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Before there were skyscrapers, interstates, and cars; 
before there was electricity-producing-juggernaut 
Grand Coulee Dam or so#ware giant Microso#, there 
was a relatively unexplored area in the upper 
northwest corner of what is now the United States. 
This area would eventually be named Washington, 
a#er the first President. 

Washington is a land of variety, going from sea level at 
the Pacific Ocean to the highest peak, Mount Rainier at 
14,410 feet. Washington has temperate rain forests, 
high mountains, deserts and just about everything in 
between. West of the Cascade Mountain Range, which 
essentially divide the state in two, people enjoy a 
milder, wetter climate than the east side, which is more 
arid, with hotter summers and colder winters.

In terms of population, a much larger percentage of 
Washington’s 7 million people live on the western side, 
with Seattle boasting the biggest number at over 
600,000. The second largest city, Spokane, resides in 
the northeast corner where over 200,000 people live.
 
Washington’s history is an amazing story. It’s one of 
perseverance, deception, war, courage, and exploration. 
It’s a history filled with life and death, justice and 
injustice, of settlement and displacement. By 
understanding Washington’s history, we can better 
understand our world today . . .

Washington State:
 An Introduction

Geography refers to the physical features of the 
earth. Things like rivers, mountain ranges, 
coastlines, and even deserts make up some of 
the physical features here in Washington. 
Geography is also the study of people and 
resources, how we use the land and the 
industries we’ve come to rely on. Whether you 
realize it or not, geography has played a major 
roll in the state’s history.

History is the study of past events or a series of 
events connected to a person or people. 
Throughout this program, you’ll be learning 
about how individuals and groups of people, 
both large and small, helped shape the future of 
not only our state, but the nation and the 
world.

Geography and History
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It’s important to have an understanding of chronology, the study of events and dates in order of their 
occurrence. This student section is broken down into three broad time periods or eras. Each is color 
coded to help you in the following pages as you study Washington’s history and geography.

Earliest People
• 5,000-13,000 years ago
• Characterized by early human 
inhabitation, primitive tools, and 
migration.

• Key Events: Kennewick Man - Marmes 
Rock Shelter - Clovis Points - Manis 
Mastodon Site

Age of Exploration
• 1700s
• Characterized by sea exploration on the 
west coast of Washington by England, Russia, 
Spain, and the United States.

• Key Events and People:
       - Coastal and Plateau Indians.
       - James Cook sailing for England reaches 
Pacific Coast in 1778.
       - Robert Gray sailing for United States 
explores the Columbia River in 1791.
       - George Vancouver sailing for England 
reaches Pacific Coast in 1792.
       

Expansion and Growth

• 1800s
• Characterized by continued 
exploration and expansion of the 
United States. The fur trade, 
missionaries, and Indian wars 
characterized this time, along with the 
settlement and westward push of 
pioneers to the Pacific Northwest.

• Key Events and People:
       - 1805: Americans Lewis and 
Clark explore Washington’s Snake 
and Columbia Rivers, mapping their 
journey to the Pacific Ocean.
       - 1811: Fur trading is prominent.
       - 1830’s: Missionaries come to 
Washington.
       - 1850s: Indian wars break out 
across Washington.
       - 1880s: Settlement and 
expansion throughout Washington, 
along with statehood in 1889.

EP

AE

EG

Learning Target: You should be able to 
understand the characteristics of each era.
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Success Criteria:  In group or partner discussion, you 
should be able to identify the key eras that will be used in
this program.
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Spokane

Walla Walla

Vancouver

Seattle

Forks

Bellingham
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This relief map of Washington is a key document 
you’ll revisit throughout the program. There are 
six key cities you’ll need to know that you’ll use 
for geographical markers, two mountain ranges, 
and two rivers.

This NASA map also shows the major urban areas 
in Washington highlighted with red dots.

These key geographical markers should be placed 
on your Initial Washington Map.

Olympic Mts.

