
WA History 1885 - 1915 

Industry, Urbanization, and a Changing Society 

THEMES 
 

• Rise of Industry in the NW—impact on labor 

• US policy on Assimilation 

• Dawes Act--the loss of tribal lands to white 

settlers 

• Indian Boarding Schools 

• 4 Events in WA History in 1880’s 

• Progressive Era – reforming government & industry 

• Labor Organizing 

• Social & Political Reforms 
 



WA History 1885 - 1915 

Industry, Urbanization, 

& a Changing Society 



Industry and the NW 

Railroads and technological advances bring 
industrial practices to the Northwest 

1)   Industrial machines replace skilled workers. 
 

2)   Trains make it possible to sell products  

      across the country. 

• Owners expand their businesses to 

maximize profits.   
 

3)    Mills, factories, & canneries hire large     

      numbers of unskilled laborers to manage   

       the machines and do the menial tasks the  

       machines can’t do. 
 

4)     Unskilled workers = low, low wages 



Industry & Commerce 

1. Logging 

2. Fishing 

3. Coal mining 

4. Mining 

5. Agriculture 

– wheat in late 1880’s; apples in 1900 



Industry and the NW 

Towns & cities gain in population as more and 
more people find mill jobs. 



Meanwhile, back in Indian country 

On the reservations…. 

• High unemployment 

• Poverty and alcoholism 

• Hunger due to loss of lands and habitats 

– Fewer animals to hunt and fish 



Native American Assimilation 

Define: Assimilation 
• To adopt customs and characteristics of the 

majority culture. 



Native American Assimilation 

 Assimilation - To adopt customs and characteristics of 

the majority culture. 

• Many whites believed that it was in the 
Indians’ best interests to give up their culture 
and their ways of life and be more “American.” 

– Many believed that Indians would become better 
off if they lived like the whites. 

– As farmers and ranchers, they could better care 
for themselves and their families. 

 



Native American Assimilation 

 Assimilation - To adopt customs and characteristics of 

the majority culture. 

• Natives were highly resistant to these ideas. 

• They did not want to give up their culture, 
language, or identity. 

– The whites had already taken much of their land. 

– Now whites wanted to change how they lived. 



Attempts at Native American 
Assimilation 

General Allotment Act  - the Dawes Act 
• Originally, reservation lands were held in common 

by the tribes. 
– No one person owned specific land parcels. 

• With the Dawes Act, set acreage is assigned to 
specific families on that reservation. 
– Members now gain title to set acreage, which they can 

sell. 

• The hope was that Natives would become farmers 
and ranchers on their lands. 
– They’d be financially self-sufficient. 
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Attempts at Native American 
Assimilation 

General Allotment Act 
1. Many Indians did not want to be farmers or ranchers. 

2. Much of the lands they owned were not suitable for 
farming or ranching. 

3. Indians were not provided with sufficient resources or 
supplies to convert their land to farms or ranches. 
– No $$$ for fencing, seeds, or livestock. 

4. Many families decided to sell to settlers for very little 
money. 

5. Some tribes lose 30% of their reservation lands to 
non-Natives, as individual Indians sell their acreage. 
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Indian Boarding Schools 
US Government authorized 
Bureau of Indian Affairs to send 
Native children to Indian 
Boarding Schools. 
 

Many Washington children were 
sent to Oklahoma. 
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5:45 A.M. Reveille. 

5:55 to 6:10 Setting Up Exercise & Drill. 

6:12 Air Beds. 

6:12 to 6:45 Recreation. 

6:45 First Call for Breakfast. 

6:55 Assembly. Roll Call. 

7:00 Breakfast. 

7:30 to 7:35 Care of teeth. 

7:35 to 7:40 Make beds. 

7:40 to 7:55 Police Quarters. 

7:55 Industrial Call. 

8:00 

Industrial work begins. School detail at liberty. The use of this period is at 
pupils' discretion. The more studious at books; those inclined to athletics 
make use of this time for practice. Some pupils practice music lessons, 
etc. 

8:50 First School Call. Roll Call and Inspection. 

9:00 School. 

11:30 Recall. Pupils at liberty. 

11:55 Assembly and Roll Call. 

12:00 Dinner. 

12:30 Recreation. 

12:50 School and Industrial Call. Inspection. 

 

Cushman  
Indian 
School 
 
 
 

Morning     
Schedule 



Life at Boarding Schools 

• Intentionally separated from families. 

• Long hair was cut. 

• Punished for speaking Native language. 

• Less than an hour of free time each day. 

• By 1900, 10% of all                                          
Indian kids were in                                                       
boarding schools. 

 



Positive Impact Boarding Schools 

• Despite all the efforts to quash Indian culture, 
Indian schools brought kids together from all over 
the country. 

• The schools unintentionally created inter-tribal 
awareness and solidarity among students.  

