
Making History at the Old Courthouse  
Fish was brought on as the museum’s 
first director. “I had helped three muse-
ums to gather momentum and was eager 
to boost this one into a second start,” she 
wrote. “In June 1980, we moved from the 
bank to the top floor of the old court-
house.” On June 19 and 20, 1982, more 
than 2,000 attended the opening of the 
Clallam County Museum. 

The items the Society had in boxes and an 
array of artifacts were being inventoried 
and catalogued according to established 
museum standards. This development, 
and others, began a period of growth for 
the Society.

Key was a cadre of volunteers, by 1981 
at least 50; 1986 up to 65; a 1987 photo 
showed about 80. “These folks had a 
stake in the community,” recalled Kathy 
Estes. 

“It was an ideal situation,” said Estes. 
“We did not pay them (the county) rent. 
There wasn’t a huge need for fundraising  
because we received grants that would 
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Second of three parts

Most U.S. counties have court-
houses, which provide the  
locus of judicial matters and 
often other county offices. 

For 18 years, the Clallam County  
Historical Society occupied the old county 
courthouse which is connected to the 
new one. While there, the Society basked 
in a high-visibility location, a presence 
for the past, exhibiting and organizing its 
collection with a large staff of volunteers.

“Those were wonderful years, golden 
years,” recalled Virginia Fitzpatrick, one 
of CCHS’s managers. Fitzpatrick was a 
superlative manager: she cared deeply 
about the Society’s collections and mis-
sion. She served as a board member of 
the Washington Museums Association 
and made sure The Museum was using 
best practices possible—even if we were 
a small organization. Her dedication to 
the Society has never wavered over the 
past 40 years.

The Society had been forced out of its 
shared arrangement with the National 
Park Service for use of the Pioneer  
Memorial Museum (now the Visitor  
Center) during the summer of 1979. That 
previous fall, the county commissioners 
passed a resolution calling for a museum 
in the old courthouse and asked the  
Society to operate it.

After the move from the Pioneer Museum, 
the Society’s 30 years’ worth of artifacts 
were stored in the basement of Port  
Angeles Savings and Loan (now JPMorgan  
Chase Bank) and other basements. Harriet 

Look for more on our website at 

www.clallamhistoricalsociety.com. 

And remember to “Like Us” on our 

Facebook page, Clallam County 

Historical Society.

The North Olympic  

History Center is a 

private, non-profit 

corporation. 

With the exception of the few 

grants we have been awarded 

in the past, we do not receive 

funding from the city, county, 

state or federal government. 

It is this community’s belief in 

us that supports our efforts to 

preserve and share the county’s 

history. The board of directors 

and volunteer staff thank you 

for your continued support.

NOHC thanks Virginia  
Fitzpatrick and Irene Wyman 
for their sponsorship of this 

publication.

(Continued on page 5

by John Kendall

Virginia Fitzpatrick, a former CCHS manager



The garage sale is now a memory. Everyone pulled together to make the 24th—and 
final—sale a resounding success! We raised over $40,000—a record amount. So what 
happens next? Those funds will help with the purchase and installation of a rolling 
storage system in the archives room in the Artifact Storage Facility. This is a huge 
step as we work to provide the best possible storage system for the precious items 
that people have donated to us over the past 70 years. The units will contain special-
ized storage for our art collection, original photographs, glass plate negatives, books, 
school records, and so much more. Typically, these units provide over 30 percent 
more space than is available with regular shelving. Through the dedication of the 
“Wednesday guys,” the room has been emptied and will be ready for the installation 
of the shelving in March.

No garage sale does not mean less work! We have a new group of students preparing 
their Hands on History projects. You will find us at the KONP Clallam County Home & 
Lifestyle Show on March 16 and 17. Due to many volunteers falling ill with the creepy 
crud in December, we have postponed the fashion show to May 18. We will also be 
participating in the Vintage Spring Home and Garden Market on May 17 and 18. And 
since all the artwork has been moved because of the new storage system, on June 
2 we will host “Art as Artifact,” a show featuring the hundreds of paintings, prints 
and sketches that are in our collection. And just to make sure that we aren’t sitting 
around doing nothing, we will have a “fixture sale” in Lincoln School on September 7.

