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INTRODUCTION


Seattle is unique and almost mystical among large American cities, tucked away as it is in the oft-misty gray shroud of the Great Pacific Northwest. Once you’ve delved into Seattle’s history, something becomes immediately apparent: Arthur Denny and his compatriots chose the perfect spot to plant a city, for not only is it a natural beauty but also a convenience for commerce, which has led Seattle to its remarkable livability compared with many major American cities. Two spectacular mountain ranges, stunning ocean beaches, and expansive high deserts wait only hours from the heart of the Emerald City, not to mention the deep water, protected harbor, which makes Seattle one of the busiest ports in the United States.


Why the correlation between livability and commerce? Well, those aspects were about all that mattered to the founders of this fair city, who felt the two went hand in hand. In fact, Bill Speidel tells us in his immensely readable “biography” of early Seattle, Sons of the Profits, “If they [Seattle’s founders] could have made more money by not building a city, then that is what they would have done.” Incidentally, when the settlers founded the first, albeit temporary, pioneer colony at New York-Alki in West Seattle, virtually the first thing they did was to cut down some trees and sell the timber to businessmen with cargo ships bound for San Francisco, inaugurating Seattle’s founding industry.


Few American cities can boast the amenities, both natural and man-made, that Seattle can. Some of these we must attribute to nature’s providence: magnificent snowcapped mountain ranges, the vast and deep Puget Sound, and the crisp, clean air. Other city features were created by the enterprising hands of Seattle’s entrepreneurs: innovative industries, spectacular sports venues, world-famous landmarks like the Space Needle and the Pike Place Market, and restaurants, theaters, and retail shops in abundance. While we can’t credit Seattle’s founders with creating the natural features, we are indeed fortunate they chose such a location to build their city.


When the Denny Party landed on the wind-whipped, rainy shoreline at Alki Point in today’s West Seattle, it immediately set to carving a new home out of the wilderness soon to be called Seattle, a name honoring the Duwamish Chief Seattle, a man indispensable to the early pioneers’ survival. They, their progeny, and their successors made some things happen, while other things happened to them, but either way many of their stories inspire awe, others chagrin, and still others, simple delight.


For such a relatively young American city, barely a century and a half old, it’s seen its share, and then some, of amazing events. Considering that when the Denny Party landed on Seattle’s pristine shores, cities such as Boston, New York, and Philadelphia were already centuries old, what’s happened in the Emerald City is remarkable.


It’s strange that so many events in Seattle’s history remain elusive even to native Seattleites. Do you think there are any Bostonians who don’t know about a little dustup known as the Boston Tea Party? Of course not, but how many people in Seattle are aware of the Battle in Seattle? (Not the WTO riots in 1999—the one in 1856.) Do they realize how close the city’s founders came to losing their new town? Do they know that there just happened to be a U.S. Navy warship with a contingent of Marines moored in Elliot Bay? How much of a factor was their presence in the battle?


This book will take you from Seattle’s humble founding—and near losing—in that earlier Battle in Seattle to a dubious appearance in Super Bowl XL, which remains an odor most foul for Seahawks, as well as many NFL, fans today. Between these events we’ll explore a wide range of spectacular events that happened, which have added color and texture to this far-flung northwest city’s unique character.


Seattle’s founders set the direction their new town would take right from the start. For the most part they were a tenacious lot with a stellar work ethic, which was often necessary to compensate for less-than-stellar civic planning.


For example, Downtown Seattle literally burned to the ground in 1889, resulting in Seattle benefiting from a civic “do-over,” which upon retrospect was fortuitous for its development as a major sea-air-road-rail port city. Unfortunately, for many a motivated entrepreneur who chose to rebuild immediately following the fire, the city’s decision to raise the street levels to eliminate the toilets backing up at high tide resulted in many storefronts becoming basements.


While this was unfortunate for 1890s shopkeepers, it proved quite fortunate for 1960s Seattle author and civic booster extraordinaire, the aforementioned Bill Speidel, who turned the city forefathers’ misfortune into the wildly popular Underground Seattle Tour in Pioneer Square.


Through aviation, maritime, forestry, and computer innovations; the nation’s first general labor strike; an industry-changing music revolution; civil unrest; and natural disasters, Seattle has emerged a strong city that continues to grow, evolve, and define itself.


