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THE HARBOR
AT THE MOUTH OF THE COLUMBIA RIVER.

Extracts from the Narrative of the Exploring Expe-
ditvon, by Charles Wilkes, vol. 4, p. 293.

“ Mere description can give little idea of the
terrors of the bar of the Columbia. All who have
seen 1t have spoken of the wildness of the scene
and the incessant roar of the waters, representing
1t as one of the most fearful sichts that can possi-
bly meet the eye of the sailor.
its channel—the distance of the leading sailing
marks—their uncertainty to one unacquainted with
them—the want of knowledge of the strength and
direction of the currents, with the necessity of
approaching close to unseen dangers——the transi-
tion from clear to turbid water—all cause doubt
and mistrust.”’

Commander Wilkes says, same volume, next
page:

‘“ During the night, I took into consideration the
loss of time that must arise from waiting an op-
portunity to cross the bar, and, after due refiection,
came to the conclusion that it would be better to
proceed at once to the Straits of Juan de Fuca,
and there begin my work on this coast.”’

LOSS OF THE PEACOCK.

The narrative reads:

“l am well aware that many opinions have
been, and still are, entertained relative to the
prudence of venturing with the ship before the
channel had been explored and examined by
the tender and boats. This 1s but natural to one

unacquainted with the bar of the Columbia river

and 1ts dangers. After having paid much atten-
tion to this subject, and having been engaged there
with ‘the tender and boats in the survey, I feel
myself entitled to give an opinion as to the course
pursued by Captain Hudson, and think it alto-
gether correct, on every ground of expediency, as
well as the only proper one for him to have fol-
lowed under these circumstances.

““ It will be recollected that he had been detained
nearly three months beyond his appointed time,
and that he was well aware that this would occa-
ston much inconvenience to the progress of our
duties; his anxiety may readily be imagined. The
time was, to all appearance, propitious, and hesi-
tation then might have rendered it impossible to
have entered for a week. The tender going in
ahead would have been little or no security, for
she would, undoubtedly, have pursued the same

The difficulty of

compass bearings are concerned.

course, and have been, in all probability, lost; and
thus the Peacock would have been obliged, at last;
to trust to the knowledge of those on board her.
As respects the examination of the bar in boats,
this is a thing next to impossible; for the tides are
so strong as to be beyond the power of oars to
contend with. To wait until a thorough knowls
edge could be had of the bar from survey, would
have been equally impossible at that time. All
were uninformed, or incapable of judging, of the
accuracy of the directions: but, so far as appear-
ances went, they "seemed to be true, and they
are such as I should even now give, so far as
ut there is one
difficulty that will occur in passing over the bar—
and this, nothing but an intimate acquaintance
with the locality will remove—I allude to the cross-
tides, which are changing every half hour. These
tides are at times so rapid, that it 18 impossible to
steer a ship by her compass, or maintain her posi~ -
tion; and no sailing direction can possibly embrace
the various effects produced by them upon a vessel.
A singular fact in illustration of this remark, is,
that the safest time to cross the bar is when both
the tide and wind are adverse, and this is the only
port within my knowledge where this is the case.
Captain Hudson, in venturing the attempt to enter
the Columbiay manifested the strongest desire to
accomplish his orders, and forward the objects of
the expedition. Disregarding the well-known
perils of the navigation, he did not hesitate, when,
in his judgment, the time was propitious, to incur
the dangers of the bar, rather than subject the ser~

vice to a farther delay, which might have proved
as disastrous to the expedition as the loss of the

vessel.”*—Vol. 4, p. 490.

* It would have been well for Captain Wilkes to have
mentioned what would cause such delay, and how long a
delay would have been as disastrous to the service and the
expedition as the loss of the Peacock. The information
would now be very gratifying to some of the officers who
were on board at the time, myself among the number. .,

The schooner entered the river the day after, and again on

the second day after, the wreck of that fine sloop-of-war,

As to the impossibility of navigating the mouth of the river
in boats, the Peacock’s boats landed every soul from the
ship safely, from one of the worst places in the mouth of
the river, and one boat was lowered from her, and sounded
about her when she first struck, and returned safely. On
the second day after, a boat went outside to the schoonér 3
and the whole survey of the mouth of the river was made in
bouts. - J. BLAIR,
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““Acting Master Knox and Passed Midshipman | three young gentlemen, midshipmen in the expe-
Reynolds were now ordered to the Porpoise and | dition, whose numerous soundings show the dili-
Oregon, for the purpose of piloting them to sea | gence and the accuracy of their work—their names,
when an opportunity should serve.”’—Vol. 5, page | Knox, Reynolds, and Blair. I read what was
144. : written in the Narrative: it differed from all that k

‘I have already stated that the entrance of the | had read before. I examined the chart: it appear-
Columbia i1s impracticable for two-thirds of the | ed to me to present a fine harbor. But, being no

ear. This arises from the fact that it never can | nautical man, I put no faith in my own opinions,

e entered at night, and in the day only at partic- | and had recourse to others. Mr. James Blair—
ular times of the tide and direction of the wind. | one of the three midshipmen who had surveyed
Unlike all known ports, it requires both the tide | the port—was in this city, son of my friend Fran-
and wind to be contrary, to isure any degree of | cis E) Blair. I talked with him. His answers
safety.”’—Ibid., p. 145. were satisfactory. laddressed him written queries.
He answered them; and his answers, supported

