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Outsiders in a Promised Land
Religious Activists in Pacific 
Northwest History 
By Dale E. Soden (Corvalis: Oregon State University 
Press, 2015); 320 pages; $24.95, paper.

Reviewed by Emily Suzanne Clark.

When Mark Silk’s “Religion by Region” series pub-
lished its volume on the Pacific Northwest in 2004, 
editors Silk and Patricia O’Connell Killen titled 

it Religion and Public Life in the Pacific Northwest: The None 
Zone. For the region with the highest percentage of religiously 
disaffiliated Americans, it is an accurate nickname, but it can 
obscure part of the story. That is why Dale Soden’s new work, 
Outsiders in a Promised Land: Religious Activists in Pacific North-
west History, provides an important narrative. 

Outsiders in a Promised Land illuminates the influence and 
diversity of religious activism in the region from the late 19th 
century onward. It is a story that follows many national trends 
in American religious history, but the activists in the Pacific 
Northwest spoke with a regional accent. The growth of industry, 
Progressivism and the Social Gospel, the nativism of the early 
20th century and World War II, the hardships of the Great De-
pression, and the culture wars split of the late 20th century—all 
appear in the text but differently than they did on the national 
stage. The region seems isolated from the rest of the nation and 
traditional religious institutions do not seem to have the pow-
erful bases that they do elsewhere in the country. This is why 
Soden refers to the activists as “outsiders.” They are religiously 
affiliated protestors, revolutionaries, and critics seeking to shape 
the region in a more just, more godly way. But they did not always 
agree on what that looked like.

The book is organized chronologically with a focus on cities 
such as Seattle, Portland, and Spokane. The mid to late 19th 
century is a story of booming business and sinful male behav-
ior along with education, women, and Victorian society. The 
influence of the Social Gospel was not too far behind, and this 
movement sparked cooperation between Protestants, Catho-
lics, and Jews who sought to create a more just and moral society. 
Attempts at reform continued through the Progressive Era, as 
men and especially women tried to rid Pacific Northwest streets 
of vice. The early 20th century also saw the popularity of the Ku 
Klux Klan and its anti-Catholicism, which revealed an increas-
ing divide over what constituted a proper, just society. While 
some in the region reflect national trends of xenophobia toward 

Asian immigrants and racial intolerance, many of the “outsider” 
activists desired a more just and equitable society. Soden sees a 
long history of the culture wars, noting conservatives’ growing 
concerns about American life in the mid-20th century. Some 
activists wanted to protect their view of proper American so-
ciety while others wanted to extend it to fully include African 
Americans. The civil rights movement, environmentalism, and 
liberalism, as well as conservatism and concerns regarded the 
traditional family rallied activists across denominational lines. 
Soden concludes with important reflections on the possible 
futures of religious activism in the region. 

With his tri-faith focus, Soden’s work reflects the region’s 
religious diversity, though urban Protestants dominate the 
work. This is a fascinating story of religious activism in a region 
typically overlooked in such studies. Written in accessible 
prose, Outsiders in a Promised Land will appeal to both scholars 
and interested readers. 

Emily Suzanne Clark is assistant professor of religious studies at Gonzaga 
University, author of A Luminous Brotherhood: Afro-Creole Spiritualism in 
19th-Century New Orleans (2016) and associate editor for the Journal of 
Southern Religion.

“Hang Them All”
George Wright and the Plateau Indian War
By Donald L. Cutler. Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2016; 392 pages, $29.95, cloth.

Reviewed by Ryan W. Booth.

Donald Cutler’s new book sheds fresh light on an oft-
forgotten chapter of United States Army and Native 
American interactions in the antebellum American 

West. Cutler carefully details each maneuver in the Plateau In-
dian Wars from early 1850s transcontinental railroad surveying 
to George Wright’s death in 1865 to modern-day interpretations 
of the war by the Plateau tribes. Seen as a larger tale of unratified 
treaty promises, settler incursions, petulant governors and Army 
brass meddling, Wright’s campaign takes on different meanings 
depending on who is telling the story. Through Wright’s particu-
larly hideous historical actions, the author clearly makes this a 
moral story about remembrance and legacy.

Opening with a sweeping view of the eastern Washington 
environmental landscape, the story begins with Wright’s early 
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years at West Point and his rise in the United States Army after 
distinguished service in the US-Mexican War. Wright’s career 
then languished in the American West until Army Colonel 
Edwin Steptoe suffered a humiliating defeat in May 1858 at 
Pine Creek. Up to this point, Wright’s strict adherence to 
army discipline never tainted his genial fairness to all those he 
came into contact with, including Indians. But the army sent 
Wright to settle the score for Steptoe’s defeat and bring an end 
to the conflict. Armed with the best equipment the army could 
supply, he marched his 700 soldiers to the Four Lakes and then 
to the Spokane Plains to beat the assembled native forces that 
numbered between 400 and 500 warriors. 

