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The first white child born at the Richland site was Lena Rosencrance in 1889. The mother staked out permanency of residence by drying her wash on sagebrush. A later barn at this site (at the corner of Lee Boulevard and Goethals Drive) washed away in the “great flood of 1894” on the Yakima River (which with the Columbia rose even higher than the flood many of us remember in 1948).

Also in 1894 a cable ferry was built across the Columbia at what is now Columbia Point. The fee for a team and wagon was $1.00, sheep one cent per head, a person on horseback fifty cents. About the same time some 200 Indians preferred to live at the point rather than on their reservation. In 1930 the respected Judge John Truax hit the accelerator instead of the brake and plunged his car off the ferry into twenty feet of water and drowned, leaving behind his widow and a nine-year-old son.

Before 1900 there was no cheat grass in the expanse north of Richland. Just sand. . . writes one ol’ dame: “We would shovel bucketsful of sand from our front porch. I also remember the morning we woke up to red snow. Red sand had blown in from somewhere over night.” Before this non-indigenous species (cheat grass) was introduced—we know not how—the sandstorms were fierce. Sand dunes migrated from North Richland to Old Hanford and White Bluffs before disappearing into the Columbia. Let’s hear it for the Dust Storm! 

In 1905 the first town of Richland sprang up around an irrigation ditch originally owned by one Nelson Rich, and then bought by Howard S. and W.R. Amon (after whom Richland’s riverside Amon Park). The ditch head was on the Yakima River several miles below the Horn. Earlier town plans at the same location would have given us the town of Cottonwood (after a clump of trees at the mouth of the Yakima) and, earlier, Riverside at the same location. 

In 1905 an out-of-the-hat drawing was held to determine the name of our town, and Althea Rosencrance got the luck of the draw. She wanted “Ben”-town, named after her father.  This stuck for only a few months. Postal officials said it sounded to much like Bentsen in Pierce County, so the second choice in the drawing—Richland—was selected, reportedly also because it was a “euphonious title and very appropriate to the region which has the most fertile soil in the world.” Old codgers from the area claim, however, that the real origin is after Nelson Rich (the early and civically active settler named above).
In 1906 the river steamer, W.R. Todd, made its first trip up river. It docked at Amon Park at the foot of what is now Lee Blvd. (renamed in 1943 by the feds from Fourth Street), the same spot where sternwheeler cruise boats tie up today. 

The daughter of Swedish immigrants, Mabel Erickson Grunell, recalled that her father was the first to be buried in the Richland cemetery (south of town) in April 1906. All of these plots were moved to Kennewick in 1924. Richland’s first newspaper, the Richland Advocate, began in 1906, but most of its early records are lost because the building burned down in 1929.

In 1908 floating ice blocked the Columbia for several miles above Richland, with ice piling up to 20 feet thick. The sub zero weather warmed under Chinook winds in February, and the ice flow on the Yakima took out the wooden bridge south of town for the second time in three years. Because of ice jams on the Yakima wooden bridges were built and replaced in 1905, ‘06, ‘07, ‘17, and ‘20. (Some may recall chaotic ice slabs three-feet thick piled on top of each other on the banks of the Yakima in 1956.)
Even the much bigger Columbia River froze over in 1907, ’09, ‘16, ‘22, ‘29, ‘30 and ‘36.

Priest Rapids upstream of Vernita got its railroad spur line from Beverly in 1909 but efforts to extend rail farther south than Hanford all the way to Richland were fruitless. Another rail spur did appear in 1943 when supplies were needed by the Corps of Engineers to do something or other at the upstart Hanford Nuclear Reservation. (Early in grade school on the south end of town, I recall waking to the mournful train whistle a half mile away on Tuesday mornings at about 7:15 a.m., a hint that upstart Richland was linked to a bigger and mysterious world out there somewhere.)
Also in 1910, Charles A. Zornes offered as a local tourist attraction an “aeroplane” housed in his barn, and that at a Walla Walla test flight had soared 12 feet high and 50 yards toward the horizon. The first Wright Brothers flight was in 1903. (Born in Wisconsin in 1915 and arriving in Richland in 1944, my father was named after Orville.)

Articles of incorporation were filed in 1910 at the courthouse in Prosser. The Richland population was 721, Hanford 369, and White Bluffs 323. The corresponding figures in 1930 were Richland 764; Hanford 429; and White Bluffs 672 (probably spurred in part by daily rail service from the north); and in 1940 following the Depression: Richland only 247; Hanford 463, and White Bluffs 501.

