac Todd’s anchorage.

Contrary to the elder gentlemen’s fears, Barnes’s status improved after
their demise. Cox claimed that the “flaxen-haired, blue-eyed daughter of Al-
bion” became an honored figure for the remainder of her stay, as suggested by
his hyperbolic description. Ignoring her lowly background in England and

46 SO MANY LITTLE SOVEREIGNTIES



unchaste activities since, he deemed her worth “a score of the chastest brown
vestals that ever flourished among the lower tribes of the Columbia.” Latent
racism reared up, demeaning Native women, and the presence of an Anglo
woman challenged local, colonial gender relations. Furthermore, when the
Chinook headman Concomly’s eldest son Cassakas approached Fort George
to cement further the ties between the two peoples in the spring of 1814, his
marriage proposal for Barnes was uncategorically rejected. Barnes reportedly
replied in quasi-religious racial terms, based on “certain Anglican predilec-
tions respecting mankind . . . among which she [and her country] did not
include a flat head, a half naked body, or a copper-coloured skin besmeared
with whale 0il™"”

Interracial marriage, and any sexual interaction, worked in only one di-
rection: male Westerner and female Native. This distinction made little sense
to Cassakas, whose sister Ilche had married Chief Trader McDougall the year
before. Both were children of Concomly, who was one of the most important
figures in the trade and who had successfully used marriage to advance the
ChinooK’s trading position vis-a-vis other Native villages.

Cox claimed that, after this and subsequent refusals, Cassakas had a plan
to kidnap Barnes, which resulted in her having to abandon her accustomed
evening walks on the beach. Barnes’s status was premised on her racial iden-
tity, which included—in a colonial setting—a pass from unchaste to chaste,
but this conditional uplift apparently included checks on her freedom of
movement, which was integral to the ideal of chastity.® Moreover, Barnes’s
local transformation from a barmaid into a “lady” suggests both the extent
and the limits of colonial accommodation. Clearly, she could transcend her
lowly position in English society. However, gendered and sexualized “white-
ness” remained among the strongest structuring principles of nineteenth-
century Western culture and limited the extent to which colonials would join
with indigenous people to create practical forms of social relations. Keeping
Barnes outside of the developing world of gender and sexual relations was
as implicitly understood to colonials as it was incomprehensible to the Chi-
nooks, who had no comparable notion to race.

Although formal and informal marriages increased in the 1810s, the pros-
titution of slaves with all its implications of exploitation continued. For ex-
ample, some weeks after his arrival on the lower Columbia, in late January
1814, Chief Trader Henry saw the corpse of one of the slaves belonging to
Coalpo’s family lying outside the fort. “The poor girl had died in a horrible
condition, in the last stage of venereal disease, discolored and swollen, and
not the least care was ever taken to conceal the parts from bystanders”’* After

SO MANY LITTLE SOVEREIGNTIES 47



some prodding, Coalpo, a principal Clatsop headman and “medal chief”
since the days of Lewis and Clark, sent people to remove the body, which they
dragged away and unceremoniously stuffed into a hole with canoe paddles.

The writings of consecutive chief traders McDougall and Henry suggest
that prostitution around the fort increased in the early and mid-1810s. In
1805, during the Corps’ stay, there had been less impetus to foster the role of
prostitutes, with only the occasional coasting vessel arriving for brief periods.
With the establishment of Fort Astoria, the practice had clearly developed
with the regular presence of Western male traders and trappers. Subsequent
chief traders tried to stop prostitution, fearing that venereal disease would
hinder their laborers’ productivity.

In December 1812, McDougall demanded that Coalpo send the “girls”
away and became frustrated when he later learned that the Clatsops had only
“concealed” them instead. McDougall ordered Coalpo and his encampment
to leave their site below the fort, but he tried to ameliorate the rejection by of-
fering tobacco. Coalpo refused the present and claimed that he would never
enter Fort Astoria again."® Prostitution had become a lucrative part of the
relationship with the colonials and not one to be readily surrendered, and, as
evident from Henry’s complaints two years later, Coalpo neither stayed away
from the fort nor discontinued the prostitution of women whose behavior
he controlled.

The Chinookans and Henry sometimes had opposing economic interests
regarding sexuality. In early 1814, with two men incapacitated by venereal
disease, Henry feared that “the foul malady” would affect half his men by
spring “and may seriously affect our commerce™ Venereal disease had been
evident among the Astorians long before they even reached the Columbia.
McDougall recorded cases on board the Tonquin after leaving New York
in 1810, and one of the Kanakas, Thomas Tuana, brought it with him from
Hawai‘i in 1811. From April 1811 through the autumn of 1813, McDougall’s
sick-call registry often indicated three or four men infected, receiving mer-
cury “treatments,” or recovering from bouts of venereal disease.? By 1814,
Henry claimed that the disease, likely syphilis, was “prevalent among our
people and the women in this quarter” He could not force his men to refrain
from sexual interaction, although his paranoia about the disease seems to
have spread. Henry noted that Cartier “discharged his lady” after discovering
two pimples. Cartier’s roommate “Bethune keeps his, though he is very dubi-
ous of her” Because Henry drowned two weeks later and fort record keep-
ing suffered as a result, it is not known whether Cartier’s pimples indicated
anything.
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Whereas venereal disease was a real problem for the Native and colonial
communities, it may still have been overstated, becoming confused with skin
conditions that reflected seasonal nutritional imbalances. Henry noted in
mid-March that Chinookan women began bringing “a quantity of cranber-
ries and some roots” He claimed further that “[t]his vegetable diet has the
good effect of purifying the blood and cleaning them of scabs . . . even ve-
nereal disease is checked by this diet, and sometimes cured”” Cranberries,
wapato, camas, and licorice roots do not cure syphilis any more than the
colonials’ concoctions of mercury “quick-silver” ointments or Paul Jeremie’s
experiment in which he submerged the hapless Tuana inside a horse freshly
killed and disemboweled for his “cure”™ In other words, what was reported
as venereal disease among colonials was sometimes the result of seasonal
nutritional deficiencies, a perennial problem during the early fur trade.

Prostitution had political effects as well. McDougall alienated Coalpo in
December 1812 when he ordered him “to be off with the whole of his people
immediately” and destroyed “the remains of their houses” at the Clatsops’
encampment on Point George. As well, other lower Chinookans were clearly
concerned that women from their villages could be taken and enslaved as
prostitutes. Two days after McDougall’s confrontation with Coalpo, repre-
sentatives from an unnamed Chinookan group “living a few miles behind
us in Young’s Bay” arrived at the fort. They were searching for a woman who
had been lost in an overturned canoe a couple of days earlier. One of their
slaves returned to the village and reported having left her alive on the shore.
With Coalpo’s recent abrupt departure, they thought that she had either
been taken away by the Clatsops or that was she was being held at the fort.
McDougall denied any knowledge and accused their slave of lying. Four days
later, McDougall noted that the missing woman had been found, ending a
situation that could have fueled an altercation.”

In his six months on the lower Columbia, from November 1813 to his death
in May 1814, Alexander Henry tried to reform fort conduct, which included
the access of Native women traders. He evidenced little experience with or
tolerance for women conducting trade. His inexperience on the lower Co-
lumbia led him to accuse nearly all female traders in canoes of being prosti-
tutes, chasing them off the beach even when they were obviously toting food
and their woven manufactures, and he threatened to put women in irons. He
claimed, for example, that some Clatsop women who came to trade cranber-
ries also had come to trade “their precious favors” To support his claims, he
noted one specific instance in March 1814 of “[s]everal Chinooks who had

slept here, mostly women, bartering their favors with the men"

SO MANY LITTLE SOVEREIGNTIES 49



Gabriel Franchere, a French Canadian clerk who resided on the lower
Columbia from April 1811 until September 1814, did not term such liaisons
prostitution. According to Franchere, the women’s behavior was culturally
accepted premarital sexuality. He concluded that “few marriages would occur
[among Chinookans] if the young men wished to marry only chaste young
women, for the girls have no qualms as to their conduct and their parents
give them complete liberty in that respect”” Social status, however, affected
this sexual openness, at least with the advent of colonialism. In 1824, Gov-
ernor George Simpson cited the case of one of Madame Coalpo’s daughters
to claim that chastity was protected to appeal to the preferences of colonial
traders."® Although Simpson cast his net broadly, his example of one of the
leading lower Chinookan families was less representative than Franchere’s
larger characterization of the general population with whom he had regular
contact from 1811 to 1814.

Social status was the key: high status, which indicated a relatively higher
degree of material wealth and power, necessarily limited the agency of young
women from leading families such as Coalpos. By the first decades of the
nineteenth century, power and prestige were becoming tied to the colonial
traders. Western gender and sexual norms (modified by the realities of dis-
tant colonial life) shaped Chinookan norms regarding premarital sexuality
from the top down. Conversely, young women from less prestigious families
expressed a degree of autonomy by having sexual relations with colonials and
obtained “baubles” for themselves, as Franchere put it. A material exchange
in interracial sexual encounters did not necessarily mean prostitution, ac-
cording to the lower Chinookan perspective. Instead, much of this sexual
interaction—perhaps the majority—fit into the norms of life stages—namely
premarital behavior and individual material acquisition. In the 1810s, pros-
titution, although economically important to such Chinookan leaders as
Delashelwilt and Coalpo, was less common than casual sexual encounters
engaged in by Chinookan women exercising their premarital “liberties.”
These different types of sexual encounters reveal significant changes in so-
cial, political, and economic worlds.

Prophecy and Colonialism

Analysis of Native perspectives through a comparative lens of fur-trade rela-
tions can obviously be fruitful. Adding prophecy narratives further develops
our historical perspective. Prophecies reflect Native knowledge and illustrate
ways in which Indian peoples understood, communicated, and acted on the
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knowledge. On the Columbia Plateau, in particular, prophecy formed a core
feature of aboriginal beliefs and practices. In the nineteenth century, the
Prophet Dance complex emerged there and profoundly influenced the Na-
tive North American West. Indian people took some control over historical
events through the incorporation of these events into ceremonies of creation
and rebirth. They harnessed and directed new knowledge, technologies, and
events. Scholars have compared prophecy narratives to Western traditions of
constructing historical narratives, which fundamentally are attempts to seek
order and meaning through chronology and causality. As anthropologist
Julie Cruikshank expressed it, prophecy narratives “may be viewed as suc-
cessful engagement with changing ideas” and a changing world."

One woman from the lower Kutenai River on the Columbia Plateau
personified many of the changes that were both already evident in Native
communities along the course of the Columbia River and that portended an
entirely re-created world in the future. She visited the lower Columbia in
1811, calling herself Kauxuma-nupika (“gone to the spirits.”) She played a cru-
cial role in the nascent imperial competition by informing the Astorians of
the Northwest Company’s expansion west of the Rocky Mountains and by
helping the Astorians to map the establishment of Fort Okanagon far upriver.
Okanagon inhibited further expansion by the Northwest Company into the
lands of the upper Columbia. However, the woman’s life has much more to tell
us about Illahee than her effects on the political economy of the fur trade.

Kauxuma-nupika appears under many names in the historical record and
in the oral traditions of Plateau and neighboring northern Plains peoples. As
a young woman her Kutenai people knew her as ququnok patke, (“one stand-
ing [lodge] pole woman”). In 1808 she met the initial Northwest Company
expedition west of the Rocky Mountains and married a French Canadian
trapper named Boisverd. About one year later, she returned to her people
alone. She proclaimed her name Kauxuma-nupika, announced herself a
man, and claimed to have gained great spiritual power from the Westerners
as evident in her sexual transformation. Although her family and the Kutenai
people continued to deny her physical transformation, they supported her
account of transgendering—that is, a behavioral transformation from female
roles to male.”” She instigated at least one raid (an infrequent activity for the
Kutenai) on neighboring Kalispels and attempted to take a warrior’s name,
Sitting-in-the-Water-Grizzly (qdnqon kdmek klaula). The Kutenai people
would not accept that name, however, until they felt that she had finally
earned it by sacrificing herself to protect her adopted kinfolk, the Flatheads,
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from a Blackfoot raiding party in 183;.
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Between her rebirth as a male in 1809 and her death in 1837, Kauxuma-
nupika communicated various prophetic visions to Native peoples from the
mouth of the Columbia to the interior of modern British Columbia. She
spoke, at least, Kutenai, Salish, some Cree (Algonkian), and probably some
Chipewyan (northern Athapaskan). Just as importantly, she mastered the
language of prophecy. While Kauxuma-nupika’ role in the growth of the re-
formist movement, the Prophet Dance, is unclear, her anticolonial prophe-
cies did cause considerable commotion in Indian country.'?

