Stark simplicity of a coiuntry chirch near Potlatch, Idoho, seems i
to the rolling hills-of the Palouse. Sprawling across the Idaho-Washington
horder, the 4,000 -square-mile region embroces uncemmonly rch
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farmiond. With its often steep and hard-to-plow hills, the country
challenged the settlers of @ century age. Today, Palousers maintain the
{nitiztive, resourcefiilngss, and down-to-carth character of their forehears.

the Palouse

By BARBARA AUSTIN Photographs by PHIL SCHOFIELD
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THOUGHT that the best wav to feel the

Palouse would be to hitch a plane ride

with Pete Fountain, ¢crop duster. He was

in the Palouse and vét above i, riding so

neéar it he could smell the changing seéa-
sons, and yvet ke could pull sway from it a
thousand feet or more. From up there he
could see the expanse of this unique 4,000
sguareg miles of Idaho and Washington—
some of the steepest farmland in the coun-
try, hut a gentle and soothing place too,
where at twilight the shadows and the deer
come out and lie down together in the deep
blue draws

I had been driving up and down rolling
wheat and lentil fields sl day, watching
houses and red barns suddenly pop out of
nowhere, only to disappear. Once 1 saw a
rider on a leopard-patterned Appaloosa
Jjump up at the edge of & bright green lentit
field, but when 1 quickly turned my head,
horse and rider were gone, and so was the
hill of lentils. From the ground the Palouse
wasa land that revealed and concealed itself
withinoceanlike zswells. Twas too close to see
it whole. I needed to feel it all in one swoop,
as Pete did every day.

How was I to know that feeling the Pa-
fouse meant weightlessness, for those hills
are so steep that when you fly them five feet
off the ground at 60 miles an hour, the
plane's path creates a temporary lessening of
gravity and your stomach won't stay put.

“That's enough!” I velled when 1 saw my
notebook actually flopt up next to me,

“But I was going to take vou under a
power line!" Instedd, Pete took me up high
and leveled off to regain my stomach,

The fertile Palouse country that lay be-
neath in a plaid of brown fallow and pea
green is an unusual oasis of farmland strad-
dling the border between southeastern
Wishington and Idaho (map, page 803). 1tis
not vour ordinary hilly farmland either;
rather, it is a land where, on the steepest
slopes, 30-degree farming goes on.

Jack Morse, whose farm is adjacent to
Pete Fountuin'z airport, told me, *There are

some hills 've used my combine on that Tal-
most can't walk up. They're nearly as steep
as a barn roof.”

Yet Palousers actually till those hills, pro-
ducing some of the highest wheat vields in
the country. Whitman County in Washing-
ton has averaged 40 bushels of wheat per
acre since 1934, compared to the average
U. 8. vield in those same vears of 20 bushels,
In good years, with the average 15 to 25
inches of rain or better, parts of the Palouse
yield 100 bushels and as much as 130 in iso-
lated draws. And there has never been a
crop failure in its history.

Even fears of crop failure after the erup-
tion of Washington's Mount 5t. Helens in
May 1980 proved unfounded.® At Gary
Morris's  high-technology  Gold  Creck
Ranch, about 260 miles from the volcano, I
saw my boots covered with the fine gray tal-
cum of its ash.

“The first thing we noticed after the vol-
cano blew was that the soil seemed mel-
lower,” Gary told me, "almeost as if the ash
had mulched it. Then we had good rains,
and when Lharvested—instend of 60-bushel
wheat, I got 100! The ash had helped retain
moisture.,

Grary, in his 50s, isa former Latah Coun-
tyv, Idaho, commissioner and school-board
member, but he looked just right in his
frayed bib overalls. “1 consider myself a
gvppo,” he said as we jolted around his
5,000-acre farm in a pickup. The word
comes from “gvpsy,” and is a lumberman's
term for an independent operator. He had
quilted his spread together from 35 stump
farms chiseled out of forest on the fringe of
the Palouse.

