Retreat from the North: Spain’s Withdrawal
from Nootka Sound, 1793-1795
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The concluding act of the Nootka Sound Controversy took place on 28
March 1795, when representatives of Spain and Britain met at Friendly
Cove (Yuquot) on the isolated Northwest Coast. The meeting ended a
drama which had threatened to submerge the European powers in a
major conflict. For historians, as well as for contemporary observers, the
ceremonial raising of the Union Jack, followed by the departure of the
military garrison from New Spain’s most northerly outpost, marked the
end of an epoch. Remarkably, however, the record of what took place
during the last days of Spanish Nootka has not been published until the
present. In 1917 when the British Columbia historian, Judge Frederick
H. Howay, described the withdrawal from Nootka in an article for the
Washington Historical Quarterly, he lacked the archival data to explain
what had taken place. Instead, he added a colourful, if completely fanci-
ful, final scenario. As the Spaniards sailed away, the abandoned build-
ings remained as the only sign of civilization’s touch. Immediately the
Indians reoccupied their summer village site and in their search for scraps
of metal and iron nails smashed all vestiges of European habitation.
Howay described them “like ghouls”” exhuming coffins from the grave-
yards to find nails suitable for fish hooks. No recent historian questioned
the lack of documentation for this information. Indeed, when Warren L.
Cook researched his volume Flood Tide of Empire: Spain and the Pacific
Northwest, 1543-1819 (New Haven, 1973), he found no evidence to
dispute Howay. Since the laconic dispatches of the British representative,
Lieutenant Thomas Pearce, made little mention of Indian activities, Cook
adopted Howay’s descriptions.?

For most Spanish officials in Madrid and Mexico City, the Nootka

1 Frederick H. Howay, “The Spanish Settlement at Nootka,” Washington Historical
Quarterly VIII (July 1917): 163-71.

2 Ibid., p. 170.
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Conventions and the prospect of abandoning their most advanced base
on the Pacific Coast did not imply a strategic or political loss. There had
been some officers, such as Esteban José Martinez, who promoted settle-
ment and commerce, but they were unable to generate much enthusiasm
in administrative or business circles.* Explorers and seamen had to experi-
ence firsthand the splendours of coastal geography — the untapped
forests, fisheries, and protected harbours — before they became advocates
of a permanent Spanish presence. Even at that, however, the incessant
fog, dampness from unceasing rainfall, isolation and apparent lack of
easily worked natural resources repelled men who were unaccustomed to
this environment. While the officers were prepared to serve the national
interest and the largely inexperienced Mexican seamen and soldiers were
stoical in their acceptance of inadequate shelter, poor clothing and bad
diet, the great majority rejoiced when their tours of duty ended and they
could return to Mexico. The maritime fur trade in sea otter pelts attracted
some attention, but this was not an activity which Spaniards could join
quickly. They enjoyed neither the experience nor the enterpreneurial
flexibility to compete with the British or American fur traders. Members
of the Mexico City merchant guild who controlled investment in New
Spain were exceptionally conservative and unwilling to fund what they
considered to be a risky business venture. Even though the viceregal
regime sponsored experiments to confirm the potential of markets for furs
through the Spanish Philippines into Canton and men such as Martinez
and Alejandro Malaspina promoted the fur trade, they generated very
little interest.

Without the development of some economic underpinnings, northern
exploration and settlement were an unacceptable drain upon the Mexican
exchequer. Not only did the mother country require Mexican silver to
finance imperial military expenditures, but the possessions of the Gulf of
Mexico and Caribbean demanded subsidies to bolster their weak econo-
mies and defences. Perhaps if the Franciscans had been more successful
with their mission at Nootka Sound the regime would have been more
willing to invest in souls and to continue the traditional Spanish interest
in converting the Indian population of the Americas. At Nootka, this task
had fallen to the friars of the Colegio de San Fernando of Mexico City,
who enjoyed extensive experience in the northern Mexican frontier prov-