Scholars have identified what seem to be three distinct visions of Kauxuma-
nupika in the historical record and oral tradition. Initially, in 1811, Trader
David Thompson encountered Kauxuma-nupika on her way down the Co-
lumbia and reported that she warned upper Chinookans that “the Small
Pox...was coming with the white Men & that 2 Men of enourmous Size [were
coming] to overturn the Ground &c.” The hearers were concerned because
they were “strong to live” They also wanted an explanation of the epidemic
and the giant white men reportedly “overturning the Ground, and burying all
the Villages and lodges underneath it: is this true,” they wondered, “and are
we all soon to die?” Although Thompson denied that the fur traders had any
disease or any designs on the lands of the “Great Spirit,” the gist of her proph-
ecy well reflects the unmistakable patterns of North American colonization:
epidemic disease followed by agrarian resettlement by Euro-Americans.
Thompson countered Kauxuma-nupikas prophecy, and his party protected
her from any retaliation for her perceived deceptions.”” Subsequent reports
of her prophecies may seem at first contradictory but actually maintain an
indigenous understanding of North American colonization.

A second message seems evident the following spring. On the trip back up
the Columbia River, Kauxuma-nupika told Native audiences that “the great
white chief” had sent her and her wife to present gifts but that the fur trad-
ers, instead, sold them the goods. As evidence, she presented a paper, which
trader Alexander Ross dismissed as an “old letter, which they made a handle
of” The story preceded the travelers, and Indian peoples presented valuable
gifts to the “bold adventurous Amazons"** The vision repositioned the cen-
trality of the Indian people in the larger trade and recast the increasingly
powerful, regional traders as cheats and charlatans.

Keeping abreast of the expanding fur traders in 1812, Kauxuma-nupika
ventured far north to Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca in the subarctic of
modern Alberta. Her exploits again earned comment from Westerners and
help illuminate her anticolonial prophecies. According to the ill-fated Brit-
ish explorer John Franklin, she profoundly influenced the Et Oeneldi-dene
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(“Caribou-eater” Chipewyan Athapaskans): “This fellow had prophesied that
there would soon be a complete change in the face of the country; fertility
and plenty would succeed to the present sterility; and that the present race
of white inhabitants, unless they became subservient to the Indians, would
be removed and their place be filled by other traders, who would supply
their wants in every possible manner.’> Here, Kauxuma-nupika’s adherents
nearly enacted the prophecy with a strike against Fort Chipewyan, an act that
would have reestablished the power of the indigenous population and their
beliefs.

Scholars have tended to see the prophetic narratives as distinct and contra-
dictory, that her visions changed from an ineffective scare tactic to a self-
serving promise of bounty to an incitement of violence, born of frustration.
The visions seem instead, however, to have been clear, cohesive reflections
of Kauxuma-nupika’s historical knowledge of Western colonization, as ex-
pressed through the indigenous framework of prophecy.?® She knew and
communicated with Cree, Canadians, and Catholic Iroquois, and she would
have been familiar with historical processes that had already played out in
the East. She was hardly alone. Gabriel Franchere wrote that trader John
McTavish had met an elderly woman among the Spokans who spoke of white
men plowing, mimicked the sound and motion of swinging church bells, and
imitated a Catholic genuflection years before the first missionaries arrived.
Similarly, Robert Stuart witnessed a Native ceremony on the upper Columbia
in 1811 featuring “a crude imitation” of Catholic rites, and so he named the

site Priest Rapids.””

He surmised knowledge of Spanish creole settlements,
which also were evident in the horse herds of the Plateau. Indeed, copper
kettles and horses had preceded colonialists via indigenous trade routes.
Knowledge had advanced as well, although the Native peoples of the Oregon
Country had not seen enough to act on the prophecies of Kauxuma-nupika

beyond dancing and so attempting some control over life-altering events.

“Roguery” and Conflict Resolution

Indeed, violence between the colonial and indigenous traders was rare in the
first years, but perceived threats were not. From early June 1811, when the
Chinookans had scared McDougall by observing the rites at the beginning of
the salmon run, which he interpreted as a pre-attack starvation plot, the co-
lonials at Fort Astoria exhibited paranoia of a pan-Indian assault. Although
McDougall determined that the salmon rites were “from a superstitious idea”
rather than a militaristic one, he remained convinced that the Indians would
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attack as soon as the Tonquin departed northward. (The Tonquin left to coast
for furs and to arrange a supply contract with the Russians at Sitka.) He was
somewhat relieved after hearing that Cassakas had wounded a Chehalis
headman in a game of shinny, hoping that the interethnic dispute would pre-
vent an anti-Astoria alliance, although he subsequently fretted whether the
injury was just an excuse to mobilize men for a concerted attack. McDougall’s
mind swirled with various possible plots and intrigue amid rumors that had
begun trickling into the fort that the Tonquin had been lost."®

By the end of July, McDougall ordered military drills at the fort. With the
help of a group of Clatsops, he was able to convince the Chehalis of the As-
torians’ friendship and that the Chinooks had been misleading them about
the colonialists’ supposed animosity. Instead, he tried to explain that the Chi-
nooks lied out of a desire to monopolize the trade among the Indians. The
parading and target practice, not surprisingly, attracted attention, and a few
Chinookans complained “about our War like appearance” In mid-August,
Concomly confessed that he had known about the Tonquin’s fate but had
withheld his knowledge because he did not want to “afflict us” with the pain
of losing friends. Distrusting Concomly’s reasoning, McDougall “[t]urned all
hands out to drill, & examined their Arms'*

As they would ultimately learn from the sole survivor of the Tonquin
tragedy, the ship had indeed sunk after an altercation between the captain,
John Thorn, and Wicanninish somewhere off the coast of western Vancou-
ver Island, probably Clayoquot Sound. Joseachal, a Quinault who fished the
lower Columbia in spring, had made two previous voyages up the coast on-
board colonial ships and was thus recruited by the Astorians for the Tonquin.
After the incident, he avoided the colonials for two years before Concomly
finally brought him to the fort to tell his story in June 1813. Thorn had appar-
ently humiliated Wicanninish, and the following day, under the pretense of
trade, numerous Native people boarded the ship and overwhelmed the co-
lonials. The magazine blew, sinking the ship and killing everyone on board.
Wounded members of the crew may have touched off the magazine as a dy-
ing gasp of revenge. The Tonquin’s fate would haunt the minds of the colonial
traders for decades.”

Despite McDougall’s fears, no attack followed the loss of the Tonquin that
first summer. Paranoia at Astoria resumed in November when McDougall
learned that a headman from the Cascades was reportedly trying to assemble
the lower Chinookan headmen. He recalled the Iroquois hunter Ignace Salio-
heni to help defend the fort. Nothing came of the alleged meeting of Chi-
nookans, and, if it occurred, there is no reason to believe that the Astorians

54 SO MANY LITTLE SOVEREIGNTIES



were the cause: Concomly, Coalpo, and Casino (and likely other lower Chi-
nookan principals) had relatives at the Cascades Rapids. Still, the stretch
of the Columbia River from the Cascades Rapids to Celilo Falls had been
the scene of some disturbances. The fast, rough currents forced travelers
to portage. Canoes had to be emptied of trade goods, requiring extra labor
or horses to carry the bales—which made the colonials dependent on local
Indians with whom they otherwise had no relationship. Otherwise, canoes
could be pulled against the current. As experience taught, this practice risked
losing the entire load, as the swirling whitewater swamped or ripped canoes
away, dispersing trade goods all along the shoreline, islands, and eddies of
the river. On July 31, 1811, David Thompson reported that “Rogues” along the
portage had plotted to steal his company’s arms but a combination of North-
wester bravado, vigilance, and “Providence” prevented an altercation.” Five
years earlier, the Corps of Discovery had had a few problems there as well,
with Lewis’s dog being stolen, John Shields being harassed when he lagged
behind, and a Native man raining stones down on the expedition as they
made their way along the steep-sided, slippery portage. Still, alocal headman
apologized, explaining that all was the work of a couple of individual trouble-
makers. Any altercation was averted, as it was with Thompson in 1811."*

In the spring of 1812, however, colonial-indigenous encounters along the
portage route turned violent. David Stuart had hired some Cathlaskos to help
with the portage, because he had extensive supplies and trade goods for the
season in the upper country. According to Robert Stuart’s account, a couple
of Cathlaskos who had been engaged to help portage purposely damaged a
canoe and looted some goods. The next day 400 Indians accompanied the ca-
noes to The Dalles and volunteered to help with the last portage above Celilo
Falls. Fearing further problems, David Stuart engaged some of the Indians to
transport empty canoes above the falls but not the bales of trade goods. Some
men apparently threatened to destroy the canoes after carrying them until an
elder convinced them otherwise.

At 1 A.M. a sleepless David Stuart decided to avert further problems by
portaging goods by moonlight. By daybreak, only two loads were left, when
“at least 30 determined Villains” crossed from the north bank and began “an
indiscriminate pillage” John Reed and Robert McClellan, whose turn it was
to stay behind, intervened, and a scuffle broke out, in which two Indians
were shot and killed and Reed received a nasty head injury. The rest of the
party hurried back, firing their weapons, and frightened off the remaining
Indians. According to Robert Stuart, 120 men then rode out from Cathlasko
village and cut off the colonials heading upriver. A Cathlasko headman
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approached the party and explained that he was compelled to lead a war party,
but he stated that bereaved relatives would be satisfied if the colonials would
surrender Reed. The leaders haggled a settlement to avert further bloodshed
and arrived at “3 Blankets to cover the dead, and some Tobacco to fill the
Calumet of Peace™

The incident produced a couple of precedents. First, for McDougall, it
proved “the bad intentions” of the “daring and resolute” upper Chinookans
and river Sahaptians between the Cascades Rapids and Celilo Falls. Con-
sequently, subsequent brigades would have to be large, “well armed and on
their guard””* Colonials transferred much of their animosity and distrust
from the “roguish” Chinooks of the lower river to the “rogues” and “saucy,
impudent rascals” of the upriver “fishing places.” The appellations of rogue
and rascal for Indian groups had a long history in the Oregon Country and
elsewhere. During the Corps of Discovery initial experiences on the lower
Columbia, Sgt. Patrick Gass referred to Bakers Bay as “Rogue’s harbor,” for the
people who “call themselves the Chin-Ook nation”* Nearly a decade later, in
1813, Astorian Alfred Seton noted that the trappers called the headman of the
Tushepa band of Nez Perce “Les Grande Coquin,” the Great Rogue, for his
and his band’s “rascally behavior*

Such names and references are common in fur-trader writings across
time and space; generally, any Native group refusing to play by the mercan-
tilist rules set by the colonials was guilty of roguery.”” Robert Stuart used an
environmentalist explanation, claiming that the region from the Cascades
Rapids to Celilo Falls was inhabited by slothful, “worthless Dogs” similar to
England’s urban poor; both peoples were supposedly too lazy to work. In his
conception, the fishing sites, like England’s early industrial cities, were “the
Schools of Villainy or the Head Quarters of vitiated principles” The Dalles,
where Chinookan and Sahaptian of numerous bands and ethnicities “mix
promiscuously” to gamble, trade, and fish was particularly loathed by fear-
ful colonial travelers.”® Alexander Ross similarly considered The Dalles “the
general theatre of gambling and roguery”* Thus, until the disease epidemics
of the 1830s, the Native peoples along the portage route or “fishing places”
of the middle Columbia would be among the most vilified Indians in the
Oregon Country. The Shasta and Takelma peoples of southwestern Oregon
would later inherit the title of “Rogue Indians” in the 1840s.

Second, the means of diplomacy would be repeated, as the colonials intro-
duced their method of “covering the dead,” developed earlier in the Eastern
fur trade. Relations among Eastern Algonkians, Iroquoians, and Europeans
in the lower Canada and Great Lakes trade in the seventeenth century had
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created an amicably agreed transfer of wealth to prevent profit-sapping blood
feuds. The Native peoples of the Oregon Country typically demanded slaves
(often the guilty party) in addition to material goods as restitution, but they
accepted the colonials’ custom of trade goods and tobacco. Victorian-era his-
torian Francis Parkman called such invented traditions “meeting the Indian
half-way,” and more recently Richard White has argued that, within a specific
context of international and regional pressures, such interactions produced a
new syncretic culture in the Great Lakes region during the mid-seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries."’ In the Oregon Country, nothing as elaborate or
coherent as a syncretic middle-ground culture developed, but the colonials
and Natives did have to meet each other “halfway” with their diplomacy.