The Cascades

Columbia River

Snake River

Columbia River

The Cascades

Key
Mountain Range

River

City

Learning Target: After analyzing the map, you will be 
able to identify relevant geographical areas of 
Washington state.
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Success Criteria:  You should be able to place these key 
geographical areas on your Initial WA Map.
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Washington’s climate is diverse. The coast 
receives the most rainfall in the state. This is 
due to the Pacific Ocean and the air drawing 
in moisture. As air makes its way inland, it 
pushes against the Olympic Mountains (A). 
Here it expands and cools. If there’s enough 
moisture, water droplets become rain and fall. 
This is why the temperate rain forests of the 
Quinault, Queets, and Hoh exist, due to the 
extensive precipitation and moderate 
temperatures.

The process repeats itself as air moves east 
toward the Cascade Mountains. The air is 
forced upward, and as it rises and cools, 
clouds form and water falls either as rain or 
snow, depending on temperature.

Both the Olympic Mountains (A) and Cascade 
Range (C) form a barrier. The Olympics block 
so much rain that the city of Sequim only 
receives about 17 inches of rain per year (B). 
Whereas Mount Olympus can accumulate up 
to 200 inches a year.

40 year average rainfall
in inches

Washington’s Climate

The majority of water falls on the western side of the 
Cascades, leaving very little moisture for the east. As the 
air continues east, it gets warmer due to the high 
pressure. Warm air is able to hold more water vapor, 
making it less likely to form into rain, essentially staying 
trapped in the air.

A
B

C

A Olympic Mountains
B City of Sequim
C Cascade Mountains

Key Geographical Areas/Places:
• Olympic Mountains - Sequim - Cascades

Learning Target: You will use the map below to help 
understand the amount of rainfall across the state of 
Washington.
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Success Criteria:  On an exit ticket, you will be able to 
answer the question: Which side, the western or eastern, receives 
the most rainfall?
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Land Regions of Study

Washington is divided into seven land region with distinct landforms. Landforms are natural 
features of the earth’s surface.  Three examples are provided for you below.
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Learning Target: You will be able to identify the 
seven regions of Washington state.
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Success Criteria:  You should be able to trace these key 
geographical areas on your Initial WA Map.

S A
 M

 P L 
E  

 P A G
 E 

S



The Coast
From the Pacific Ocean to the 
Olympic Mountains, the coast 
o f Wa s h i n g t o n s t a t e i s 
strikingly beautiful. One only 
needs to look at First or Second 
Beach, venture into the Hoh 
Rain Rorest, or take a drive up 
to Hurricane Ridge to see the 
scope of this beauty.

The climate of the coast is mild 
and receives the most rainfall in 
the state. The western slopes of 
the Olympics receives the 
heaviest rainfall in the lower 
48. 

The logging city of Forks, made famous by the Twilight 
book series, is the largest city closest to the coast. 
Venturing north from Forks, drivers are given a choice. 
Further north and eventually west along Highway 113 
takes you to the most westerly point in the contiguous 
U.S. to Cape Alava, through the Makah Indian village 
and past Lake Ozette. Other Indian reservations in this 
region include the Quileute and Quinault. 

Continuing along Highway 101 east will bring you 
along side the turquoise-colored waters of Lake 
Crescent, a favorite spot for photographers and 
water recreation enthusiasts.  Other popular 
destinations include La Push, First Beach, Hurricane 
Ridge, and Sol Duc Hot Springs.  

Further east is the largest city in the area, Port 
Angeles. Separating the port city from Vancouver 
Island is the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Port Townsend 
and the rain-shadow-protected-Sequim are cities 
found continuing east. 

The southern boundary of the peninsula ends 
where the Willapa Hills begin. Lower in elevation 
than the north, the southern area is known for 
logging and farming.

In the summer, temperatures 
range from 60 to 70 degrees 
with lows in the 50s. Conversely, 
in January, temperatures range 
from the mid-forties to low-
thirties.

Mount Olympus, within the 
Olympic Peninsula, is the tallest 
peak within the range at 7,965 
feet. There isn’t a paved route  
through the Olympics unlike the 
Cascade Mountains. Instead, 
travelers must use Highway 101 
which loops around the range.

Learning Target: You should be able to describe the 
climate and characteristics of the coastal region of 
Washington.
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Success Criteria:  You should be able to identify three 
characteristics of  the coastal region in partner discussion.
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Willapa Hills
Less mountainous than the coast to the north, 
the Willapa Hills host a coastline known for 
sandy beaches and tourism. Grays Harbor and 
further south, Willapa Bay, are popular 
destinations, especially Ocean Shores and Long 
Beach, the thirty-mile peninsula of sand.