 



Industrial Economy  & the 1880’s 

• Low paying jobs for many workers 

– Not much of a middle class in America because of this. 

• Unsafe working conditions 

• Long working hours 

• No labor laws or health insurance 

– Complain about working conditions and you can get 
fired. 

– If you get injured, you’ll probably loose your job. 

– You’re responsible for the medical bills 

 



Cities/Towns & the 1880’s 

• Corrupt government officials and police. 
• Weak judicial system. 

– Judges ignore or rule against actions seeking to 
protect or improve human welfare. 

– Few legal protections are in place. 

• Crowded cities. 
– No sewer system 
– Limited water service 
– No garbage pick-up 
– Poor roads 
– Limited public transportation 

 



1)   SEATTLE HISTORY -- What’s going on here? 

Denny Regrade – The Hill between what is now downtown 
Seattle and Seattle Center were leveled for development 



2)   SEATTLE HISTORY --   June 6, 1889 

Great 
Seattle 
Fire 



3)   SEATTLE HISTORY --  Nov 11, 1889 

Washington Becomes a State 



4)  SEATTLE HISTORY -- 1897  - Significance? 

Klondike Gold Rush in Alaska   -Seattle becomes a major supplier 



  Progressive Era – 1890’s – 1920’s  

The Progressive Era was a period of social 
activism and political reform  

1) Clean up government & eliminate corruption 

– Government to benefit all & not just the few.   

2) Many (but not all) Progressives supported 
Prohibition.  Why? 

– Men wasting $$$ on alcohol.  Problems of abuse. 

– Also, closing saloons removes the political power 
of local bosses who control them.    
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  Progressive Era – 1890’s – 1920’s  

3) Women’s Suffrage  
– Women's suffrage (vote) gains support among 

many men. 

– Female voters tended to be supportive of 
progressive reform.  

– Male political leaders see women as an important 
power base. 

– Western states are the first to adopt           
women’s right to vote. 
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The Rise of Labor Organizing – why? 

• Low wages , long hours, hazardous working conditions.   

• Many of the jobs were dangerous with little very little 
regard for worker safety. 
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Labor & Labor Organizing – why? 

• Most industrial workers still worked a 10-hour 
day, earning from 20-40% less than the 
minimum needed for a decent life.  

• The situation was only worse for children, whose 
numbers in the work force doubled between 
1870 and 1900. 

 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=AcTh5K0ZsJ38pM&tbnid=1QK6rIl6KzDM5M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=results.cfm&keyword= Labor&refine_keyword=&count=21&perpage=20&searchfield=topics&search_library=Cyberpedia,Timeline,Peoples History,Landmark,Museum,Cybertour,Slide Show&searchletter=&start=&end=&ei=feOrUYXEF8rKigKVtYH4CA&bvm=bv.47244034,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNHntgLDXY7gz038BAj9sa4gxgVnUw&ust=1370305775352985
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=cCTpspE8tJe9PM&tbnid=F2lqRrXDK2fiiM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&file_id=9290&ei=zuOrUaS8NePBigLkxIDgCA&bvm=bv.47244034,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNFqQCOu8y3fXUYBdrg7kFVWZAtcBw&ust=1370305850300755
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=jwHLGi51jajmxM&tbnid=HtUGdhd5XzpR4M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://content.lib.washington.edu/cdm4/item_viewer.php?CISOROOT=/seattle&CISOPTR=875&CISOBOX=1&REC=5&ei=POSrUbnCOeqKiAKCvYH4Ag&bvm=bv.47244034,d.cGE&psig=AFQjCNFBvf_zWDcnHFaMKN_NVy4DDfv5EQ&ust=1370305917614939


Labor Organizations in the NW 

1) Trade Unions 

– Workers in a specific trade, pushing for better 
conditions in the specific trade 

• Mine Workers 

• Teamsters  

• Millworkers 

• Clothing 
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Labor Organizations in the NW 

2) Organizations Promoting  ALL Workers’ Rights 

To improving conditions for ALL workers 

• American Federation of Labor (AF of L) 

• International Workers of the World (IWW) 

“The Wobblies” 
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Political & Social Actions 

• 1910 - Washington allows women to vote in 
state & local elections 

• 1911  Washington adopts the Initiative, 
Referendum, and Recall 

• 1911 Washington creates 8-hour work day 
limit for women 

• 1911  WA creates workman’s compensation 
program to assist workers injured on the job 

• 1914  WA adopts Prohibition 
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• Initiative, Referendum, and Recall 
– Initiative – Citizens can propose a law, gather a 

certain number of signatures, and have the law 
voted on by WA citizens 

– Referendum – Legislators can petition to have a 
law voted on by WA citizens 

– Recall – Voters dissatisfied with an elected official 
can gather a set number of signatures to force a 
recall election. 
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