He drove me up to his secret place, where
he comes to think—to get away from his
computer, soil studies, and CB radios. From
there we gota fine view of his velvety, undu-
lating farm, Moscow Mountain, Steptoe
Butte, and the Hoodoo Mountains, “I had a
cattleman visit from Montana, and he stood

*The December 1581 GROGRAFHIC cartied Rowe
Findley's report of Mount 5t Helens" pftermath,

Young old-fashioned formers Jim Day and Bearrice Moore shun modern
agricultural technology on ¢ 15-aere farm near Mescow, Idaho, Beatrice uses
manual cutters to shear their sheep and Angora goats, then dyves the wool with
extracts of goldenrod, sumac, and other notive plonts to make fapesiries.
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on one of my hills like thiz and looked down
at some cows [ had. "My gosh,' he said, ‘this
country is so beautiful these cattle don't need
nothing to eat, they can live on scenery.’"”

Leaning on a lone ponderosa pine, Gary
said, “The Palouse is special because of its
unique farming practices. Kansas has roll-
ing hills, but aimost no one farms them ™

When homesteaders first came to the re-
gion, they mostly settled and farmed in the
vallevs, but gradually they worked their
way uphill, right to the top, as they discov-
ered that the hills were just as fertile as val-
levs. Unlike midwestern hills, which have
thin, easily erodible topsoil, the Palouse hills
have as much as four feet of it. However,
poor farming practices in the past century
have led to serious erosion problems.

“In the 1890s some farmers were able to
get the same vields that most of us get now,
without any fertilizer or high-vield variety of
wheat,” Garv said. “Sixty-bushel wheat
then and now. You can see why they wanted
to call this area around Moscow ‘Paradise." "

He laughed. “Originally, they called Mos-
cow ‘Hog Heaven'—which it was, because
pigs love all that camas root—but the ladies
changed it to the more discreet Paradise.”
Then in the 1870s, a man named Samuel
Neff settled here and probably named the
place Moscow, because he had lived near a
community with that name in Pennsylva-
nia, Moscow (pronounced Maos-coh, not
Ma's cow)is Idaho's Palouse capital, rivaled
by Washington's Pullman eight miles away.

“All the early homesteaders needed to
know was how to harvest wheat on a hill,"”
Gary said as he drove me back down. First,
stationary threshers were used. They were
seton fairly level ground and the wheat was
brought to them. Then in the 19305 hydrau-
lic, self-leveling combines were developed.

OTOTYPES of those hillside com-

bines were tested on the Clyde Farm,

nestled a few miles outside Moscow

between two hills. A sign on a large
white wagon wheel proclaims: “The Clyde
Farm Since 1877."

Lola Clyde told me about the day Mount
St. Helens blew. “It was Sunday, 2 p.m.,
and my whole family, four generations
of Clvdes, were together for a birthday
party. The sky got darker and darker, and

B0z
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evervone got worried. Then the ash beganto
fall like silver rain. It made a hissingsound. I
said, ‘'This is the way the Palouse was
formed in the beginning, and it won't hurt us
now.' " She laughed, “And, lovebird, [ was
right! The ash made a mess, but it helped in-
crease our crops.”

Eighty-one years old, the daughter of the
first Presbyvterian minister sent to Moscow
as a missionary, Lola declared that the Pa-
louse has a historv of unusual happenings—
and of eccentric people—and she has zeen
and met most of them,

She knew Frank “Psychiana” Rohinson,
who advertised that he “actually and liter-
ally" talked with God. He ran a mail-order
self-help religion in Moscow during the
1930s and '40s that promised health and
prosperity through positive thinking. With
a million sets of lessons mailed out, it may
have been the largest mail-order religion in
the world.

OLA ALSO KNEW Frank Brocke, a
president of the First Bank of Troy,
which started in that little farming
town in 1903 and now has 30 million

dollars in assets. “Through all that growing,
Frank never lost his sense of neighboring,”
Lola said, “He kept right on giving loans on
the basis ofa firm handshake, and most peo-
ple paid them back. Once a man robbed the
Bank of Troy, and after he got out of jail
came to Frank for a car lpan. Everyone else
laughed, but Frank gave it to him. saying,
“This man has paid his dues."”

Frank Brocke's kind of old-time Palouse
neighboring iz still gpingstrong. While T'was
in the Palouse, a flash flood occurred in the
Potlatch River area, endangering the barn
and totally wiping out the pigsty, huge gar-
den, and lawn of a recent widow. The high-
way department didn't feel it was their job
to help her drain the water.

