HISTORY VISITING OUR STORIED PAST
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John Mullan’s Road

Captain John Mullan, in civilain dress

by Blythe Thimsen

Sometimes it is the things that happen around
you that impact your existence as much, if not more than the
things that happen within you. Such is the case with the Mullan Road, and its builder, then-Lieutenant John Mullan (later
to become Captain John Mullan) of the U. S. Army. While his
impact on the town of Spokane Falls was limited, with him passing through the area nearly twenty years before there was a substantial population, he is still remembered in the community—
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ever heard of Mullan Road Elementary?—and played an important
part in the history of the area around Spokane, leaving his mark on this
place we call home.
John Mullan was born in Norfolk, Virginia, on July 31, 1830,
the youngest of ten children born to poor Irish immigrants, John
and Mary Bright Mullan. His meager beginnings did nothing to
tarnish his outlook or suppress his determined attitude, which
would serve him well in many of the challenges he faced over the

years.
Mullan graduated from St.
John’s College in Annapolis,
Maryland, at the age of 16.
He longed to go to West Point
Military Academy, but because
he was from a very financially
modest family, it was not a
likely reality. This challenge
didn’t deter him from his goal.
He took his college degree,
rounded up letters of recommendation and brought it all
with him when he walked into
the office of President James
K. Polk and boldly asked him
for an appointment to West
Point.
According to RuralNorthwest.com’s Kootenai History,
Polk was amused by Mullan,
who happened to be a young
man of small stature, falling
almost two inches shorter than
his peers. “Don’t you think you
are rather small to want to be a
soldier?” the president asked.
“I may be somewhat small, sir,
but can’t a small man be a soldier as well as a large?” was
Mullan’s reply
Polk was swayed by Mullan’s presentation and courage,
and he gave him his desired
appointment. Two weeks
before he turned 17, Mullan
began his studies at West Point
on July 1, 1847, and graduated
15th in his class, with the rank
of Brevet Second Lieutenant,
in 1852, at age 21.
Having completed his education, and been trained as
a skilled soldier, Mullan was
eager and ready to serve his
country. Luckily for him, there
was an assignment coming up

that would allow him to put
his skills to use, and serve his
country well.
Isaac I. Stevens was named
Governor of Washington Territory, and he was also put in
charge of the Northern Route
of Exploration and Survey to
find a northern route for a
railroad that would run from
the Mississippi River to the
Puget Sound. The country was
rapidly expanding, and there
needed to be a way to get people and goods westward, so a
railroad route was desperately
needed. Stevens was appointed
to lead the survey on April 8,
1853, and was assigned a voluntary group of officers, one of
whom was John Mullan.
“His disposition was buoyant and even-tempered,” wrote
Louis L. Coleman in The
Mullan Road describing Mullan’s personality. “He was fair
minded and conscientious in
dealing with others and fulfilling his obligations. Unafraid
to admit his own mistakes, he
was ready and eager for a life of
action and service. Since this
was a period of rapid expansion for the United States, the
country needed young men
with qualities such as these.”
Early on, Mullan impressed
Stevens, setting himself apart
as an officer of integrity, dedication and intelligence. Stevens also appreciated that Mullan understood the route they
were in search of needed to
not just be accessible for train,
but it should also be able to
sustain a wagon road for the
settlers that would follow, and

for travel within the area.
With chest pounding, adrenaline pumping and chomping
at the bit to get to work, Mullan was forced to temper his
pace and wait out the cold,
hard winter weather that was
found in Montana and the
Inland Northwest. He spent
the winter of 1853-1854 at the
mouth of Willow Creek in the
Bitteroot Valley, which was as
far west as he had made it,
waiting for the snow to pass
and the adventure to begin.
While there his time was well
spent as he earned the confidence of the Indians camped
nearby.
When spring finally came,
and the snow melted enough
to safely set out, Mullan continued his exploration, searching for the best route for both
a train and a wagon road. He
was specifically looking for the
best route across the mountains, into what is present-day
Idaho. His close and trusted
relationship with the local
Indians proved helpful, as they
told Mullan about some of
their best routes through the
rugged wilderness. Some were
more manageable than others,
but Mullan was determined to
explore them all and find the
best route. Mullan crossed the
continental divide more than
six times in his search for the
best route for a railroad, keeping in mind that both he and
Stevens agreed that a route
where a road could be forged
first, followed by a railroad,
was what they needed to find.
In May of 1854, Mullan