Rumors of David Stuart’s clash with the Cathlaskos reached McDougall
at Fort Astoria within days, but he had to wait more than a month before
some of the party returned from the upper country with their version of
the events. In the meantime, the Beaver had arrived with new “settlers” and
supplies for the fort. As he had done the year before, when the Tonquin
was about to leave, McDougall prepared for an Indian attack that he was
convinced would occur as soon as the Beaver departed. His paranoia was
fed by the tales of a Chinook elder who had been banished from his vil-
lage for some unknown reason; perhaps it was related to his love of intrigue.
McDougall called him “Raccoon,” although he did not explain why. Raccoon
had McDougall’s ear and appears to have convinced the nervous colonial that
the Nuu-chah-nulths from Vancouver Island, Chinooks, and upper Chinook-
ans “from above” the rapids were joining to “Massacre the whole of us”
McDougall ordered militia drills and target practice and established a “strict
watch” Raccoon was not the only one to terrify the colonials: Coalpo sent
“slave girls” running into the fort crying that Cassackas was crossing from
Chinook with a force to attack—which was, of course, not true.' Coalpo’s
motives are as unclear as Raccoons, although each had an interest in under-
mining the status of Concomly and his kin.

Much of the paranoia at Astoria resulted from a convergence of unrelated
events. The first was David Stuart’s altercation at The Dalles in April. Sec-
ond, Raccoon apparently began rumormongering, and, for whatever reason,
McDougall believed him regardless of how preposterous the tale.*? Third,
Indians of different ethnicities were indeed gathering, although their gath-
ering had nothing to do with the Astorians. A large number of Nuu-chah-
nulths from Vancouver Island arrived in Bakers Bay across the estuary to
fish for sturgeon and settle some affairs with the Chinooks. The northern
people brought the coveted hyqua beads to the Columbia, and the Chinooks
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traded slaves and clamon for the northern market. As usual, lower and up-
per Chinookans traded and visited relatives back and forth, and Tillamooks
from the coast paddled up the river to settle accounts with the Chelwits, an
upper Chinookan village near the Cascades Rapids."* As well, the Plateau
Sahaptians, particularly the “Mount St. Helen Indians,” or Klikitats, would
have begun assembling to hunt and obtain roots in the Willamette Valley."**
In short, it was life as usual in Illahee, the bustling Native world of the lower
Columbia region.

Fourth, as in 1811, McDougall’s military preparations attracted attention.
When Cassackas insisted on being allowed to watch, climbing the fort walls
to get a view of the militia drills, he was dragged back to his canoe in hu-
miliation. Concomly arrived, upset at the treatment of his eldest son—which,
in turn, fueled McDougall’s distrust of the Chinooks. This is the situation
that Coalpo exploited with his “warning” Fifth, despite the heightened ten-
sions on the lower Columbia, which emanated from Fort Astoria, McDougall
decided to celebrate American Independence Day by firing off the fort’s can-
nons twice during the day. (In 1811, they had fired only a single round of mus-
kets before commencing a considerable consumption of grog.) The concus-
sions of the blasts echoed up the river, alarming Native villages and Salioheni
and Pierre Dorion, whose wives and children were at the fort. They hurried
back to join the nonexistent battle.

Sixth and finally, McDougall had dispatched another brigade to the upper
country. Rumors arrived in mid-July that a terrible battle had occurred along
the portage route and that John Clarkes party had burned a house and the
winter stores of the “guilty” Indians. McDougall seemed elated, hoping that
the violence “may prove an example to them in future and shew what they
may expect from such behaviour as they were guilty of to our former party”™*
The rumor was unfounded, however: the whitewater swamped Clarke’s canoe
and swept off its contents. Rather than a battle, the Cascades Indians acted
“civilly;” collecting some of the trade goods from the shoreline and islands,
and they joined Clarke for a smoke, as he waited for his recovered bales to
dry in the sun.”® The Cascades Indians warned that others from above would
attack, but the brigade passed above Celilo Falls without incident.

Significantly, however, Stuart did not recover several rifles and “fowling
pieces” (shotguns). The people of the middle Columbia rapids apparently
had a growing interest in guns. In the previous July, David Thompson had
claimed that the “Rogues” at the portage below the Deschutes River had
plotted unsuccessfully to “seize all our arms.”**’ Still, the colonials would not

>

understand the “fishing peoples’” desire for guns until they became aware
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of the raids of Plateau Sahaptians and Shoshones later in 1814. For the mo-
ment, the colonials, particularly McDougall, interpreted events as if Astoria
was the center of attention in Oregon and a target of some diabolical Native
intrigue.

Scholars have generally explained the “rascally” behavior of the upper
Chinookans and river Sahaptian neighbors of the rapids in terms of the pre-
existing trade network: the colonials threatened their powerful position as
the bridge between the Northwest Coast and the Columbia Plateau (and, by
extension, the Rocky Mountains and Great Plains). The conjecture seems
logical, because The Dalles, or “Indian mart,” featured hyqua from Vancou-
ver Island, local salmon, eel, horses, canoes, and buffalo products from the
Plains as well as nutritious roots from the valleys and, finally, slaves from as
far away as the Oregon-California borderlands. The Native residents enjoyed
a privileged position in the indigenous network, and the fur brigades may
have been expected to pay a toll of sorts for their passage.

However, Robert Stuart noted an incident that might explain why the
altercations between colonials and Native peoples occurred when they did.
On the first portage after the April clash, he was frightened when two Indians
ran into his camp. They were not attacking, however, but warning. Through
their Clatsop interpreter, the colonials learned that Shoshones (generically,
“people of the interior”) had assailed a canoe earlier in the afternoon and
killed four men and two women."® At this point the wealthy river peoples did
not have guns. Horsemen from the Plateau did, and the river people knew
the original source of the guns: the colonial traders. Traders of Astor’s Pa-
cific Fur Company did, in fact, trade guns on the Columbia Plateau. Accord-
ing to Alfred Seton, they provided weapons to Nez Perce, Cayuse, and other
Sahaptians, because the “Snakes” (Shoshones) had driven them out of their
homelands across the Blue Mountains in the Grande Ronde and Wallowa
valleys. Without guns to match their enemies, those Indians could not retake
their lands and, presumably, benefit the fur trade.'*

As well, David Thompson’s disdain for the Americans’ failure to profit
significantly from a musket trade on the lower Columbia suggests that the
Northwest Company had been actively trading guns on the upper Columbia

since 1810.”°

On the portage through the “fish places,” the colonials offered
the river peoples tobacco and beads but never guns. Indeed, throughout 1812
and 1813, McDougall paid “extravigant” prices trying to buy back the rifles
and shotguns lost by Clarke at the Cascades, fearing that they would be used
against his portaging brigades.” Only a few were recovered. In November

1813, Ross Cox’s party lost two bales of goods and recovered most of the
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contents only after seizing some elders, women, and children as hostages and
exchanging them for the property.® Two months later, in January 1814, the
cauldron of the river peoples’ fearing “Shoshone” raids, their desire for guns
to defend themselves, and the mutual vilification of the colonials and the
Indians of the middle Columbia rapids boiled over into a second, bloody
altercation.

In the winter of 1813-1814, warfare among Native peoples had broken out
on the Plateau, and many people fled to The Dalles to escape the horse-riding,
gun-wielding raiders.”® Henry noted on January 6, 1814, that an “uncommon
number of Indians” had “fled down to the Banks of the Columbia, for safety
and in readiness to cross the river or escape if pursued by their enemies””*
Stuart led a supply brigade for the interior, carrying as usual bales of goods
that included guns, and they walked headlong into this unstable situation.
With the brigade of forty-five men split into two groups for a portage, a party
of upper Chinookans attacked from the north bank, wounding David Stuart
and Saganakei. The colonials left their trade goods (including some fifty rifles
and ammunition), abandoned their wounded Nipissing companion, and fled
back to the fort, but not before killing two of the Native assailants during the
raid.”®

Henry claimed, “These villains . . . are bent on taking revenge upon us for
having furnished firearms to their enemies above,” on the Columbia Plateau.
He sent word to his brother William at “Fort Calipuyaw” in the Willamette
Valley, warning that the Indians of the lower Country desired “firearms to
put them on a footing with their enemies; plunder seems to be their main
object, not blood.”*® As suggested by McDougall’s reaction to the rumor that
Clarke had torched a Native house in retaliation for the first altercation, the
colonials decided to mount an expedition to avenge this second attack and
recover their property.

The facts of the retaliatory expedition are relatively consistent among the
sources, although the evaluations of its consequences varied considerably.
January was probably the worst month to conduct such an operation because
of the scarcity of food. McDougall knew that the fort had a chronic shortage
of food from October until the February runs of eulachon and sturgeon and
the early spring vegetables. Characteristically, he blamed the Indians for re-
fusing to trade rather than the seasonal fluctuations of the local environment.
His solution, as discussed earlier, was to limit the number of mouths at the
fort and dispatch people to the Willamette Valley to fend for themselves."”
With an expedition, the colonials obviously had to make a decision; instead
of waiting until late spring and summer as the Native peoples of the lower
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Columbia did to settle disputes, they chose to head upriver without sufficient
food and hope for the best.

By 1814, the colonials were well aware of the kinship connections among
the upper and lower Chinookans, and they consulted Coalpo and his wife,
the Chinookans at Oak Point, and Concomly. According to Alexander Henry,
Coalpo and the Oak Point Chinookans argued for war, but Madame Coalpo
disagreed. She believed that with her brother-in-law Casino of Clackamas
they could parley: offer a slave and other gifts in recompense for the two dead
Native people and recover the trade goods. For a price, she would join the
expedition, and she correctly predicted that Casino would as well.*® The co-
lonials opted for her plan, but if they could they would try the hostage-taking
approach that had worked for Cox’s party the previous autumn.

The hasty expedition of sixty-nine members left the fort on January 10,
1814, and by the thirteenth, “on the eve of encountering enemies,” they ran
out of food. At the first village of the Cascades, Soto, which had apparently
not participated in the attack, Casino and Madame Coalpo obtained a few
dogs for the expedition to eat and recovered nine guns from their relatives.
Casino learned that Canook, headman of the “Cathlathlaly” village upriver,
had persuaded men from the neighboring “Thlamooyackoack” village to
join. According to Henry’s account, Canook had told them “that we never
traded anything of consequence with them, but took our property further up,
to their enemies, the Nez Percés, and that here was a favorable opportunity
to better themselves” According to Casino’s relatives, one man from each of
the villages had died in the fighting, and they were not willing to surrender
the guns. As the expedition would discover, bales of other trade goods still
littered the shoreline. To the frustration of the colonials’ plan, Canook had
learned from the previous autumn also, and he refused to allow himself to
be lured away from his men, smoking a calumet offered by the colonials but
keeping his distance.

Over the next three days, Casino slowly recovered a few guns and ob-
tained barely enough food for the expedition to keep going. Henry grumbled
after having to split nine dogs and a horse among all the men, consuming
the intestines, blood, fat, and bone marrow, that “I could have imagined we
were just in from a buffalo hunt”” Tired, hungry, and impatient, the colonials
seized “a chief, a boy, and a woman” whom Casino had brought to camp. They
released the boy with word that they wanted all the stolen goods returned.

Then, they put on a display to make themselves appear fearsome despite
their pathetic condition and utter reliance on their erstwhile enemies for sus-
tenance. Facing the larger cluster of eight Cathlathlaly houses on the north
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bank, the colonials paraded, marching back and forth, as they had practiced
at the fort, occasionally firing volleys into the air. During the day, they shot
some rounds from their swivel gun (a small cannon) and, in the evening,
fired off two skyrockets into the night sky. Villagers from above and below
turned out to watch the show, and women arrived in two canoes with a dozen
guns and some other goods. Yet, because the colonials had taken hostages,
no one would give them food, and no more property was offered. Word came
that more goods and guns were dispersed upriver; but by this time none of
the colonials seems to have been interested in going up to The Dalles. The
expedition retreated downriver to Strawberry Island before trying the mili-
tary display again. Franchere led the drill team back to Cathlathlaly, but to
no avail. According to Henry, Canook complained “that we [colonials] must
be a bad lot, to want all our property back after killing two chiefs, and they
would give no more.”

The now desperately hungry expedition headed downriver to Soto, still
holding their prisoner to avert a feared attack. There, they released him to
his family, who had been following in a canoe, giving him two blankets, a
Northwest Company flag, and a few other items for his troubles. The villagers
at Soto refused to trade any food, and the expedition had to continue some
ways downriver before finding anyone willing or able to feed them.”