The mouth of the Columbia River forms the southern 
boundary. At five miles across, the Columbia is a force 
of water to take seriously. Though it may not look at 
from this picture, many ships have sunk in this area. 
The conditions are so bad that specially trained boat 
pilots, referred to as “bar pilots” help ships navigate the 
treacherous waters, along with the Coast Guard who 
are stationed out of Cape Disappointment.
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Learning Target: You should be able to describe the 
characteristics of the Willapa Hills region of 
Washington.
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Success Criteria:  On an exit ticket answer the following 
question: Would you consider the Willapa Hills mountainous? Why 
or why not.
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Puget Sound is home to an extensive ferry 
systems, where nearly 75,000 people ride 
ferries daily. There are over 150 islands in the 
Sound including larger ones like Whidbey, 
Camano, and San Juan. 

Along with the ferries, the region is host to a 
number of impressive bridges, from the Hood 

Canal Floating Bridge, linking the Kitsap and Olympic 
peninsulas, to the pair of suspension bridges known as 
the Tacoma Narrows built in 1950 and 2007.

Bridges have quite a sordid history in Washington. The 
latest incident happened in 2013 when an oversized 
truck hit a portion of the I-5 bridge over the Skagit 
River, causing a chain reaction that ultimately destroyed 
it. The bridge was repaired that same year.

Government entities are spread throughout the Sound. 
The capitol in Olympia, the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard 
in Bremerton, along with military forts, Fort Lewis and 
McChord Air Force Base.

Not everywhere in the lowlands is metropolitan 
however. The Skagit River area is famous for its tulips 
and daffodil farms and the southern portion is known 
for farming and dairy.

This region is the most populated and busy in the entire 
state.

Puget Sound Lowlands
The Puget Sound lowlands extend as far north as the San Juan Islands and as far south as Vancouver, 
where the Columbia makes its bend. Seattle, home to more than 600,000 people, is the cultural and 
geographical hub of the area. In fact, seven of the ten largest cities in Washington are found in the 
Puget Sound Lowlands. Kent, Bellevue, and Renton are a few.
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Learning Target: You should be able to describe the 
characteristics of the Puget Sound Lowlands.
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Success Criteria:  In discussion, answer: Why do you think 
Puget Sound would have so many ferries?
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The Cascades

Dividing the state of Washington nearly in half, the 
Cascade Mountains are a rugged range of peaks and 
valleys. Five of these peaks are volcanic. Moving north to 
south: Mt. Baker, Glacier Peak, Mount Rainier, Mt. Adams,  
and Mt. St. Helens.

Because of the higher elevations, the Cascades are colder, 
with the western side receiving the majority of rainfall. In 
a year, the average snowfall ranges from 50 to 75 inches, 
increasing to 400 inches in the upper elevations.

Snoqualmie, Stevens, Chinook, White, North Cascades and 
Satus all traverse the Cascades, allowing travel and access 
to and from the east and west sides of the state, noting 
that Chinook and the North Cascades close in the winter 
due to heavy accumulations of snow. The passes are home 
to a variety of recreation from skiing and snowboarding to 
hiking and camping. 

The most popular National Park in the state of 
Washington is found within the Cascades. Mount Rainier 
National Park, established in 1899, was the fi#h National 
Park ever created. Almost two million people visit the park 
each year.

May 18, 1980. 
Mount St. Helens erupts, 
reducing the elevation of the 
mountain from 9,677 to 8,365 
feet. Fifty-seven people die, and 
extensive damage to river beds, 
roads, bridges, and railroads 
make it the most economically 
destructive volcanic event in the 
history of the United States.
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Learning Target: You should be able to describe the 
characteristics of the Cascades.
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This region is characterized by rolling mountains 
and farms. Relying primarily on agriculture, the 
Okanogan Highlands supports hay, wheat, and 
some fruit crops. The area also relies on the 
timber and mining industries.