Many thanks to all of you who help to keep our history alive!
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View from the Executive Director’s Desk
By Kathy Estes

Upcoming Events:
HISTORY TALES:
March 3 – Priscilla Hudson,  
History of the Lost Canoe

April 7 – Student presentations, 
Hands on History projects – held 
at Lincoln Center

May 5 – David Brownell, 
S’Klallam Village at Washington 
Harbor

June 2 – Art as Artifact – held at 
Lincoln School

All programs, with the exception 
of the student presentations on 
April 7 and the Art as Artifact 
show, begin at 2:30 p.m. and are 
held at the First United Methodist 
Church, 110 East 7th Street, Port 
Angeles. 

CONTACT
Mailing Address:
North Olympic History Center
P.O. Box 1327
Port Angeles, WA 98362

Physical Address:
933 West 9th Street
Port Angeles, WA 98363
email: artifact@olypen.com
website: clallamhistoricalsociety.com

Telephones:
Administration: 360-452-2662
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Strait History is a periodical publication of
North Olympic History Center.

Copyright ©2017, North Olympic History 
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Shirt Tale Proves Fish’s Undoing
A STITCH in time may save nine, but the lack of a stitch in this 
case saved a salmon.

Jerry Dwyer, Seattle photographer, recently 
returned from a fishing trip. He went to the 
famous Campbell River on Vancouver Island 
in search of big salmon, but came away very 
much disappointed. On his way home he 
stopped off at the Elwha River, near Port Ange-
les, and found the real fisherman’s paradise.

To hear Jerry tell it there are more fish than 
there is water in the river. The humpies are 
so thick and bumping into one another so often 
that their humps are getting as pronounced as a camel’s, according to Jerry.

The big spring shown in the accompanying photograph was hooked by the photog-
rapher. It looked like the fish was going to get away, so Gerald Smith, aged 14, volun-
teered to save the situation. He slipped off his trousers, waded in and using his shirt tail 
as a landing net brought the fish ashore.

The photographer, true to his art, threw away his pole and grabbed his camera.
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This article and photograph originally appeared in the Seattle P-I in 1932. Gerald Smith lived at “The 

Place,” built by his father, on the Elwha. He became a logger and died in 1945 at the age of  28.

Gerald Smith Landing Big Salmon



The North Olympic History Center has  
sponsored a new book: “The Spruce Division  
in Clallam County: The Quest for Aircraft 
Spruce During World War I.”

During the summer of 1918, the goal was to build a railroad con-
necting a new mill in Port Angeles with some of North America’s 
finest spruce stands in the West End of Clallam County. Once the 
spruce was milled in Port Angeles, the plan was to ship spruce to 
Britain and France, then assemble spruce into biplanes to battle 
German aircraft for superiority during World War I.

The 37 miles of track through rugged terrain was almost  
finished – all in six months – when the war ended – in the words 
of the book’s author, Steve Hauff, the project “ran out of war.” 
No spruce ever went by rail to the mill, but the project’s effect on 
the area was long lasting.

“It’s an extraordinary piece of history,” said Hauff. “For example, 
the changed work rules and working conditions in the woods.”

Before, working in the remote woods was dangerous. The workers’ 
champion was a radical union, the Industrial Workers of the 
World, nicknamed “the Wobblies.” As part of the war effort, by 
1918 the U. S. government wanted spruce felled, milled and sent 
to Europe as soon as possible. The Europeans wanted 3 million 
board feet a month.

The government used civilians, many locals in the logging  
industry, for the project. But first they were required to join an 
organization established by the government – the Loyal Legion 
of Loggers and Lumbermen, which was unique in U. S. labor 
history. Now a radical union and strikes were no longer a threat. 
In return, members got eight-hour days – less than logging  
companies had required – in a safer environment.

The Spruce’s Division’s other working elements were engineer-
ing firms and their employees, along with soldiers. The division 
employed 3,000 soldiers and 3,000 civilian employees through-
out Clallam County, population 10,000.

There were 13 operations of the Spruce Division along the Wash-
ington and Oregon coasts.

The local Spruce Division’s east end of its railroad met an exist-
ing line from Port Angeles west of Joyce. From there, the line 
headed up the Lyre River canyon, hugged the northeast shore 
of Lake Crescent, out through the Sol Duc valley to Lake Pleas-
ant, then the west end of the mainline. Also, the plan was for 70 
miles of logging railroad west of Lake Crescent in the Dickey and 
Hoko basins. It was graded but remained unused.
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New Book Spruces Up Local History by John Kendall

A small mill was built at Lake Pleasant, and a bigger mill was 
planned.