“Tell vou what I had here before the
flood," Eula Johnson, 78§, said as she
showed me around her fooded place.
“Asparagus, rhubarbs, horseradish. And
fruit? T had persimmons, 1 had quince.
Lookee here, 1 had nine different kinds
of grapes." She stopped in the mud and
glared at me, her white hair in tight
braids. “First time the land ever been
bad to me. Told George—this is my Garden

Nartional Geagraphic, June [982
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A gentle land belies its volcanic underpinnings

formed by lava flows ages ago, Later the melting
of a glacial dam released the waters of huge Lake

Missoula, inset. The resulting flood skirted the

Palouse and its undulating hills of wind-deposited

silt, basis of the area’s bountifil agriculture.
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of Eden. 1 ¢an grow anything here”

Her husband, George, had died. *I get so
lonely,” she said, “T stand up an ax handle
and talk toit. Lawver said I should sell. Sell?
Where am 1 going? Where am I going? Out
on a limb to sing to myself?"

As we walked back to her house, she said,
“Hell, I'm not goin' to give up. I'd feel all
right if I could just get someone to help out,
My hushand painted the barn jes' before he
died. We've got to save the barn.”

A few days later some people at the Ante-
lope Inn in nearby Kendrick talked it over,

A Paradise Called the Palotse

Ceogr aphi c Soci ety,
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rented a pump, and came down and saved
the barn, They drained about 40,000 gallons
of muddy water into a culvert and charged
Eula nothing. They didn't even know her.

Recently 1 learned that Eula has found
someone to help out. This summer she and
her new husband, Mike Soto, will be work-
ing the farm together,

Eula Johnson and Lola Clyde have lived
in the Palouse almost as long as it has existed
as a settled area. It wasn't homesteaded un-
til the 1870s. Some families came from the
Midwest, like the Clydes, who fled the great
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Combines wind their way daround
the curves of wheai=-laden hills
{lefth during lote summet

hizrvest below Slepiog Baitte i
Waszhington. To conternd with
slopes that moy have grades of as
much as 30 degrees. combinges

are equippid with self-levelmg
mechanisms (above), [nthe
fertile so0l and wdeal climate of
the Palouwse, wheat varieties thar

reormliy grose b0 he(ples of 30

inches can reach 60 inches,
causing mony plants o break
mier before horvest, Through
crosshreeding, U, 5, Department
of Apriculture agronomist Orvilly
A. Vogel (below), working at
Washington Stare University,
developed high-vielding, semidwary
varjelies that hove produced 100
bushels peracre and better, These
varieties have increased yvields in

the Palouse qsmuch ax 50 percent.
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grasshopper plague in Kansas, Others were
backtracking, The Palouse had been passed
overearlier by migrants eager to settle fertile
vallevs farther west. As those vallevs filled
up, settlers began moving back east and re-
alized the high rolling hills could be farmed

Until then, of course, the Palouse be-
longed to the Indians, a favorite summer
gathering place for the Nez Perce, Palouse,
anid other tribes. They would dig the ramas
root, which they eooked and formed into
cakes, and graze their lovely snowflaked
horses on the lush bunchgrass. When the
fur traders saw these spotted horses gallop
by, according to today’s breeders, they
would say, “That's a Palousey!” This even-
tually became “Appaloosa,” and that is why
today Moscow is the home of the Appaloosa
(oot Palouzev) Horse Club.

Before Indians and =ettlers the Palouse

Ceographi c Society, Al

wa=longinthe making, and, as Lola pointed
out, volcanism plaved a part. It began 15
million vedrs ago 'when flow upon flow of
lava from aseries of Gssure eruptions leveled
the area from the Rockies to the Cascades,
creating & basalt platean. The wind currents
from the Pacific Ocean gradually carried
sediment across the basalt, piling on it lavers
of silt, forming loess dunes, The loess is a
wind-deposited mixture of silt, clay, and
some voleame ash, 40to 60 fect deep. the ba-
sis of the rich Palouse topsail