People should know their history, not to dwell in the past or to castigate it but to learn from where they came, to better understand where they are, and to contemplate to where they wish to go. So, with this in mind, let’s explore some of the fascinating events that have happened in Seattle.




LOOK WHAT WE FOUNDED 1851



Much of this first event didn’t actually happen in Seattle, but since Seattle didn’t yet exist, that can be forgiven. The story of the birth of Seattle couldn’t be properly told without conveying the sacrifices Seattle’s founding Denny Party had made prior to its arrival in what would become one of America’s greatest cities.


Originally, descended from Danish Vikings, setting Seattle’s Scandinavian roots early, Denny’s ancestors ventured to, and settled in, the British Isles. Now considered to be of English, Irish, and Scottish descent, Arthur Denny and his family may not have had a choice in their wanderlust. Like their distant Viking ancestors, the Dennys relished adventure and opportunity. Obviously saturated within the family’s DNA, John Denny and two of his eight sons, Arthur and David, had an urge for exploration that would not be denied.


The trajectory toward a landing and eventual settling in what would become Seattle began with Denny’s Irish ancestors’ westward migration, from the Old World to the New World in America before the American Revolution. After brief stints on the East Coast of America, the Dennys were once again westward bound. They eventually settled in Illinois, where John Denny became involved in state politics, incidentally becoming close friends with Abraham Lincoln.


The family’s westward expansion obviously didn’t stop there, and they were soon on the move again. Unable to deny that old itchy-feet gene in his DNA and enticed by reports from friends who’d braved the Oregon Trail and settled in the Willamette Valley near Portland in Oregon Territory, John Denny made the monumental decision to leave Illinois and embark on a treacherous cross-country trek.


Early on, the Denny Party, which included the Dennys and the Borens, had relatively smooth going along the Platte River. Later, when the party hit Wyoming, the challenges would increase as summer’s suffocating heat descended like a wool blanket. John had tapped Arthur to lead the expedition; however, a recurring sickness placed that responsibility back on John.


Of great help to John was Arthur’s younger brother, David. Nineteen-year-old David Denny proved to be the most physically capable of the party. He was the most skillful driver of the wagon teams and was their best shot, an asset that came in handy for providing food and protection.


Often seen while crossing the desert, which could cause the most stalwart traveler understandable consternation, were household items cast off to lighten overladen wagons, bleached animal bones lying on parched earth, and earthen mounds marking the graves of those whose adventure had come to a premature end. Disheartening though it may have been, the Denny Party continued on and, though the Rocky Mountains had been in view for a month now, finally reached the Continental Divide.


The party had achieved a great initial success, having crossed the desert without losing any people or any livestock. Arriving at Independence Rock near today’s Casper, Wyoming, they found a sight that wouldn’t be unfamiliar to folks traveling across our great nation today. Previous Oregon Trail travelers had painted or etched their names on the rock’s surface. This gave the Dennys a great morale boost as it marked a significant milestone on their journey. But they still had to cross the Rockies and the Oregon Territory and, although they didn’t yet know it, make one last push up Puget Sound.


Once in present-day Montana, the party had reached Oregon Territory, which at the time also included all or portions of modern Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, Washington, and of course, Oregon. At Fort Hall in southeast Idaho, the Denny Party, used to dealing with friendly Indian tribes, were warned about the hostile Shoshone people. The Shoshone had been attacking Oregon Trail travelers, often stealing their horses.


The Denny Party encountered hostiles only a few times, but at least one occasion was significant. Apparently, the comely Louisa Boren had taken the wrinkles out of one amorous Shoshone man’s breechclout. The man offered Arthur Denny a number of horses for her hand—and presumably the rest of her, too. The warrior reacted so aggressively to Denny’s rejection of the proposal that as soon as the miffed warrior was out of sight, Denny struck camp and put a full night’s travel between them and the spurned would-be suitor.


Having survived the harrowing encounter with the Shoshone, and overcoming the daily trials of travel, they had at last conquered the Oregon Trail. The Denny Party finally arrived in the Willamette Valley (outside Portland). While John Denny’s wanderlust was finally satiated, the same could not be said of his two sons. Arthur wasn’t particularly challenged by moving into an area already settled and growing. His desire was to build a town out of the wilderness—from scratch.


