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Almost Out of the World: Scenes from Washington Territory: The Strait 
of Juan de Fuca i8^g-6i. By James G. Swan. Edited with notes and 
introduction by William A. Katz. Tacoma : Washington State Histori­
cal Society, 1971. xxiii, 126 pp. Illus., map. $7.50. 

This important book describes the shores of the Straits of Juan de Fuca 
and lower Puget Sound during the first decade of white settlement. The 
author was a most unusual frontier personality. A cultured, sensitive per­
son, he adjusted well to the harsh realities of the wilderness, to the crudi­
ties and fetid aspects of pioneer life and to the so-called primitive native 
Indians. Obviously an intellectual, he was well informed though not neces­
sarily erudite in fields other than natural history. His keen and accurate 
powers of observation were not matched by critical analysis or subtle 
interpretation. An innate integrity may have deterred him from appear­
ing pretentious. There is no doubt that he enjoyed the confidence of other 
scientists, particularly the staff of the Smithsonian Institute. Professedly a 
publicist, he was devoid of the exaggeration and boasting characteristic 
of many of the region's boosters. He liked people and said that he loved 
children. This makes it difficult to explain his long absence from his wife 
and his two children, whom he never did mention in this book. 

The region fared well in his colourful, reasonable and accurate ap­
praisal, both with respect to attractiveness as well as its economic poten­
tial. As the title which the editor gave the book suggests, Swan was aware 
of the importance of the region's geographical position, and, although he 
used the term manifest destiny, the concepts of the advent of the Pacific 
era and of a gateway to the Orient, do not come through so clearly as in 
his other writings. Also, there is little doubt that he was aware of the 
impact of relations with our Anglo-Saxon neighbours, but this stands out 
only in discussion of the problem of the Northern Indians. The reader is 
left unaware that during certain years covered in the book there occurred 
a "Pig War" and a boundary survey. 
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Communications and improvements in facilities in that regard were 
ever on his mind. Coast-wise traffic was largely by schooners and Indian 
canoes. Treacherous currents and tides, and huge swells and breakers 
made such travel hazardous. Swan was ever on the alert as to prospects of 
good harbours, dockage and wharfage. To his mind few regions in the 
world seemed so inviting to a thriving ship-building industry. As regards 
maritime resources, he stressed whaling and halibut and cod fisheries, but 
seldom mentioned salmon, except as an item on the menu. He deplored 
the lack of interest in kelp from which the Indians made rope and floats, 
but in which he saw the possibilities for use as fertilizer and as fibre in 
paper manufacture. 

Although the exploitative period of the fur trade seemed long passed, 
the author felt that the supply could be restored to a profitable basis. 
Though fur seal hunting was not far in the offing, Swan, curiously, did 
not mention it. It seemed to irk him that coal potential in the area had to 
date attracted so little outside attention. 

Much of the book is in the nature of a travelogue with vivid descrip­
tions of places and people. Port Townsend, less than a decade old, had 
already sown its wild oats by the time Swan arrived. It had wharves, 
warehouses, good business structures, an excellent hotel and a two story 
brick custom house. The town's three hundred inhabitants had responded 
to the leadership of their patriarch Alfred A. Plummer. Capable jurists 
and noted territorial attorneys accounted for dignity and dispatch in court 
procedures. Due largely to the intelligent administration of the local In­
dian agent supported by the citizenry and the able leadership of the Duke 
of York, chief of the neighbouring Clallams, these Indians were peaceful 
and orderly. Swan seemed critical of the local Protestant clergy, but was 
impressed by the culture of Catholic priests. 

Among his companions and hosts on the numerous and extensive trips 
to lumber camps, trading posts, government stations of various kinds, and 
to Indian villages were sea captains, light-house keepers, soldiers, Indian 
agents, mill-operators, traders, homesteaders, and native chiefs. Many of 
these were persons of substance, and most of them enjoyed a good stan­
dard of living in terms of food, shelter and the basic amenities of life. 

Over half of the book is devoted to Indians, but there is a relatively 
greater emphasis on Indian-white relations than in most of his other 
writing about them. Swan's excellent rapport with the natives could be 
attributed to his genuine humanity, his respect for them as persons, his 
integrity and courage, and his ability to eat Indian food. He used the 
term "savage," even when violence was not at issue, but he also realized 
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that grooming and sanitation were not indispensable to personality and 
dignity. 

Whereas he was appreciative of the creativeness of the Indians in their 
arts and crafts and respectful of their religion, he provides little insight 
into their philosophy of life. His discussion of their language stresses the 
meaning of words and accuracy of pronunciation but not grammar. He 
correctly maintained that most white men had difficulty detecting certain 
sounds in the native language. Unfortunately, he had not been formally 
trained in modern methods of identifying and recording particular sounds. 

Few pioneers of his day understood so well that offences by particular 
Indians should have been understood as such and that they should not 
have been made the subject of reprisals against entire groups or even 
communities. Also, he insisted that respect for law was gained by its jus­
tice and effectiveness. It is not clear that at the time the Makahs resorted 
to self-help in redressing the murder of their chief by the neighbouring 
Elwhas, Swan was fully aware of the implications of the blood feud. He 
was fair in his judgment of the Northern Indians, the policing of whom 
he would have assigned to the navy. 

The text of the book consists of virtual verbatim transcripts of commu­
nications to the San Francisco Evening Bulletin, the Olympia Pioneer and 
Democrat, the Washington Standard and the Boston Daily Evening 
Transcript during the years 1859-1861. The editor's Introduction and a 
chronology of Swan's life provide a good epitome of the man's life and 
career. There is a list of his publications but neither bibliography nor 
index. A topical guide including these items and a calendar to all Swan 
materials, both published and unpublished, would be a real service to 
students of Pacific Northwest history. 
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Politics in Paradise by Pat McGeer. Toronto: Peter Martin, 1972, 237 

PP., $7-95-

As a general rule Canadian politicians ought to write memoirs because 
as a general rule, they do not. The British practice, which probably stems 
from a classical education or, at the very least, from a pervasive literary 
tradition, has never taken root in Canada. Federal politicians are given to 


