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Colonel George Wright with 700 men decisively defeated
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SIGNIFICANCE

Perhaps, one of the most important episodes in our history as well as
the most deplorable, is our treatment of the American Indian. But no matter
how one views this treatment, it cannot be denied that the Indian wars which
occurred across the country, fulfilled our destiny, our "manifest destiny”,
stretching the United States land claims from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the State of Washington, for it
was the Battle of Spokane Plains which opened up all of the Washington Ter-
ritory for colonization, increasing the population to such an extent that

becoming a state was no longer a dream, but a reality. i

Before one can u derstand the significance of the Battle of Spokane Plains,

one must first understand the events that lead up to the battle. Clashes
between settler and Indisn, was not something new to Washington; but by 1855,
these clashes turned in. . high-pitched battles. In an attempt toc put a step
to the fighting, Governor Stevens convered the first Walla Walla Council; out
of this council, a series of treaties were relunctantly agreed upon, by
the Eastern Washington Indians and Stevens. Three treaties were established:;
one with the z Perce, antoher with the Walla Walla, Coyuse and Umatilla
tribes, and one with the Yakima's. The treaties provided that the varicus
tribes would cede all their land except a small portion to be used as a re-
sexvation, In return the United States would provide the head chief with a
house and a tilled section of land, and once the treaty has been ratified by
Congress, the United States would provide schéols and agricultural implements.
Te illustrate the large amount of land which was to be ceded, one need
only look at the Yakimé treaty; for the cersion of land described in this
treaty covered about half the present state of Washington. The treaties were
relunctantly agreed to by the head Chief of the various tribes invelved, only

because they feared the
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. 'REPRISQLS$OF Stevens volunteers if they didn't sign.
o o

T

It wasn't long until the Chief;s dissatisfaction gegan to surface. A

number of chiefs protested that stevesn would not negotiate any of the provisions

O

of the treaties. Tié;unrest was further intensified by different views held
by Governor Stevens”

neral Wool.. The crux of theri difference was that
Stevens believed: - that under this Walla Walla treaty all of the land, except
that provided to the Indians as a reservation, was immediately open to whife
settlement. While General Wool and the Army believed that absolutely no
land could be taken or settled until the treaty was ratified by Congress(as

the rreaty was not ratified until 1859, according to Wool all actions taken

A}
to enforce the treaty was unlawful).

-

However, the white settlers accepted Governor Stevens interpretation and

began to appropriate Indian lands. By early Autumn of 1855, another Indian war
was in progress. Governor Stevens proceeded to put volunteers forces into

the fiedd to crush the Indians. General Wool, however, felt that Stevens and

his supporters were in the wrong, and he ordered the regular army to protect

th' rights of the Indians. It soon became apparent that one of the forces would
have to be disbanded. Thus, by the end of 1856, the volunteer army was no
longer as operative. A letter written by the Secrxetary of War on March 3, 1859,
explains shy the Volunteers were disbanded:

" in the summer of 1856, the "strike" to use his own

words, was made by Lt. Colonel Shaw cof the Washington

Volunteers. He reports that "with 160 men and officers

he charged the indians assembled here on the morning

of the 17th of July, near their village are dispenced
them following and killing them, until they hid themselves in the

Rocky Corens... This exploit may be regarded as the last

"strike" of the Washington Volunteer army raised by the

Governor of K that Territory and sent June 8, 1956 to

the Walla Walla Valley. Unfortunately for the

of their acheivement it has been reported that "The whole

object was to plinder the Indians of their horses and

cattle and provcke a

With the ousting of the volunteer forces, 1857 was us
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With the ousting of the volunteer forces, 1857 was ushered in in an aura of p
peace, for unlike the confusion of the wild laids of the volunteers, an order was
established by the regulars. The order was acco-plished by the establishment of
garrisoned Forts, Fort Simco in Yakima County and Fort Walla Walla in Walla
Walla County and since the army blocked all immigral rou into the interior
of Washington, the Indians were content withthe forts.

However, peace was not to last more than a year, as a series of incidnets
were soon to develop which could lead to another war. First, such violent
complaint of Wool's Indian Peolicy were sent to Washington D.C. that Wool was
replaced by General Norman S. Clarke. Second, Indian AgentA.J. Bolan was murdered

miners 3
along with several minus from Colville. As a result of these deaths, Captains

Steptoed march wsa begun. The purpose of his mission was to fin the ﬁhrderers of
Belen and the miners and to punish those Indians who ran off cattle from Walla ~.»
Walla and most importantly to :adjust amiably"” the differences bttween Indians and
whiteman , It was Steptoe's Mission and its d isastrous defeat, which led to
the Battle of Spokane Plaihs.

Throughout 1857, peace was kept becuuse of the continued maintenance of
General Wool's policy. This policy was the promise that no white invasion of
any sort, either military or civilian would cross to the mroth side of the
Sanke River. This promise was a basic condition insisted upon by all the
tribes of that region. Thus,, on May 17, 1958, the Steptoe Missien expedition
started north from the Snake River, general unrest amoung the tribes w as triggered
automatically, for them this was prpof that the United States was trying to break
the peace that General Wool established. However the United States govermmnet had
no intrusion of breaking the peace with the Indian rribes.