Temperatures within the plateau are much 
different from the west side of Washington. 
Summers are hot and arid, with winters dropping 
into single digits and accompanied by snow. 
January temperatures range from 28 to 32 degrees 
on average, while summer temperatures reach 
into the high 80s, lower 90s.

The Colville Indian Reservation is the largest 
reservation in the state and is located in the heart 
of the region. 

Found in the very northeasterly corner is Gardner 
Cave, the third longest limestone cave in the state 
of Washington. Located within Crawford State 
Park, Gardner Cave offers explorers a chance to 
see a variety of stalactites and stalagmites.

Like the Okanogan Highlands, the Columbia Plateau 
is hot in the summer and cold in the winter and relies 
on agriculture as the main industry. Absent, however, 
is any sort of mountain range. This region is made up 
of high, flat land.

Spokane is the second largest city in Washington and 
is located on the edge of the plateau on the Spokane 
River. With Canada a little over a hundred miles to 
the north and Idaho just twenty miles away, Spokane 
is a hub for travelers.

Wenatchee, located in the almost exact geographic 
center of Washington and on the western edge of the 
Columbia Plateau, is a city that relies heavily on apple 
production and other fruit crops. 

Grapes are also a staple within the region. 
Washington’s wine industry has steadily grown in the 
past decade and growth is expected to continue.

Though the Columbia Plateau has some of the driest 
land in the Pacific Northwest, farmers are able to tap 
into the vast irrigation waterways made possible by 
Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia River.

Okanogan Highlands Columbia Plateau

F O U N D A T I O N   1.9

Learning Target: You should be able to describe the 
characteristics of both the Okanogan Highlands and the 
Columbia Plateau.
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Success Criteria:  On an exit ticket, describe the attributes 
both geographical areas have in common.
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Located in the southeastern 
corner of the state, the Blue 
Mountains have a dry climate. 
The Snake River acts as its 
northern boundary, with the 
largest city being Walla Walla. 
This region is rich with history 
as Walla Walla served as a fur 
trading post and mission for 
travelers along the Oregon Trail. 
L i k e m o s t o f e a s t e r n 
Washington, this region is hot in 
the summer.

Blue Mountains
F O U N D A T I O N   2.0

Learning Target: You should be able to know where 
the Blue Mountains are located and the climate of 
the area. You should also be able to extrapolate 
(figure out) the general populations in relation to the 
area. 
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Populations

Success Criteria:  On an exit ticket, answer the following:
1. Which geographical area is the most populous?
2. Would you consider the Blue Mountains region 
populous? Why or why not?

Now that you’ve studied all the geographical regions of  the state, take a look at this population map below. Use it to 
help answer your exit ticket questions.
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Earliest People
In the 1920s, primitive stone tools and weapons 

were discovered in Clovis, New Mexico, and hence, 

the term Clovis Point would be referred to as 

primitive stone weapons fashioned in the shape of a 

spear.

Fast forward six decades. An orchardist digging a 

ditch in East Wenatchee comes across over a dozen 

ancient stone tools, some of them being spear points 

as long as nine inches. This isn’t the first time 

Clovis Points have been found in the U.S., but it’s 

the first time in Washington that such a large cache 

have been found together. Besides New Mexico, 

similar shaped objects have been discovered in most 

states as well as Mexico.

It’s widely believed that the Clovis people, living 

nearly 12,000 years ago, are the direct ancestors to 

Native Americans of today. These people used the 

points as weapons to hunt mammoth and other 

animals.

But East Wenatchee isn’t the only place where 

evidence of early people exist in Washington. To the 

east in the Columbia Plateau, a discovery of ancient 

bones, dubbed the Marmes Rock Shelter, believed to 

be nearly 11,000 years old, were found by 

archaeologists in the 1960s at the confluence of the 

Snake and Palouse rivers. Spears, arrowheads, and 

even graves were discovered. However, with the 

building of Lower Monumental Dam, the site was 

flooded by the rising waters of the Columbia. 

Despite an attempt to build levees to protect the site, 

water seeped in and the site was fully covered in 

1969.

