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Introduction

Seattle is a city defined by transformation, resilience, and reinvention. Nestled
between the shimmering waters of Puget Sound and the soaring peaks of the Cascade
and Olympic mountain ranges, it is a place where the natural world has shaped every
chapter of its story. From its earliest days as a gathering place for indigenous peoples
to its current status as a world-leading technology hub, Seattle’s evolution is as
dynamic as the changing tides of Elliott Bay.

Long before settlers erected their log cabins or the rumble of industry echoed along its
waterfront, the region was home to the Coast Salish peoples, including the Duwamish
and Suquamish tribes. These original inhabitants nurtured a relationship with the land
that continues to influence the city’s culture and identity today. The arrival of Euro-
American settlers in the mid-19th century set into motion a chain of profound
changes—some bringing unprecedented growth and opportunity, others engendering
conflict, displacement, and hardship.

Over the decades, Seattle experienced repeated cycles of boom and bust, each testing
and reshaping the character of the city. The lush forests of the Pacific Northwest
fueled its first industries and attracted waves of fortune seekers, while events like the
Great Seattle Fire and the Klondike Gold Rush were crucibles that forged new chapters
in the city’s progress. Through it all, a spirit of ingenuity and determination has
underpinned Seattle’s ability to not only rebuild but to innovate and thrive.

The city’s fortunes rose anew with the advent of aviation and shipbuilding, reaching
new heights during wartime production, and drawing diverse populations in search of
work and a better life. Postwar Seattle would import even grander ambitions, from the
futuristic optimism of the 1962 World’s Fair to the tech boom that would soon reorder
both its skyline and its economy. From Boeing to Microsoft, from Amazon’s audacious
growth to the explosion of arts, music, and activism—Seattle’s presence on the world
stage has never stopped expanding.

Yet, progress has brought challenges. Economic dynamism has been tempered by
periods of bust, social unrest, and persistent questions about equity, affordability, and
sustainability. The city’s physical and cultural landscape has been reshaped by waves
of newcomers and by the efforts of those fighting to preserve its past and build a more
inclusive future.

Today, Seattle stands at a crossroads. It is a vibrant, diverse metropolis known both

for its natural beauty and as a crucible for innovation. Its story is ongoing, continually
written by the bold dreams and everyday efforts of those who call it home. This book
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seeks to illuminate Seattle’s remarkable journey—its triumphs, struggles, and
transformations—offering both a chronicle of the past and a reflection on the forces
that will shape its next chapter.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Seattle: The First
Peoples and Their Legacy

Long before the first timber mills rose along Elliott Bay or the clang of the railway
echoed through the valleys, the land that would eventually become Seattle was alive
with the rhythms of the natural world and the presence of its original inhabitants. For
at least 12,000 years, and according to some tribal narratives, even longer, Indigenous
peoples have called this rich and complex landscape home. These were the Coast
Salish peoples, a broad cultural and linguistic grouping whose territories encompassed
the Puget Sound, the Strait of Georgia, and parts of the Pacific coast. Among these,
the Duwamish and Suquamish tribes held deep ancestral ties to the specific lands and
waterways that now constitute the metropolitan Seattle area.

The lives of the Coast Salish, particularly the Duwamish and Suquamish, were
intricately woven into the fabric of their environment. They were, first and foremost,
people of the water. The Puget Sound, rivers like the Duwamish, Black, and Cedar, and
the freshwater expanse of Lake Washington were not merely geographic features;
they were highways, sustenance, and the very lifeblood of their communities. Their
knowledge of these waterways and the surrounding forests was profound, honed over
countless generations.

The Duwamish, known in their language as the dx*daw?abs, meaning "People of the
Inside" (referring to the areas around Elliott Bay), and the Xacuabs, the "Lake People"
(inhabiting the shores of Lake Washington), had numerous villages scattered
throughout the region that would become Seattle. Archaeological evidence suggests
continuous habitation in some areas for thousands of years, with significant village
sites dating back at least 4,000 years at places like West Point and to the 6th century
CE near the mouth of the Duwamish River. These villages were typically situated near
navigable water, providing easy access for transportation and, crucially, for harvesting
the abundant resources of the Sound and its tributaries.