In 1911 the Richland High School graduated its first scholars: Beth Van Horn, Elsye Clements, Laura Baskett, Jay Long, and Bowen Van Horn. The new two-storey high school was completed in 1912 (immediately south of the current Lewis & Clark Elementary School site and vacated in 1943), featuring heating and plumbing, all concrete construction plus a basement, and at a hefty bid cost of $21,490.

In 1915 Richland’s Timmerman Ferry at Columbia Point became a link in the transnational Yellowstone Trail, an automobile highway beginning in Albany, New York, and ending in Seattle.
In 1916—listen up!—Richland had its first woman (Mrs. C.D. Hopper) elected onto the city council. Registration for the military draft came in 1917 for men between ages 21 and 30. In Richland, other than 15 men in the service, there were 21 total including 1 “alien” and 1 “alien enemy”. Two were killed in the War, one in France and the other was taken by pneumonia in a Vancouver barrack. A third was wounded.
One early writer recalled that in 1918 he and many others in high school joined the Student Army Training Corps (SATC) which gave college credits. He recalled ending up at Washington State College in Pullman. Of four companies, some forty-eight recruits died when the great influenza plague swept across the country and around the world. (In the United States alone some 500,000 perished, almost ten times the number of Americans killed in the War).
In 1925 the Richland Library boasted 800 books but no money in the kitty.  The City Treasury was equally strapped with only $88.66 in the cash box. In 1924 some $30 had been awarded to the man who watered the cemetery, but the city was unable to replace five burned-out street lights. Postage rates soared by a full 50 percent, up to 1 ½ cents with portraits of Warren Harding (1 cent) and Nathan Hale (1/2 cent). In 1932, despite the Depression, the price of mailing a letter doubled to 3 cents, except for unsealed Christmas cards if they did not include a personal message.
In 1929 Richland’s high school girls’ basketball team won the State Championship. In the previous four years they had lost only one game and tied one. They took part in championship tournaments in Spokane for ten years, taking first place again in 1934 and second place in 1937. (An unsung forerunner to the legendary Dawald Era.)
In 1933 Washington was the 24th state to favor the repeal of Prohibition (the 18th Amendment), but Richland voted 2 to 1 to retain the existing amendment.  

The year 1935 brought a call for common laborers, veterans preferred, to work on Grand Coulee Dam. Pay as 50 cents/hour and board and room cost $1.45/day. The first state sales tax went into effect (one percent, replaced by a higher sales tax in 1941 at almost 3 percent for purchases above $3.50); Snow fell on April Fools, and there was talk of a highway being built from White Bluffs to Vantage. The swimming pool in the northeast end of Amon Park was completed. License plates bore the letter “R;” for Richland? … No, but because Benton County was 18th in size in the state and, therefore, got the 18th letter of the alphabet. 

The famous “storm of 1937” featured first a black hovering cloud, then “a heavy wind which reached near cyclone proportions for 20 minutes, with sand that “turned daylight to near darkness,” and a trail of destruction and 100 miles of downed power lines. Light rain followed.

In 1937 the New Deal’s Public Works Administration (PWA) awarded $32,637 toward a new/replacement grade school (the brick Lewis & Clark Elementary School which opened in 1939 and served until 1973). (I recall a dugout canoe positioned in front of the main entrance, and as a grade-schooler I thought that it was one of the originals). This award was nearly half of the total estimated cost of $72,637 (the later contract bid was $49,836). The local bond issue was approved by a vote of 303 to 11. 

1938 W.H. Johnson, age 94, the area’s oldest Civil War veteran, died at the Richland home of his son. On a somewhat similar note, prehistoric bones were uncovered on the Elroy Wiehl ranch at White Bluffs—mammoths, deer, bison, horse, camel and antelope, all probably from the Pleistocene Age—dated 1.8 million to 10,000 years ago. (Fossil hunting was always promising on the east side of the Columbia in the namesake “white bluffs” until the lower access road washed out in the 70s; I still have a small, much older, and perfect specimen from the lower strata; many other post-Ice Age fragments were findable higher up.)
1941 the county sheriff relayed and strictly enforced blackout to protect against possible bombing attacks (incendiary balloons actually had been floated into the Northwest to possibly start forest fires), especially for lights on dams and bridges on the Columbia River. The Governor cancelled early hunting season in 1942: “to maintain the maximum amount of help possible in the apple harvest.” The first ration books were issued; rent control and gas rationing began. As a new wrinkle in “saving,” the first ever daylight saving time went into effect February 9, 1942.

On March 11, 1943 notice was given that for the War effort nearly 600 square miles of land, including the White Bluffs and Hanford town sites, would be expropriated, and then compensated—but only after ninety days. A tough transition for subsistence farming families. “Parents were urged not to tell their sons in the service about their displacement as it might be detrimental to the morale of the troops. There was no ‘home’ to come back to any more.”
