BEFORE THE WHITE MAN CAME TO

NISQUALLY COUNTRY

came to the shores of southern Puget Sound.
The Nisqually Indian people lived in their natu-
ral and undisturbed habitat. At that time, the Nisqually
people called themselves Squally-absch. Grouping to-
gether in bands and villages, they lived in houses made
from the cedar tree. They built their houses beside the
freshwater outlets that flowed into and mixed with
the saltwater of Puget Sound. Therein lay the home
of the salmon, the mainstay of the Indian diet. Prai-
rie lands bordered both sides of the lower reaches of
the Nisqually River and extended far into the forested
foothills of Tacobet, the mountain now known as Rain-
ier. Tacobet dictated the climate that nourished the
lands of the Nisqually River Basin, the homeland of the
Nisqually Indian people.

In those days the Squally-absch depended on the
warm, wet climate to nurture the foods of the earth. It

THERE WAS ONCE A TIME before the white man

Artist John Mix Stanley created this print of Tacobet, known
today as Mount Rainier; this view shows how the mountain
would have appeared from Steilacoom in about 1854.

ripened the camas on the prairies and the hazelnuts in the
lowland meadows. Sunshine in the spring, summer,and fall
helped the Squally-absch to dry the assorted foodstuffs
they had gathered so they could store them for winter.
Each year the Indian people followed the same pattern
of gathering and hunting, followed by the winter months
spent in giving thanks and addressing their spirit powers
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for the gifts pro-
vided for them,
for there were no
stores for making
purchases.

The Squally-
absch were alone
in their effort to
clothe, feed, and
shelter their fam-
ilies. From their
cedar homes—
hewn from giant red cedar trees—and from their warm
beds, the Squally-absch enjoyed the winter months.
They made clothes out of cedar bark and deer furs gath-
ered during the summer trek. The women wove their
baskets from spruce roots and cedar bark and fashioned
mats made from carefully prepared dried cattails. Catch-
ing salmon in the river and its tributaries was a
never-ending job for the menfolk of the village.
At almost any time of the year the Squally-absch
would go out on the sandy beaches to gather
clams, oysters, and geoducks and cook them over
the hot rocks found in their cooking fires.

In a constant pursuit of food, the Squally-
absch would concentrate first on the food found
on the prairies. The vast expanses of prairie land
would be burned off in the fall of the year so one
could see far across the prairies in those days. To
harvest the camas bulb, a steam pit would be dug
with an ironwood stick sharpened to a point. The
people steamed the camas bulbs for two or three
days before drying them and storing them in baskets for
winter use. Many of the food items from the mead-
ows and lowlands consisted of roots and leaves of the
brake fern, the wood fern, the dandelion, the wild sun-
flower, and the tiger lily. Some of the roots were eaten
raw while others were blanched in a basket of hot water
warmed by hot rocks from the family cooking fire.

The foothills yielded berries of all kinds, such as
the blackberry, the salmonberry, the elderberry, the
salal berry and the blackcap. All of these berries, with

Camas in bloom. The people steamed
the camas bulbs for two or three days
before drying and storing them

in baskets.
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the exception of the salmonberry, were placed on racks
above a slow-burning fire before packing them away in
storage baskets. The salmon berry and the thimble berry
contained so much moisture that they would be eaten
fresh or mixed with water for juice. Dried berries would
be mixed on the grinding rock with animal fat or ground
meat to make pemmican.

The Squally-absch hunted deer in the foothills or
sometimes on the prairies and in the meadows. They
also hunted by digging pits on animal paths. Sometimes
a lasso was laid on the ground so that the animal would
find itself yanked high in the air. Bows and arrows were
also used for hunting the mountain goat, the bear, and
the coyote. Every part of the animal was used. The hide
was dried on a rack to be tanned and made into clothing
items or used for the family bed. The meat was carefully
cut into strips and roasted by the cooking fire.The bones
were made into necessary tools. Small animals such as
the beaver, the rabbit, or the squirrel were roasted for a
quick meal. Small bits of their fur were used for decora-
tions. Birds were caught by stringing nets between two
trees where the pheasant and the grouse would become
entangled and would make a tasty meal.

As members of a hunting party journeyed home-
ward they would watch for hazelnuts and acorns. The
hazelnuts would be laid out in the sun and dried while
the acorn would have to be boiled to remove the acid
taste. To keep the acorns for later use, they could be
buried in the mud next to a stream.

There were five distinct runs of salmon that came
into the Nisqually River and any one of the species could
be caught at any one time

almost all year
around.They were
caughtinwooden
weirs built across
the river or in the
more quiet tribu-
taries that drained
into the larger body
of water. They were
brought in by the basket,
cleaned, and spread out in
a fillet-style structure and roasted
before the cooking fire. No winter dwelling would be
without rows of salmon strung from the ceiling rafters
where they would hang until the cook cut one down
for the evening meal.
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RIGHT: In the
early 1900s
photographer
Edward S. Curtis
asked members
of the Skokomish
Tribe to model
traditional
clothing so he
could record how
they used to live.

