






This map shows detail of Western Washington reservations.
Courtesy Washington State Historical Society.
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Photograph of artist Gustav Sohon.   As an artist, Sohon was a product 
of his time and his depictions of treaty events reflect this. His drawings 
and watercolor paintings allow everyone who views them to see, 
through his eyes, the treaty councils between the United States 
Government and Indian tribes of the Pacific Northwest.  
Courtesy of the Sohon Private Collection. 

 
Born in 1825 in Belgium, Gustav Sohon was 
educated in Tilsit, Germany. He immigrated 
to the United States in 1842, and in the 
early 1850s, he enlisted in the U.S. Army. 
Upon his enlistment he was stationed in the 
west, and eventually found his way to Fort 
Steilacoom, Washington Territory. One of his 
first assignments was with Lieutenant John 
Mullan, who was surveying the country 
between the Rocky and Bitterroot Mountains 
for the railroad survey led by Isaac Stevens.  
 
Sohon Reaches the Northwest 
 
From that moment on, Sohon witnessed and 
contributed to some of the most important 
events in the history of the Northwest. As an 
army private, he served with the Stevens 
railroad survey for over a year before 
Washington Territorial Governor Isaac 
Stevens noticed his artistic ability.  Sohon 
traveled with Governor Isaac Stevens on his 
historic campaign of 1855: the Treaty Trail, 
where he documented events of the journey 

and treaty councils with Native American 
tribes. Sohon proved to have a flair for 
languages, and was soon fluent in the 
Flathead and Pend d'Oreille languages. He 
could communicate with the Native peoples, 
and many allowed him to draw pictures of 
them. 
 
Sohon was also a talented painter, who 
produced accurate landscapes and vivid 
scenes from native life, including the first 
panoramic view of the Rocky Mountains and 
the earliest-known sketch of the Great Falls 
of the Missouri.  
 

 
 

What is a landscape? 
 

To an artist, a landscape is art that represents a place 
in the natural environment. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The detail of the painting “Crossing the Bitter Roots, Nov. 1855” by 
Gustav Sohon depicts his 1855 journey with the Stevens party through 
the Bitterroot Mountains. Two men and several horses or mules are 
following a steep trail through a snow-covered landscape. 
Courtesy of the Washington State Historical Society. 



The End of Army Life 
 
Sohon's five-year enlistment ended in July 
1857. He then sought out his earlier friend 
and mentor, Lieutenant John Mullan. Mullan 
was leading the construction of a military 
road from Walla Walla to Fort Benton, and 
Sohon surveyed routes and kept track of the 
construction 
progress. In 1860 
Sohon guided the 
first wagon party to 
cross the Rocky and 
Bitterroot Mountains 
to the Columbia 
Plateau by a route 
other than the more 
commonly used 
Overland Trail. 
When Mullan's Road 
was complete, 
Sohon went with 
him to Washington, 
DC, to assist in the 
preparation of 
topographical data, 
maps, and 
illustrations for a 
report on the road's 
construction. He 
never returned to 
the Northwest. 
 
Marriage and 
Family 
 
In April 1863, 
Gustav Sohon and 
Julianna Groh were 
married. For a brief 
time they lived in San Francisco, where 
Sohon ran a photography studio. Several 
years later, they returned to Washington, 
DC, where Sohon disappeared from public 
life, running a shoe business and raising a 
large family with Julianna. He died on 
September 9, 1903. 
 
As an artist, Sohon was a product of his time 
and his depictions of treaty events reflect 
this. His drawings and watercolor paintings 
allow everyone who views them to see, 
through his eyes, the treaty councils 

between the United States Government and 
Indian tribes of the Pacific Northwest.  
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This painting by Sohon, 
“Bloods Come into Council, 
Blackfoot Country, 1855”, 
portrays the artist’s 
perspective of a scene at the 
Blackfeet Council with four 
Blood Indians riding into 
camp on horseback. Two 
men in the foreground, one 
carrying a large American 
flag and shooting a gun into 
the air. The other man also 
has a firearm and is holding 
the bottom corner of the 
flag. In the background are 
two women on horseback. 
One horse is pulling a 
travois. Both women's 
horses have decorated 
collars or martingales. 
Courtesy of the Washington 
State Historical Society. 

