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  Introduction




  Many are the paths to jerkdom.




  There’s no one kind of jerk, and there’s no commonly agreed-upon definition. We know a jerk when we see one—or, usually, when we experience one—but how easily would we all agree on what makes a person a jerk?




  Look up the word online, and the leading source of consistent definitions is scientific. Physicists will tell you it refers to a sudden jolt or surge. A doctor might refer to a muscle spasm. Somewhere in between, you might get the idea of a twitch of some kind. That might not be a bad way to look at who ought to be considered a “jerk”—someone who acts out of line, improbably, unexpectedly, and in a way that possibly hurts, probably irritates, or at least bothers other people.




  One online definition equates the word to “idiot” (as in the Steve Martin movie), but that doesn’t feel right. A jerk may be highly intelligent, but careless or worse when the subject is the effect of his actions on other people. There’s at least a pinch, sometimes more, of the sociopath in a jerk. A jerk may be a fool, in a larger sense, but people who are shallow of mind and matter little otherwise hardly seem worthy of inclusion in a Jerk’s Hall of Fame, even one set aside for a single small state.




  Travel to Idaho and you will find most people are courteous and friendly. And yet there may be something about Idaho that brings out a certain kind of jerk in certain kinds of people, or attracts certain types of jerkish people. Most of the people in this book came from somewhere else to Idaho, and one Idahoan who lived most of his life elsewhere often remarked on the influence of his Idaho background on him.




  That’s not so much a matter of significance for the out-and-out criminals who are also jerks (not all of them necessarily are), who make up a portion of the list in this book. Crime happens just about everywhere, and Idaho, even in its relatively lawless early territorial days, isn’t and wasn’t notably more criminal in nature than most other such places.




  But Idaho often has been a place to escape to, and disappear within. Political scientists have labeled much of its culture “individualistic,” and it has retained that tag to this day. Not all such people play nice with each other. The surprise may be that more of Idaho’s civic conflicts haven’t turned much uglier than some have.




  Consider Buckskin Bill, as he was known in the backcountry, or Sylvan Hart, as he was known in the world of official records. Buckskin Bill (suggested by several people as a possible jerk for this book) was born in 1906 in Oklahoma and got a solid college education before deciding that the civilized world wasn’t for him. That may have been his sharpest insight. Aside from enlisting in the military during World War II, he stayed in Idaho’s Salmon River country, living in a small cabin he built and eating whatever vegetables he grew or game he shot. People who knew him personally often would remark on how irascible—the exact word usually was a little rawer—he was. At least one well-regarded Idaho politician, renowned for his charisma and easy appeal to most people, came close to getting into a fistfight with Buckskin Bill on the main street of Grangeville.




  But does it seem reasonable to define Buckskin Bill as a jerk? He did, after all, make a serious effort to keep himself away from other people. So he’s not included here.




  Ask a politically minded Idahoan, of whatever stripe, for a list of jerkish politicians, and you’ll readily get a substantial list—mostly of people in the opposing party, whether dead or alive. (As the title suggests, this book limits itself to those who have passed to judgment elsewhere.) But much of that relates to political preferences. The issue becomes more complicated, and it relates more closely to whether an inclusion in the Hall of Jerkdom is warranted, when you ask what specific awful things this person did to other specific people.




  The political people in this book, then, acted badly toward other people, sometimes just a few (as in the case of a murderer), although sometimes whole populations.




  That might mean using politics as the bludgeoning instrument, as in the cases of Fred Dubois and Weldon Heyburn. It also could mean theft and corruption—a more generalized but still specific set of damages—as in the case of Caleb Lyon or David Updyke.




  Outside the political sphere, it might mean using force, violence, or threats to achieve harmful ends, as in the case of Harry Orchard or Lyda Shaw.




  Those are relatively obvious cases. Others are more subtle and sometimes involve people whom many regard as among the pillars, even founders, of Idaho society. Between them, they more fully demonstrate the scope of what jerkdom, and sometimes what its Idaho variant, can be.




