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God created the land around St. Andrew, along with the 

Columbia Gorge, by glacial action during the last Ice 

Age.1  The Columbia River Basin provided a fertile home 

and a sustainable way of life for several Indigenous 

Nations for thousands of years, including the Chinook2 

near the river, the Cowlitz3 north and west of us, and a 

few others,4 and the land was understood to be sacred.  

The marshy area near us was called Kolsas by the native 

people5 (later known as Fourth Plain), and likely 

provided the Indigenous peoples with camas bulbs and 

wapato tubers, which were staples of their diet,6 and 

also traded with other nations.  The local tribes also had 

a hearty diet of salmon, deer, berries, and other 

foodstuffs from the land and water.7  What is now 

called Fourth Plain Boulevard was once part of the 

Klickitat trail,5,8 which was used for trade between the 

peoples in our area with the Klickitat people to the east and north. 
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The settlement and westward movement of 

Americans of European ancestry, also 

referred to as settler colonialism, expelling 

Indigenous people, was encouraged by 

ideologies such as the Doctrine of Discovery10 

and Manifest Destiny11 and accelerated after 

the Louisiana Purchase of 1803.12  We are not 

aware of any evidence that Lutheran 

churches or church bodies opposed settler 

colonialism while it was occurring.  The ELCA 

belatedly repudiated the Doctrine of 

Discovery in 2016.13  While intentional 

genocide was not practiced in the Northwest 

to the extent it was in several other parts of 

the U.S.,14 diseases brought by Euro-American 

people in the early-to-mid 1800s, including 

smallpox, malaria and measles, had an 

apocalyptic impact on Indigenous people, 

much worse than the Coronavirus epidemic, 

leading to the death of 90% or more of the 

original inhabitants of this land.15  This early 

contact included the journey of Lewis and 

Clark in 1805-1806 and the establishment of 

Fort Vancouver by the British Hudson’s Bay 

Company in 1825.16  The U.S. Congress passed 

the Donation Land Claim Act in 1850, which 

completely ignored the presence and rights of 

people and nations already here and 

permitted unmarried male or married-couple 

white homesteaders to claim up to 320 or 

640 acres of land, respectively, now seen as 

property, in the Oregon Territory.17  In the 

case of a married couple, the husband and 

wife each owned half of the total, one of the 

first opportunities for married women in the 

United States to hold property under their 

own names.  The first recorded owner of our 

land is Thomas Nerton, for whom Nerton 

Road is named, who claimed 320 acres in 

1855 (lot 74).18,19    
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Even though white settlers and their descendants 

have repeatedly tried to decimate the Cowlitz 

tribe and erase their history, they have proven 

themselves to be the “Forever People.”20  In 1855, 

for example, the Cowlitz refused to sign a treaty 

that would have forced them to move away from 

their land and, more importantly, their ancestors, 

who are a source of strength and guidance. The 

tribe was denied federal recognition in 1923, but worked tirelessly with the support of Creator 

and ancestors until they gained it in 2000. After much opposition they opened the Ilani Casino 

Resort in 2017.  Opposition has since ceased, as the Cowlitz tribe have proved to be exemplary 

neighbors, having donated $28 million to local and state organizations.21  

The Chinook Indian Nation were and are also 

inhabitants of this area and have been fighting 

for federal recognition as a tribe for over 120 

years.  They briefly received recognition in 2001 

under the Clinton administration, but the 

government proposed relocating the Chinook 

further north, adjacent to the reservation of 

the Quinault Indian Nation, and the Bush 

administration used opposition by the Quinault 

as an excuse to rescind the recognition only 18 

months later.  The lack of recognition means, 

for example, that the Chinook are unable to 

receive any government health care or other 

benefits, such as funds that were allocated to 

tribes for COVID-19 relief, which 

disproportionately impacted Indigenous 

peoples.22 

The land around St. Andrew continued its 

purpose as food provider as more whites 

settled and the swamps were drained—there 

were so many fruit trees, particularly prunes, 

that the area was renamed Orchards in 1904.23  

A fire destroyed much of Orchards in 1911.24  

Enough locally-grown prunes found their way 

into brandy that the Prohibition era (1920-

1933) was quite difficult economically for 

Orchards.25 

Cowlitz settlement20 

Orchards mural23 

 

Prune harvest, Washougal (1907)25 

Prune festival queen25 
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The population of the Vancouver area grew 

greatly during World War II, with 57,000 residents 

in housing built by the newly-formed Vancouver 

Housing Authority27 and another 40,000 in 

Vanport,28 just south of the Columbia River, many 

of whom were African Americans who moved 

from the South29 as part of the Great Migration.30  

However, the population of Vancouver generally, 

and Orchards more particularly, has been 

overwhelmingly white since the mid 1800’s.31  

Washington (split off from the Oregon Territory in 

1846), unlike Oregon, never had constitutional 

prohibitions against free Black residents, and 

Vancouver, unlike Portland, never had explicit 

prohibitions against integrated neighborhoods.  

However, Black Vancouverites who wanted to 

stay after the Kaiser Shipyard closed in 1946 

found it very difficult to do so, with many 

property owners refusing to sell to Blacks and 

many employers refusing to hire Blacks.32  For 

example, the city of Camas, for a number of years, had an ordinance forbidding Blacks to be in 

the city after 6 pm every evening.33 

In 1970, Kenneth and Donna 

(Loewen) Ellertson and Richard 

and Donna (Kvamme) Smythe 

transferred land in Orchards to 

the American Lutheran Church, 

and St. Andrew was organized as 

a congregation of the American 

Lutheran Church in 1971, with 

52 baptized members being 

received on Reformation 

Sunday.  The congregation 

moved into a new building in 

1972.  Sadly, the main church 

building burned to the ground in 

1994 and was rebuilt in 1996.34  

During most of its history, St. Andrew has viewed the land as a venue for worship, education, 

and service but has not had a strong focus on the land itself.  However, in 2012 St. Andrew 
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began a Community Garden and our 

Preschool initiated its strong outdoor focus, 

in a sense beginning to return to the 

ancient purpose of our land.  We pray that 

our community will recover a sense of 

stewardship and sacredness, rather than 

ownership and domination, and of 

abundance rather than scarcity, with regard 

to our land.  Who is the land for?  The land 

is “for all.” 
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