 





On the back of this 
photograph, possibly taken in 
1864,  was handwritten the 
following inscription: “This 
picture of Lawyer was taken at 
Walla Walla by Castleman, I think. 
[signed] E. Evans." 
 Courtesy of the Washington 
State Historical Society.  

the main spokesman after being selected 
by Isaac Stevens. 
 

 
“My people, while I was gone, you have sold my country.  
I have come home, and there is not left me a place on 

which to pitch my lodge.” 
 

- Looking Glass, Nez Perce chief 
 

 
After the Council 
In the years that followed the Walla Walla 
Council, Lawyer was widely ridiculed by 
anti-treaty groups within the Nez Perce 
tribe after the terms of the treaties failed 
to be honored by the U.S. government. 
When the promised payments began 
arriving in the early 1860s, cynical 
observers would note that they seemed 
timed to coincide with the government's 
desire for more land from the Nez Perce. 
The second treaty, signed by Lawyer in 
1863, reduced the area of the tribe's 
reservation by 90 percent, transferring 
away the homelands of many Nez Perce 
bands. This was done without their 
consent.  
 
Lawyer defended his actions by arguing 
that resisting white encroachment was 
useless and that the wise and practical 
course was to simply adapt to changing 
circumstances. 
 
Despite his trust that Governor Stevens 
and the American government had good 
intentions, Lawyer experienced great 
disappointment when promises made in 
the treaties were not honored. In a 
speech delivered in the goldrush 
boomtown of Lewiston, Idaho, in 1864, 
Lawyer spoke eloquently to the failure of 
the government to live up to its 
promises: 
 
If [Stevens] had told us that the 
reservation was to be flooded with white 
settlers, or that the saw mill was to be 
used for the exclusive benefit of the 
Whites, we would never have consented 
to the treaty. That flour mill and saw mill 
were pledged to me and my people. All 
the stipulations of that treaty were 
pledged to us for our benefit. Nine years 

have passed and those stipulations are 
unfulfilled. [W]e have no church as 
promised; no schoolhouse as promised; 
no doctor as promised; no gunsmith as 
promised; no blacksmith as promised.  
 
Lawyer devoted his life to making peace 
with the white population and following 
the terms of the treaties he signed. 
Nevertheless, in 1870—after holding his 
post for twenty-five years—he voluntarily 
stepped down from the leadership of the 
Nez Perce. His descendants tell the tale of 
his death on January 3, 1876, in this 
manner: 

It was Lawyer's 
custom to fly his 
American flag from 
a pole in front of 
his lodge or house. 
On the day that he 
died, knowing that 
his end was near, 
he instructed some 
member to 
gradually pull 
down the flag. The 
flag would be 
lowered a bit and 
then Lawyer, after 
a time would say: 
"Pull it down a little 
more." So the flag 

was lowered a little more. This was 
repeated several times and when the flag 
touched the ground, Lawyer died. 
 
Today many Nez Perce people continue to 
live in their homeland- some on and 
some off the reservation.  Others have 
moved to cities around the country. 
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STUDENT READING: CAUSE AND EFFECT 
 
INDIAN LIFE BEFORE RESERVATIONS 
Before European/American arrival in the 
Northwest, there were no empty lands. 
The original homelands of native groups 
covered the entire expanse of lands now 
known as Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 
and Montana. These lands were places 
where Indians lived, traveled, hunted, 
fished, and gathered food. Sacred places 
where ancestors were buried and 
religious rites and ceremonies performed 
also were a part of these lands.  
   
However, the U.S.-Indian treaties of 1854 
through 1856 left Indian tribes with only 
a small part of their former homelands. 
Tribes gave up millions of acres in 
Washington Territory alone, in exchange 
for a guarantee or promise that their 
rights would be protected, that some 
lands would be reserved, and that many 
goods and services would be provided for 
them by the U.S. Government.  

 

This picture of the Dalles, taken by Asahel Curtis in 1916, shows 
the Dalles as it was before the Dalles Dam.  It was once a series 
of waterfalls twelve miles long, with its head, Celilo Falls having a 

20 foot drop.  Courtesy Washington State Historical Society. 
 