  Elias Davidson Pierce, for example, is by any measure one of the true founders of Idaho. Though he stayed only a short time, his location of gold within the state, in the Clearwater Basin, set off the first major rush of settlers into the state and ignited a chain reaction of events that led to the founding of both of Idaho’s territorial capitals (Lewiston, and then Boise). But to get to that gold, which he did out of avarice and certainly no sense of civic betterment, he violated treaties with the Nez Perce tribe, created numerous direct and indirect conflicts, and set up the track of progress toward the Nez Perce War only a few years hence. Pierce seems to have cared nothing about the consequences of what he did; moreover, as soon as his chances for making a quick fortune in Idaho mining began to diminish, he fled the territory and never was seen in it again.




  Some founder.




  Henry Spalding, on the other hand, was a missionary, a devoted man of the cloth of who cared very much about consequences temporal as well as spiritual, and who wanted to improve life for not only people like himself but also—and especially—Indians such as those in the Nez Perce tribe, among whom he settled. He cared, but too much. He became obsessive, bitter, and unable to work cooperatively with anyone, including the members of the tribe and even his fellow missionaries, with whom he regularly engaged in bitter (albeit nonviolent) interpersonal warfare. His temperament seems to have improved in later years as he mellowed a little with age. But during his first and critical years in Idaho, he was, simply, a jerk. And in that unsettled time and place, it mattered, and it would even contribute to violent conflict and many deaths.




  Spalding’s is not the only story here of a man who, on some level, intended to do good, but whose intentions went badly awry.




  A century after Spalding’s death, a retired aerospace engineer named Richard Butler, a Californian, also came to a remote spot in northern Idaho to set up a religious organization and outpost, and he took the title of Christian minister. But his particular ministry was especially flawed: His was the Church of Jesus Christ Christian, its doctrine touting white separatism (or supremacy, depending on the definer), and he did not argue with the description of it as neo-Nazi. His efforts, which lasted in Idaho for a couple of decades, put an unfair but defining stamp on the state that has persisted since.




  Jerkishness can arise not only from bad concept and strategy, as with Butler, or poor tactics, as with Spalding, but also from simple unbounded ambition.




  John Vollmer, for example, was a man for whom too much was not enough. Early in Lewiston’s territorial days, Vollmer made a big success of himself wholesaling and distributing liquor and groceries. That was not enough. He aspired to and grabbed control of the just-launched telephone system as well. Not enough. He controlled the first electric system in the area. Still not enough. He controlled most of the local banks, and then he used them aggressively to foreclose on farm property. Still not enough. He won control of the rail lines serving the area. And then he pressured two of the communities along them to—out of gratitude, presumably—name themselves after him. When the opportunity arose, they reversed those decisions and took new names.




  Power is the lure for many a jerk, and Idaho has not been immune, even in the case of people who do not live there. James McParland was an Idahoan only temporarily: during the time he—as a top executive for the Pinkerton Detective Agency—was in the Gem State to look into the assassination of former governor Frank Steunenberg. The assassin, Harry Orchard (to use one of his many aliases), is noted in these pages as a jerk, but McParland deserves mention too. Long after Orchard’s role was clear, and after Orchard had fingered the men who he said were his accomplices, McParland continued to stir things up in Idaho, injecting himself into the state’s politics, sending undercover agents from border to border to infiltrate communities, and in effect creating a state of fear and paranoia wherever he and his operatives went.




  Idaho is still a small state, and many of the people named here have surprising connections. Two of them served in the United States Senate together. Two of the earliest miscreants in Idaho territorial history, both territorial office holders, may—the record is unclear—have had a distant mentoring relationship; they certainly overlapped in the same city at the same time. At least a couple of them were drawn to Idaho specifically by the actions of a third. A surprising number of these jerks turn out to have been distant family relations.




  What all these people seem to have had in common is a remarkable lack of remorse for their misdeeds. Some carried to their graves a certitude that they had done the right thing. Others (such as, presumably, Lyon and Shaw) knew better but seem not to have given it a second thought.