4 Diario de la navegacién y exploracién del Piloto Segundo Don Esteban José
Martinez, 27 December 1774, Archivo General de la Nacién, Mexico (cited here-
inafter as AGN), Seccién de Historia, vol. 61. This was the first of many efforts by
Martinez to arouse interest in permanent Spanish occupation of the Northwest
Coast.
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inces and more recently in ten missions they had established in Upper
California.’ The Franciscans developed a pattern or method for the con-
version and civilization of nomadic Indians that had at its core the settle-
ment of villages and creation of an agricultural economy. It was essential
to teach the Indians devotion to the soil and to accustom them to the
routine of daily labour. Every aspect of life from dawn to dark was con-
trolled by the missionary, who had to maintain absolute control over his
neophytes. Certain conditions were essential before the Franciscans felt
that a mission could succeed — there must be a good climate, potable
water, building materials and pasture lands. Most important of all, how-
ever, there had to be an adequate source of agricultural land suitable for
vegetables and grain. Without land there could be no harvest, and with-
out a harvest the Indians could not be controlled and kept in the mission.®

Although the Upper California missions did not challenge the accepted
pattern, the Franciscans who accompanied the expeditions northward
and who worked at the Nootka Sound base found themselves having to
deal with an entirely new set of circumstances and requirements. The
Northwest Coast Indians were wealthy in terms of food resources and
their movements from village site to village site, depending upon the sea-
son and the maritime or land-based fishing and hunting, did not fit the
pattern set down by the Franciscans. The friars could not get close enough
to the Indians to overcome fears of bellicosity, but the most important
factor was their inability to adjust to a region where there was not an
abundance of agricultural land. The Franciscan training and experience
made no provision for novices who could not be settled around an agri-
cultural mission.” While some observers were critical of the rigidity of the
friars and argued that Christianity which had been taught by fishermen
in the first place should be communicable to Indian fishermen, there was
to be no spiritual conquest.®* The Franciscans settled back to minister to
the garrison and satisfied their Indian mission by purchasing children who
were brought for sale. Like many other observers, they believed that they
were saving the children from sacrifice and cannibalism. In many respects,

5 Informe del Apostdlico Colegio de San Fernando de México, 8 January 1787, AGN,
Seccién de Documentos para la Historia de México, vol. 15, second series.

8 Nuevo método 6 gobierno de las misiones, Colegio de San Fernando, October 1772,
AGN, Seccién de Documentos para la Historia de México, vol. 15, second series.

7 Fray Severo Patero to Viceroy Manuel Antonio Flérez, Nootka Sound, 13 July
1789, AGN, Historia, vol. 65.

8 Iris H. Wilson, ed., Noticias de Nutka: An Account of Nootka Sound in 1792 by
José Mariano Mozifio (Seattle, 1970), p. 85.
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however, the eighteenth century friars were pale imitations of their six-
teenth century predecessors.’

By as early as 1791, the Mexican viceroy Conde de Revillagigedo was
more interested in establishing a demarcation line between Spanish and
British territories than in holding the entire coast. Already, available
information pointed to the conclusion that there was little likelihood of
discovering a passage through the continent to Hudson’s Bay or Baffin
Bay.'® Further exploratory voyages would be needed to prove the non-
existence of an easily navigated Northwest Passage, but until these were
completed Revillagigedo was content to set the boundary at the Strait of
Juan de Fuca. In his view, a small garrison of twenty-five to thirty men
accompanied by their families to prevent the need for annual relief would
be quite sufficient to show the flag without draining the treasury. When
Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra, commander of the Marine
Department of San Blas, pressed for an increase in Spanish commercial
activity to counter British predominance, his proposals were dismissed
without serious consideration. Revillagigedo went through the motions of
publicizing the fur trade in the business community, but he was convinced
that “the miserable exchange of skins” was a weak base for commerce.™

Once this attitude received official approval from the imperial govern-
ment, the Nootka settlement became little more than a negotiating point
to be held until an agreement emerged from the talks with Britain. A
small force was sent to occupy a post at Puerto de Nufiez Gaona (Neah
Bay), inside the entrance of Juan de Fuca Strait. Meanwhile, the bound-
ary negotiations between Bodega y Quadra and Captain George Van-
couver soon became deadlocked over the exact meaning and scope of the
Nootka Sound Convention.*? Without a demarcation line far to the north
of the California settlements, Bodega saw no alternative to maintaining a
military presence at Nootka Sound.