Arthur Denny had first heard about the Puget Sound area near present-day Seattle from a man he’d met on the trail. The man had described the area’s natural amenities in glowing terms, sparking Arthur’s imagination. Having just come through a rigorous 2,000-mile trek west, he decided he’d now head north, tacking on another 175 miles. His adventure hadn’t ended; it had just begun.


Arthur sent his brother David and friend John Low to scout Puget Sound. Along the way they met Leander “Lee” Terry, who accompanied them on the scouting expedition. On September 25, 1851, they landed at the headwaters of the Duwamish River, where the local tribe hosted them. David sent Arthur this urgent message: “We have examined the valley of the Duwamish river [sic] and find it is a fine country. There is plenty of room for one thousand settlers. Come at once.”


On November 13, 1851, the schooner Exact landed with twenty-four members of four families comprising the Denny Party, at what is today’s Alki, ready to embark on their goal of carving a home out of the wilderness. The pioneers consisted of members of the Denny, Low, Boren, and Bell families, aged from six weeks to thirty-four years old.


It must’ve been a disappointed landing party, huddling on the soggy sand and fighting a wind-whipped rain, finding David and Lee had built only one roofless log cabin. Apparently, the normally adept David Denny had fallen ill with the flu and, in a slippery-ax mishap, had nearly chopped off his own foot. Lee Terry was David’s partner-in-crime, especially if crime can be defined as incompetence and laziness. The men had neglected to bring along a frow, a tool necessary for manufacturing shakes for use in roofing a cabin.


The families crammed into the lone cabin until others could be built. The epitome of competence, Arthur, of course, had packed a frow, and just to illustrate how valuable a tool it was, half the roof was completed in a day.


One magnifying glass through which we can look back to glimpse just what sort of people it takes to carve a great American community out of a wilderness is how Seattle’s pioneers celebrated their first holidays. At a time when anyone would be forgiven for failing to observe any holiday, or perhaps give it short shrift, these folks did a remarkable job in making their first celebration one that folks would very easily recognize and identify with today.


Christmas came not two months after the Denny Party had arrived at Alki. However, several cabins were now standing, the largest of which belonged, of course, to Arthur Denny, and it was the one in which the fledgling twenty-four-person community would celebrate “Seattle’s” first Christmas.


Does this sound familiar? Sure-shot David Denny provided two fat geese for the main course, and they purchased salmon and wild potatoes from their Duwamish neighbors. They made decorations from cedar boughs and wreaths out of Oregon grape (a plant resembling holly). Louisa Boren even used her own hair ribbon—a splash of red—to make the wreath authentically Christmas. Louisa’s contribution didn’t stop there; knowing they’d be celebrating their first Christmas soon after arriving in their new home, she’d packed some toys, which were given to delighted children on that December 25, 1851.


Following that first Christmas, in desperate need of cash for the new community and true to what would become the northwest’s first primary industry, the pioneers logged the nearby forest to sell lumber to entrepreneurs ship-bound for San Francisco.


Although this was technically the founding of Seattle, the official inauguration took place on February 15, 1852, when, tired of dealing with the wind and poor port conditions at New York-Alki, the leaders of the fledgling community ventured east across Elliot Bay to today’s Pioneer Square area. There they found much better circumstances, including deep water and a protected harbor.


On that February day the four family leaders staked their Donation Land Claims: William Bell and David Denny to the north (Bell Town), Arthur Denny in the central portion, and Carson Boren’s claim to the south.


From that midwinter day forward, the pioneers would intentionally and unintentionally set the engine in motion that would create one of the most unique and vibrant cities in the United States of America.




THE FIRST BATTLE OF SEATTLE 1856



“They wanted their land back … but they didn’t want it back that badly,” quips Bill Speidel in his book, Sons of the Profits, perhaps encapsulating that one-day battle launched by Indian forces to reclaim the young town of Seattle.


In 1856 Seattle consisted of about thirty dwellings, five or six stores, a church, hotel, blacksmith, and a carpenter’s shop. The population totaled about fifty people; however, another one hundred twenty folks lived within a 30-mile radius of Seattle.