ETWEEN

13.000 and 18000 years

azasomeof the greatest floods known
in geologic history occurred in this
area. A lobe of an ice sheet dammed a
river near the Idaho-Montana border, créut-
ing Lake Missoula, almost half the volume
nf Lake Michigan and 2,000 feet deep at the
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dam. The ice dam burst, sending 300 cubic
miles of water at high velocities down the
drainage system of the Columbia River and
outacross the basalt plateau, strippingaway
the loess. This process was repeated several
times and had happened often before.
These floods made channeled scablands
out of a good deal of castern Washington but
left unscathed the higher delta-chaped area
of Palouse topegraphy. With those barren
scablandsto the north and west, the rimland
of the Snake River to the south, and the for-
ested foothills of the Clearwater Mountains
to the east, the lush Palouse became an en-
tity unto itself, roughly 735 miles across. Its
lushness may have given it its name. One
view holds that when the French-speaking
fur traders came, they found it covered with
s0 much bunchgrass that they named it the
pelowse, the lawn. Another explanation,

Ceogr aphi c Soci ety,

however, is that the name came from that
of the main village of the local Indians.
Today, of course, the bunchgrass has
been shouldered out by profitable crops—
and not just grain. Moscow now calls itself
the dry-pea and lentil capital of the world,
center of an area producing virtually 100
percent of the United States’ dry peas and
lentils. But Moscow would rather brag on
its culture than its cultivation, A bumper
sticker reads, “The arts make Moscow spe-
cial.” And with a resident svmphony orches-
tra and a ballet companv that tours
nationally, they do. The resulting atmo-
sphere has attracted a thriving community
of artists and back-to-rural-areas people.
Pullman shares the symphony orchestra
with Mascow, and matches that town's Uni-
versity of Idaho with its Washington State
University. How heavily these two towns,
the economic hub of the Palouse, are in-
vested in education and cullure can be
judged from the fact that in their combined
43,000 population, 25,000 are students.

UST OUTSIDE MOSCOW 1 stood in

a hangar talking to one of the Univer-

sity of Idaho’s successful graduates,

Ron Fountain, 36. His father, Pete,

the crop duster who had shown me the Pa-

louse for the first time, had proudly taken

me to meet him. Now co-ownerof a smallin-

dustrial park on the edge of Moscow, Ron is
still heavily involved in crop-dusting.

“I'll tell you why,”" Ron said, “When I
was a kid, the Palouse was God's country,
vou could walk anywhere. It's too restricted
todo thatany more. But Lcan fly anywhere.
Crop-dusting forces me to get up at dawn,
the most beautiful time of day, 1 can see
things nobody else sees. ™

Pete laughed. “You see the little weevils
com¢ out of the peas.” Then he walked out of
the hangar, got into his Super Cub, and tax-
ied down the field to his house. “That's

Double windfall, volcunic ash
clouds an alfolfa field near Palouse Falls
after the 1980 Mount 5t. Helens eruption.
Despite initial fears of crop loss and
problems with clogged machinery, vields
for some crpps went 1up dramatically as
the ash helped seal in soil moisture.

BOT
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Autumn brings an explosion of orange to maples that canopy a Moscow

Dad’s saddle horse,” Ron said, smiling.
“He's lost withoat it

“After praduating from the U, of L. in the
late "60s." Ron said, *T left home foracouple
of vears, traveled across the country, found
everything to be alike, as if everyone had to
copy each other—so [ came back. People
here have character,”

We got into his truck and rode down the
landing strip, He pointed out the homes of
two of his brothers, Craig, 34, and Steve, 30,
and the acreage that another brother, Tim,

ROR
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26, farms, "It"s kind of unusual for an entire
family of five briothers and one sisterto settle
right next to their parents, and all be in busi-
niess tozether, all happily involved in crop-
dusting. With the grandchildren now,
there's 22 of ys."”

He showed me the industrial park that he
had built himself with heln from his brothers
and friends. "I learned independence from
Dad. At my ape, he wanted to make has liv-
ing flving. So he came to the Palouse, bought
ten acres, and single-handedly buill an

National Geographic, Juneg J982
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airport. His attitude of 'ty itand see’ iz real-
v the-gttitude of the Palouse, Herewe think
-:.li_:.;I“'. I-.|'|'|| I -I.'II||;:' .

