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A Tour of Historic Fort Steilacoom
by Carol Neufeld

hen the  present -day
traveler drives west on
Steilacoom Boulevard

past 87th Street toward the town of
Stei lacoom and Western State
Hospital, the scenery suddenly
changes. The businesses lining the
street end and a tunnel of black locust
trees frames the road.

On the left are the baseball and
soccer fields of Fort Steilacoom
County Park. On the right are the
buildings of Western State Hospital,
bordered by a gray cobblestone wall.
At 35 miles per hour, further details of
the landscape rush by the occupants
of the car.

If the driver turns right at the stop
light at the hospital entrance and
continues east on Fort Street, adjacent
to Steilacoom Boulevard, the remains
of the fort are visible. A closer

inspection reveals the parade ground
with a sign announcing: Fort Steila-
coom 1849-1868.

Around the sign are trees planted
during and after the hospital super-
intendency of Dr. John Waughop. The
decorative grove includes black
locust, bitter pecan, American chest-
nut, vesuvius  plum, European white
birch, Alaska yellow cedar, and syca-
more maple.1

Lining Fort Street to the east and
north of the parade ground are four
renovated Fort Steilacoom officers’
quarters. Quarters 4 is surrounded by
an English oak, incense cedar, white
eastern pine, Austrian pine, Sitka
spruce and white oak.2 The building
                                                          
1 “Trees of Western State Hospital,” a
Centennial Project of WSH, 1989.
2 Ibid.

was once used as a chapel and
chaplain’s quarters. This building now
houses the Fort’s Interpretive Center.
Here a visitor may purchase repli-
cated historic items, books and gifts
at the Sutler’s Store; view a history of
the fort in the theatre; and see
artifacts in the display area. At the
center of the “chapel” is the fort
diorama, constructed by Robert
Demorest, that was dedicated on
April 5th of this year. The diorama
includes vignettes depicting events
that could have happened in 1858:
Chief Leschi being led to the guard
house, Father Rossi in the doorway of
the Immaculate Conception Church,
Mrs. Casey receiving guests from
Steilacoom. Various units are seen on
the parade ground.

(Continued on page 3)
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From the President
Your Board announces, with regret,

the acceptance of Ray Egan’s resigna-
tion as president of the Historic Fort
Steilacoom Association. Ray has made
significant and lasting contributions
to the furtherance of our mission to
bring Fort Steilacoom’s history to our
community.  Under his untiring
leadership, we have substantially
improved our museum displays with
the addition of a diorama showing
how the fort appeared in 1859, exhibits
depicting army units posted at the
fort, and an exhibit displaying the
pre-military use of the property by
the Hudson Bay Company/Puget
Sound Agricultural Company.

Under Ray’s direction, the objec-
tives of your Association have
changed from resource preservation
to those of a museum/interpretive
center. New displays, community
outreach through “Christmas at the
Fort” and other public programs,
support of the Washington Civil War
Association’s Battle at Fort Steila-
coom, joint programs with other local
heritage organizations to present
noted speakers through the “Inquir-
ing Mind” series, public and private
school educational programs, and
longer hours of public access have all
happened during Ray’s tenure as
president.

Ray’s unique contributions to the
Association will be missed. We all
owe him our thanks for a job well
done. Although Ray will no longer
“steer the ship, he will continue to

serve your Association as educational
coordinator.

Once again Memorial Day weekend
will bring the sights, sounds, and
smells of the American Civil War to
life. As in past years your Association
co-sponsors, with the Washington
Civil War Association, a weekend of
time travel to the 1860s. Reenactors
establish military and civilian camps,
demonstrate the daily life of soldiers
and civilians, participate in battle
recreations, and show Civil War
medical treatments. The activities
occur each day, 23-25 May, at Fort
Steilacoom Park, between 9:00 a.m.
and 6:00 p.m. Battles are at 11:00 a.m.
and 3:00 p.m. A special Memorial
Day service will take place at 10:00
a.m. 25 May. In addition, the museum
will be open from noon to 6:00 p.m.
Talks of interest to the period will
take place in Quarters 2 each day at
12:30.