BELOW LEFT:
Nisqually
basket. More
than 100 years
ago a Nisqually
woman first
had to gather
and prepare
cedar tree roots,
beargrass, and
horsetail roots
before weaving
this basket.
Images from the
Washington State

Historical Society
collections.

The Nisqually family was an extended family where
grandparents, aunts and uncles, mothers and fathers, as
well as children lived together in a winter home. There
might be five cooking fires adorning the center of one
building to accommodate the many households residing
there. Each family had its own sleeping quarters on the
sleeping benches built along the sides of the winter dwell-
ing. This extended family ensured that the many families
within its structure would have plenty of men to hunt
and fish and plenty of women to gather camas bulbs and
berries to keep food on the table. That is the way it was
before the white men came to Nisqually Country.
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TREATY TIME AT NISQUALLY

to the Nisqually Indian people. In a period of
three short days in the cold winter month of
December of 1854, the treaty team moved onto the
delta of Medicine Creek to negotiate an agreement
between the Nisqually tribe and the United States.
The territorial governor of Washington, Isaac Stevens,
was in charge. The treaty was signed on December 26,
1854.

Things had become hectic for the Nisqually peo-
ple. The British had set up Fort Nisqually in 1833. They
came to collect furs, not to settle on Nisqually land.
By 1845 the Americans had started coming up the trail
from the Columbia River to seek free land on which to
settle. More Americans came when the United States
passed the 1850 Donation Land Act which stated that
each white man could claim 320 acres which doubled
if he were married. The United States claimed author-
ity over the Indian people; to give the settlers title to
their donation land claims, the process of extinguish-
ing Indian ownership began.

T REATY TALK IN NISQUALLY COUNTRY was new
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This picture shows Fort Nisqually, a Hudson’s Bay company post, as
it would have appeared in the late 1850s. The painter of thisimage,
James M. Alden, served as a Captain in the Puget Sound region from
1852 10 1860. Allimages from the Washington State Historical Society collections.

The Treaty of Medicine Creek was set up to remove
Nisqually ownership of the land and clear the way
for American settlement. What a shock it was for the
Nisqually people. They learned of the disenfranchise-
ment (when plans for it were already under way) as they
were told to gather at the mouth of Medicine Creek.
They and their neighboring tribes were to give up title

to over 400 square miles
in exchange for three small
reserved parcels of land,
one for the Nisqually Indi-
ans, one for the Puyallup
Indians, and one for the
Squaxins.

George Gibbs tells of
his experience at the trea-
ty camp. His job was to
copy the treaty. He tells
of what happened: “The
commission, soon joined
by Stevens, camped on a

This picture by an unknown
artist portrays Quiemuth, the
Native American chosen by the
governor to act as Nisqually
chiefin signing the Medicine

Creek Treaty. image from the
Washington State Historical Society.

marsh near the tidal fats

while the Indians took their quarters on a forested
bench a short distance away. The scene was lively....
Thin temporary huts of mats with the smoke of their
numerous camp fres, the prows of the canoes hauled
up on the bank and protruding from among the huts,
the horses grazing on the marsh, the gloom of the frs
and the cedars with their long depending moss and the
scattered and moving groups of Indians in all kinds of
odd and fantastic dresses present a curious picture....”
(Beckham: 1969, 159-160)

The treaty was read and interpreted by Benjamin F.
Shaw into Chinook Jargon. The 662 Indians who lis-
tened heard a jumble of words that made little sense
as they sat trying to understand. The treaty was signed
as indicated with an X following each name. The gover-
nor had chosen Quiemuth to sign as the Nisqually chief
and Leschi to sign as sub-chief.When it became Leschi’s
turn he refused to sign, yet an X appeared beside his
name. He told the Governor that he was upset with the
choice of reserved lands. No way would he accept the
two sections of land west of the treaty grounds of high
rocky land that bordered the Whulge, or Puget Sound.
He had requested reserved land on the Nisqually River
so that his people might fsh and some prairie ground
so that their horses might graze.

The forerunners from the treaty team had met with
the Nisqually people and had told them they would
have a choice of which lands they wanted for their re-
served lands. But when the Nisqually people arrived
at the treaty grounds, the reserved lands had been de-



cided for them. Leschi left the treaty camp angry.

In inspecting the treaty one could see where the
Nisquallies had ceded their homeland by the words
“the tribes hereby cede, relinquish and convey to the
United States all their right, title and interests in and
to the lands and coun-
try occupied by them.”
Would they have given
up the Nisqually River
Basin, their homeland, if
they had realized what
they had signed? Perhaps
not!