I think the battle’s short duration makes it more interesting, rather than less. Although the battle’s being brief is also what’s likely responsible for it being one of the lesser-known general facts about Seattle’s history. In fact, I learned of the event only while researching another event, which has also come to be called “The Battle of Seattle”: the 1990 World Trade Organization (WTO) riots.


This first Battle of Seattle occurred way back in January 1856. It seems that rather than hostile anarchist forces, it was hostile native forces in an extension of the greater Yakima Indian War (1855–1858) who’d arrived to stir things up. However, not everyone was convinced an attack was imminent.


From an account written by Rear Admiral T. S. Phelps, a veteran of the battle, seventeen years after the event:




The governor [Issac Stevens], recently returned from visiting the Cœur d’Alenes and other transmountain tribes, scoffed at the idea of Indian troubles, and on the evening of the 25th concluded a speech addressed to the settlers with these emphatic words: ‘I have just returned from the countries of the Nez Perces and of the Cœur d’Alenes; I have visited many tribes on the way, both going and coming, and I tell you there are not fifty hostile Indians in the Territory, and I believe that the cities of New York and San Francisco will as soon be attacked by Indians as this town of Seattle.’





Well, as it is today, when a politician says something, it’s often prudent to expect—and prepare for—the opposite.


Upset at broken promises, broken treaties, and general political corruption, the 500 to 2,000 men of the allied Indian armies had decided that the whites, or “Bostons,” must be exterminated.


In June 1855, U.S. Naval Commander Starett had orders to take the sloop of war Decateur from Honolulu, Sandwich Islands (Hawaii), to the northwest coast in order to protect non-Indian settlements from increasingly aggressive Indian forces. The ship arrived in Puget Sound on October 4, 1855.


It’s hard to wrap your head around the mind-set of the settlers, which stretched from paranoia to scoffing at reports of hostile Indian forces marching on Seattle. In fact, only weeks before the battle, Seattle’s contingent of Washington Volunteers, the local militia, actually disbanded, feeling secure enough that the Decateur and its crew of 145, including officers, sailors, and marines, could adequately protect the town.


Only days prior to the attack, a musket shot sent the crew of the Decateur to battle stations and settlers scrambling for the blockhouses built to protect Seattle’s citizens. With no further shots fired, and no evidence of an attack having begun, an armed detail was sent to investigate the incident.


While searching for the cause of the disturbance, investigators came upon the corpse of Decateur deserter John Drew sprawled on Miss Holgate’s front porch. It seems Miss Holgate’s thirteen-year-old brother had shot the sailor during Drew’s attempt to break into their cabin. Emotions calmed, but the atmosphere remained tense.


On January 21 an Indian ally called “Jim” informed Commander Starett of an Indian force moving west toward Seattle. Remarkably, many settlers remained apathetic. Fortunately, Commander Starett was more astute and listened to the scout. He also commanded an experienced and battle-skilled crew, which he deployed in four divisions, each officer responsible for a specific quarter of the town.


On January 25 Indians from the friendly Lake Tribes came into Seattle and received sanctuary because they had also become targets of the hostile forces for their coexistence with the whites.


The clouds hung low that quiet, misty evening. A sense of imminent danger threaded through each person’s heart. Only an occasional barking dog broke the eerie, prebattle hush. Voices never rose above a whisper as eyes strained into the dark forest. However, as careful as the mixture of settlers, sailors, and marines were, some high-ranking chiefs of the Indian forces had snuck in among the “friendly” Lake Indians.


No more than an hour had passed when sentries heard a dissonant owl’s call. Owl calls from both the right and left of the centerline answered. This announced the apparent arrival of a hostile force.


The chiefs had gathered to plan the attack. Those who’d snuck in among the “friendly” Lake Indians had, apparently, turned them against the white settlers. The Lake Indians were to prevent the whites from escaping to Elliot Bay.


Fortunately for the settlers, they still had a friend among the Indians. Thanks to “Jim,” who’d given them a heads-up, the Seattle forces knew an attack was looming. The first person reported to have seen the enemy Indian forces was “Nancy,” the sister of a friendly Indian known as “Curly.” She screamed, “Kliktat,” pointing east to men on the hill near Tom Pepper’s cabin.


