Local News : Sunday, August 29, 1999 

Horses, railroad top Northwest millennium 

by Nicholas K. Geranios
The Associated Press

SPOKANE - If you believe the most-important developments in the region in the past 1,000 years include jetliners, Red Delicious apples or the tall, skinny latte, think again. 

Too shortsighted. Too nouveau. Too 20th century. 

A better choice would be the arrival of the horse or maybe the Iron Horse. Or perhaps the decimation of Indian tribes by European-borne disease. 

A panel of Washington state historians surveyed by The Associated Press about key events of the past millennium had little interest in the rise of Microsoft, the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens or Washington State University's 1998 trip to the Rose Bowl. 

The arrival of railroad lines in the 1870s and '80s transformed life in the region more than anything else between the years 1000 and 2000, contends David Nicandri, director of the Washington State Historical Society. Especially important was completion of the Northern Pacific line through Stampede Pass in 1887. 

"The Washington territory up to the time of the Northern Pacific was an abject failure" compared with California and Oregon, Nicandri said. 

Railroads enabled the state to exploit its timber and agricultural products and make use of the deep-water ports of Puget Sound, Nicandri said. 

"Goods went out and people came in," he said. 

The state population jumped from 75,116 in the 1880 census to 357,232 in 1890, one year after statehood. By 1900, the population was 958,800. 

"The primacy of Puget Sound and the city of Seattle as the main metropolitan area in northwestern America is a direct consequence of the rail connections," Nicandri said. "We take it for granted." 

He and two other historians - University of Washington history professor John Findlay and Washington State University history professor Paul Hirt - offered slightly differing lists of the key events of the millennium. 

But a consensus list could be fashioned from their opinions. Here are some of the major factors on the list: 

· Decimation of Indian populations by white-carried disease. In some places, disease - particularly smallpox and measles - killed 90 percent of the Indians. Sometimes the devastation preceded the actual arrival of white settlers and explorers, transmitted by Indians who had encountered whites elsewhere in the 1700s and 1800s. Indian tribes, particularly in coastal areas, were so weakened they could not effectively fight the intruders. "Nothing in the past 1,000 years has had a larger or more profound impact on Northwest history than this," Hirt said. 

· The introduction of the horse to Northwest Indian tribes in the early 1700s. Horses migrated north from Mexico, where they had been introduced by Spanish explorers. "The Nez Perce, for example, began using the horse to travel east of the Rockies and participate in bison hunts," Findlay said. The horse began to change the regional Indian culture from fishing and gathering to Plains-style hunting. 

· The Lewis and Clark expedition of 1804-06, which opened much of the continent to white expansion. Meriwether Lewis and William Clark traveled down the Snake River and then along the Columbia River Gorge to the Pacific Ocean. Their enterprise, along with the explorations of George Vancouver in Puget Sound and Capt. Robert Gray's discovery of the Columbia River in 1792, "incorporated Washington into global networks of capitalism that have continued to influence the state's fortunes ever since," Nicandri said. 

· The Oregon Treaty of 1846, which determined that Washington would be part of the United States instead of the British Empire. "The treaty made Washington state possible," Findlay said. 

· Gov. Isaac Stevens' treaties with Northwest Indian tribes in 1854-55, which established reservations, spelled out tribal rights and freed up most of the land for white settlement. A major legacy of these treaties was the Boldt decision of 1974, which affirmed that Indians had the right to half the annual salmon harvest. 

· The Depression of the 1930s, which prompted massive public works such as Grand Coulee Dam and the Columbia Basin Irrigation Project, which provided affordable electricity and irrigation and tamed regional rivers for vessel traffic. 

· The rise of industrial unions in the Northwest, including the Industrial Workers of the World. Unions provided a counter to corporate power but also created ethnic and racial strife by opposing competition from foreign immigrants, Hirt said. There were numerous outbursts of violence, including the Everett and Centralia massacres of 1919. 

· World War II, which changed the state from an extractive economy to an industrial one. The war helped planemaker Boeing and shipyard, aluminum and other defense-related industries to expand greatly. It also created the Hanford nuclear reservation, an instant community of 50,000 in the Columbia Basin that made plutonium for nuclear weapons. The bomb that destroyed Nagasaki, Japan, to help end World War II contained Hanford plutonium and was dropped by a Boeing-built B-29 bomber. More than 50 years later, Boeing employs about 100,000 workers in Washington state. An additional 15,000 people work at Hanford, cleaning up the nation's most tainted nuclear-waste site. 

The rise of environmentalism, a movement whose importance is reflected by the Wilderness Act of 1964 and the Endangered Species Act of 1973. The latter transformed resource exploitation in the region with protection of the northern spotted owl, which slowed the pace and style of timber harvests. Recent listing of regional salmon runs could bring more profound changes. 

"The Wilderness Act may be considered the point at which industry begins to lose its almost total hegemony over political institutions," Hirt said. 

Findlay said the environmental movement "profoundly reshaped the way we think about the state, created enormous legal and political struggles, redefined ideas about and relations with Indians and with the federal government, and altered the exploitative mentality that dominated state history." 

