Dark History Of Spokane

Dark History of Spokane: Nestled in the eastern part of Washington State,
Spokane has a rich and vibrant culture, but beneath its picturesque exterior
lies a history marred by tragedy, injustice, and conflict. This article
delves into the darker aspects of Spokane's past, exploring events and themes
that have shaped the city and its community. From the treatment of Indigenous
peoples to the rise of organized crime, Spokane's history is a tapestry woven
with both light and shadow.

Indigenous Peoples and Colonization

Before Spokane became a city, it was home to several Indigenous tribes,
including the Spokane, Coeur d'Alene, and Kalispel peoples. The rich cultural
heritage, traditions, and ways of life of these tribes were deeply
intertwined with the land. However, as European settlers arrived in the
mid-19th century, the Indigenous population faced significant challenges.

Forced Displacement and Treaties

- Treaty of 1855: The U.S. government negotiated treaties with various
tribes, including the Spokane, that often resulted in the forced cession of
vast tracts of land. Many Indigenous peoples were pushed onto reservations,
disrupting their traditional lifestyles.

- Loss of Land: The encroachment of settlers led to the loss of fishing
rights, hunting grounds, and agricultural land, leading to food insecurity
and cultural erosion among the Indigenous population.

The consequences of these treaties were profound and long-lasting,
contributing to a legacy of marginalization and trauma that persists today.



The Rise of Spokane and the Railroads

Spokane's growth in the late 19th century was fueled by the arrival of the
railroads, which transformed the city into a key transportation hub. However,
this rapid development was not without its dark side.

Exploitation of Workers

- Labor Unrest: As Spokane industrialized, workers faced harsh conditions,
long hours, and low wages. This led to strikes and labor uprisings, with
workers demanding better treatment.

- Child Labor: Factories and mills often employed children, exposing them to
dangerous working conditions and depriving them of an education.

The exploitation of workers during this period highlights the darker side of
Spokane's economic expansion, where profit was prioritized over people.

Racial Tensions and Violence

Spokane's history is also marked by racial tensions, particularly against
African Americans and immigrant communities. These tensions often erupted
into violence and discrimination.

Rise of the Ku Klux Klan

- 1920s Resurgence: The Ku Klux Klan experienced a resurgence in Spokane
during the 1920s, fueled by national anti-immigrant sentiments and racial
prejudice. The Klan targeted not only African Americans but also Catholics
and Jews, aiming to promote a vision of white supremacy.

- Violent Acts: The Klan was involved in numerous acts of violence and
intimidation, including lynchings and public displays of racism, creating an
atmosphere of fear and division within the community.

The Klan's presence in Spokane exemplifies the pervasive racism that affected
many American cities during this era.

Discrimination Against Asian Communities

- Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882: The Chinese community in Spokane faced
severe discrimination and violence, particularly after the passage of the
Chinese Exclusion Act, which barred Chinese laborers from entering the United
States.



- Violent Incidents: There were instances of mob violence directed at Chinese
residents, including property destruction and physical assaults, reflecting
widespread anti-Asian sentiment.

These acts of violence and discrimination contributed to a climate of fear
and marginalization for Spokane's Asian communities.

Organized Crime and Corruption

The early to mid-20th century saw the rise of organized crime in Spokane,
intertwined with political corruption and law enforcement complicity.

The Gangster Era

- Prohibition: The nationwide prohibition of alcohol in the 1920s led to a
surge in organized crime as bootleggers and gangsters took advantage of the
lucrative black market. Spokane became a hub for illegal activities,
including gambling and prostitution.

- Notable Figures: Gangsters like Jack McGurn, who was linked to the infamous
Chicago mob, had influence in Spokane, further entrenching organized crime in
the city's social fabric.

The intertwining of organized crime with legitimate businesses and local
politics created a culture of corruption that would take decades to
dismantle.

Corruption in Law Enforcement

- Complicity: Law enforcement agencies in Spokane often turned a blind eye to
criminal activities, accepting bribes and allowing organized crime to
flourish. This corruption undermined public trust in the justice system.