In fact, the main purpose of Steptoe's expidition was to sssure the Indians

that no war was desired by the whitemena and that the United States fovernment had
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had no intention of enforcing the treaty of 1855. When the Steptoe's expedition
commerced and he journeyed over the Snake Rvier, the troops were

ambushed by a number of Indians and Steptoe was forced to retreat. The retreat was
followed by an expedition led by Colonel Wright and the final submission of the
Redman. Its obvious that the whole Steptoes Affair was a dreadful mistake

for if the Indian had relized that they had a friend in Colonel Steptoe, the
Battle of Spokane Plains could bave been avoided.

When news of Steptoe's defeat reached the War Department, the Secretaru of WAr
ca,e to the conclusion that Steptoe' s retreat must be met with a stern reprisol.
In the Indians were now "intoxicated by victory, growing mroe and more arrogant,
boasting they would drive back any force that the Unites States would d;}e sent
north of the Snake River". Hence, reinforcements were sent to Fort Walla W ala
with the intention of sending a strong column under Colonel George Wright, into
Eastern Washington to shwo the rribes the whiteman superiority. The folowing
is an excerpt of Colonel Eright's orders, dated July 4, 1858:

" The objects to be obtained, are the pusishment and sub-

mission of the Indians engaged in the late attack on the

command of Steptoe, and the surrender of the Pelouse

Indians who murdered two miners lost April... you will attack

All the hostile Indians you meet, with wvigor; make their

punishment sever and persevere until the submission of all

is complete.

With these objective in mind Colonel Wright began his exedition in the fall.

On September 1, 1858, Wright encountered a number of Indians in the vicinity of
Four Lakes, 20 miles from the Spokane Falls. The mounted Indians were in the

scattered woods on the shores of the lakes. After a barrage of fire, the

Indian line broke and the fleeing Indiai were followed by the charging soldiers/



As Lawrence Kip Wr;;/:i;:/

As Larrence Kip Wrote: Soon begnn Y A wild race for life with the fleeing
Indians rushing desperatély for cober in the rocks and woocds.” the fighting lasted
for four hours and extended over a fiedl of three miles, with
Wright sfuffe;ing no casualties but the Indians suffered with 20 men killed and
40 - 50 wounded. Wright camped and rested for three days. Beyond the Four Lakes
to the Northwest lays a great plain which streches out for miles, terminated only
by bare grassy hills, It was on this plain that the Battle of Spokane was Plains

)
was fought and the Indians suffered their final defeat. On the moring of

September 5, at 6 o'clok Colonel Wright's expedition continued on their“way
They had marched 5 miles wehn they bacame waare aware of an increasing number of
Indians gathering together just abeut aheadthof their troops. As their numbers increased
the Indians became bolder and mor defiant)riding parallel to the massive marching
column. A gkhigh widn was glowing from the south, and the Indians set fire to el
the day grass of the prairies. A great roaring fire soon eccompassed the troops.
Under cover of a gust column of smoke, the Indisna partially encircled Wright's men,
and poiured rifle fire upon them. The soldiers however, with great courage charged
through the smoke and flames, the Indians broke and fled to the cover of the woods
and canyons. The hcwitzers soon discovered them and flushed them out. After a
continuous fight for seven hours, covering a distance of fourteen miles, over hills,
ravines woods, rocks, and level plains
With the victory hsi , Wright stopped and encamped on the banks of the S pckane
River. On September 8, Wright met with the Chéef of Spokanes (Spokane Garry) and
Laid down his terms for peace:

"I have met you in two bloody battles; you have been badly

whipped; you have lost several chiefs and many e= warriors

killed and wounded. I have not lost a man or animal;
I have a large free, and you Spokanes, Coeur d'Alreres, Palouses
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and Pend &' oreilles may unite, and I can beat you as badly as before
I did not come into this country to make peace; I came here
to fight. Now when you are tired of the way and aaskfor
peace, I will tell you what you must do: you must come to me
with your arms, with your women and children, and every
thing you have, and lay them at my feet; you must put
your faith in me and trust my mercy. If you do this, I
shall then dictate the terms upon which i will grant peace.

If you do not do this, war will be made om you this year

and next, and until your mation shall be exterminated... Also,
you must deliver to the Officer in Command at Fort Walla
Wa-lla orieChief and four effieewrs men, with their families,
from each of the three tribes who will be held as hostages

for the future good conduct of thiir repective nations.

Defeat in Batle and the knowledge that war would continue until they submitted
as well as the less of 900 horses, which Wright Viciously slaughtered and the burning
if their foodstuffs, convinced the Indians to submit to the overwhelming super
iority of the whites. Thus ended the era of Indain wars in Eastern WAshingiton and
began an era of great growth and stability for the wite_settlements in Washington
paving its way to statehood. As for the tribes, with this battle began the
deterioration of the American Indian, not only numerically but culturaplly
as well. With that in mind, when we recall the significant events of the Battle
of Spokane Plains, we should eendi#der consider the at what cost our statehood was

obtained.
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