For Wright, the battle did not end there. He entered into a 
ruthless campaign to inflict lasting damage onto the defeated 
tribes, starting with the cruel slaughter of 800 horses. Wright 
also ordered the destruction of the Indians’ winter food stores 
along the Spokane River. In a break from pillaging, he made 
peace with the Coeur d’Alenes at the behest of Jesuit mission-
aries. Then he ventured back to Fort Walla Walla, but along 
the way he encountered more tribal delegations requesting 
peace. In this moment Wright ordered that a group of warriors, 
including Chief Qualchan, be hanged without trial in the most 
grotesque manner. 

The native people that Wright intended to subdue and 
humiliate still survive and maintain their resilient traditions. 
While other parts of the country deal with Confederate statues, 
we in the West must confront the naming of areas for soldiers 
such as Wright. This book forces us to dwell on this American 
West legacy and the names we hang onto. Cutler drags us back 
into the fray to remember what happened and ask “why?” In that 
process, we can perhaps also say “never again.”

Ryan W. Booth is a member of the Humanities Washington Board of Trustees. 
He has a master’s degree in history from Central Washington University and 
his doctoral work is from both Southern Methodist University and Washington 
State University. 

Dividing the Reservation
Alice C. Fletcher’s Nez Perce Allotment 
Diaries and Letters, 1889–1892
By Nicole Tonkovich. Pullman: Washington State 
University Press, 2016; 376 pages; $29.95, paper.

Reviewed by Laurie Arnold.

Ethnologist Alice C. Fletcher was among a group of late-
19th-century reformers who believed they advocated 
for policies that would best serve Native Americans and 

tribal communities. Fletcher’s cohorts included the National 
Women’s Indian Association, the Indian Rights Association, the 
Friends of the Indian, and the Board of Indian Commissioners. 
Through these connections she won an appointment as the al-
lotting agent for the Nez Perce Reservation in Idaho. Prior to her 
appointment, Fletcher had never been to Nimiipuu (Nez Perce) 

homelands or the reservation, nor was she acquainted with any 
Nimiipuu individuals. She believed in allotment as a tool for 
reform and assimilation and embraced her role as the allotting 
agent, resolving to disperse the lands efficiently and fairly.

As the field diary entries and correspondence in this volume 
indicate, Fletcher found herself woefully unprepared for the 
job. Having previously worked with the Omaha Tribe as will-
ing partners in their allotment process, she anticipated similar 
engagement with the Nimiipuu. She soon discovered that not 
only was the landscape wildly different—comprised of basalt 
formations, valleys, ridges, hills, and cliffs—but also that the 
Nimiipuu were more divided about the policy of allotment 
than the Omahas had been. In addition, by the time Fletcher 
arrived in 1889, tribal anxieties about the influx of immigrants 
and railroad construction were high. “The Indians were totally 
unprepared for my arrival; they did not believe that I was the 
Allotting Agent, but someone in league with the white people 
to rob them of this land.” 

This volume is a story of Fletcher’s Nimiipuu allotment work 
told through documents, in many ways a documentary compan-
ion volume to Tonkovich’s monograph, The Allotment Plot: Al-
ice C. Fletcher, E. Jane Gray, and Nez Perce Survivance (2012). A 
literary scholar whose research centers on 19th-century cultural 
production by women, Tonkovich used historical events in Di-
viding the Reservation to provide context for Fletcher rather than 
to situate their historical significance. However, because of the 
wealth of primary sources, history informs this text. The docu-
ments included here will be particularly useful for scholars who 
research Nimiipuu topics and for Nimiipuu community mem-
bers. The latter may find grandparents and great- grandparents 
in diary entries, such as one from 1891 about Indian boys 
defeating the Lewiston school team in a baseball game or one 
about children departing for their journey to the Carlisle Indian 
School in Pennsylvania. This work is not native-centered, but 
Nimiipuu stories and families do pervade the content. 

Ultimately, Fletcher felt defeated by her work allotting the 
Nez Perce Reservation, and she came to realize the failings of 
allotment as a tool for reform. Tonkovich described Fletcher 
as a theorist who, when confronted with applying abstract 
policies upon real landscapes and real people, acknowledged 
that the policy was terminally flawed. Fletcher may have been 
frustrated by her situation among the Nimiipuu, but the docu-
ments she created provide invaluable glimpses into the last 
decade of the 19th century. 

Laurie Arnold is director of Native American studies at Gonzaga University 
and author of Bartering with the Bones of Their Dead: The Colville Confeder-
ated Tribes and Termination (2012). 