EP

Learning Target: You will understand the tools that early 
humans used to hunt with as well as the general time 
frame they were used in.
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Success Criteria:  In discussion with partners or groups, 
talk about why Clovis Points were so important.
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The Skagit River and The Native People

The upper Skagit native people primarily crossed the rugged North Cascades when the weather 
permitted through what was called Cascade Pass through the north end of Lake Chelan, named 
“Stehkin.” It wasn’t until the late 1700s that the first Euro-American fur traders appeared in the 
North Cascades. One of the most important traders was Alexander Ross, who essentially crossed 
the North Cascades via the Cascade River, a tributary to the Skagit in 1814.

Native American tribes lived throughout this region, including the Lummi, Samish, and 
Nooksack. Relying on the Skagit River, western Washington’s largest river, was essential, not only 
for transportation but for sustenance. The Skagit was home to all five species of salmon: 
chinook, sockeye, silver, chum, and pink. The annual return of salmon and steelhead from the 
ocean had spiritual and cultural significance for tribes. The fish had economic importance as a 
trade and food item. Tribes developed elaborate rituals to celebrate the return of the first fish 
which were intended to ensure that abundant runs and good harvests would follow. Because the 
salmon returned at the same time relatively each year, fishing was a much more efficient way of 
gathering food than hunting animals.  

AE

Learning Target: After reading the article, you will be 
able to identify where the North Cascades is located and 
understand the importance of salmon to Native 
American tribes.
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Success Criteria:  Discuss in groups why salmon were so 
important to native tribes.
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The Shifting Earth

Washington’s geology tell us a story before 

the earliest inhabitants ever stepped foot on 

the land. In order to understand what 

happened, you have to understand the term: 

lithosphere. The lithosphere is the crust, the 

outer layer of the Earth. It’s is broken up into 

seven large “plates”. These plates, in turn, 

move ever so slowly, sometimes only a few 

millimeters each year. But this movement, 

over a long period of time (we’re talking 

millions of years), caused the geological 

formations we see today. The Cascade and 

Olympic Mountains are an example of when 

two landmasses come together, forcing the 

land upward. Earthquakes and volcanic 

activity are a result of the tectonic plates 

colliding with one another. 

Washington has had its share of earthquakes. 

In 1949, a major earthquake struck near 

Olympia killing eight people. As recent as 

2001, a large quake centered in Tacoma, 

struck and caused damage, however, there 

was no loss of life. Because of Washington’s 

geographic location within the plates, future 

earthquakes are inevitable. 

Volcanic activity is part of Washington’s 

history as well. Washington harbors five  

volcanoes: Mt. Baker, Glacier Peak, Mt. 

Rainier, Mt. Adams, and Mt. St. Helens. 

 

These volcanoes are the result of pressure from gases 

expanding until lava exploded from the Earth’s surface.

The largest recent volcanic activity was in 1980 when Mt. 

St. Helens erupted. But this wasn’t the first time. St. 

Helens as well as the all the other volcanoes have erupted 

previously. 

Learning Target: You will understand what the term 
lithosphere means and how tectonic plate movement 
impacts landforms.
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Success Criteria:  Explain on your exit ticket, what causes 
mountain ranges.
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Salmon Canneries

The Lummi created the fishing method of reef 

netting, which was widely used along the coast 

to trap salmon. Those nets were a precursor of 

what was to come.

By the late 1800s, the salmon industry began to 

boom as companies figured out how to trap 

more efficiently as well as can and ship fish 

caught in large underwater pens. The Pacific-

American Fishery was the largest canning 

company in Bellingham Bay and at one time 

was the largest salmon processing plant in the 

world.

Immigrant Work
Work in the canneries was not easy. 

Immigrants from China, Norway, Italy, and 

other countries worked in the canning 

facilities, often times relegated to the most 

dirty jobs like gutting and cleaning the fish. 

Immigrant workers were not given full rights 

either.  They slept in segregated housing near 

the cannery and the more immigrants that 

came, the more tension rose between them and 

white workers. In 1885, leaders in Bellingham 

lobbied to have Chinese workers forced out of 

the area. Many Chinese were stalked and 

beaten, aided by anti-Chinese laws passed by 

Congress, prohibiting Chinese workers from 

entering the country.

Learning Target: You will understand the difficulties 
immigrants faced in the late 1800s.
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Success Criteria:  Discuss in partners or groups what 
would cause such negative feelings toward immigrants.
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