explored another possible
route, which he learned of
from the nearby Indians. This
route took him through the
Clark Fork Valley to Pend
d’Orielle Lake in North Idaho.
The extreme flooding he ran
into near Pend d’Oreille Lake
forced him to abandon his
pack animals and lose his supplies, all of which convinced
him this would never make
an acceptable road or railroad
route.
Though this route proved to
be of no use, there was a silver
lining to be found, when he
turned south and scouted a
new route back to his camp.
He left Pend d’Oreille and ventured south to Fort Colville,
where he first met the Colville
Indians, before returning to
Montana. His return route
took him through “Spokane
country” for this first time, as
he followed the Spokane River
to Lake Coeur d’Alene, where
he continued east and crossed
the mountains to return to Fort
Benton, in Montana. An Iroquois Indian named Aneas had
suggested this route to him.
Venturing through here, Mullan found the Coeur d’Alene
and St. Regis valleys the best
route over the mountains of all
the ones he had explored. He
had found his route.
Governor Stevens was so
impressed with the extensive
exploring and research Mullan
did, that he recommended that
Mullan continue surveying,
specifically working on a military road. Before this assignment was confirmed, Mullan
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was called back to Washington
D.C. by the War Department,
where he learned Congress
had appropriated $30,000 for
the survey of the road from
old Fort Walla Walla, Washington, to Fort Benton in Montana. Unfortunately, the War
Department put the brakes on
the survey, sighting “the inadequacy” of the appropriation.
Mullan’s desire to return to
the exploration of the Northwest was an unquenched thirst
for two years. He wrote about
the time of waiting in his personal reports. “The appropriation for our road remained
untouched in the vaults of the
Treasury Department until a
later day and the measure itself
allowed to slumber until the
spring of 1857 when it was
again taken up. Again it was
abandoned.”
Never abandoning his hope
to return to exploring the
Northwest, Mullan put his
time back east to good use.
He spent the years of 18551857 earning a Master of Arts
degree from St. John’s College,
and was stationed at several
different army posts. Never
during this time of waiting
did his desire to return west
and explore, wane. One person who was continually on
his side, working on his behalf
to get the funding and permission for Mullan to return
to Washington Territory was
Stevens. Elected Territorial
Delegate for Washington Territory, which required him to
return to Washington D.C. in