Admission is $5.00 for adults and
$1.00 for children. Association members
who have renewed their membership for
1998 are admitted at no charge to all
Memorial Day weekend events.

April  is  membership renewal
month. A 1998 membership form is
included in this newsletter. Please
take the time to return it today.

Kenneth A. Morgan
___________________________

Fort Has Library

The Fort Steilacoom library is
located in Quarters 2 and is available
for members’ use. Books are shelved
alphabetically by author’s names. A
list of subjects is also available. The
library shelves books about North-
west history, material concerning
army units posted in the area, Civil
War history, Native American history,
Oregon Trail history and Lewis and
Clark history.

There are also a number of video
tapes prepared by local historians
that relate to the fort and activities
surrounding it.

Most recently added is a vertical
file containing numerous reprints of
articles. They are filed chronologi-
cally and by names of individuals,

places and events. Special thanks is
given to Cecelia Carpenter for help-
ing to organize the file and to Mike
Allen for printing materials from
computer disks supplied by Gary
Reese.

Bo Cooper is coordinating the
library. She has been assisted by
Carol Neufeld, Marian Frost and
Chuck Collier.

Bo Cooper
____________________________

Sesquicentennial Planned
for 1999—Writers Needed
Federal soldiers arrived at Puget

Sound in August, 1849, and have
remained major players in forming
this area ever since. That arrival 150
years ago will be commemorated in
August of 1999 with a monument, an
encampment and the publication of
local historical events. The Association
needs your help with each of these
parts.

As chairman of the Fort Steilacoom
Sesquicentennial Committee, I need
your help to make this work. We
need researchers and writers to pull
stories together into a series of
monographs on a variety of topics. A
researcher-writers workshop will be
held this spring to help any would-be
writers learn the tricks. Anyone
interested in participating should
contact me. This workshop will be a
one-day affair of a few hours.

Don’t think you can’t do this
because you don’t know enough
about local history, writing or
researching. We’ll walk you through
the process, but we need to get
started soon. We have vertical files
and shelves already filled with infor-
mation in the library. We have writ-
ing guides on local history as well as
period research materials. We just
need people, who are interested in
history, to do what they love to do—
learn about history and share that
knowledge with others.

Drop me a line and give me your
thoughts. You can reach me at 1 (253)
589-5050 or camera111@aol.com.
History awaits you.

Steve Dunkelberger



3 Spring, 1998

Robert Demorest enchanted guests
assembled around his creation at the
dedication of the Fort Steilacoom
diorama on April 5, 1998, as he
described the vignettes of soldiers,
work details, Leschi being led to the
guard house, Father Rossi at the
Catholic church and Col. and Mrs.
Casey greeting guests at the post
headquarters. It took “Bob” a year
and a half to complete the 29 build-
ings which make up the 7’ X 9’ model
of the fort as it looked shortly after its
completion in 1858.

The dedication ceremony, preceded
by fellowship and refreshments, began
with the raising of the colors on the
parade ground by 20th Maine reenac-
tors with the assistance of the Lakes
High School Jr. Army ROTC. Retreat-
ing to Quarters 2, Association Presi-
dent Kenneth Morgan welcomed
guests and introduced diorama
builder Robert Demorest, whose
impressive list of creative accom-
plishments also includes the design of
the Washington State Medal of Merit
presented to Senators Magnuson and
Jackson. Lakewood Mayor William

Harrison (Major General US Army,
Ret.) spoke of the political reasons
for establishing Fort Steilacoom in
1849, the relationship of the fort to the
community, and the continuing pres-
ence of the military as seen by
McChord Air Force Base and Fort
Lewis.

Guests then proceeded to Quarters
4 for the ribbon cutting and viewing
of the diorama, centerpiece of the
Interpretive Center. More than 75
friends and members of Historic Fort
Steilacoom Association attended the
event which was coordinated by
Board member Bo Cooper.

________________________

Tour of Fort (continued from page 1)
In the north section of Fort Street

are Quarters 3, 2, and 1. Quarters 3,
named after bachelor Lieutenant
Schaff, is furnished as an “unaccom-
panied” officer’s quarters. The room
at the right front features a billiard
table that is believed to have been
used by the officers. At the left is a
replicated officer’s bedroom and

parlor combination with a bed, chest,
desk, weapons, liquor bottles and
playing cards.