The expedition could hardly be called a success, given the unmet, lofty
goal of retrieving all the goods. Yet, was it a failure? Alexander Henry de-
cided that it answered “our business ends,” referring to the recovery of much
property and display of both might and “humanity”; and further violence
“would only have made a bad affair worse.” Similarly, Franchere considered
the endeavor a moderate success. By not recovering the balance of the goods,
they had “covered the dead” and avoided long-lasting enmity at a crucial
portage.'® To have taken more lives, he figured, would have placed the colo-
nials outside the regional norm, perhaps engendering a confederacy against
them.

On the other hand, Madame Coalpo reportedly mocked the expedition’s
“timidity” on her return to the Clatsops, according to Henry, and said: “we
ought to have killed them all” Given that it was originally her idea to avoid
such bloodshed through a parley, his report seems questionable. She may
have changed her mind, however, after finding the innocence of her relatives
at the lower rapids and recovering their nine guns. Indeed, Casino was the
Native mediator who proved to have the most filial and trade connections
above Soto. Whatever their assessments of the expedition, both Madame
Coalpo and Casino profited handsomely from their involvement.'*

62 SO MANY LITTLE SOVEREIGNTIES



The colonials appear to have benefited as well, as the feared raid from the
Plateau occurred in early spring and the “Rogues” of The Dalles were appar-
ently unable to defend themselves. In mid-March, rumors reached the fort
from Oak Point “that the Nez Perces and Scietogas [Cayuse] have been to
war on the tribes at the falls, killed a great many, and carried off a number
of slaves; which has caused the natives to abandon their villages and to fly
in panic” The Chinooks similarly reported that “the natives at the falls had
sustained a severe defeat by a vast number of Indians from above, who at-
tacked the village at the Dalles in the daytime, killed as many as they could,
and burned women and children in their houses—in short, that the whole
village was destroyed.” By early April the Clatsops confirmed that the attack-
ers were Nez Perce, that they had killed eighteen men, “and that many were
collected at the rapids; but these had no bad intentions toward us [colonials],
saying that, if we could speak well, they would do so also”’** Indeed, the April
brigade passed the portages without incident.

Although Westerners would continue to deride the “rascally” Native
peoples of the middle Columbia rapids, no further hostilities occurred until
the 1850s, when the explosion of settler colonialism fundamentally altered
the nature of interaction and engendered violent conflict in much of the
Oregon Country. For the intervening four decades, no significant violence
occurred there. Although not a conquest in the Western sense, Nez Perce
and Cayuse peoples would continue to be a regular presence at The Dalles
and may have played a significant role in preventing further raids on the
fur brigades. The trading relationship between the colonials and the Plateau
Sahaptians grew throughout the 1810s and 1820s. By 1824, relations were so
peaceful that George Simpson recommended the “neighborhood of the Cas-
cade Portage” for the establishment of a Christian mission. The unequal dis-
tribution of guns, to which the colonials’ 1814 expedition contributed, played
a significant role in altering the Native dynamics of power at The Dalles and

was thus an unintended success for the colonials.!®®

Imperial War Comes to lllahee

The indigenous-colonial drama at The Dalles coincided with the outbreak of
a long-brewing conflict between Great Britain and the United States, and the
wake of distant events eventually reached the shores of Young’s Bay and the
gates of Fort Astoria. The advent of the War of 1812, which created a North
American theater of the Napoleonic Wars, was not a surprise to the trad-
ers. The imperial conflict had been simmering for years.'* The transoceanic
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trade suddenly became much more precarious for the Astorians and other
American traders.

As a colonial American trade fort competing with the British Empire,
Fort Astoria was a possible target, if an unlikely one. Because the colonials
were fearful, the fort did not fly colors until visiting ships were identified; its
defenses were meant for Chinookans in canoes, not royal frigates with can-
nons.'®® Still, as James Ronda has demonstrated, Astor devised his Astoria en-
terprise expecting the possibility of war, even hedging his bets by attempting
a trade alliance with the nominally British Northwest Company. When war
began, Astor pressed for protection by the U.S. Navy. Although Commodore
Oliver Perry and the Essex were in the Pacific preying on the British whal-
ing fleet, Astor’s various schemes collapsed, and his establishment was on its
own. The Northwesters had to lie to the British Admiralty in London about
the nature of Fort Astoria to get a frigate dispatched.’*® The Oregon Country
was not a major concern for leaders of either nation. Although congressional
war hawks definitely had the conquest and colonization of indigenous lands
in mind, their eyes were fixed considerably east of the Rocky Mountains for
another decade.

When news of the war reached Astoria in mid-January 1813, it presented the
colonials with an interesting dilemma and set the stage for a campaign that
was more ironic than tragic. As the Montreal native and second-generation
fur-trader Gabriel Franchere put it, “We considered seriously the fact that
nearly all of us were British subjects, yet we were trading under the American
flag” He and his fellow Canadians “wished ourselves in Canada” and wanted
nothing to do with the Anglo-American conflict. The Astorians considered
that the British would blockade American ports. This action would prevent
the return of Hunt and Astor’s supply ship (which had indeed been detained
in Canton by the British) and meant that they would have to take the furs ar-
duously overland.'” Abandonment of the settlement seemed the only option.
McDougall suspended trade for furs, having more than were transportable
by land already.'*®

On April 11, 1813, John McTavish arrived with a force of several Northwest
Company trappers-turned-militiamen and orders to besiege Fort Astoria
and await the Isaac Todd and her escort, a royal frigate, the Phoebe. (He was
unaware that the ships had not left England yet.) Given that Canadians in
the employ of the Northwest Company were “laying siege” to a fort full of
Canadians formerly in the employ of the Northwest Company, violence was
unlikely, and none occurred. Indeed, only the fort’s stores of food and grog
were attacked. April 12 was a local holiday, the anniversary of Astoria’s found-
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ing. Instead of fighting, most everyone got drunk for a couple of days.'** After
several weeks, McDougall realized that the Astorians could not manage the
abandonment in time to beat the winter, and he decided to wait until the fol-
lowing spring. Consequently, he and Donald McTavish devised a strategy to
avert imperial problems; they divided the Oregon trade between them, and
the Northwesters soon departed for their new monopolies at Spokane and
among the Kutenais.

Not everyone was amused by the failure to defend the fort, however; there
were a few Euro-Americans on hand. A young New Yorker and trader-in-
training, Alfred Seton, mocked, “[O]ur Chiefs think the miseries of war
are far enough extended already” He described the “siege” sarcastically in
his journal: “God knows that the Great Nw Co. are not to be offended with
impunity. 20 men therefore under the guns of the Fort display the British
colours while 60 men in a good fort surrounded with guns are fearful of
offending these potent men . . . so great so very, very, very, great, that my
feeble imagination cannot encompass epithets great enough to express””’
Similarly, when Hunt arrived aboard the Albatross in late August, he was
furious about the abandonment plans. He had negotiated a lucrative con-
tract with the Russians to supply them from the Columbia and to purchase
their sea otter furs, but he could not convince the Canadians to alter their
decision.”

In October, McTavish returned to renew the siege as the Northwest Com-
pany ordered. Company partner Angus Shaw had received word that the
Isaac Todd and the Phoebe were finally on their way to the Columbia. Sur-
prised by the Northwest brigade, McDougall and his “foe” McTavish avoided
bloodshed again; they “[c]ame to an understanding””* In a decision that he
would have to defend for the rest of his career (as a Northwester), McDougall
sold Fort Astoria lock, stock, and barrel to the Northwest Company.

In mid-November, Alexander Henry and other Northwester officers ar-
rived, followed on the 30th by the HMs Raccoon. As the Raccoon anchored
across the estuary in Bakers Bay and was not flying the Union Jack, a cautious
McDougall took advantage of the bi-national nature of Astoria. According
to Franchere, he sent men across “with orders to call themselves Americans
if the ship were American, and British subjects in the contrary case”” Al-
though he was denied a naval victory, Capt. William Black was reportedly
amused by the Northwest Company’s gross overstatements of the “American
stronghold” on the Pacific and went through the formalities of claiming the
little settlement in the name of King George. Famously breaking a bottle of
Madeira wine on the flagpole, he renamed it Fort George on December 13,
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1813, and soon set sail. Such was the Oregon front of the War of 1812, itself
partly a product of the Napoleonic Wars.

Hunt does seem to have had a sense of humor, however. In March 1814,
Hunt returned to the lower Columbia aboard the Pedlar, an American
coaster. He traded vegetables from Hawai‘i at Fort George and asked for the
release of the few Euro- American trappers and the Kanakas, who all “wished
to see their homes” The Northwesters gladly agreed to hand over four “use-
less” Euro-Americans but only reluctantly “agreed to give up four Sandwich
Islanders to Mr. Hunt, who had been desirous of taking them all””* Accord-
ing to Ross Cox, some of the Euro-Americans bore an “unnatural and acri-
monious hatred to the land of their forefathers” and wanted to leave.”” Henry
promised the remaining Kanakas free passage home at some unspecified fu-
ture date. Obviously, Hunt was upset by news of the sale, and “arguments
and altercations” marked the discussion of detailed arrangements. Still, the
Northwesters invited him to dine at his former establishment. Hunt brought
Concomly, whom he dressed in the famous “red coat” of the British Army,
notably a Scots-Canadian detachment, the New Brunswick 104th. Henry did
not appreciate Concomly’s dress or manners and complained in his journal
about how the Americans and the Chinooks were ruining the fur trade with
their undisciplined behavior.”

Unlike many imperial war fronts in which vying colonial powers manipu-
lated indigenous peoples into the fighting (e.g., contemporary Ohio Valley,
interior Southeast, and Red River Valley conflicts), the Astorians and North-
westers initially tried to keep the Chinookan peoples completely ignorant of
the dispute. In January 1813, McDougall and McTavish had decided to keep
the war and abandonment plans from the Chinookans “until it can no longer
be hid” They feared that the Native traders would take advantage and play
the two parties against each other to raise the prices for food. When Con-
comly learned of the proposed abandonment in June, he thought that it was
a reaction to the theft of some of McTavish’s personal effects. Not wishing
to lose the fort that had helped make him wealthy and powerful, Concomly
proposed staging his own kidnapping, with McTavish’s property to serve as
ransom. His eldest son Cassakas would then recover the goods from the Chi-
nooks. The colonials rejected the plan.”””

By November 1813, the Chinookans had learned enough of the Anglo-
American conflict to offer military help to the Astorians. Hunt had prob-
ably informed Concomly during his August visit of the impending arrival
of a British warship, and Concomly offered McDougall aid to keep the Rac-
coon from landing any men.”® The Chinooks were well aware of the diffi-
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culties that European boats had in negotiating the dangerous currents and
eddies of the river’s tidal estuary, having fished many erstwhile sailors of var-
ious nationalities out of the lower Columbia in preceding years. Comcomly
was, after all, McDougall’s father-in-law, having allied the peoples through
McDougall’s marriage to Ilche several months earlier. McDougall, however,
refused the help, and Franchere did his best to explain to the lower Chi-
nookan principals the nature of the fort’s transfer.” Thanks mostly likely
to Hunt, the Chinooks considered the Astorians legitimate and the British
Northwesters as interlopers.

Following the transfer, Alexander Henry noted some initial opposition
from the headmen, who acted coldly toward him and his fellow North-
westers. He explained that “they are inclined to suspect we are imposters
who have supplanted their first and best friends, as they conceive the Ameri-
cans to be, in order to exclude them from the country, to which the natives
say we have no right” In response, Henry claimed that “[p]ains are taken to
make them understand the true grounds on which we stand, not as a tempo-
rary but permanent establishment, to supply them with their necessaries as
long as they deserve such attention” The Isaac Todd had still not arrived by
early April, however, and they were running low on trade goods. Fort George
dropped its prices; “this [the Indians] did not like** Concomly, Coalpo, and
Coniah each pressed the new establishment, trying the patience of Henry.
Concomly complained about the fare served at Fort George, and the ensuing
disagreement may explain why his sons temporarily retrieved Ilche. Coalpo
reportedly “left in a pet” after having his increased prices for furs rebuffed.
In mid-May, Coniah arrived at the fort with his “American writing” to stress
his importance.

Symbolically, Henry tried to eliminate the connection between the Amer-
icans and the Clatsops established by the Corps of Discovery in the winter of
1805-6, clothing Coniah and giving “him a writing in lieu of the American
one, which I threw in the fire before him”** The “writing” Henry destroyed
was a brief record of the Lewis and Clark expedition, which the captains had
penned and entrusted to Coniah as proof of their achievement both for com-
peting imperialists and in case the explorers died on the return to St. Louis.