  That may be the clearest definitional line to draw around these people: not so much that they did bad things, and that they wreaked damage, but that the consequences of what they did seem not to have mattered to them.




  These are people with, in the end, little ability to learn from mistakes, and little moral sense to understand them. Some reflection on these people, and what they did, as their actions speak to us from well beyond the grave, might be of some use to us even now.




  CHAPTER 1




  Henry Spalding




  In the fall of 1831 William Clark, the celebrated coleader of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, was busy at his administrative work in St. Louis, Missouri, as the chief Indian agent for the US government. One day a surprising group of visitors came to his door: four members of Indian tribes from west of the Rocky Mountains, natives of some of the lands he had helped explore a quarter century earlier, at least three of them from tribal bands he had encountered on his long-ago travels.




  Clark greeted them cordially, and the representatives, evidently of tribes that became known as the Nez Perce and the Flat-heads, stayed in town for several weeks. At least two of them seem to have taken ill and died at St. Louis, and the evidence suggests that none of the four ever returned home.




  Mystery long has surrounded that visit. That it happened and that it appears to have been friendly is almost all that is positively known. Much guesswork focuses on why the delegation came; a reasonable guess, from this distance, might be that the tribes simply wanted to learn more about the large culture from the east moving relentlessly closer in their direction. We can’t know for sure, because no written records survive on the Indian side, and neither the tribal delegates nor Clark or his officials could communicate: Neither understood the other’s language, and there were no interpreters.




  None of that absence of hard fact stopped a magazine called the New York Christian Advocate and Journal, in its March 1, 1833, edition, from printing a letter from William Walker, a spokesman for an eastern tribe, who declared that the four had wanted to know about the Bible and all about the religion of the white men. The letter was a sensation among many American churchgoers. It hit most explosively in western New York, in the area later called the “burned-over district,” where religious activism was extraordinarily busy and intense around that time.




  Most particularly, it hit home for a native of the region—a zealous convert, an escapee from a deeply unhappy background, and an eager would-be missionary named Henry Harmon Spalding.




  Born in Steuben County, probably in 1803 (the year the Lewis and Clark Expedition had begun), Spalding was an out-of-wedlock child; his mother’s identity was uncertain, and his father was definitely abusive. Returning to the area many decades later, he spoke of an “unfeeling” mother who had deserted him and a father who “kicked me out after whipping my mother and me, to a neighbor’s, sad, destitute, crying, a cast off bastard wishing myself dead.”




  Out of that rough background Spalding developed some important personal assets. He was hardworking to an obsessive fault. He set ambitious goals and priorities and went after them ferociously, regularly overcoming obstacles that would have daunted other men. His periodic displays of courage would be noted repeatedly throughout his life. Once he adopted a home in the Presbyterian Church, however, he dismissed his earlier life as dissolute and “wicked” and became strictly pious—and even more zealous. He worked his way through a series of religious academies in New York and eventually the Western Reserve College in Ohio, where he made connections with ministers and missionaries around the country.




  This was a heady time and place for missionaries. Missionary work in the United States had not been extensive through the revolutionary and early national years, but in the new century, as the religious Great Awakening took hold, interest in it exploded. An American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions—the “foreign” was meant to include “unsettled” parts of North America as well as other parts of the world—was formed in 1812 by a coalition of denominations to oversee those efforts. It became something approaching a screening and governing board for anyone, and for any church or congregation, seeking to spread the gospel to distant places. Not everyone who applied got its approval. Spalding, who had imagined himself as a missionary for some years and evidently was deeply taken with the story of the natives’ visit with Clark, was in touch with the board and became ordained as a minister.




  He was a particularly appealing candidate partly because he had practical experience in farming, metalworking, and many other trades; he had done many kinds of manual work to support himself while attending school. And they also approved his wife, the former Eliza Hart, who was as committed to the missionary life as he was. The American Board initially assigned the Spaldings to work with the Osage tribe, then in Missouri, and they started heading in that direction. The board changed their destination, however, on hearing from another, more experienced missionary who needed some help.