A large mill was built in Port Angeles – ready to mill spruce 
bound for Europe.

The project began in earnest in June of 1918, and ended soon 
after the November 11 armistice. “Everything stopped,” said 
Hauff. “Later the engineering combine acknowledged that the 
rails only reached the first Sol Duc crossing and 95 rail cars of 
material waited at Lake Pleasant. Rather than truck it out, they 
laid the rest of the rails and bought it all out by rail. Almost  
everybody was shipped out by mid-January (of 1919). They 
came. They did. They left.” The unused Port Angeles mill  
remained empty for years.

The railroad along Lake Crescent included two tunnels, now part 
of an improved Spruce Trail. “It’s a beautiful hike,” said Hauff, 
“and the tunnels are monuments to those who made them  
possible so many years ago.”

Hauff believed there should be a county recognition of the 
hundredth anniversary of World War I’s end. “A buddy from the 
National Railway Historical Society in Portland sent me informa-

(Continued on page 5



page 4 STRAIT HISTORY NORTH OLYMPIC HISTORY CENTER

A New Sign for Something 
Old Fashioned  

Mission 
Statement:

We connect the future, 
through the present, with 

the past.

Research Library
931 West 9th Street

Port Angeles, Washington 98363
360-452-2662

Open Tuesdays & Thursdays, 
 9 a.m. – 3 p.m. 

or by appointment

By John Kendall

Many thanks to our 
Business Sponsors: 

Bret Wirta

Baby Grand

First Federal

Totak Press  

Olympic Stationers

PenPrint

Compass Advocates

Sportsmen Hotel

Chestnut Cottage

Lindberg & Smith Architects
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For the travel-weary who drive west 
approaching Port Angeles, the Sports-
men Motel is the first lodging they see. 
Those who choose to stay there discover 
unique aspects. 

The motel has a website that doesn’t 
take reservations; accepts credit cards 
and processes them nightly; uses those 
big keys that motels used to have (they 
lack the motel name, just the room 
number). The motel offers no phone 
service – it delayed that choice until it 
became moot when everybody has cell 
phones anyway. There is Wi-Fi in rooms, 
but no air conditioning – summer guests 
get to use fans.

 “We’re not in any way an entertainment 
resort,” said owner Janette Cole. “This is 
a place to rest. They can cook their own 
dinners – we have real kitchens with 
10 of our 16 units, the rest have micro-
waves.

“We get golfers, baseball players in tour-
naments, work crews and foreign tour-
ists – I’m not sure how they find us.  
There have been a really large amount 
of Oriental people,” said Cole. Truckers 
and fishermen like the large parking 
area for their rigs and boat trailers.

Thirty to 40 percent are repeat custom-
ers, and the motel is filled during sum-
mers and “about half full” during Janu-
ary and February.

There are 16 units and eight apartments. 
“The highest number says 17 on the door 
– we’re old fashioned, we don’t have a 
room 13,” said Cole.

Cole estimated the motel was built in 
the early 1950s, when it was Merkle’s 
Motel. She bought it herself on May 1, 
2000. Now 82, Cole handles the motel’s 

laundry. Daughter Jan Keeble handles 
bookkeeping and cleaning supervision, 
while son Scott Woodward takes care of 
maintenance.

Scott proudly showed off the rooms – 
some have original fixtures, tile work and 
cabinets; one has a pink toilet, popular in 
the 1950s, another a blue, cast-iron bath-
tub. “We kept some of the old stuff and 
people appreciate it,” he said.

Several years ago, Cole wanted to know 
the motel’s history, so she joined what 
was then the Clallam County Historical 
Society to find out. “I just never got the 
chance to do any checking,” she said. 
The staff of the present North Olympic 
History Center reviewed available records 
and could only find that the motel was 
previously named Merkle’s Motel.

The sign for the motel, at 2909 Highway 
101, is listed as a landmark with the 
county, so when Cole wanted to update 
the motel’s large outdoor sign last sum-
mer, she was told “it could be repaired 
but needed to meet the new county sign 
ordinance.” With permission, the new 
sign is smaller but maintains the design 
of the original – a new sign for an old 
friend of weary travelers. 