- Mr. Prevost, who received his information from | Py facts and reasons, placed the harbor above that

. . : of New York. But a New York pilot was 1n
Captain Hickey, of H. B. M.’s ship Blossom, the city—Mr. John Maginn—for eigl')hteen years
says: | a pilot there, and that upon an apprenticeship of
_ ¢ The bay is spacious, contains several anchor- | ten years, and now the President of the New
ing places in a sufficient depth of water, and is by | York Association of Pilots, and their agent to
no means so difficult of ingress as has been rep- | attend to the pilot bill before Congress; he was
resented. Those enjoying the exclusive commerce | here, and made my acquaintance. 1 asked him to
have probably cherished an impression so favor- | compare the charts of the two harbors, New York
able to its continuance, growing out of the incom~ | and the mouth of the Columbia, and give his opin-
plete survey of Lieutenant Broughton, made under | 10n In writing, detailed and reasoned, of their
the orders of Vancouver, in 1792, It is true that | respective merits. IHe did so: and these answers
there is a bar extending across the mouth of the | place the port of the Columbia far above that of
river, at either extremity of which are, at times, | New York in every particular, without exception,
appalling breakers; but it is equally true that it | which constitutes a good harbor. In depth of
offers, at the lowest tides, a dépth of twenty-one | Water and 1n width of channel—in directness of
feet of water throughout a passage exempt from channels, one being exactly straight, the other
them of nearly a league in width. The Blossom, | With an elbow only—in the form and character of
carrying more guns than the Ontario, encountering | the bar, which is narrow, with a hard sand bot-
a change of wind while in the channel, was com- | tom, and gently sloping to the shores—in readi-
pelled to let go the anchor, and, when again weigh- | ness of access to the sea, being in the very edge of
ed, to tack and beat, in order to reach the harbor, | the ocean—In freedom from ice in winter and great
.yet'found a greater depth’ and met with no diffi- heats II! summer—in steadiness of \Vln(.lS and cur-
culty either there or on leaving the bay. *  *| rents—in freedom from shelters outside of the
The survey marked ¢ may be relied on for its ac- | harbor, where enemies’ ships or fleets, in time of
curacy. 'The bearings, distances, and soundings, | War, can hide, and lie in wait for returning or
were taken by Captain Hickey, who was kind | outgoing vessels—in number, extent, and safety of
enough to lend himself to the examination, and to anchoring places, sufﬁc:lent for any npmber and
furnish me with this result. any class of vessels, immediately within the har-
_ «It is the more interesting, as it shows that, bor—in defensibility, be_ing, from the‘ Narrowness
with the aid of buoys, the access to vessels of | of the mouth and the high points which overlook
almost any tonnage may be rendered secure.’”*— | 1t; susceptible of absolute defence. And in this
American State Papers, Foreign Relations, vol. 4, p. | ¥espect, the mouth of the Columbia stands out
854. preéminently distinguished over all the rivers of
| the Atlantic, and most of those of the world. No

; . T A a
‘Extract from a speech of Mr. Benton, of Missouri, T\Z‘{:;s;? Ouﬁlj; 01]131;?) aflhz ult\l'éltz, t(}): thar ﬁel’ like ﬂ&e
on the bill to protect the rights of American set- PP s LArougn 10w sands

tlers in the regon territory, delivered in the and marshes—no wide €Xpanse of water at its

. mouth, but a bay within, large enough to hold ten
gg?hat?lé)iﬁthe T s s thousand vessels, a narrc,)w gate to te:,nter' the sea,
: :

Hg, and promontories on each sid ' 1
¢ No reason to undervalue 1t on the score of com- b e to recerve batteries

X _ : to defend 1t. In short, in a state of nature, with-
n:::gﬁe £ %}lll::ozhlﬁ g;a(,)]:ﬁ}ér oé'h;lg; elad\;inttahg:ssgr? out Eilots, light-houses, buoys, beacons, steam
a ~patPy g By B g o Wi ¥ fP tow-boats, an excellent port: with these advan-
{’I?Be uns nessfo et PRI, WA le ? um] - lfr tages, superior to New York for every vessel,
e gél};posest.o & port, c%mn:e}m%vqﬁ{navi o " | from the merchant service to the ship-of-the-line.
expedition of our own (Captain Wilkes) has fos- | g0}, is the harbor at the mouth of the Columbia,
fered this opinion; but fortunately furnishes the | which has been undervalued for several reasons:
correction to his own error. ‘The narrative of the among others, to find an argument for goine to
expedition condemns the port: the chart that ac- | 540 4(7 1o search for harbors in the de t}% of %"ol-
companies it, proves it to be good. This chart P

canic chasms, often too deep for anchor t
’ ) aze, 100
was constructed upon the seventy days’ labor of | 1,pyn¢ for approach, and always seated in steril

*The channels are now decper, narrower, and better de- | 1ands, to which geography has attached the name
fined than they were in 1818. i J. B. | of Desolation. Like the other disadvantages at-
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