  He was Marcus Whitman, a physician as well as a missionary, and one of the earliest explorers of the interior American Northwest after Lewis and Clark. In 1834 he had visited several tribes in the area and encountered a friendly reception, and he had promised to return. Back east, he and his new wife, Narcissa, concluded they would be unwise to try to establish a permanent mission in the far-off land by themselves. They wanted a second couple to accompany them, and maybe a few others as well, to settle and begin their work around the large region. The Spaldings had similar interests, and the two parties joined. In 1836 the Whitmans and Spaldings, and several other people, started west, making the long and difficult overland journey.




  The historical record is unclear about whether the board understood, however, that the Spaldings and the Whitmans already had significant personal history with each other. If that was understood, the decision to send them to remote places in a single group would have to stand as peculiar at the least. But Henry Spalding, in particular, bore much of the direct responsibility for what followed.




  Henry and Marcus, who also was a west New York native, had met years before and were both active members of the church in Prattsburg. More important, Henry and Narcissa had known each other too, in the late 1820s when she was still Narcissa Prentiss and they both had attended church and taught school, also in Prattsburg. The details of what happened between them there are lost, but clearly there was a relationship of some kind. A letter from that period by Narcissa’s sister said specifically that Henry “wished to make Narcissa his wife, and her refusal of him caused the wicked feeling he cherished.”




  As the two couples met and traveled west, the bad blood between Henry and Narcissa, and presumably Marcus as well, became increasingly hard to manage. Henry may have agreed to accompany Marcus before he knew Narcissa was his wife; once he found out, he said publicly, “I will not go into the same mission with Narcissa, for I question her judgment.” That may sound like a simple, cool dismissal, but it rankled deeply. Spalding never clarified what he meant, but the relationship among the four principals was soured from early on, and turned poisonous by the time they reached the Northwest.




  Those internal dynamics hit a first practical breaking point when they arrived at Waiilatpu (“the place of the rye grass”) near what is now Walla Walla, Washington. Instead of working together there to set up a solid mission, the couples announced a split, with the Whitmans staying there and living among the Cayuse tribe and the Spaldings moving on in November 1836 into the Clearwater River country, where bands of Nez Perce lived. There they found help from the tribal members, who picked out land and set up an initial residence and mission building for them. From these respective encampments, 120 miles apart and defeating the original purpose of their joint expedition, the Spaldings and Whitmans maintained a respectful distance.




  Some of what Henry Spalding did in the area around Lapwai and the area just to the north of it, now called Spalding, was at least productive, and certainly ambitious. As throughout his life, Spalding was nothing if not industrious. He introduced row crop farming in the area, maintaining his own small farm for many years. He organized the building of more structures apart from the mission building and his own home. He started and outfitted a blacksmith shop. He set up a school for the tribe’s children; Eliza became the main teacher. Spalding even managed to bring a small printing press—Idaho’s first—into the settlement, a difficult process in a time of no roads and large, heavy printing machinery. Once it was in place, Spalding published several small books on it, including the first Bible printed in Idaho.




  Despite their spending eleven years there, however, almost nothing from those efforts survived when the Spaldings left, and much of the reason for that had to do with Henry’s nature. He was insistent that the Indians not only convert to Christianity, which some of them did, but also change their entire way of life, settling into one location and quitting their more nomadic traditions. Other missionaries in the region held some similar ideas but pressed them with at least some diplomacy. Whitman and some of the others particularly clashed with Spalding on his determination that the Nez Perce transform themselves into sheep ranchers and row crop farmers. Before departing for the West, a mentor had advised Spalding to progress gradually, to work within the natives’ culture rather than try to uproot it wholesale. Spalding seems not to have listened.