Ironically, the battle began during a loud altercation between unruly ex-Washington Volunteers and U.S. Navy and Marine Regulars at Yesler’s cabin. At the height of the invective oratory, a ka-boom! from the Decateur’s howitzer overwhelmed the din. Indian muskets fired en masse, sending rounds zipping into the town like a hell-spawned swarm of hornets. Hideous battle cries emerged from the darkness, announcing the fighting had begun.


The first of three non-Indian casualties of the war occurred when a bullet fired by Klakum, one of the commanding generals of the allied Indian forces, and intended for Captain Peixotto, an officer with the Volunteers, struck a teenaged boy in the head, killing him.


The second came without violence and is a favorite story of the battle—one of those jewels that can be overshadowed by the larger account. A sailor by the name of Hans Carl, succumbed to an illness and died aboard the Decateur. The deceased sailor had been in the care of a young black man, but after Carl had died, the man left the ship and headed ashore to the fight.


Once ashore Lt. Phelps inquired as to why the man had left Carl unattended. The man replied, “I can’t see no good watching dead man when Injuns is round; he ought to look out for his own self when fightin’s goin’ on, and ’stead watchin’ dead body I want to do some of it myself, sah!”


In Phelps’s account of the battle he wrote about this man, “The excuse was deemed sufficient, and his conduct, under the circumstances, warranted. A rifle was placed in his hands, a position in the line given him, and a braver man never endured an Indian fire in battle.”


The third non-Indian killed in the battle was shot in the back when he left cover to get some water during heavy fighting. An unexpected advantage for Seattle forces was demonstrated in this object lesson in cultural ignorance: One shell from the Decateur’s howitzer landed in a pile of blankets. Several warriors danced around the shell, celebrating some spiritual “victory” over the whites. Suddenly, the celebration came to a tragic end when the shell exploded, killing at least ten men and wounding several others.


The ship’s bell struck noon, and the final all-out assault commenced. The enemy warriors emerged from the forest emitting blood-chilling curses, in full attack. The South Division, only fourteen strong, managed to stem the onslaught of the enemy to within twenty feet of their line. The Indians continued firing but no longer advanced. One or two more surges and the city would have likely fallen, but those few Marines held their ground.


During this pause, reinforcements had arrived from across the sound to augment the position with much needed firepower. This gave the division time, during which the Decateur was able to direct its howitzer toward the Indians’ southern assault. It also provided time to set up a field gun. Unable to counter the artillery, the Indian forces retreated and attempted an alternate assault route.


The Indian forces finally pulled back, and the last shot of the battle was fired at 10:00 p.m. The Battle of Seattle had come to an end. The U.S. Navy and Marines, along with the settlers, had saved the fledgling city. Miraculously, out of the thousands of rounds fired at Seattle’s defenders, only two had found their marks. The Indian forces suffered approximately twenty-eight killed and eighty wounded. Only an estimate could be ascertained, as the Indians had left no dead on the battlefield.


It’s interesting to note that on May 15, 1856, the captured Indian leaders withstood U.S. military court-martial in Seattle. With the ruling that the men’s actions had not been criminal but had been acts of legitimate warfare, they were acquitted.




HERE COME THE BRIDES 1864



Asa Shinn Mercer (1839–1917) leaned against the rail of the sloop Kidder and sighed; the end of his long voyage drew closer with each slap of the waves against the ship’s prow. A chill night’s sea breeze moistened his eyes as the ship slipped east over Elliot Bay’s gently rolling waves. The vague silhouette of Seattle, the small Puget Sound logging town of about a thousand people, faded into view. The flickering flames of Doc Maynard’s and a small greeting party’s oil lamps dotted the shoreline. Mercer had accomplished his mission: With petticoats and baggage, the New England maidens in search of new lives—and husbands—were about to step onto the shores of their new town.


Asa Mercer achieved much success during his pioneering life. One of early Seattle’s movers (literally, since he was the town’s first teamster), among other accomplishments, people elected Mercer to the Territorial Legislature and, at twenty-five years old, he became president of the Territorial University of Washington. How had such a young man attained so lofty a post? By cleverly being Seattle’s sole college graduate—he was also its only professor.
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