This vintage-style sign greets travelers  
coming into Port Angeles.
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Making History  (Continued from page 1) 

help us with preservation projects. We had a huge volunteer 
staff. Elaine Rambo was the registrar. She had at least two  
ladies who did the typing.”

City hotel/motel tax revenue was available along with grants, 
although the Society’s lease with the county restricted eligibility 
for some grants and none for day-to-day operations. “We only 
purchased archival supplies,” said Estes. “We never had a huge 
budget.” Directors came and went, and the Society established 
a policy of having only one salaried employee. That tradition 
continues today; History Center director Estes, who began as 
the museum’s business manager in 1987, is the only salaried 
employee.

Building maintenance was taken care of; although when the 
Society moved into the basement, volunteers removed the old 
wall board and replaced it with drywall. “Since this building had 
been designated a Washington State Historic Site, permissions 
for adjustments in structure had to be secured at the state level, 
as well as county and local levels,” wrote Fish.

Two docents were available weekdays. There was a gift shop 
in the former jury room, research library, shared facilities with 
the Clallam County Genealogical Society and rotating exhibits 
around the second-floor rotunda. The now-extensive collec-
tions of photos, books, artifacts and archival material were 
moved to the basement in 1984. It had been a jail. “Our main 
office is light, open and conducive to work, even if we do have 
bars on our doors and windows,” wrote Dona Cloud in 1989, 
now a 42-year volunteer.

Fish wrote in 1982: “A group of thirty devoted volunteers are 
contributing almost 200 hours a week in developing the four 
divisions of this ‘Hall of the Muses.’ These divisions, includ-
ing case and interpretative exhibits; genealogical instruction;  
studies and lineage searching; taping, orally, historical and life 
experiences of county citizens; and the researching of local and 
regional data to satisfy the questions asked by historians, writers 
and the business community.”

“It was a busy place,” recalled Estes. “People were in and out of 
there all the time.”

And the county eventually needed space. The Society had signed 
a 20-year lease, and by the early 1990s, the county wanted to 
bring some offices from the new courthouse. “We were hoping 
the county would renew our lease,” said Estes, “but it didn’t.”

After months of looking, the Society purchased a new facility, the 
old Lincoln Schoolhouse. For the first time, the Society was pay-
ing for its home.

New Book  (Continued from page 3) 

tion on what was being done there,” said Hauff. “From that I 
decided to put together this book.”

Hauff was historical society president 1984-1985. He worked 
for 30 years as the Clallam County Engineer and retired in 2002. 
Hauff, 68, is a railroad historian, specializing in locomotives. He 
has authored or co-authored five railroad books. 

For this book, Hauff was assisted by Larry Lang, who worked 
with the publisher, and Rex Gerberding, who supplied some of 
the 100-page book’s photographs; others are from the author’s 
collection.

The book contains engineering maps of each of the project’s 
sections and a thorough account of the various facets and chal-
lenges of the overall project.

Research by Virginia Fitzpatrick of the History Center revealed 
that 189 men of the Spruce Division became U. S. citizens.

The History Center’s predecessor, Clallam County Historical 
Society, sponsored two previous books: “Jimmy Come Lately: 
History of Clallam County” in 1971, and “A History of Clallam 
County, Washington,” first published in 2003.

“Steve Hauff’s book is different because he offered it as a fund 
raiser,” said Kathy Estes, History Center director. “We thank him 
for his generosity.”

A second printing of the book has been done on glossy paper. 
It is $15 and available only through the History Center, 933, W. 
9th St., Port Angeles, which is open 9 a.m. to 3 p. m. weekdays. 
Copies can be mailed through the center for $20.00. Estes can 
be reached at 360-452-2662 and artifact@olypen.com.

The old

Lincoln  

Schoolhouse
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Do You Remember?
This photo was part of a collection that came to us last year. 
While we were able to identify a number of the photos, this one 
has us stumped. Can you help us?
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March 16 & 17 – KONP Home &  
Lifestyle Show

May 17 & 18 – Vintage Fair, Clallam 
County Fairgrounds

May 18 – Fashion Show, Lincoln Center 
(formerly the Skills Center)

June 2 – Art as Artifact, Lincoln School,  
1-4 p.m.

September 7 – Fixture Sale, Lincoln School, 
8 a.m. – 2 p.m.
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WANTED:   
Your email address so we can keep you up to date on activities.