For the Spanish officers, soldiers and seamen, the stalemate meant a
sentence to almost three years’ confinement in their isolated northern
settlement. Forced to maintain rigorous military discipline and watchful-

9 A similar point is made by Father John F. Bannon about Texas, where the nomadic
Indians baffled the eighteenth century friars sent to convert them. See John F.
Bannon, The Spanish Borderlands Frontier, 1513-1821 (New York, 1970).

10 Conde de Revillagigedo to the Conde de Floridablanca, no. 44, 1 September 1791,
‘Archivo Histérico Nacional, Madrid (cited hereinafter as AHN), Estado, leg. 4280.

11 Revillagigedo to Alejandro Malaspina, 22 November 1791, Museo Naval, Madrid
(cited hereinafter as MN), vol. 280; and Revillagigedo to the Conde de Aranda, no.
- 120, 30 November 1792, AHN, Estado, leg. 4290.

12 Cook, Flood Tide of Empire, pp. 371-75.
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ness in case of Indian attack or even an assault by one of the fur trading
nations, the garrison had no time for idleness or comfort. Half the troops
were kept in the cramped little island fort under orders to serve ... as if
they are in the presence of an enemy.”*® Two-thirds of the crew of the
frigate San Carlos, which wintered at Friendly Cove, were left aboard the
anchored vessel. They served four tours of watch with sentries posted at
all times at the bow and stern. These were relieved hourly in winter and
every two hours in the summer. The remaining soldiers and sailors resided
in the shore establishment, but there was little improvement in living con-
ditions. Fortunately, the round of daily activities helped the men to en-
dure the passing months or years. Gardens had to be cultivated, the bakery
kept in operation, livestock guarded and the base infirmary maintained.
Soldiers not stationed in the fort stood sentinel duty around the buildings
and patrolled the settlement to prevent disorders or fires. There was almost
no release from this routine, since members of the garrison were under
strict orders to stay within the confines of Friendly Cove. If the occasion
did arise for visits to Indian communities or other duties outside the port,
an officer had to accompany the common soldiers and seamen. This was
to eliminate incidents with the Indians that might be caused by theft of
their property or abuse of their customs. On several previous occasions,
Spanish seamen had exacerbated relationships by stealing planks from
Indian buildings and propositioning women. Even when the Indians came
to Friendly Cove to trade, strict regulations were enforced to prevent
overcharging, extortion and sexual contacts. Complaints by Indians
against any member of the garrison were heard by the commander and
the guilty were flogged or sentenced to other punishments.**

The general monotony of this life lifted only when foreign fur traders
put into port or when the Indians threatened to break the peace. On 10
July 1793, for example, the shepherds reported the presence of some
Indians around the base’s flock. When fourteen canoes were sighted,
twelve soldiers were sent to light bonfires and to fire their muskets into
the air. Surprised by this activity, the Indians raised a great clamour —
shouting and mocking the now reinforced flock and its military escort —
before they withdrew to their canoes. The following day, Chief Maquinna
and other dignitaries appeared to inform the Commander, Lieutenant
Ramén Saavedra, that they had been absent from their village during

13 Salvador Fidalgo to Ramén Saavedra, Nootka Sound, 31 May 1793, AGN, Historia,
vol. 71.

14 Jbid., and Francisco Bodega y Quadra to Saavedra, 11 March 1793, AGN, His-
toria, vol. 70.
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the incident. Saavedra accepted this explanation and assurances that the
noise resulted from shouts of fright, but he told Maquinna to guard
against any repetition.'® The remainder of the summer passed unevent-
fully until August 11, when part of the crew of the French schooner
Flavie mutinied. After some fighting, the captain and officers managed to
suppress the seamen and place the prisoners in irons.*®

The Spaniards did make efforts to aid the Indians during periods of
food shortages. Exceptionally bad weather during the autumn of 1793
made life miserable for all of the inhabitants of Nootka Sound. The
Spaniards were confined to their establishment and exposed to the teeth
of the storms which swept in from the Pacific. The Indians were unable
to prepare winter food supplies, and by as early as mid-November the
band under Chief Tlupananul was reduced to little more than a diet of
roots. The chief took the unusual step of requesting the services of a
Spanish priest to say Mass to bring fish; unless something was done, he
feared that all of the Indians would die of hunger. Moved to compassion
by the plight of this band, Saavedra ordered that a kettle of cooked beans
be made available daily. When by good fortune a whale beached itself
near Friendly Cove, Tlupananul requested the aid of a launch to help
secure it before the news spread to other Indian communities. Because of
the intensity of the storm, however, Saavedra refused to risk any lives. The
Indians could not afford to be cautious and went out anyway. Some
other villages were not quite as badly off, but reports from Estevan Point
indicated that as many as eighty Hesquiat men and women had perished
from starvation.*’