Article Il of the treaty
described the boundar-
ies of the reserved lands
George Gibbs, an ethnologist and indicated that the
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and geologist, was asked to copy
the Treaty of Medicine Creek.
This photograph was taken six
years after Gibbs recorded his
experience with the commission.

Nisqually tribe had exclu-
sive rights on those lands.
It also stated that they
had a year to move onto
those lands.

Article Il of the treaty
discussed off-reservation
rights. It stated: “The right
of taking fsh, at all usual
and accustomed grounds
and stations, is further
secured to said Indians, in
common with all citizens
of the Territory.” Also in-
cluded in this article were
their hunting rights as
well as the rights of tak-
ing shellfsh. These rights
would later make this
treaty worthwhile just by
reminding the whiteman
that the Nisqually fsher-
men had the right to one half of the fsh.

Article IV stated the amount that would be paid
for the land and Article V arranged for the clearing of
the lands in preparation for occupation. Article VI was
sneaked in on the Nisqually people. It provided an out-
let for the governor to further move them to another
reservation to condense the many tribes into one out-
of-the-way place. Their reserved lands appeared not to
be a permanent home. However, this would backfre on
the makers of the treaty. This sixth article also allowed
for a survey of the reservation “into lots and assign the

Leschiwas chosen to represent
the Nisqually as subchief by
Isaac Stevens during the treaty
negotiations. When it came his
turnto sign, Leschi refused.

All images from the Washington State
Historical Society collections.

The Medicine Creek treaty was signed underneath the trees shown
in this picture. Previously called Medicine Creek, the stream that
is shown is now known as McAllister Creek. (Photograph by Asahel
Curtis, Walter Miller) image from the Washington State Historical Society.

same to individuals as families” which indicated to the
Nisquallies of dividing them by removing the extended
family concept which had been their safety net for so
many years whereas they could always depend on sev-
eral members of their extended family to be there for
them in times of turmoil. Separating the Nisqually fami-
lies on individual parcels of land would leave them with
a foreboding feeling. It seemed that the United States
President, also referred to as the “Great White Father”,
planned to make and take them into his family of Ameri-
cans whether they liked it or not.

The rest of the treaty dealt with mundane items
seemingly important to the treaty makers except for
Article X which guaranteed the tribes that that the
United States government would provide education,
medicine, and doctors.

The Nisqually people returned to their villages
wondering if they had just signed their death warrant.
Leschi had not signed but Stahi, Hiaten, Sluggia, and
Wapowtee had signed.

—CECILIA SVINTH CARPENTER

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Cecilia Svinth Carpenter has been a prolifc and re-
spected American Indian author since 1971. Her many
articles and books include Leschi, Last Chief of the

Nisquallies; Fort Nisqually: A Documented History of
Indian and British Interaction, and The Nisqually, My
People. Carpenter has a master’s degree in education
from Pacifc Lutheran University and nearly 20 years
of teaching experience in Tacoma schools.



Treaties and Councils: What is a Treaty?

oday, all Americans live on

what was once Indian land.
Treaties transferred that land from
Indian to United States control.

Treaties are documents that
formalize relationships and
understandings between two or more
sovereign states. Sovereign states
govern themselves, recognizing no
superior power. Like the thirteen
original states, Indian tribes were
originally considered independent
nations with established territories
and the power of self-governance.
Treaties brought Indian tribes into
the Union with their inherent
sovereignty intact, although federal
statutes, court decisions, and
administrative policies limited its

Shown here are the "Treaty Trees" at the site of the signing of the

: Medicine Creek Treaty on December 26, 1854. Photograph by Asahel
actual exercise. Curtis and Walter Miller, 1914; Washington State Historical Society
Collection.

Long before the American

Revolution, Indian tribes formed complex networks of alliances. In 1751, Benjamin
Franklin noted the contrast between the masterful alliances within the Iroquois
Confederation and the inability of early colonial leaders to do the same:

"It would be a very strange thing if Six Nations of Ignorant Savages should be
capable of forming a scheme for such a Union and be able to execute in such a
manner, as that it has subsisted for ages, and appears indissoluble, and yet a like
Union should be impracticable for ten or a dozen English colonies."

Letter to James Parker, 1751.

President George Washington signed the first treaties with Indian tribes for the newly
independent United States. These first negotiations were between two bargaining
equals and were treaties of peace. Both sides were militarily powerful.

Indian tribes believed the treaties became effective when they were signed. But
United States law required Congress to approve all treaties after they were
negotiated. Between 1789 and 1871, the United States negotiated approximately
800 treaties, but Congress ratified, or approved, fewer than 400-including the ten
treaties negotiated by Isaac Stevens between 1854 and 1856.