  What may be the earliest photograph of Spalding dates from about this time. It shows a fierce-eyed, heavily bearded man holding a Bible in one hand and a hoe in the other—a bit like the famous American Gothic painting, and clearly a visual demonstration of his approach to missionary work.




  He seems to have had some recognition of his shortcomings. After his first three years, his most peaceful and productive, Spalding wrote in his diary, “O how little I have done to root up the thorns and break up the fallow ground.”
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  He would over time make a number of converts to Christianity, and some of those converts were leaders among the Nez Perce. As a result, the religious activity continued after Spalding left the area. But few other of his influences persisted; Spalding was not remembered with much fondness.




  His relations with his fellow missionaries, and other associates from the eastern states, were much worse.




  Besides the Whitmans and the Spaldings, a number of other missionaries and associates were sent to the region by the American Board. Within a couple of years several of them had arrived in the Northwest to set up missions and do other work. By about 1840 they included William H. Gray, E. O. Hall, Cornelius Rogers, Asa Bowen Smith, Elkanah Walker, and Cushing Eells. Enough of them arrived that some sort of organization of the group, spread out as they were across settlements in the interior Northwest, was needed. Annually, more or less, “mission meetings” would be held at one of the locations to talk over issues and needs, and these increasingly began to turn into argument sessions. The roots of all the specific arguments varied, the subject matter varied widely (often involving where exactly each of them should set up their missions), and none of the participants was a great diplomat (though Marcus Whitman came close). A biography of Marcus Whitman by Clifford Drury notes the discord during this time.




  

    With the exception of Walker and Eells, who lived peacefully together at Tshimakain, all of the other families wanted separate stations. Smith refused to live with the Whitmans at Waiilatpu, which would have been the sensible thing to do. Gray was ambitious for his own location and sulked like a spoiled child the whole winter because his wishes had been thwarted. Gray blamed Spalding for the attitude of the mission. Spalding was blamed by the Whitmans for the endeavor to have the Whitmans move to a more central location.


  




  The series of internal conflicts had this in common: Spalding was a central figure in all of them, a source of dispute with every other missionary in the region.




  At the July 1840 annual meeting, two days of argument and contention erupted, almost all of it centering on Spalding. That let some of the air out of the dispute, but in September Smith wrote a letter, directed back east to the American Board, a massive fifty-two-page bill of goods against Spalding, and he followed that only days later with another letter insisting that Spalding be recalled. He specifically warned, “I fear that the man will become deranged.”




  It would be easier to argue that everyone was simply being contentious except that all of the missionaries soon joined in the complaint, focusing exclusively on Spalding. Smith would write four letters to the American Board blasting Spalding; Gray wrote three such letters; and by 1841 Whitman, Rogers, and Hall had done so as well.




  Communications between the interior Northwest and the cities of the East were slow, months often passing between dispatch of a letter and a response. But a response came. In reply to such a long sequence of letters, in 1842 the American Board sent a letter to Spalding ordering him back east, requiring he abandon his missionary activities immediately.




  The months between the sending and receipt of letters had cooled tempers a little. By then the personal issues had settled down somewhat and the order from the board, which would have reorganized the mission activity, seemed out of place. More mission meetings were called, and that led to a decision by Whitman personally—and not Spalding—to ride back east to appear directly before the board and try to improve the situation.




  That in turn led to further problems. With the central figure of Whitman out of the picture for a year, missionary activities in the region became less organized, and relations with some of the tribes deteriorated. After Whitman’s return to the Walla Walla area, in the wake of an illness that took a number of Indian lives, several members of a Cayuse band in November 1947 slaughtered Marcus and Narcissa Whitman and a dozen other residents at their mission.




  Henry Spalding was on his way to the Whitmans’ mission at the time and came close to losing his life as well, avoiding a trap only because of a last-minute warning. He apparently had been a priority target along with Marcus Whitman. When Spalding was ninety miles from Lapwai, still hotly pursued, his horse got away from him. He had to dispose of his shoes, which were too small for extended walking, and make his way back to Lapwai, over mountains in the December cold, with leggings wrapped around his feet. His pursuers made their way to Lapwai as well, where they did some property damage, but where the local Nez Perce protected the missionaries from personal harm.