Despite Saavedra’s efforts to befriend the Indians, mistrust and violence
were always close to the surface. The Spanish officers were fearful that a
minor incident could provoke a major attack and confusion about Indian
laws and relationships caused additional difficulties. On 25 February
1794, for example, a large number of Indian fishermen came to Friendly
Cove to catch herring. When one man went aboard the Spanish vessel

15 Desde la salida de la fragata Princesa del mando del Teniente de Navio D. Salvador
Fidalgo que verificé el 4 de junio del afio pasado de ’93 han ocurrido hasta el dia
las siguientes novedades en este establecimiento, Diary of Ramén Saavedra, Nootka
Sound, 15 June 1794, AHN, Estado, leg. 4290.

16 According to Thomas Manby of the Chatham, the mutiny resulted from a political
dispute. The captain declared himself in favour of the French king, which angered
the anti-royalist sailors. See Thomas Manby, The Log of the proceedings of his
Majesty’s Armed Tender Chatham, 1793, Transcript, British Columbia Provincial
Archives.

17 Diary of Ramén Saavedra, 15 June 1794, entry for 17 November 1793, AHN,
Estado, leg. 4290.
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and sold four fish, Maquinna’s brother Guaclazapé went after him and
administered a most terrible beating while the crew members looked on
in growing horror. Witnesses to the incident were certain that the victim
was dead and reported the matter to Saavedra. Aware of the quickening
tempo of activity in the settlement and fearing some form of punishment,
the Indian fishermen began to flee. The Spaniards detained two canoes,
but the Indians — including a sister of Maquinna — dove into the water
and swam out to other canoes.*®

Anticipating future reprisals and other trouble, Saavedra decided to
frighten the Indians by ordering the fort commandant to fire a cannon
ball over the heads of the fishermen. Relenting somewhat, he released the
two canoes which belonged to Chicomasia, a brother-in-law of Maquinna.
He asked Chicomasia to tell Maquinna to visit Friendly Cove to explain
the incident and to punish his brother who had committed the assault or
murder. Because the victim had been carried off during the height of the
turmoil, no one was certain about his condition. When Maquinna did
not appear, Saavedra closed the port to fishing and dispatched a launch
armed with two swivel guns. The Indians withdrew out of range, but
returned to fish as soon as the launch stopped pursuing them. Annoyed
by their audacity, Saavedra ordered two mortars with solid shot fired over
their heads. This brought Chief Tlupananul into the port with informa-
tion that the victim had not died; he suffered only from a broken arm
and other minor injuries. Unsatisfied, Saavedra repeated his insistence on
seeing Maquinna and ordered Tlupananul to transport the wounded man
to the post for medical treatment. The following dawn, however, the
Spaniards arose to find as many fishing canoes active in Friendly Cove
as there had been before the incident. Saavedra ordered a ball fired over
their heads but, inured to this sort of inconvenience, the Indians continued
to fish. As they had indicated on previous occasions, the fisheries were of
crucial importance to their well-being and they could not accept any
closure of the waters of Friendly Cove. They would tolerate temporary
occupation of their summer village site, but nothing more.”® Saavedra

18 Jbid., entry for 25 February 1794.

19 The Spaniards permitted the Indians to erect pallisades in the cove to trap herring
and to collect spawn. Often there were a large number of Indian men, women and
children employed in this fishery and they erected temporary plank buildings close
to the Spanish establishment. It is interesting that the Indian perception of fishing
rights has not changed in the nearly two centuries since Spain occupied Friendly
Cove. In March 1975 members of the Nootka Bands slashed the nets of non-
Indian herring fishermen who attempted to fish in Friendly Cove. After the Union
of British Columbia Indian Chiefs sent a brief to Ottawa, the Department of
Fisheries closed the area to non-Indian fishermen. See “Indians Slash Fishnets,”