- Political Scandals: Numerous scandals involving local politicians and
police officials highlighted the pervasive nature of corruption and the
extent to which organized crime had infiltrated the city’s governance.

The legacy of this corruption has had long-lasting effects on Spokane’s
political landscape and public trust in law enforcement.

Environmental Degradation and Disasters

Spokane's industrial growth came at a significant environmental cost, with
pollution and disasters marking its history.



Pollution and Health Hazards

- Industrial Waste: Factories along the Spokane River discharged pollutants,
leading to severe water quality issues and health risks for residents. The
river, once a vital resource for the community, became a symbol of
environmental degradation.

- Air Quality: The rise of industry contributed to poor air quality, with
smog and respiratory issues affecting the health of Spokane’s residents.

The environmental challenges faced by Spokane serve as a reminder of the
consequences of unchecked industrial growth.

Natural Disasters

- Great Spokane Fire of 1889: A devastating fire swept through Spokane,
destroying much of the downtown area. While the fire itself was a natural
disaster, the city’s rapid reconstruction efforts exposed underlying issues
related to building regulations and urban planning.

- Flooding: The Spokane River has historically posed a flooding risk, with
significant floods impacting the community and prompting discussions about
infrastructure and disaster preparedness.

These disasters have shaped Spokane's development and response to
environmental challenges.

Legacy and Reflection

Understanding the dark history of Spokane is essential for comprehending its
present and future. Acknowledging the injustices and tragedies of the past
allows for a more nuanced understanding of the city and its residents.

Community Healing and Reconciliation

- Indigenous Rights: Efforts to recognize and rectify historical injustices
against Indigenous peoples are ongoing. This includes land acknowledgments,
cultural preservation initiatives, and collaborative projects aimed at
fostering understanding and healing.

- Addressing Racial Inequality: Community organizations and activists are
working to address racial disparities and promote inclusivity, striving for a
more equitable future for all residents.



Education and Awareness

- Historical Education: Local schools and organizations are increasingly
emphasizing the importance of teaching Spokane's history, including its
darker chapters, to foster understanding and prevent the repetition of past
mistakes.

- Public Memorials: Memorials and public art projects dedicated to victims of
violence and discrimination serve as reminders of the past, encouraging
reflection and dialogue about the city's history.

In conclusion, Spokane's dark history is a reminder of the complexities of
urban development, social justice, and community resilience. By confronting
this history, Spokane can pave the way for a more inclusive and equitable
future, ensuring that the lessons of the past inform the path forward.

Frequently Asked Questions

What significant events contributed to the dark
history of Spokane during the late 19th century?

The late 19th century in Spokane was marked by violent conflicts over land,
particularly involving Native American tribes. The influx of settlers led to
the displacement of indigenous peoples, culminating in the Walla Walla Treaty
violations and subsequent uprisings.

How did Spokane's role in the railroad industry
impact its social landscape?

As a major railroad hub, Spokane experienced rapid growth that attracted a
diverse population, leading to both economic opportunity and social strife.
This included labor unrest, racial tensions, and the rise of vice districts,
which became notorious for crime and corruption.

What was the significance of the Spokane's 'Red
Light District' in its dark history?

The 'Red Light District' in Spokane became a symbol of the city's vice and
moral decline during the early 20th century. It was known for illegal
gambling, prostitution, and organized crime, reflecting the struggles of
urbanization and societal change during that era.

What role did racial violence play in Spokane's
history?

Racial violence, particularly against African Americans and Native Americans,
has been a troubling aspect of Spokane's history. Incidents such as lynchings
and discriminatory practices highlight the systemic racism that plagued the



city, especially during the early to mid-20th century.

How has Spokane's dark history influenced its
current cultural landscape?

Spokane's dark history has led to ongoing discussions about reconciliation,
social justice, and the importance of remembering the past. This has
influenced cultural events, historical preservation efforts, and community
initiatives aimed at addressing historical injustices and fostering
inclusivity.
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