Life was organized around the seasonal availability of food. The bounty of the natural
world dictated their movements and activities. Salmon, in its various runs throughout
the year, was a cornerstone of their diet and culture. They developed sophisticated
techniques for fishing, including the use of weirs and traps in rivers and streams.
Beyond salmon, they harvested a vast array of marine life, including shellfish from the
extensive tidelands of places like Elliott Bay, which were far more expansive before
modern development.

The forests provided equally vital resources. Cedar trees, in particular, were central to
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Coast Salish life. Their strong, straight-grained wood was used to construct
longhouses, canoes, and a variety of tools and implements. The bark and roots of the
cedar were woven into waterproof clothing, baskets, and other essential items.
Women gathered berries, camas bulbs, and other edible plants, possessing an
intimate knowledge of the plant cycles and their uses for food, medicine, and
materials. Men hunted deer, elk, and other game in the woodlands and mountains.

Their homes were impressive structures. The Coast Salish were renowned for their
large, cedar-plank longhouses. These were not single-family dwellings but housed
extended families, often dozens of people under one roof. Longhouses were built with
sturdy cedar posts and beams, clad in horizontal cedar planks. Inside, they were
typically divided into sections, with each family having its own area and hearth. These
communal homes served as centers of daily life, social interaction, and cultural
transmission. They were also workshops where essential gear was made and repaired,
and where carving and weaving took place.

Village size varied, from smaller clusters to larger settlements containing numerous
longhouses. The Suquamish, whose territory was primarily across Puget Sound on the
Kitsap Peninsula but included Bainbridge and Blake Islands and extended into the
areas across from what is now Seattle, had a significant winter village centered around
a massive longhouse known as Old Man House. Located on Agate Pass, it was
reportedly the largest longhouse in the Salish Sea, a testament to the scale of their
communities and social organization.

While often associated with winter villages, Coast Salish life involved seasonal
movement. During the warmer months, families and groups would travel to temporary
camps located near prime fishing, hunting, or gathering sites, following the natural
cycles of resource availability. These temporary structures were often made using
portable mats and cedar planks that could be easily transported by canoe.

Transportation was facilitated by their mastery of canoe building. Carved from single
cedar logs, their canoes varied in size and design depending on their purpose. Large
canoes were capable of navigating the open waters of Puget Sound and facilitated
trade and travel between distant villages. Waterways were their primary routes,
forming a sophisticated network of travel and trade throughout the region and
connecting them with other Coast Salish groups and even tribes east of the Cascades.
Trade was an important aspect of their pre-colonial life, with goods like dried fish, furs,
carvings, berries, and camas bulbs being exchanged. Dentalia shells were also used as
a form of currency.

Coast Salish society was structured around extended family groups, often referred to
as "houses," led by respected elders. While independent, villages and families were
connected through intricate kinship networks, intermarriage, and shared language,
facilitating a degree of unity and mutual support across the region. They spoke
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dialects of the Lushootseed language, which was common among many of the
Southern Coast Salish peoples.

Their culture was rich with oral traditions, spiritual beliefs, and ceremonies, passed
down through generations by elders. These traditions emphasized interdependence,
respect for the natural world, and a deep connection to their ancestral lands. Practices
like the potlatch, a ceremony involving feasting and the redistribution of wealth,
played a crucial role in maintaining social status, strengthening alliances, and sharing
resources between communities.

This was the world of the First Peoples in the Puget Sound region for thousands of
years: a world shaped by the water and the land, sustained by deep ecological
knowledge, and bound together by complex social structures and enduring cultural
practices. Their presence was the original layer of history on this land, a foundation
laid over millennia before the arrival of newcomers would dramatically alter the course
of their lives and the landscape itself.
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