The colonial employees did not make the transfer any easier, and their var-
ious complaints and nationalistic disputes may have fueled the Chinookans’
confusion over the new state of affairs as well as their apparent jockeying for
position. McDougall and several other Canadians stayed on, changing their
employer from Astor’s Pacific Fur Company to British Canada’s Northwest
Company."®* However, as Henry complained, the voyageurs hired by Hunt
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at Michilimackinac and St. Louis lacked “that sense of subordination which
our business requires.” Instead, “the looseness and levity they acquire in the
Indian country, tends to make them insolent and intriguing fellows, who
have no confidence in the measures or promises of their employers.”

If the men had opted not to defend Fort Astoria, they proved them-
selves equally disdainful of British control. With the long-expected arrival
of the Isaac Todd, brawls between the sailors and trappers broke out. One
of the French-Canadian blacksmiths, Augustin Roussell, interrupted the of-
ficers’ dinner on one occasion, drunkenly “hurrahed for the Americans . . .
talked more nonsense, and richly deserved a beating,” although Henry and
McDougall refrained until he sobered. The first and third mates of the Isaac
Todd were suspended from duty for damning “the British navy and, etc”
One of them was a naturalized U.S. citizen pressed into service after his ship
was seized. The Chinookans were, as ever, well aware of the happenings at
the fort. As Henry complained, the men had frequent “communication with
the Chinook ladies” Henry further mused that, if the officers of the Raccoon
were any indication, the reign of the royal navy, England’s “wooden walls,”
would not last much longer."®

Over a decade of fighting had touched and terminated lives throughout
the world, but the Napoleonic Wars finally ended in late 1814. Astor made
certain that the Oregon Question, really the Astoria question, would remain
open, however."** He spent years trying to use Captain Black’s dramatics to his
advantage: according to the Anglo-American Treaty of Ghent, all property
seized in the war was to be returned. However, the fact that McDougall had
previously sold the establishment to the Northwesters complicated matters,
as the sale would seem to negate the remuneration clause. Still, the British ca-
pitulated in the first joint-occupation treaty, and, in 1818, American diplomat
J. B. Prevost oversaw the lowering of the Union Jack and the hoisting of the
Stars and Stripes over Fort George “in token both of possession and of sov-
ereignty.” Token was the operative word. That Prevost had to charter a British
ship, the Blossom, from Valparaiso, Chile, to get to the Columbia suggests
how unrealistic the American claims of “possession and of sovereignty” were
at the time. Moreover, James Keith, who succeeded McDougall in 1817 after
the latter’s promotion to Fort William, continued to operate Fort George for
the Northwest Company. Yet, like the pre-war Astoria days, the remote post
was again considered a settlement of the United States. In other words, noth-
ing actually changed on the ground level. Importantly for imperial politics,
however, as Prevost wrote to the secretary of state, Washington and London
could be assured that “collisions . . . may be now wholly avoided.®
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The imperial situation was complicated further by the means with which
the furs were disposed. In Asia the East India Company drowned the enter-
prise of independent British Northwest maritime traders by forcing them to
exchange their furs with company traders at low, fixed rates and then dealt
with the Cantonese themselves and kept the resulting profits. The merchants
of the United States faced no such monopolistic constraints; American em-
pire favored free trade, with both greater potential profits for private inves-
tors and greater risk. The predominantly Boston-based ships exploited the
bureaucratic failings of the British imperial strategy of monopoly and domi-
nated the maritime trade during its heyday from 1792 to 1824.%¢ To avoid
losing profits to the East India Company, the Northwest Company traded its
turs from Fort George to American ships that then traded the furs free of the
imperial monopoly to Cantonese merchants. The profits were ultimately split
between Boston and Montreal investors. James Keith and Boston merchants
J. and T. H. Perkins made four such runs in 1817, 1819, 1820, and 1822, in which
Northwest furs were exchanged in Canton for Chinese goods for the Boston
market. In 1820 alone, the Levants furs translated into $70,000 worth of Chi-
nese manufactures bound for Boston consumers. Prevost suggested that such
arrangements occurred frequently."

Fort George was not British any more than it was American. If anything,
a Northwest Company flag would be all a visitor was likely to see. The demo-
graphics reported by Prevost in 1818 suggest a complex village. He listed
James Keith, three clerks, a surgeon, and an overseer—all presumably ethni-
cally European—in addition to “17 Whites including Canadians—mechan-
ics, 26 Natives of Owyhee [Hawai‘i], 1 Native of the place, 16 Trappers &
Canadian Iroquois employed in gathering & many women and children.'*®

As for the Chinookans, Gabriel Franchere had commented that “[s]ince
the villages form so many little sovereignties, differences often arise among
them, whether from chiefs or among the peoples™® He considered that this
complicated political economy explained the Chinookans’ tendency to par-
lay their conflicts into settlements to avoid significant bloodshed from wars
that would otherwise occur. Franchere’s assessment was an apt characteriza-
tion of the lower Oregon fur trade generally.

Colonial Oregon was one of the first imperial engagements of the fledgling
United States and one that pitted its national interests and citizens against
those of its intermittent adversary, Great Britain. Before Jay’s Treaty (1795)
had even settled the borders in eastern North America, a nascent colonial
Oregon became a new site of imperial and colonial competition. Yet, the di-
versity of the imperial, colonial, and Native participants and their various,
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often conflicting interests complicated the scenario well beyond a simple di-
chotomy of American versus British. National, ethnic, and racial diversity
among colonials further complicated the situation with individual identities
and loyalties based on such encompassing phenomena, even as they pursued
quite personalized interests.

Between 1792 and 1822 Native and colonial peoples constructed colonial
Oregon by accommodating the interests of “others” but always mediating
and limiting these accommodations through their own interests and core
beliefs. The various participants reconstructed Native and Western norms of
gender and sexuality, contributing to the formation of a distinctively colonial
culture, although Western racial beliefs ultimately limited this cultural cre-
ativity. By the early 1820s, the competing British and American traders joined
the Chinookan villages as “so many little sovereignties” along the lower Co-
lumbia River. Although often frustrated by a fur trade bound more by Native
kinship and village obligations than by company policies and markets, the
colonials adapted themselves and fit their vision of a commercial Oregon
into Illahee.
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CHAPTER THREE

Disastrous Times We Had

Expansions and Epidemics, 1821-1834

Imperial Reordering of Lower Oregon

On an international level, the muddy imperial claims to the Oregon Country
began to clear somewhat with the United States signing treaties with Spain
and Russia. Despite the dubious nature of the U.S. victory over Great Britain
in the “second American Revolution” of 1812-14, the young republic emerged
with an expansionist vigor to colonize the Indian Country from the Missis-
sippi to the Pacific. A new generation of political leaders such as John Quincy
Adams and Thomas Hart Benton replaced Jefferson’s revolutionary genera-
tion and, consequently, displaced the old fears that rapid colonization of the
West would destroy the democratic-republican experiment through diffusion
of the population and polity. The new generation’s imperial rhetoric chal-
lenged the old European powers still recovering from the Napoleonic Wars.
Spain, a crumbling empire that was losing its tenuous grip in the Americas
to independent-minded Creoles, ceded its claims north of Alta California in
1818 to the United States and Great Britain in exchange for recognition of its
claims to the south.

In 1824 the United States successfully pushed Russia into withdrawing to
the 54th parallel in exchange for recognition of its northern claims, although
the Russians did maintain Fort Ross in Mexicos California for several more
years. According to Russian historian Nikolai Bolkhovitinov, St. Petersburg
had interpreted the so-called Monroe Doctrine of 1823 as a challenge to
the Russian America colonies, specifically the policy of noncolonization of
the Americas by Europeans. Britain had initiated such a policy and invited the
United States to offer a joint statement. The United States opted to issue its
own, which excluded its empire republic from the ban on colonization, while
benefiting from Britain’s actual ability to block European competition. The
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United States had been in a diplomatic dustup with the Russians since 1821
over maritime trading rights above the 51st parallel, and this situation defi-
nitely factored into President James Monroe’s foreign policy, but the Pacific
Northwest was not the empire republic’s greatest concern.

Much of the rationale for Monroe’s foreign policy derived from the United
States’ interests in Tejas, the Caribbean, and the newly independent Latin
America. Still, envoy PI. Poletika wrote to St. Petersburg in 1819 that Euro-
American settler colonists were swarming across the Mississippi in a “general
mania,” and the Russians would not be able to prevent them from ultimately
occupying the Oregon Country. Tsar Alexander I was much more concerned
with his continental colonies in Eurasia and the threat of the Ottoman Em-
pire on his southern borders than the vastly distant Oregon and its trans-
pacific partner, Hawai‘i.! The official withdrawals of Spain and Russia left the
United States and Great Britain as the remaining competitive imperial pow-
ers of the Pacific Northwest.

While the United States was in the midst of its postwar “era of good feel-
ings,” neighboring British Canada was dividing into warring factions that
featured different visions of empire. Despite U.S. sectionalism, the Missouri
Compromise of 1820 promised to keep Western colonization from being
divisive by “solving” the dilemmas of extending slavery. To the north, the
Hudson’s Bay Company (HBc; the Company), the official trading monopoly
and imperial representatives in the Canadian West, had worked out a rela-
tively peaceful coexistence with the independent entrepreneurs of the North-
west Company. The HBC maintained forts and traded for furs delivered by
subarctic Native peoples. The HBC officers were employees. The Northwest
Company, by contrast, sent trapping parties into the field led by traders who
held stock in the Montreal-based enterprise as partners. Astor had copied
this arrangement with his Pacific Fur Company, and, as mentioned, his offi-
cers had been mostly former Northwest Company men who returned to that
status following the sale of Fort Astoria. In the Red River Country of modern
southern Manitoba, northern Minnesota, and parts of the Dakotas, the HBC
and Northwesters operated in close proximity, both claiming rights to the far
west of the Athabasca Country and the Pacific Slope.

The precarious balance fostered by the rivals’ different business methods
was upset by the introduction of a third vision. Lord Selkirk, chief stock-
holder of the HBC, decided to plant a settler colony in the Red River Country
with Scottish tenant farmers who had been displaced by English land specu-
lators over the previous half century. Selkirk’s colony began to take shape
in late 1812. By 1815 the Northwesters, fearing the loss of their investments,
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resisted the colony and convinced their Native and Metis allies to join them,
pointing to the threat to their lands and resources, particularly the buffalo
herds. Selkirk recruited Swiss mercenaries and captured the Northwester
field headquarters, Fort William. In the late 1810s, the battles were fought in
the field, in the courts, and in taverns across Canada. The situation deterio-
rated to the point where, in 1821, London forced its combative colonials to
merge. In actuality, the HBC swallowed the Northwest Company, reducing
the independent “wintering partners” of the field to employees of an imperial
monopoly.?

Far from the Canadian Plains and London boardrooms, the lower Chi-
nookans would soon feel the effects of imperial politics. In 1821 the board of
the reconstituted HBC named George Simpson to govern the newly created
Pacific Department, and he employed a former Northwest wintering partner
John McLoughlin as chief factor of Fort George in 1824. The new leadership
made some significant changes to the operations of the trade to cut expenses
and preempt attempts by Americans to reestablish a presence in the region.
When Simpson toured the lower Columbia in 1824, he complained that Fort
George had “an air of . . . grandeur and consequence which does not become
and is not at all suitable to an Indian trading post.”

To the chagrin of the frugal Simpson, Northwesters Duncan McDougall
and his successor James Keith still relied on food supplied by Native traders
and American and European ships to a considerable and expensive extent.
The Northwesters at Fort George had been largely left to their own devices
while their parent company scuffled with the HBcC in the Red River Country.
As well, the fort had been technically a possession of the United States since
Prevost’s ceremonial flag raising in 1818, and the British retained occupation
at the whim of the president.