Quarters 2, named after Colonel
Casey—an important Fort com-
mander, is used for various busi-
ness and educational meetings of the
Association. The space is also avail-
able for community group use. The 4th

Infantry and Company M reenactors
currently meet here. A research
library, containing books, videos and
file materials relating to local and
period military history, is available
for use by Association members.

Quarters 1 is named after Major
Ragan, a married officer who was
stationed at the fort. The interior of
the quarters is furnished in the style
of a family living in the 1850s. The
downstairs room on the right is a
sitting area set up for sewing, reading
and writing. A dining room table, set
with dinner ware, and chairs fill the
rear right room. To the left of that is a
kitchen complete with wood stove,
dry sink and a table laden with
baking items. The wall behind has
wooden pegs hung with various
herbs used as spices. Stepping up
through a door we enter the formal
parlor. Going around the Empire sofa
we turn to admire the melodeon
which must have filled the room with
joyous music at Christmas time.

From here we reenter the main
entry hall and climb the central stair-
case to the bedrooms. On the right is
a child’s bedroom, complete with
single bed and a ceramic hot water
bottle to ward off the chill of a
winter’s night. Light from a small
corner window next to the shallow
fireplace reveals a play tea set and
porcelain-head doll. A child’s slate
and alphabet blocks are placed on a
desk opposite. A hide-away hole in
the floor was probably covered with a
small, braided rug. At the left of the
stairs is mother and father’s bedroom
with its spool bed (chamber pot
tucked underneath), chiffonier, wash
stand and basin, and a large spinning
wheel. Mother stands nearby contem-
plating the day’s chores.

(continued on page 4)

Robert Demorest shows off his diorama of Fort Steilacoom as Lakewood Mayor Wm.
Harrison (far left), HFSA President Ken Morgan (far right), dedication coordinator
Bo Cooper (4th left) and guests admire the work.

Fort Steilacoom Diorama Dedicated
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Tour of Fort (continued from page 3)

Other features of the fort include
the flag and pole on the parade
ground and the two cannon housed
in a modern-day shelter about where
the fort magazine once stood. The
brass Napoleon cannons, cast in the
1860s, are on loan from the city of

Olympia. The carriages, funded from
donations, are replicas commissioned
by Historic Fort Steilacoom Associa-
tion in 1991.

Reenactors portraying former Fort
officers, their wives, enlisted men,
Fort Nisqually officials, and Steila-
coom townspeople may occasionally
be seen in and around the quarters.

Fort Steilacoom is
open beginning with
the Civil War reen-
actment Memorial
Day weekend, May
23, 24 and 25, and
throughout the sum-
mer on  Sundays
from 1-4 p.m. It is
also open for special
e v e n t s  s u c h  a s
“Christmas at the
Fort” in December,
“Inquiring Mind”
lectures and other
to-be-announced
occasions. You are
invited to step back
in time to the Fort
Steilacoom of the
1850s and 1860s.
Come and: March
with the military;
Bask in the beauty;
Learn from a lecture;
Interact with reen-
actors.

pril is membership renewal
month for Historic Fort Steilacoom
Association. In addition to helping
support the Museum and Interpretive
Center, your membership gives you
access to the fort’s newly organized
library of books, videos and files
chocked full of information pertain-
ing to 19th century local area and
Northwest history. You will also
receive this Fort Steilacoom quarterly
containing news about the Associa-
tion and its events and stories relat-
ing to the fort and surrounding area.
Those of you who renew your 1998
membership before the end of May
will have free admission to the Civil
War Reenactment which will take
place at Fort Steilacoom on May 23,
24, 25.

The latest year for which your dues
are paid is shown above your name
on the mailing label below. A renewal
card is enclosed in the attached
envelope addressed to Historic Fort
Steilacoom Association. Your contin-
ued support is appreciated.

Historic Fort Steilacoom
P.O. Box 88447
Steilacoom, WA 98388
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