[hat faith in imapination and bard work [
found throurhout the Palowse, and it has
beer handed to the yvoung: RandySmith, 27,
his wife, Jamie, I5, and their daughter live
of a leased 450-acre farm near Steptoe
Their first harvest was 1 1980, Thev didn’t
own any equipment when they put in their
a tractor from one nedich:

bor, drills from another; and & cultivator

Crop but borrower

A _|“||'r_| g € :."I||!||l|r'l-J IJIJ-'I- [TRT:
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street. In the largely treeless Palouse, such an abundance is a rare sight.

from & third. Randy paid his neighbors back
by helping with their harvest and preparing
the ficlds for their next Crops .

=omit sy the Smiths are Leving to accom-
plish the impossible, beginning small
farming at a time when the average farm in
Whitman County is more than 1,000 acres
“There's a lot of voung peaple would like to
farm,” Randy said, “but it's harder and
harder for them all the time. You see, a lot of
farmers inthe Palouse don't retine—7| IVears
old and still farming. Maybe 60 percent of

ROG
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Deeply rooted in the history of
thetr long, PaloiseTs ke pride in
their handiwork. Lola Clyde, 8]
(focing page). bakes pies with
apples picked from trees plonted
i 1878 by her husboand's

1
1 . Y- N do 1 ] - -
Ifdparenils on the fmmiy farm

near 1|:l:|.1-".'|i' J-'-ll'.-"I I-'-.'l-':-: |'1‘..fr

corme fo f||1:' |..|.'|l|'i.- n :I'II Vit
£ of eight when his father
homesteaded 160 gores of what
(L ICE PRIT I L Ly '..I.lI i

Indion Hesérviat

Identical twins John and Joe
vorrigh (left) attended the
=

settled Iy German bmmironts: “Te's
fike o reunion,” Ry Monaymaher
above) savs of the event, which
an swell Undontown's population

N b 1 BEHD

Copyright (c) 1999-2001 by National Ceographic Society, Al Rights Reserved



Copyright (c) 1999-2001 by Nati onal

the farmers are over 30 vears old. Not much
room for new blood. But it's & good life, and
starting out in the Palouse, vou don’t have
the chance of failure like you do in other
places. In 1977 they had a drought here; and
they still got 40 bushels an acre.”

What worries Randy is the long haul
“Wext 20 years, with fuel prices the way they
are, you don't have 2,000 acres in the Pa-
louse, it will be hard to survive.”

IC MOORE, & sculptor who lives out-
side Pullman, owns only four acres,
situated in a draw between two Pa-
louse farms. He thinks he'll do fine:
“Acre foracre I can beat the Palouse farm-
ers’ vield.” He would, however, agree with
Randy that “agribiz” is creeping up on the
small farmer.

A stocky man, full of energy, with two
large tattoos—one of a panther, the other of
an eagle—each leaping off an arm, Vic
expressed himself in no uncertain Lerms
“Some peaple around here think city slickers
¢an't stand the rgors of rural life,” he said,
“hut that's hogwash. I've owned these four
acres for 18 years, and I've proved on them
that artists can make great farm boys.”

He then proceeded to show me. “For in-
stance"—he pointed to an eight-foot-deep
hole in his land—"going to fill that up with
topsoil. " He looked slyly up at the neighbor-
ing farmer’s hill. “T'm jusi waitin® for a nice
chinook wind"—a warming wind from the
west—"to come along after a freeze to turn
that ground up there to mud.” He grinned
41 can figure every couple of vears I'm going
to get a lot of soil. You betcha.” Four times
within the past ten years he has dug out and
spread around as much as eight feet of rich
runoff murd.

Erosion is a serious problem in the Pa-
louse. The tilling methods that predominate
break up the seil into tiny bits. When the
rain comes, it picks up the fine particles.
sweeping them downhill and creating a net-
work of rivulets on the slopes.

A more spectacular but less common type
of erosion pccurs when mud forms and then
slides off the steep hills—in extreme cases to
the tune of 300 tons per acre. This can hap-
penin a ane- or two-month penod when, as
Vic pointed out, & warm spell thaws the fro-
zen saturated soil

gl

Gliding along placid waters, the
warmen's chew of Washington State
Universtty works out along the Snake
River near the Almata grain terminal
The Cougar Crew once showed its
metile by rowing 375 miles down the
Snake and Columbia Rivers as part
of & fund-raising drive.