With the consolidation of Canada’s fur companies and the arrival of
Simpson and McLoughlin, British “empire and order” returned.* McLoughlin
moved the principal fort upriver to the north bank opposite the mouth of
the Willamette River, and he established a farm and purchased some live-
stock to cut expenses. The new establishment was named Fort Vancouver;
the English explorer’s name reflected the Company’s effort to reaffirm the
British imperial claim.® Significantly, McLoughlin completely abandoned the
much-disputed little settlement of Fort George in 1825. In 1826 or 1827, Indi-
ans, presumably Clatsops or Chinooks, burned the fort, leaving only a single
chimney standing, “a melancholy monument of American enterprise and do-
mestic misrule,” according to one observer.® Anthropologist Yvonne Hajda
has observed that the death of Concomly in 1830 symbolized “the end of
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Concomly’s Tomb, Astoria, ca. 1841 (Wilkes, Narrative of the United States Exploring Expe-
dition; image courtesy of the Oregon Historical Society)

Indian social dominance on the Greater Lower Columbia.”” One also could
point to the significance of the burning of Fort George a few years earlier,
symbolizing the declining influence of the Chinooks in the fur trade. Perhaps
the conflagration was a statement by the aging Concomly or his eldest son
Cassackas, who saw his chance for power depart upriver to the domain of
rival Casino and the Clackamas village at the confluence of the Columbia
and Willamette rivers.

Expansions and the Encroachment of Oregon

Under McLoughlin, the Company continued to operate the lower and up-
per Columbia posts but also expanded northward along the coast and south
into Snake River country and the southwest Oregon—northwest California
borderlands. The northern expansion as far as the Russian settlements is
mostly outside the scope of this discussion, but the decision relates to the
uncertain future of British tenure on the Columbia. Although an indefinite

74 DISASTROUS TIMES WE HAD



extension of the joint-occupation treaty in 1828 eased McLoughlin’s fears
that London would suddenly relinquish its claims and abandon Fort Van-
couver, the northern expansion into modern British Columbia indicates the
widespread assumption that the United States would eventually secure do-
minion of the lower country, perhaps including the promising Puget Sound.
The Company intended to maintain a presence on the Northwest Coast and
hoped to forge a link to its interior Athabasca trade and so established Fort
Langley on the Fraser River; thus, the northern expansion was a long-term
business investment. Navigating the upper Fraser turned out to be a death-
defying experience for canoeists, but Fort Langley did serve well as a British
Pacific port and exporter of packed salmon and timber for markets in Mon-
terey, Acapulco, and Lima.

The southern expansion, by contrast, was meant to check American ex-
pansion of the Rocky Mountain fur trade into the Oregon Country. By the
mid-1820s, brigades from St. Louis had established supply depots in mod-
ern New Mexico and Utah—both were Mexican possessions, but neither the
American nor British brigades paid much attention to Mexico’s territorial
rights in its northern interior.® The Euro-Americans were within striking dis-
tance of the Oregon Country and had international rights under the joint-
occupation agreement to enter and trap. To inhibit their entry, the Company
discontinued methods that encouraged a sustainable harvest of furs and
chose instead to trap out, or exterminate, the beavers, making a “fur desert”
as a buffer zone between the lower Snake River and the Columbia. The Com-
pany had long maintained such an extermination policy along its frontiers
with competitors such as the Northwest and xy Companies in Canada. The
Snake River “fur desert,” however, had the added imperial dimension of en-
hancing Britain’s treaty-negotiating position as sole occupant if it could stall
American colonization.’

Nevertheless, Americans arrived in 1823, independent of but coinciding
with their president’s imperial declarations. Formerly an Astorian and North-
wester and now an HBC trader, Alexander Ross led a brigade that year into
the Snake Country and came upon a Euro-American brigade under Jedediah
Smith. Ross took them back to visit his post and reportedly boasted of the
Snake River Country’s productivity. For this blunder, Ross soon found him-
self transferred to the Red River mission school. Indeed, Smith would soon
lead the first Euro-American trapping expedition into the Oregon Country
in 1827. One of Simpsonss first orders in the Oregon Country in 1824 was to
replace the “empty headed” Ross with Peter Skene Ogden as leader of the
Snake River brigade.”

DISASTROUS TIMES WE HAD 75



Astorians and Northwesters had been trapping in the region for a decade,
but their goals and procurement of furs had been limited. By the late 1820s,
the Snake brigades expanded west across the Great Basin to the Klamath
Basin and into the southwestern Oregon—northern California border coun-
try. A second prong of fur brigades went south from the lower Columbia
through the Willamette Valley into the Umpqua and Rogue river drainages
and across the Siskiyous into the Sacramento Valley of northern California.
Together the southern brigades carried the trade into interior and coastal
river valleys previously unknown to colonials. Their actions often brought
them into conflict with Native peoples, who depended on the furbearers for
food and who feared the newcomers.

Ultimately, Ogden would lead six Snake River expeditions between 1824
and 1830, expanding the range increasingly south into Mexican territories
and westward into the Great Basin. In the winter of 1826-1827, his brigade
traveled west to the Klamath Basin. The Klamath peoples were hospitable
but not terribly interested in helping Ogden find beaver and did their best
to usher his brigade from their country. Ogden wrote that “one of the Chiefs
of [Lost] River informed us that some distance in advance there was a small
river in which there are Beaver, but having been forbid by our Guides as well
as other Indians to inform us of this”" The headman, probably from one of
the Modoc bands, escorted the brigade to Tule Lake and down the Klamath
River to the border of their lands with the Shasta peoples across the Siskiyou
Mountains. The guide indicated that his people “are at present at war with”
those on the other side of the mountains, and indeed they later reached a
“spot formerly a [Shasta] Tribe of Indians resided but have all been distroyed
by the Clammett Nation”* The Klamath and Modoc peoples were certainly
not a coherent nation any more than the “little sovereignties” of the lower
Columbia, but they spoke dialects of the same Luatamian language and main-
tained enough interaction across the several autonomous bands for colonials
to view them as a “tribe” A week later in the end of January 1827, Ogden
entered “an Indian hut” and met three Shasta widows of men his “Klamath
guide had killed . . . the previous summer” The violence among the Native
peoples of the Oregon-California borderlands demonstrated ripple effects of
the expanding Columbia fur trade.

The peoples of the Klamath Basin were already suffering from the intro-
duction of horses and firearms into Illahee. Just as Plateau Sahaptians raided
The Dalles villages by the mid-1810s and contemporaneously fought with
Shoshone “Snakes” in the valleys of the Blue Mountains, both Sahaptian
and Shoshone-Paiute horsemen struck at the Klamaths and Modocs of the
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borderlands of south-central Oregon and adjacent California. The Klamaths
embodied these initial raids into a lament chant recorded a generation later
in 1880: “Ké-i ak a nd’pka gatpamnoka,” which Victorian-era linguist Albert
Gatschet translated as “Disastrous times we had when the Northern Indians
arrived””

Ogden noted that the Klamath peoples were anticipating a raid from Nez
Perce and Cayuse horsemen from the north when he arrived in late 1826.
As they had only one horse and no firearms that he could see, the Klamath
peoples were at an obvious disadvantage. They also had to repel the Shoshone-
Paiute raids from the Great Basin to the east. In turn, the Klamath peoples
lashed out at the neighboring Shasta, Takelma, and Pitt River (Achumawi
and Atsugewi) peoples. Initially, they may have intended to replace some of
their lost population taken in slave raids by doing the same to their neigh-
bors. The raiding became a way of life between the 1820s and 1850s and, as
discussed later, would earn the Klamaths a more equitable position vis-a-vis
the northern Indians by the late 1830s.

Anthropologist Theodore Stern described the time as “an almost endemic
condition of warfare” in the region.” Western colonization exacerbated this
situation, and Oregon colonials unwittingly entered it. Chiloquin, a Klam-
ath headman, credited the Shoshones with introducing the raids, stating that
“[w]hen the Snakes made war on us that made us keen to fight other Indi-
ans and we made war without provocation on the Pit Rivers, Shastas and
Rogue Rivers, but they never made willing war on us”” Similarly, David Hill
(Wawa'liks), a “sub-chief” of the Klamath Lake band, boasted to Gatschet:
“Never [did other Native peoples of the Oregon-California borderlands
make] slaves of the Lake tribe conquering by war those from tribes all-around;
the Lake men alone enslaved all surrounding Indians in this country’*®
Understandably, the Ikiraku’tsu Shastas, Takelmas, and Latgawas of interior
southwestern Oregon were apprehensive when Ogden’s brigade entered their
homelands from the Klamath country. As Ogden descended the Siskiyous
along Bear Creek in February 1827, he entered the region that is today called
the Rogue Valley or, until the mid-1850s, the “Rogue’s Valley.

Colonials would echo Ogden’s initial assessments of the land and its
people for decades: “this is certainly a fine Country and probably no Climate
in any Country equal to it” The Native peoples were, however, enigmatic,
and reports of them were frightening: “here we are now amongst the tribe
of Sastise or (Chastise) it was this Tribe that was represented to our party of
last year and also to us as being most hostilily inclined towards us”* To his
credit, the experienced Ogden wanted to judge for himself, writing that “so
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far we cannot say what their intentions may be . . . we have not seen more
than 30 and their conduct has been friendly.” As the brigade descended Bear
Creek to the main branch of the Rogue River, he received reports from the
Ikiraku’tsu that Latgawa Indians who “they are at variance with” were assem-
bling to attack the trappers. Still, Ogden noted that such intelligence was “like
all other Tribes I am acquainted with,” in which Indians “represent [enemies]
as hostilily inclined towards us . . . from all this I am inclined to believe it
was a false report” He noted that “Our [Shasta] Guides informed us that
they did not intend to proceed any further with us” The Bear Creek Valley
was a bloody border area, with Klamath bands raiding from the basin to the
east and Shasta bands encroaching across the Siskiyou Mountains from the
south.” Molly Orton, a Latgawa consultant for linguist John P. Harrington,
stated that the northern band of Shastas “all the time fight, take away wife”
Conversely, Shasta informants probably gave the upland Takelmans their
name, as they referred to a principal Latgawa village as “Lawaya,” meaning
“knife in belly”*

Anthropologists compiled many Takelma and Shasta place names well
within the other’s claimed territory. These place names have contributed to
confusion regarding indigenous territorial boundaries, which were probably
never very stable or definite. Regarding the disputed Bear Creek Valley and
Table Rock area of the upper Rogue Valley, descendants of both peoples gave
names suggestive of aboriginal ownership and residence.”> One cannot know
how many times indigenous peoples fought each other for the region and
its riverine resources, but, clearly, the early nineteenth century was one such
period, and the impact of new factors introduced by Western colonization
clearly exacerbated the tense relations.

Ogden would soon agree with the Ikiraku’tsu Shastas’ assessments of the
Latgawa and lowland Takelma peoples. While he camped at the Rogue River
in mid-February, with his brigade “scattered in different directions” to trap
and scout the new country, one horse was killed and three were wounded by
arrows. Ogden decided that local Indians “certainly evince a most malicious
disposition towards us and if not checked and that soon our Scalps will soon
share the fate of our Horses” The following day the country and its people
were steadily losing their appeal, as trappers complained “of the unsteady
state of the Water and Natives most numerous bold and Insolant . . . they ap-
pear determined to oblige us to leave their Country”

Slowly, however, over the next few days, Native representatives began vis-
iting and “wished to make peace with us” Ogden “consented,” and they had “a
Ceremony” in which he gave two dozen buttons and the Latgawas performed
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a dance. The brigade finally reached its first goal of 1,000 beaver pelts, indi-
cating the success of the “fur desert” effort, as earlier expeditions had taken
over 4,000 on the Snake tributaries alone. Ogden griped that he had only
eight skins toward his second 1,000. The Latgawas, like the Klamath peoples,
do not seem to have been eager for the brigade to remain in their country and
informed Ogden that beavers could be had downstream in Takelma country,
not upstream in their own.*

As the brigade proceeded down the Rogue River, then north into the
valleys of the Umpqua drainage—the path to the Willamette and Fort
Vancouver—the effects of raiding among the Indians and the fur trade be-
came increasingly obvious. Takelman Indians fled as the trapping expedition
approached. At the village of Dilomi near modern-day Gold Hill, “upwards
of 100 Indians . . . left and ascended the hills with their Children and prop-
erty” Ogden entered the nearly deserted village and found a few fur-trade
goods and “a Sickle and two China bowls” left behind. The sickle was being
used as a knife, whereas the bowls “are preserved as ornaments” Ogden was
not able to determine the source of the goods, but he soon reached another
village in which at least one of the Takelmas could speak “the Umpqua Lan-
guage” From him he learned that the Umpqua River was still some distance
away and that it was from the Umpqua Indians that they bartered for “Knives
and Axes” in exchange for beavers.