Some of the richest natural resources of 
the region were shared among different 
tribes and brought different people 
together. 

 
 

  
The first map, adapted from an 1854 Lambert Census Map, 

displays Indian territories in the middle of the 1800’s.  The map 
underneath (adapted from an 1890 U.S. Census map) shows how 
much those lands had shrunk in 1890, less than 40 years later. 

 
For example, the fisheries around The 
Dalles and Celilo Falls provided an 
important food source for many native  
groups from different tribes. The 
gatherings at these important places 
were times for different tribes to trade, 
share information, and develop 
relationships with each other. Because 
many native people spoke multiple 
languages, they could communicate with 
other groups. 
 
Native people used plants, animals, and 
other resources carefully so that their 
children and grandchildren would be able 
to use them as well. Caring for these 
resources was a way of respecting the  
land and treating what it had to offer as 
gifts. Each Indian community had 
responsibilities and obligations to care for 
the natural resources. These 
responsibilities and relationships with the 
land were different from the European 
idea of private property and ownership of 
land. 
 



Detail from “Nez Perces” by John Mix Stanley.  This picture, 
created in October of 1853, displays a meeting between Isaac 

Stevens’ railroad survey team and a hunting band of Nez 
Perce Indians.  Courtesy Washington State Historical Society. 

EARLY SETTLERS  
In the 1820s, Congressmen and others 
urged Americans to consider the Oregon 
Country as a new place to live. Beginning 
in the 1830s and increasing dramatically 
in the 1840s, a large number of 
Americans came into the Oregon Country. 
The Willamette Valley was one of the first 
places settled.  
 
As the United States continued to explore 
the western half of the country, the 
creation of new laws made it easier for 
settlers to cross the country. Accurate 
maps, enthusiastic reports, and trail 
guides helped attract people to the 
western territory. 
 
Unfavorable living conditions in the rest 
of the United States also encouraged 
many people to choose to immigrate to 
Oregon Territory. In the Mississippi 
Valley, for example, nearly ten years of 
hard times began in 1837. Bad weather 
and widespread sickness worsened living 
conditions already made difficult by 
economic depression. 

 

THE COMING OF THE RAILROAD 
In 1853 Isaac Stevens successfully 
applied to President Pierce for the 
governorship of the new Washington 
Territory, a post that also carried the title 
of Superintendent of Indian Affairs. Not 
content with just two jobs, Stevens asked 
for and was given a job with the proposed 
transcontinental railroad survey. 
Washington Territory Governor Isaac 

Stevens was placed in command of 
documenting the northern route by 
recording information about plants, 
animals, Indian tribes, and topography of 
the land. The railroad would bring large 
numbers of people and economic 
development to the region.  
 
THE TREATY TRAIL 
From 1854 - 1855, Governor Isaac 
Stevens traveled hundreds of miles 
across the modern states of Washington 
and parts of Montana, Oregon and Idaho 
negotiating ten treaties that would open the 
territory for future, ongoing white settlement of 
the region. The American drive for 
occupation of Western land led to the 
creation of a reservation system 
established through the treaty councils.  
 
The treaties attempted to isolate Indian 
society and remove Native Americans 
from their traditional land and culture. 
One of the goals of the Reservation 
system was to concentrate the Indians 
upon a few reservations, and encourage 
them to abandon Indian culture and 
adopt European types of farming, 
schooling, and prayer. 
 
This period of United States History was 
greatly influenced by the vision of 
“Manifest Destiny”, the belief that the 
United States had a mission to expand 
freedom and democracy. The term 
became used to describe expansion of the 
United States westward from the Atlantic 
Ocean to the Pacific Ocean. 
 
The Treaty Trail in the Northwest changed 
how both Native American peoples and 
non-native peoples have experienced life 
in the United States since 1854. As a 
result some of our family histories involve 
triumphant journeys westward to start a 
new life; other family histories tell of 
displacement, survival, and innovation 
amid discrimination. By opening up the 
region to the commercial development of 
natural resources, even the landscape 
around us is evidence of the Treaty Trail.  