Fast on their feet, the University of
Idaho women's rugby tegm, who call
themselvis the Dusty Lentils in honor
of the crop thot flourishes in the region,
try to cut off g determined runner from
the Snake River Club team.

Interstate sports rivalries are keen,
especially between the twa universities,
separated by only efght miles

Nationnal Geographic, June 1982

Ceographic Society, Al R ghts Reserved



Copyright (c) 1999-2001 by National Geographic Society, Al R ghts Reserved




Copyright (c) 1999-2001 by Nati onal

Each vear as much as a third of the ten
million tons of soil Jost in the deep Palouse
finds its way into streams and oivers,

The topsoil of the Palouse, an irreplace-
able natural resource, took thousands of
vears to create; anincautious farmer can lose
much of il in an hour. Withoul careful farm-
ing, the topsoil of the Palouse conld vanish
in the next hundred vears.

Progressive farmers like Gary Morris-at
Gold Creek Ranch use several methods to
prevent topsoil from running off. Gary uses
a“‘no-till drill” developed specifically forthe
Palouse by Mort Swanson, a local farmer
whose sonnow markets the drill nationally.
Barely disturbing the topseil, the drill cuts
narrow grooves in the ground, so that there
is less logse soil for water to'wash away. It
alsa leaves last vear's crop stubble, which
anchors the soil and acts as a mulch, Gary
bolsters the effect of the drill by design-
ing terraces to catch water and run it
around hills on a contour, so that a con-
duit is formed, forcing runoff to flow into
arcas where it won'l cause an eroson
problem

FTEN IN DRIVING around the Pa-
louse, T felt like a human runeff,
forced into conduits I didn't want to be
in, run around hills, and dumped out

Lord knows where. Once, when 1 had again
become totally disoriented, a stranger I
asked for directions sympathized. “The Pa-
louse is a good place to go crazy in,” he said.

All the deep Palouse looks much the same:

El4
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Beauly queens and sweet
treats artroct folks to the
annual {ce-cream social
Calfay, Washingron (Teft),
sponsored by the county
fistorical society, Proceeds
helped finance the
restoration of Perfins House,
bachground, butit by James
A, Perkins, first permanent
repiderit of Colfox

An aspiring ballering
(right) proctices in
Ridenbaugh Holl at the
University of Idaho in
Moscow, home of the
netionally recognized
American Festival Ballet

Endless swelling hills, no irees, no moun-
tains, no hedgerows—nothing breaks up the
wave upon wave of wheat. Because fences
are no longerneeded (there are few amimals),
vou cannot tell where one farm ends and an-
other begins. Only the farmers remember.

If you're driving below the crests, where
muost of the roads run, there often is no san,
only silence and the wind. Itisaneerie expe-
rience, and you can easily lose your bear-
ings. Through this terrain Col. Edward
Steptoe led his U. S, Army troops. In 1858
they were surrounded and trapped by voung
warriors of the Spokane, Palouse, Coeur
d'Alene, and Yakima tribes.

Steptoe was hampered by the rolling land,
and had to continually maneuver to keep on
high ground. Although Steptoe Butte bears
his name, the battle was actually fought ona
hill 15 miles away at Rozalia. Colonel Step-
toe and his men finally ran out of ammu-
nition, left their equipment behind, and
retreated at night, alded by the Nez Perces.

Helen MoGreevy, 81, regards the Nez
Perces with affection. Her family home-
steaded by the rimland of the Snake Riverin
the southern Palouse, and she lives nearby
to this day, in the little farming town of Col-
ton. We drove to Wawawni Bay County
Park and climbed a hill to have a lock at the
Snake. Helen said, "When 1 was growing
up, the Nez Perces would come along Union
Flat Creek looking for camas and then camp
here at Wawawai,"”

I looked fortraces of the Indian encamp-
ment and saw instead Bover Park and the
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Sweeping cantours of fields near Dusty, Washington, provide a dramatic
backdrop for Appaloosa hovses ridden by Ben Krom ond Eelley Morler, who
rur: separaie breeding stables: Prized for its stamina and gentle disposition,

516 National Geopraphic, June 1952
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the breed wis introduced to Mexien by the Spomish and loter spread northward.
Because of its use by Indians in the Palowse region, the distinctively marked
horse became kiown as "o Palousey, " from which the modern name evoliad

A Pearadise Colled the Palotse 817
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LowerGrinite Dam. The areais now part of
aninland waterway that links the Palouse to
Purtland and other international ports,
whence Palouse wheat goes to Japan, Ko-

rea, India, and Egypt.