Indeed, as had often been the case since leaving the Klamath Basin, the
area seemed previously trapped out. The Umpquas had already introduced
the Takelmas to the fur trade, as company brigades had recently ascended
the Willamette and crossed into the Umpqua country. Also, in what was
becoming something of a pattern, the locals told Ogden that, if he moved
on, “at no great distance,” he would find a “large River well stockd in Bea-
ver.” As they traveled, the Takelmas seemed “numerous and troublesome,”
and the country was unknown and not particularly productive. Ogden con-
fessed, “I feel at a loss how to act,” and “the greater part” of his brigade “would
wish themselves out of this Country.” The brigade safely reached Cow Creek
and the south Umpqua. After learning from some Takelmas that Alexander
McLeod had recently trapped the area clean, they headed north to Fort Van-
couver. Ogden, however, left Jean Baptiste Gervais and four trappers to work
the rivers downstream and “open a communication between this quarter
and Fort Vancouver which ought to have been affected many years since’”
McLeod, Gervais, and others successfully affected working relations with
the upper Umpqua peoples, and the Company later established Fort Umpqua
in 1836.
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Relations with the Native peoples to the south, however, would remain
strained and poorly developed through the colonial wars of the 1850s. As
indicated by the place names “Rogue River” and “Rogue Valley,” the several
bands of Takelmas, Latgawas, Shastas, and Athapaskans had earned a last-
ing reputation. Because the historical record is so poor, some have argued
that the geographic name may have originated from a cartographer’s mis-
spelling of the French Rouge or the Spanish Rio Rocque. As discussed earlier,
colonials associated the moniker with the supposedly natural roguery of its
Native inhabitants, and that meaning achieved lasting significance.” Trap-
pers referred to the numerous bands of Shastas, Takelmas, and Athapaskans
of southwestern Oregon as “les coquin,” or the Rogues, when they began
exploiting the region in the 1820s.” Importantly, unlike other Native groups
such as the Chinooks or the peoples of The Dalles, the name stuck and con-
tributed to the fervent hostility against these peoples, including, by the late
1850s, calls for their extermination by settler colonists.

Probably the incident that cemented the “Rogue” reputation for southwest
Oregon Native peoples in the minds of colonials was the Kalawatsets’ mas-
sacre of the Smith party in July 1828. As feared by British traders, Jedediah
Smith led a party of Euro-American trappers across the Rocky Mountains
into the Oregon Country. They eventually made their way west to northern
California and up the southern Oregon coast. In his journal Smith noted
a similar experience to Ogden’s the year previous. From the “Buenaventura
Valley,” or the Sacramento Valley, to the southern Oregon coast, Indians
fled their villages on his party’s approach. Trade took place only when the
Euro-Americans made camp, and the Indians apparently had an opportunity
to look them over before approaching them with food or other items for
trade.

The pattern held as the Euro-Americans passed through the Sacramento
Valley and the successive river mouths of the Chetco, Rogue, and Coquille.
Smith was curious about the Indians’ actions, but it does not seem to have oc-
curred to him that a group of seventeen men on horseback leading a couple of
hundred horses and mules and heading directly for a village could be viewed
as threatening by the local population. Only on reaching the Coos River did
the villagers remain at home. Likely the Hanis Coos had been forewarned of
the party’s approach and description. Earlier, at the nearby Coquille River, a
group of Miluk Coos, or “lower Coquilles,” had fled northward, demolishing
their canoe before the galloping Smith could reach them, and abandoning a
young, male Kalapuya slave, whom the trappers subsequently named Marion.
The retreating Miluks likely notified their coastal neighbors. The Hanis Coos,
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or “Cahoose,” Indians received the party and ferried them across the river.
Nevertheless, a few individual Coos took the opportunity to fire arrows into
the backsides of eight horses and mules. The expedition did not linger.

Continuing up the coast, the Smith party reached the lower Umpqua,
where a party of Kalawatsets met them about four miles upriver from the
mouth. It is probable that word had again preceded them, as the Coos and
Kalawatsets had intermarried extensively and maintained good relations,
and runners could easily outdistance the expedition’s lumbering train of pack
animals. As well, the Kalawatsets were familiar with HBC trapping parties
that had come downriver recently in 1826 and 1827. Smith noted that the Ka-
lawatsets had British trade goods and were familiar with the leaders’ names at
Fort Vancouver. Thus, unlike their neighbors south of the Coos villages, the
Kalawatsets did not flee from the eighteen strangers.

The Kalawatsets also were aware of the division between the Americans
and the British, deeming Alexander McLeod, leader of the recent expedition,
and the HBC as their allies and trading partners. As a Kalawatset man later
explained to Michel LaFramboise, “We did not take them [Euro- Americans]
to be the same people as you””® In the eyes of the Kalawatsets, Smith’s party
of seventeen trappers and the slave Marion had no local standing. Conse-
quently, they were in a precarious position, particularly considering the Kala-
watsets’ interpretation of Anglo-American competition in the Oregon Coun-
try. Indeed, Smith and his party told the Kalawatsets that Oregon Country
belonged to the United States; this proclamation did not go over well with the
indigenous people. As indicated by Alexander Henry’s address to the Native
principals of the lower Columbia, the British traders represented themselves
as permanent occupants in the country but not as the owners.”

The situation called for restraint and humility on the part of the Euro-
Americans, but such was not to be. The initial problem seems to have begun
when one Kalawatset man helped himself to an ax. Smith’s company tied up
one Kalawatset, and another Native man defused the situation by convincing
his mates to return the ax. However, one of the Kalawatsets, possibly the man
who had prevented the confrontation and had arranged for the ax’s return,
attempted to take a joyride around the trappers’ camp on one of their horses.
Indignant, trapper Arthur Black “compelled him to dismount” The rider ap-
parently became upset with Black’s vehement reaction, and the Smith party
lost an advocate.*

More importantly, one of Smith’s men tried to rape a Kalawatset woman
that night at their camp, according to HBC officers McLoughlin and Simpson.
Some scholars doubt that the attempted rape occurred, because it is noted
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only in the two British officers’ later reports. These scholars see the accusation
as an intentional slur against Americans during a period of imperial rivalry.
The case against the accuracy of the rape charge is based on an assessment of
the character of the alleged perpetrator, Harrison Rogers, as related in Smith’s
journal As discussed in some detail later, however, rape of Native women
occurred too frequently to dismiss the reports so easily.

The next morning a group of Kalawatsets assailed the camp, slaughtering
most of Smith’s men. Black managed to sneak away and was the only survivor
of the men in camp. Smith and two others had been upriver scouting and
also survived. Separately they worked their ways up the coast to Tillamook
villages. The Tillamooks delivered the Euro-Americans to Fort Vancouver
and presented McLoughlin with a quandary over how to respond to an attack
by his new Native trading partners against his imperial and commercial ad-
versaries. Opening a trade with the southern region and establishing a land
route to northern California were crucially important, and both necessitated
amicable relations with the Native people of southwestern Oregon.

McLoughlin did not want to sacrifice either pursuit for the sake of aveng-
ing the Americans, but he feared the precedent that the Kalawatsets’ success-
ful raid might establish as news of it disseminated through Illahee. Worse,
McLeod, the trader who had secured relations with the Kalawatsets and
whom Indians as far away as the Rogue River Valley had taken to calling
“Chief of the Umpqua,” was then on an expedition in northern California
and was not due to return through southwestern Oregon for several months.*
McLoughlin wrote McLeod urging his speedy return and dispatched the for-
mer Astorian and Northwester Michel LaFramboise down to the Umpqua, as
he had trapped there during McLeod’s expedition and the Indians knew him.
He was to speak with the Kalawatsets, ascertain their side of the story, and
determine the fate of the Smith party’s property. LaFramboise found that the
goods were dispersed irretrievably among the bands and villages of the area
and that the unapologetic Kalawatsets felt that their raid had been legitimate.
They determined that the Americans were a distinct group of interlopers
who offended them, and that the HBC had no right to demand the return of
the gifts that they had distributed. McLoughlin conveyed the information to
Smith and explained that everyone would have to wait for McLeod’s return.
McLoughlin felt that he alone could determine whether retribution was pos-
sible and whether it would be beneficial or harmful for the future. To his
traders, McLoughlin was more thoughtful on the subject than he had been
with Smith and seems to have considered the Kalawatset position. “[W]e
have no right to make war, on the other hand if the business is drop[p]ed, will

82 DISASTROUS TIMES WE HAD



not our personal security be endangered wherever this report reaches[?]”*

McLoughlin awaited his most experienced trader in the region to determine
a response.

Punishing lllahee

By 1829, there was certainly a precedent for violent retribution from Fort
Vancouver. The Clallams of Hood River, on the western shore of Puget
Sound, had attacked a brigade from Fort Langley in June 1828 and had killed
five trappers and one of their Native wives. Another woman, the daughter of
an important Native trade ally, had been captured. McLoughlin responded
harshly, ordering Alexander McLeod to lead a punitive expedition. With the
aid of the Cadboro’s cannons, the colonials killed about twenty Clallams and
burned their village and all their property, including forty-six canoes, the
lifeblood of the people. The surviving Clallams turned over the woman. Such
a response was far more brutal than the expedition to the Cascades in 1814
and, notably, ignored Native and common fur-trade practices of attempting
a settlement.

McLoughlin wrote to Simpson and the board, attempting to explain and
justify the massacre. His rationales were undermined by one of his clerks,
Francis Ermatinger, who had taken part in the assault and penned a highly
critical report of the men’s overzealous conduct. According to Ermatinger,
the Clallams had not been informed of the reason for the expedition, nor
was any attempt made to secure the woman’s release through settlement,
which could have been done “at the price of a few blankets”* Spurred by
Ermatinger’s criticisms, on one side, and the many men who supported the
vengeful action, on the other, the Clallam massacre remained a contentious
and much-discussed topic among the colonials.

Wintering at Fort Vancouver in 1828-1829, Jedediah Smith was well aware
of the Clallam expedition and pressed for a similar action on the lower
Umpqua. The chief factor wrote to McLeod via a California-bound ship that
“Mr. Smith’s affair has a more gloomy appearance than I expected . .. we must
either make War on the Murderers of his people to make them restore his
property or drop the business entirely” In the end, he deferred to McLeod to
make decisions “on the spot” but indicated that he wanted McLeod to avoid
violence if possible, thinking it unnecessary based on their intercourse with
LaFramboise.” The experienced trader McLeod eventually took Smith back
to the lower Umpqua in 1830 and retrieved some of his party’s horses and
goods from the south-coast villages without bloodshed.
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Among Euro-Americans, in particular, the Native peoples of southwestern
Oregon never overcame the stigma of the Smith massacre, although Kalawat-
set elders would later unsuccessfully implore Methodist missionaries to help
them rectify that dangerously provocative image in 1840. The HBC, on the
other hand, maintained their relations with the Kalawatsets. They established
a trading fort above them in 1836, which they maintained until 1851, when a
fire razed their establishment for the second time and Euro-American settle-
ments fueled by the California Gold Rush largely displaced the enterprise.

In a nascent colonial world, retributive expeditions were not simple mat-
ters of “whites versus Indians” or total wars of conquest. McLoughlin felt that
he needed to calm relations in temporarily “unsettled” regions, and his fight-
ing force was his labor force pulled from pursuits such as trapping, farming,
felling, and milling. They were no more an army than the Native bands and
villages with whom they occasionally fought. In the midst of recent and pend-
ing problems on the lower Columbia, Puget Sound, the Plateau, and the lower
Umpqua in March 1830, McLoughlin complained that “it is but justice to all
in charge of such Expeditions to state they are the most disagreeable Duty to
which a person can be appointed.” His decisions regarding when to attempt
revenge in light of future profits and realistic considerations of power were
agonizingly complex, partly because the actual raids were so unpredictable.
As Alfred Seton had stated, fur trade employees were of “divers nations &
languages,”” and they reflected equally diverse interests. McLoughlin com-
plained that the expeditions were “extremely difficult to manage Composed
as they are of Canadians Iroquois a few Europeans Owhyees [Kanakas], and
native Indians whose language we do not speak nor they ours and even hardly
understand us of hired servants who consider themselves bound to defend
our persons and property when attacked but conceive it no part of their duty
to go to war and merely go to oblige and of freemen [seasonal-contract trap-
pers] who may be led but will not be commanded.”*® Historians continue to
debate the justness of his punitive expeditions, but none can dispute that
McLoughlin took them seriously and had limited control of their actions
once they left the fort.”

