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The retreat of the force under Colonel Steptoe in the spring of 1858 covered many 
miles and was in large part a running battle. This nomination is for the location 
of the force in its defended camps on the night of May 17 where it was surrounded 
and from which it subsequently escaped.

The property is located on a knoll about 150 feet above the floor of Pine Creek and 
just southeast of the town of Rosalia in the west half of the southwest quarter of 
Section 14, Township 20 North, Range 43 East. Steptoe arranged his forces over the 
entire summit of this rise in a series of rings; the largest and enclosing the others 
was about 1,000 feet in diameter and composed of dismounted skirmishers. This area 
is the basis for the present nomination.

Originally covered with native bunchgrass, the area is used today largely as grazing 
land. Appearing in the western half of the circle described above is Steptoe 
Memorial State Park, a small (3.9 acre) park with both deciduous and evergreen 
trees surrounding a circular grass lawn. The northwest corner of the park contains 
a gravelled road which circles an obelisk of Barre granite. This monument stands 
25 feet in height and bears inscriptions on each of its four sides. The obelisk 
is surrounded by a low wrought-iron fence.

The 2.06 ^cre Steptoe Memorial Park was purchased by Rosalia citizens early in 
this century. A June 15, 1908 dedication ceremony was attended by some 2,200 
Washingtonians, including Governor Albert Mead. The property was donated to the 
Esther Reed Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, who in turn trans­ 
ferred it to the Whitman County Commissioners in 1910. On June 14, 1914, the Esther 
Reed Chapter unveiled and dedicated the monument which now stands at the park. In 
1950 the property was transferred to the Washington State Parks and Recreation 
Commission and was expanded to include an access strip. The park apparently occupies 
that part of the camp site in which were located the provisions, pack animals and 
mounts.

There is little doubt that this site is the location of Steptoe's camp of May 17. 
Veterans of the retreat numbered among the punitive expedition sent into the same 
country under Colonel George Wright in late summer of 1858 and Wright's forces also 
included a topographical draftsman who recorded the area of the spring defeat in 
some detail. The draftsman would have as a resource those veterans of Steptoe's 
escape and his renderings show with great detail the distribution of forces on 
the knoll itself. His maps were reproduced as part of the U. S. Congressional 
Serial Set of the 35th Congress.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

On May 6, 1858 Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Edward J. Steptoe, U. S. Army commander of 
Fort Walla Walla, marched north from the fort with a smalt- armed force. The Steptoe 
command consisted of 158 mounted troops, several friendly Nez Perce Indians as guides, 
and two mounted howitzers. The purpose of the expedition was to meet the Palouse 
Indians and to inquire into the rumored depredations of settlers as well as other 
hostile actions near Walla Walla. In addition, Steptoe hoped to investigate rumored 
Indian harassments of whites in the Colvilie area.

After crossing the Snake River, Steptoe's force followed retreating Palouse Indians 
northward at a "leisurely" pace. On May 16, 1858 the troops, in Spokane Indian 
territory, were confronted with a jeering throng of some 600 to 1,200 warriors. Not 
only did the Indians outnumber the mounted troops, but the Hudson's"Bay muskets of 
the Indians had a longer range than the musketoons carried by most of the Steptoe 
command. The Spokanes felt that Steptoe was in their territory to annihilate them, 
and although he assured them otherwise, the Indians decided that Steptoe should not 
be permitted to cross the Spokane River, which lay to the north between the command 
and the Colvilie area. Also, the belligerent Indians were considering blocking the 
command's retreat across the Snake River to the south. Such action would have left 
the force isolated in hostile territory.

The Steptoe command continued to advance until an appropriate camp for that night 
was found. At that time a retreat was decided upon because further advance without 
the ability to cross the Spokane River was useless.

On May 17, 1858 the troops began a slow retreat. Mounted, hostile warriors from 
the Spokane, Palouse, Coeur d'Alene, and probably other tribes followed them. At 
that time Father Josepk Josetr S. 0., of the Coeur d'Alene Mission arrived but was 
unable to calm the situation. Shortly after eight o'clock in the morning the Indians 
attacked.

The Steptoe strategy was to continue the retreat but to ensure that the troops 
always held strategic ground. For several hours the slow retreat was mixed with 
skirmishes, the din of gunfire, whoops of angered Indians, and occasional howitzer 
blasts. The Steptoe command attempted to gain Ingossomen or Tohotonimme Creek 
(present-day Pine Creek) but was unsuccessful. By early afternoon the weary soldiers 
took refuge atop a hill overlooking the creek valley. (Steptoe Memorial State Park 
is located on this hill.)

While the Steptoe command took cover in the bunchgrass and brush near the creek, the 
Indians surrounded the hill. By evening, when fighting had subsided, not more than
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three rounds of ammunition per soldier remained. The officers determined that an 
immediate continuation of the retreat was the only viable course of action.

While the dead and the howitzers were buried, light-colored horses were covered 
with dark blankets and loose buckles were adjusted in order to expedite an unnoticed 
escape. After a careful reconnaissance revealed no Indians along the south slopes, 
the command left the hill at ten o'clock in the evening. At approximately midnight 
the Indians attacked the summit only to find it deserted.

The Steptoe command continued, unmolested, until after ten o'clock the next evening. 
At that time the troops descended into the Snake River Canyon and encamped with 
some friendly Nez Perce Indians. On May 22 the Steptoe force returned to Fort 
Walla Walla with recorded losses of seven dead and thirteen wounded.

The Steptoe (Tohotonimme) battle was a major Indian-U. S. Army confrontation in 
what is now known as the Inland Empire. The encounter was the last defeat of the 
U. S. Army by Indians in Eastern Washington. The long range results of the battle 
include:

1. The Steptoe defeat delayed the commencement, by the Lieutenant John 
Mull an command, of the U. S. Army military road from old Fort Walla 

-WaJ-la to Fort Benton on the Missouri River until hostilities north of 
Walla Walla had subsided. (Lieutenant Mullan had planned to begin 
traveling into the Spokane plains from Fort Walla Walla in mid-1858.) 
Without the Steptoe defeat and the ensuing campaign of Colonel George 
Wright, the Spokane Indians probably would not have allowed the Mull an 
party the use of the Spokane land.

2. The Steptoe defeat caused Brevet Brigadier General N. S. Clarke, 
Commander, Department of the Pacific, to order, on July 4, 1858, 
Colonel George Wright of Fort Vancouver, Washington Territory, to 
take~command of "not less than six hundred men" at Fort Walla Walla and 
to achieve "punishment" and "submission" of those Indians responsible 
for the Steptoe defeat. Colonel Wright's "Expedition Against the Northern 
Indians" lasted from August 7 until October 5, 1858. The campaign in­ 
cluded the Battle of Spokane Plains and the Battle of Four Lakes -- 
both considered by the whites as victories -- and the concomitant 
destruction of Indian food reserves and horses. Additionally, Colonel 
Wright negotiated the Nez Perce Tribe Treaty, the Coeur d'Alene 
Indians Treaty and the Spokane Nation Treaty.