But Helen was seving it as it used to be.
before the valley was flooded. "The Nez
Perces came here every vear to graze their
Appalopsas and fish for salmon in the
Snake. They staved most of the summer,
{ishing and smoking their catch. Came right

by our farm.

“When I was {ive, during the harvest of
1906, a Nez Perce knocked on our door. Tt
was 5:30 a.m.,; the family had just sat down
to breakfast. The Indian couldn't speak En-
glish, but he signed—kept pointing to his
chest, then our cow. My father finally un-
derstood. Needed milk for the papoose—the

mother was dry.

“My dad asked my mother to get the milk;
then he noticed two hungry-looking little
hoys on the back of the squaw’s horse. The
Nez Perve father signed that thev could
wait, but mv dad wouldn't give him the milk
till the bovs got fed. Mother gave them sand-

wiches and cookies.

“The next vear about the same time in Au-
gust, my dad found a salmon on the back
stpop. Heasked all the neighbors, but noone
knew g thing about it. Then at the next har-
vest the same thing happened, and my dad
understood. It wasthe Nez Perce, Aslongas
welived there, we always gol asalmon at the

same time each year.”

At 77, Henry was still handzome, with
kind eves and smile, barelyv-a wrinkle on his
face, He showed me around his 307-pacre
farm, then invited me to lunch at his home,
set peacefully among ponderosa pines above
the Palouse River. His wife, (3race, serveda
dehicious beef stew,

While we were eating, Murray Benjamin,
Henry's 80-year-old friend from the Pot-
latch lumber mill, came to visit. Murray
used to test samples at the mill; Henry, who
started at the mill at 14, became a foreman.

“We were jes' greenhorns. Didn't know
any better than to work,"” Murray said.

“Just pine savages from J-dee-ho," Henry
agreed. “We put evervthing we had inte it."”

“A foreman said about the two of us; ‘If 1
had a full crew of those two boys, T'd be out
ofajob.'™

COULD HEAR the Potlatch mill whis-

tle blow; lunchtime was over, Still I lis-
tened to two old men talking of gyppo
logging, of how Henry worked 26 years
and never applied for his pension from the
mill: “Never would be a public nuisance, "
They recalled how the Wobblies, the left-
ist Industrinl Workers of the World, tried to
organize the millabout 1917, Henry was lis-
tening to long-ago voices: " 'One more meet-
ing and the mill will close,’ the hoss said. So
Potlatch workers accepted another union,
the Loyal Legion of Loggers and Lumber-
men," Henry stared off. “1can't get over the
gift of se¢ing into things, and how they came
to be." All the while Grace stood over him

IKE HELEN, Henry Fitch, former mill  slowly combing his hair with her fingers.
worker, gyppo logger, politician, and Henry was an understatement, like the
dedicated stump farmer, had long landscape of the Palouse itself A few
memories, but not long enough tosuit  months later he died. I could easily have

him. Henry's father bounced west from missed meeting him. And that's true of the
lows, tried several places, and finally set- Palouse too. I could have missed it until 1
tled here with his family when Henry was  learned from Henry Fitch and his neigh-
just a boy. Yet, when I met him last year, bors—FEula and the strangers who helped
Henry maintained, “1 haven't been in the  her beat the mud, Frank Brocke, who gave

Palouse long enough.” the very man who robbed his bank a loan—
“When did you come?” “the gift of seeing into things,” which in the
“Nineteen eleven,” Palouse means neighboring. O

A thin powder of early snow accents furrows holding the promise of a fruitful
spring: seedlings of hardy winter wheat. Palouse sofl-—0 to 60 feet deep—
ohsorbs the gentle reins and snows that bring an average of 20 inches of
precipitation a vear, a perepnial blessing on a lond richly endowed.
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