1857, Stevens used this opportunity to work continuously to
get the approval for the road
exploration and he advocated
for Mullan to be assigned as
the man in charge.
Unrest amongst the Indians and white man actually
served to help Mullan in his
endeavor to return to the west.
Increased Indian uprisings in
Washington Territory spurred
the War Department to action.
They felt the nee to act on the
road before the uprising escalated, and they needed to take
the road from theory to reality. Mullan received his assignment to begin surveying for a
possible route for the military
road on March 15, 1858.
Upon returning to Washington Territory two months
later, the Indian uprisings were
escalating. The Indians were
unhappy with the continued
influx of white settlers to the
area, and the growing concern that their land was being
threatened. Mullan received
orders to temporarily set aside
his assignment of surveying
for the road in exchange for
joining Col. George Wright’s
command.
In September 1858, several
battles between the Indians and
Col. Wright’s command were
waged. On September 1, 1858,
Mullan and Wright fought in
the Battle of Four Lakes near
what is now Cheney, Washington. Close to one thousand
Indians from the Spokanes,
Coeur d’Alenes, Palouses, and
Pend d’Oreilles participated in
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the battle before being defeated by Wright and his men.
A second battle took place
four days later on September 5, 1858. This was known
as the Battle of the Spokane
Plains, and involved close to
one thousand Indians. Again,
Wright and his men defeated
them.
On September 8th, after
defeating two groups of Indians in two different battles,
Col Wright’s forces captured
one thousand Indian horses
and slaughtered three-fourths
of them. On the 17th Wright
dictated a peace treaty to the
Coeur d’ Alene Indians, which
they accepted.
As someone who had been
greatly liked by the Indians he
met in Montana, and who had
earned the trust and respect
of the Indians, participating in
such campaigns was no doubt
difficult for Mullan, whose
heart was in exploring.
He got his heart’s desire
a little less than a year after
returning to Washington Territory, when on March 18, 1859,
$100,000 was appropriated for
the construction of the military
road from Fort Walla Walla
to Fort Benton. Then-First
Lieutenant John Mullan was
chosen as Officer in Charge.
This was a dream come true
for Mullan, who longed to
explore and build a road which
he thought would be part of
a path to the coast for all of
his countrymen. According to
Report on the Construction of
a Military Road from Ft. Walla

Walla to Ft. Benton, “Mullan
was a man who, according to
his own words, ‘derived pleasure in seeing the rough, rugged wild face of Nature made
to wear the smiles of civilization and progress.’”
Mullan was familiar with the
general area, having surveyed
parts of it for Gov. Stevens a
few years early, and he remembered the best route would
have the road coming from
the south toward Lake Coeur
d’Alene. He followed this same
route for the military road.
It wasn’t as smooth as picking the route and proceeding,
though. Mullan ran into some
opposition from Indians in the
area. “The Coeur d’Alene Tribe
was still strongly opposed to
the location of a wagon road
through the region, so Mullan
felt a warning was necessary,”
wrote Coleman. “He told the
Coeur d’Alenes that he would
hang any Indian who, forgetful of his promise to Col.
Wright the proceeding summer, should interfere with the
building of the military road.”
Not all of the Indians in the
area opposed to having Mullan and his road come through
the area. In fact, while Mullan’s group was camped in
the mountains, east of Coeur
d’Alene, one of the area’s most
well known Indians, Spokane
Garry, worked with Mullan,
delivering the mail to him and
his men.
As he made his way west
from Fort Benton, across the
mountains and toward Fort

Walla Walla, Mullan realized extreme flooding in the
spring was going to force him
to change a portion of his
planned road. Floods wiped
out much of the work that had
been done on the road in 1860
and it was restored in 1861,
with a new route.
“As early as the summer of
1859, Mullan recognized the
probable necessity of changing
part of the road,” writes Coleman. “He sent W.W. Johnson,
one of his most capable engineers, on an exploration trip
for a line for a wagon road from
the Coeur d’Alene Mission, via
the outlet of Coeur d’Alene
Lake, thence down the Spokane River to a ferry operated
by Antoine Plante, where he
crossed and then made a reconnaissance for the road to cross
the Snake near the mouth of
the Palouse. This was eventually adopted in 1861-62.” This
new section was adopted into
his final route, and brought the
road through Spokane.
After a trip to Washington
D.C., to report on his progress,
Mullan was back in Washington Territory, ready to make
improvements and alterations
to the semi-placed road. From
Walla Walla to the Coeur
d’Alene mission he essentially
routed a new road, using part
of the Colville road. He wrote
of this in his journals: “The
Colville wagon-road from
Walla Walla is one and the
same with our own, up to this
point, thence it tends up Cow
Creek, while our own heads