  Spalding’s response, rather unmissionary-like, was to insist on revenge. After he and his family took the Columbia River downstream to the Willamette Valley, well away from the range of the tribes, he helped organize a punitive expedition aimed at finding the Cayuse who had been involved in the Whitman killings. His brother-in-law was one of the leaders of the force of about three hundred. The expedition failed, although three years later several of the Cayuse surrendered and were tried and hanged.




  The whole sequence of events left a sour impression back east. The American Board declared, on hearing of the killings, that its missionary work in the interior Northwest officially was concluded. Spalding and his family departed Lapwai, after protesting vigorously to the board. He claimed some personal losses (he attached a value of $10,048 to them, for everything from land to machinery to a child’s rocking cradle), arguing that the federal government had had some kind of arrangement with the American Board, and that his property had been seized, and that he should be compensated for all of it. He never was able to collect payment, and he spoke for years after of the “stupendous mission robbery at Lapwai . . . by the Government.”




  Henry, Eliza, and their children settled down in the Willamette Valley. They built a house at what is now Forest Grove. Eliza became the initial instructor, and Henry a trustee, for Tualatin Academy, which survived through the years and currently is Pacific University. That was, however, only a brief stop. In 1848 they moved—the reasons are unclear—about seventy miles south to the valley farm community of Brownsville, where they homesteaded and Henry served as a pastor and postmaster. He stayed in Brownsville until after Eliza died there in 1851.




  Those days in Oregon were, in their own way, difficult years. Biographer Drury suggests that “The older Spalding grew, the more he thought about his misfortunes, until at times he became morose, and even obsessed with the idea that he was being persecuted. His quick temper often got him into trouble during these years.” During his Oregon years he may have been best known in the religious community and around the Northwest for his periodic blasts at Catholics, whom he accused of driving Protestant missionaries (such as himself) out of the Northwest.




  Some moderating change in his personality did begin to occur, however. In 1853 he married Rachel Smith, a sister-in-law of Oregon missionary John Smith Griffin, and she may have been a calming influence. His angry outbursts continued, especially toward Catholics, but gradually he began to resume relations with national missionary organizations.




  In September 1859 he and his second wife traveled back to Idaho, and three years after that they returned to his old home at Lapwai. He stayed there for a few years, subsisting as before on the few crops he grew for himself. How he arranged to go there—it was land still generally off-limits to most non-tribal members—is unclear; he may have thought he would get assistance from the federal government, or he may have simply planned to set up new operations there on his own. He remained bitter, and his relations with the officials in the area, including the Indian agents, often were angry. At one point Spalding tried to claim land where he said he once had lived, and he had buildings constructed there. Noting that this was reservation land, the commanding officer of the local Indian agency ordered his men to destroy the buildings and toss the logs into the Clearwater River—which they did.




  Spalding and his wife taught at Lapwai for a time, but after a series of complaints by tribal members he was forced out of both the school and his house. He got a reprieve in that dismissal from the new territorial governor of Idaho, Caleb Lyon, who himself was a native of New York not far from Spalding’s old stomping grounds. But Lyon’s own record as governor was spotty and short, and by mid-1865 Spalding was dismissed again.




  Spalding also developed a reformer streak. He began to blame federal agencies for some of his troubles. He traveled widely, from San Francisco to Washington, DC, where he addressed a US Senate committee, and back home to New York, urging reform of Indian affairs and promoting the idea of Indian schools. He lectured around the country and wrote frequent letters to newspapers. Some were touching and had the ring of sincerity; others were simply hysterical.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg
Henry Spalding

IMAGE COURTESY OF NATIONAL PARK SERVICE, NEZ PERCE NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK, NEPE-HI-1789






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
SPEAKING ILL OF T

“ldaho

- Randy Stapilus





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