McLoughlin’s decisions in 1829 were further complicated by the loss of
one of the Company supply ships (the William and Ann), a resulting con-
flict with the Clatsops, and the arrival of two American coasters, which an-
chored in the lower Columbia as floating trade posts offering better prices
than Fort Vancouver. When the William and Ann sank in early March 1829
in the mouth of the Columbia River, all hands drowned and approximately
one third of Fort Vancouver’s annual supplies spilled into the surf. The Clat-
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sops, ever watchful for gifts from the sea, salvaged barrels of rum and hats,
among other articles. Some items they traded or gave away and others they
retained. Because McLoughlin had abandoned Fort George four years earlier,
no colonials witnessed the tragedy or had firsthand knowledge of the Clat-
sops’ subsequent actions. A Native man at Fort Vancouver, who, according to
McLoughlin, had a grudge against the Clatsops, spread a rumor that the crew
had actually survived the wreck but had been killed for the cargo. Predict-
ably, cries for revenge erupted around the fort community, which was still
divided over the Clallam massacre less than a year before.

McLoughlin did not believe the rumors but sent five of his traders and
sixty Canadians, Indians, and Kanakas downriver to confront the Clatsops
and reclaim the property. Although McLoughlin argued that the Clatsops
were of “well known savage disposition,” he noted that the sailors’ bodies had
washed ashore in various locations and showed no evidence of having been
massacred.*® Still, his decision to send so large a contingent from the fort
invited and produced violence.

The spring 1829 clash with the Clatsops resulted from McLoughlin’s fear
that an appearance of weakness would create further troubles; similar rea-
soning had produced the Clallam massacre. He believed that “the Indians
considered the property as ours and after receiving particular information of
what had been collected by the different Indians if we had not made a demand
of it we would have fallen so much in Indian Estimation that whenever an
opportunity offered our safety would have been endangered.”* The Company
therefore must demand “restitution” to save face. His was not an ignorant cal-
culation; the Indians in the region acted similarly in sending a sizable force to
ensure adequate settlements among each other. The colonials had witnessed
several such occasions on the lower Columbia since 1811, in which different
villages pressed each other for settlement, often after some brief fighting or
posturing, typically dismissed by Westerners as “petty war’*?

Indeed, the Clatsops appear to have respected McLoughlin’s decision
and met the show of force by offering a settlement. They requested that the
HBC contingent remain onboard their ship and offered some salvaged ar-
ticles, which had not yet been appropriated, as well as slaves to cover the
Company’s losses to their stores and esteem. Yet William Connolly, leading
the HBC expedition, took offense at the “insult” and “Contemptuous reply”
and ordered his men ashore. As soon as they began entering the skiffs, the
Clatsops opened fire, then fled to the safety of the forested hills. Connolly
and company killed four people and “Burnt their village and all their Prop-
erty” McLoughlin was much satisfied, because he agreed that the Clatsops
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had responded haughtily and in the violence; “not one of our people got the
slightest wound.” The assault on Clatsop was similar to the earlier one on
the Clallams, a definite departure from the actions of the Northwesters when
Franchere and company seemed well aware of the Native norm of avoiding
unnecessary bloodshed to secure a mutually acceptable settlement; but those
days were over.

Although colonials considered themselves a minority, this assessment was
based on the Western conception of race. Such was meaningless to Native
peoples, who did not yet consider themselves a distinct people. It is misleading
to consider as McLoughlin did that colonials were outnumbered: “one white
man to 200 Indians”** There was no comparable “Indian” identity among
the Native peoples to “white” among Westerners, which bound them across
nationalities.*

As diverse as the fur-trade personnel were and as unpredictable as their
retributive expeditions were, the HBC had a coherent identity and unmatched
resources, and Fort Vancouver was the most powerful “little sovereignty”
west of the Cascade Mountains. The 1814 expedition from Astoria had been
half-starved and so concerned with fitting into Illahee as a means of self-
preservation that Madame Coalpo and Casino were the two most important
leaders, and Henry, Franchere, and others viewed the settlement at Cascades
Rapids as a success. Fifteen years later, McLoughlin was not as concerned
with the safety of his forts in the lower country as McDougall had been.
Rather, he was worried about the individual trapping parties alone in the
field, particularly as he expanded their range into new territories in the north
and south. The retributive expeditions of the next decades, particularly with
the rise of the Euro-American presence, would be increasingly violent, and
the avenue of arranging settlements would continue to decline steadily.

McLoughlin seems to have recognized the error of abandoning Fort
George, as the Company could not see ships to help pilot them across the
treacherous bar. As well, the relations with the Clatsops had clearly dete-
riorated. He ordered Donald Manson to open a new post near the old site
in March 1829. Madame Coalpo, still a leading figure in the lower Colum-
bia trade, began leaning toward the Americans’ floating trade posts, and
McLoughlin feared that he might “lose the Chinooks” and perhaps the lower
Columbia trade. Instead of buying out the American coasters, McLoughlin
decided to undercut their prices, operating at a loss, and “as to Madam Calpo
you [Donald Manson] may give her any present you think proper” He was
successful, and the American coasters departed.
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Fort George consisted of Manson’s tent, eventually replaced by a house
and a few outbuildings. Observers noted the presence of about six Indian
dwellings. These individuals likely salted and packed salmon, a commodity
with which McLoughlin was experimenting in the Latin American markets
of California, Peru, and Chile.*® When George Birnie took over as clerk of
Fort George, he planted a sizable potato crop, but the little settlement did not
approach its former “grandeur and consequence” until Euro-Americans later
revived Astoria as a port town.* Significantly, after the return of HBC traders
in 1829, there were no more conflicts with the Clatsops. The reaffirmation of
the Clatsops’ ongoing, if decreased, importance to the trade seems to have
quelled further problems.

In 1830, new problems arose, bringing norms of Illahee and Oregon into
conflict again. The supply ship Isabella sank in almost the same spot near
the Columbia’s treacherous mouth as had the William and Ann the previous
year, although the crew and cargo were saved. Obtaining sufficient horses
and cattle from Plateau Sahaptians was always a problem, and McLoughlin
faced potential violence on the lower Umpqua and at Fort Nez Perce near the
mouth of the Walla Walla on the middle Columbia. On the Plateau, a Cayuse
man of significant standing had killed a Company slave, Shasty, presenting
McLoughlin with a classic fur-trade scenario pitting divergent views of so-
ciety and justice. Shasty was likely a Hokan-speaking Shasta Indian or, at
least, a Native of the southwest Oregon-northwest California border region,
whom the Chinooks and consequently the colonials generically referred to as
Shastas or Shastys. Chinook women allied with the Company obtained such
slaves via trading and raiding expeditions into the lands south of the lower
Columbia: the upper Willamette, Umpqua, Rogue, and Shasta valleys.** To the
consternation of Fort Vancouver’s short-lived Anglican chaplaincy, the Com-
pany gladly exploited these slaves via the control of the Native women who
were married by “custom of the country” to their traders and trappers.*

Fur expeditions were complicated family affairs, not straightforward busi-
ness pursuits. They reflected perhaps as many indigenous attributes as West-
ern. Native American women had proven crucial to the fur trade since the
seventeenth century. In the Oregon Country, elite Chinook women’s control
of labor marked another significant contribution. Equally important, they
derived power from leading fur expeditions and increasing wealth and status
for their families and home villages. As elsewhere in the trade, a minority of
headmen such as Concomly and Casino emerged with new forms of power
and prestige among Native communities, but some women of the lower
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Columbia also used the trade to enhance their positions.” Madame Coalpo,
who successfully played the American coasters off against the HBC, is simply
the most famous.

However, fur expeditions often had a Native woman at the helm. Although
the actual power they had varied considerably, all legitimated the colonial-
ists’ presence to the local Native population in any given area. Also, as men-
tioned, they provided the slaves. Slavery both enabled power and exhibited
it. Slave raiding and trading spread with the fur trade, and, by the late 1820s,
people from the southern periphery were increasingly common among the
slave population of the lower Columbia as well as from points north and east
where Chinooks traded them.”

The use of slaves in the fur trade presented problems, however. McLoughlin
and the HBC wanted to project a united, perhaps “tribal” image, but the stand-
ing of their slaves in the eyes of Native peoples inhibited that desire. Shasty
was sent with the 1830 expedition to the Snake River, which was headed even-
tually to his home in the borderlands of northwestern California and south-
western Oregon. However, the expedition left Fort Vancouver with the initial
malarial “fever and ague” raging, and Shasty and a handful of others were
too ill to continue by the time they reached Fort Nez Perce. While recuperat-
ing and under the order of fort trader Simon McGillivray, Shasty shot a cow
that belonged to a local Cayuse man who had apparently refused to sell it to
McGillivray. To the Cayuses and Wallawallas, McGillivray was responsible,
and he repaid the loss of the cow with the loss of a Company slave, Shasty.
The matter should have been settled, according to the Cayuse.

McLoughlin decided to transfer McGillivray, at the trader’s request, telling
him to warn the local Cayuse and Wallawallas “that they will get a bad char-
acter among the White Chiefs and none will be willing to remain on their
lands,” unless they learn to be more conciliatory.® The Sahaptians around
Fort Nez Perce were probably unimpressed. McGillivray’s successor, Pierre
Pambrun, did little to advance Company authority. Like all experienced trad-
ers, he balanced accommodation and resistance as best he could. The Plateau
Sahaptians had been competing with Shoshones and Blackfoot for decades
and were fully capable of forming large, effective war parties that could strike
quickly and decisively; of this, the colonials were quite aware.

Transferring McGillivray was a good business decision, but McLoughlin
was unclear as to how to proceed regarding Shasty’s death. As he understood
the situation, he had two systems of justice to weigh, and both seemed inap-
plicable. Given the distance from colonial seats of authority and the Compa-
ny’s decidedly limited power on the Plateau, he could not administer English
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common law. Yet, noting his sense of Christianity and conveniently putting
aside the Company’s exploitation of slaves and its increasing violence against
fellow men and women, he could not quite bring himself to abide by Native
beliefs. Although “the killing of Shasty is murder yet with these Indians it is
considered no greater offence than killing a horse; and perhaps not so bad
as shooting the Cow” McLoughlin wrote to McGillivray in apparent resigna-
tion and wistful idealism, “if a Chief among us was to Kill a slave that Chief
would be killed. But as you have not the means of putting this command in
execution you will leave it to the Almighty who [may] punish the murderer”
Reporting to his Company superior, Governor Simpson, he amended this
view to include the ever-present concerns of commerce and the realities of
Native interethnic communication lines. “But even if we did Kill [the Cayuse
man], it might be the cause of deranging all our business along the Com-
munication” of the Indians of the upper Oregon Country. Worse, punishing
the man might lead to war with the Cayuse “if the tribe are willing to defend
him. Given “the disposition of those [Sahaptian Indians] about Walla Walla,”
McLoughlin refused to take the chance. McLoughlin concluded by arguing
that McGillivray did nothing to provoke the killing but was “thrown off his
guard and did not act with that caution so necessary to be observed in deal-
ings with” the Cayuse and Wallawalla Indians.”

McLoughlin was forced by circumstance to abandon retribution for the
killing of the slave Shasty and put himself in the awkward position of having
condoned a Native practice with which he disagreed. That summer, in July
1830, McLoughlin had the opportunity to clarify for his traders and trap-
pers that he supported killing as retributive policy to be effected either by
dispatching a company expedition or by hiring Indians. Apparently, William
Kittson “had offered two Horses to get an Indian Killed” over some dispute.
The traders were aware that such contract killings occurred among Indians
of different bands and ethnicities and were an accepted, although probably
rare, practice in much of Illahee.* McLoughlin wrote to his local trader,
William Connolly, asking “will you have the Goodness to state to Mr Kittson
that the Company will not allow such proceedings and that it must not be
done” He was not against hiring a killer, but that “[i]t is only when Indians
have murdered any of the Companys Servants or any person belonging to
the Establishment that we can have a Right to Kill the Murderer or get him
Killed”> Kittson’s dispute did not qualify.

McLoughlin later had the unfortunate opportunity to refine his ideas
about retribution, in the spring of 1832, in a case involving two Eastern Indi-
ans in the company’s employ who had been killed while trapping in the Coast
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Range south of the Columbia by an unknown group of Tillamooks. Appar-
ently feeling more secure in the lower country than upriver on the Plateau,
thanks in part to recent malarial outbreaks, he advised LaFramboise to em-
bark on a punitive expedition to the “Killamook [sic] country for the pur-
pose of punishing the atrocious murder of Pierre Kakarquion and Thomas
Canasawrette,” probably two Iroquois trappers, given their surnames. As with
McLeod and the Umpqua expedition, McLoughlin deferred to LaFramboise’s
local knowledge and experience. McLoughlin relied on him to produce the
“least effusion of blood . . . some innocent beings may in such cases un-
avoidably become victims as well as the guilty the severity necessary, for own
safety & security may always be tempered with humanity and mercy”

LaFramboise and his party killed six people. McLoughlin cong