towards the east in the direction of Antoine Plante’s ferry
on the Spokane River…The
ferry at Spokane is a good one,
consisting of a strong cable
stretched across the river and
a boat forty feet long. It is kept
by a very worthy man, Antoine
Plante; effecting a safe crossing
of the Spokane River…on the
morning of June 3, 1861.” The
road continued south of Spokane, crossing Hangman Creek
a short distance from where
the Yakima Indian, Qualchein,
was hanged.
According to Kootenai History, “Mullan and his party
celebrated July 4, 1861, not
far east from Coeur d’Alene,
leaving the Mullan Tree as a
testimonial, an event which
gave the name of Fourth of July
canyon to that section of his
route, immediately east of Wolf
Lodge. The name is in general
use today, although the travel
way has been realigned several
times and today, closely paralleling the route he surveyed, is
a four-lane highway known as
the Fourth of July pass of U.S.
Interstate 90.”
The road, with its revised
route through Spokane, was
officially complete in 1862. It
was meant as a military supply
road but this purpose was never
fulfilled, as the need to move
military supplies within this
region never presented itself
again after the Indian Wars of
the 1850s were quelled.
“In retrospect, the truly
astonishing thing about Mullan is that he is celebrated for
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a failure. Historians may argue this point,
but essentially the road was little more than
a $200,000 fiasco. More important, however, it was a great adventure, the kind of
adventure a later generation of Americans
would treasure,” wrote Glen Adams in the
foreword to Report on the Construction of
a Military Road from Ft. Walla Walla to Ft.
Benton.
Though it did not fulfill its original purpose, the road was still heavily used over
the years. It is estimated that the road was
used by 20,000 people, 6,000 horses and
mules, and 5,000 cattle. It continued to be
an important route for people to travel until
the completion of the Northern Pacific
Railroad in 1883.
The original purpose of the road was
to make it possible for the Army to send
ammunition and supplies from the east,
and Mullan had hopes of it serving as a way
for settlers to make their way west. What
he may not have been expecting was the
greed with which they would later come.
“One after another, he must have seen the
ideals of which he hints at in his report,
abandoned in the drive for wealth,” wrote
Coleman. “The road which Mullan envisioned as a highway for peaceful settlement
of a rich country, turned into a stampede
trail for men rooting for gold and plunder
in the Montana gold fields.”
While it was used for something different
than originally planned, “The Mullan Road
was a vital link in the chain of events that
opened the Far Northwest to the thousands
of settlers who would dare the challenge
open to them. It was the necessary forerunner to the future railroad bed which
was laid down along the route and it eased
the huge task of moving the rich ore of the
miners from the region into the economy of
the nation,” wrote Louis L. Coleman in The
Mullan Road.
Not only was Mullan’s road the “neces-

sary fore-runner to the future railroad bed,”
but also it was celebrated for the road itself.
When, in the 1930s, there was a movement
in Spokane to celebrate local history, the
Glenrose Women’s Club selected a project
for themselves that highlighted the efforts
of John Mullan and his road.
According to the book, Glenrose Builds a
Monument, “The Glenrose Women’s Club
decided to erect a monument to preserve
the history and location of the Mullan road
in this community as its historical project.” They wanted to locate the memorial
“right between the ruts in the old road,”
as “at the time the monument was erected
there was more than half a mile of the old
road still visible through local unbroken
ground.” The owner of that land, however,
would only allow it to be placed there if the
Glenrose group bought a larger portion of
his land. Not willing to do this, they had
to relocated the monument to the right
of way between his land and 29th Avenue,
where it still stands today. The memorial
was made of a concrete base and a pyramid of lava rock. On July 11, 1860, John
Mullan made his initial survey through the
Glenrose area, and the foundation for the
memorial was laid on October 7, 1934.
The Mullan Road has been called “the
first engineered highway in the Pacific
Northwest.” While it did not serve its
original purpose as a military road, it still
helped shape the history and the landscape
of the Pacific Northwest. As written in
Kootenai History, “A town and a mountain
pass have been named for him, and Mullan
monuments stand in every community of
any size along the Mullan Road route. Few,
if any, of these communities fail to have a
street or avenue named for him.” It is easy
to see the impact Captain John Mullan had
on this area. Though he may not have been
in Spokane much, he made an impact all
around our community.
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