



































Captain Clark’s Magic Show
By Gary Lentz

“... the pont fine cought and bunned vehemently. ..

William Clark, April 2, 1806

Imagine living in a culture where there are no pyrotechnics. A culture where making fire is done
by friction of wood against wood. A culture believing in the mystery and magic of nature. Imagine the
beauty and awe in seeing meteors streaking across the night sky and watching sparks dance in the thick
smoke of a pitch-laden log thrown on a hot campfire. Imagine sitting around a small cooking fire in a
tule-mat lodge on a warm spring night with strangers you never met before. The Columbia River flows
swiftly by in the distance as one of the strangers explains that he comes with greetings of a “Great
Father, Chief of the Seventeen Fires,” who dwells far off in the direction of the rising sun.

Or...imagine you are one of those strangers. You are a Lieutenant of Artillerists even though you
were promised a Captaincy. The year is 1806 and, along with Captain Lewis and more than 30 other
people, you are making your way up the Columbia River by canoes on your retum from the Pacific
Ocean. As an officer in the United States Army, you are charged with contacting the people whose
culture was described above. You are also vastly outnumbered, cannot speak the language directly, and
must communicate in a way that will be remembered. What can you do?

Of course, you have the compass and magnet trick up your sleeve. You make the needle dance
to the wonderment of those present. Naturally, the compass needle is responding to the magnet hidden
in your hand, but your audience doesn’t know that. You might also show them the magnifying glass that
makes the words of the Great Father even larger and more important. Or, perhaps, you can show them
your airgun, or spyglass or pass around the pocket watch that has a ticking sound like the heart of a
small animal. Or...perhaps...you can resort to an old artillerist’s trick. One that seldom fails to gain the
results you are looking for.

Reaching into your haversack and discreetly removing a small piece of port fire, you drop it into
the hot coals unnoticed by those gathered around the campfire. The — suddenly - a brilliant, blue, hissing
light bursts forth from the glowing orange embers. It flares into a huge ghostly light, casting dark
flickering shadows on the walls of the lodge. Your hosts pull back, shielding their eyes and imploring you
to make it stop! You know the bumning time of the small piece ... every good army officer would ...and
you time your hand gestures to coincide with the end of the pyrotechnic display. The blue light dies
down suddenly and leaves only orange embers in its place. The smoke rises to the hole at the top of the
lodge and drifts off into the starlit night. Your audience is impressed.

This event happened on April 2, 1806, in a Chinookan village located in present-day Portland,
Oregon. William Clark had tried unsuccessfully to convince the local inhabitants to trade or sell him
some wapato roots. After adamantly refusing to trade with the expedition, Clark resorted to some
“magic” and showmanship to acquire the food he needed. Here is what he said:

"I entered one of the rooms of this house and offered several articles to the nativs in exchange for
Wappato. They were Sulkey and they positively refused to Sell any. I had a smallpece of port fire
match in my pocket, of f of which I cut of a pece one inch in length & put it into the fire and took out
my pocket Compass and Set myself doun on a mat on one Side of the fire, and a magnet which was in
the top of the ink Stand the port fire cought and burned vehemently, which changed the Colour of
the fire; with the Magnit I turned the Needle of the Compass about very briskly; which astonished
and alarmed these nativs and they laid Several parsles of Wappato at my feet, & begged of me to
take out the bad fire; to this I consented: at this moment the match being exhausted was of course
extinguished and I put up the magnet, &c. this measure alarmed them So much that womin and
children took shelter in their beads and behind the men, all this time a very old blind man was

Speaking with great vehemence, appearently imploreing his gode."*

! Moulton, The Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, pp58-61.
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— Black Powder Igniter Well, a port fire was certainly a handy

thing to have brought along all the way from

Paper Tube St. Louis, wasn't it? But, what, exactly, is a

“port fire?” It might surprise you to know that

it is a pyrotechnic device that has been in use

for the past 500 years or more! They are also

known as “Rains,” “Saxons,” “Lances,’

Structure of a “Gerbs,” and “Blue Lights.” > They are in use

N today at fireworks displays whenever a “set

Port Fire piece” is used. A set piece is a loose

framework with small “lances” of various

colors to illustrate items such as flags, Santa

Claus, greetings, etc. The individual lances

y burn about 45 seconds to a minute and

77 produce a beautiful display. Even a common
red flare or “fusee” is a type of port fire.

Port fires are intended to give a bright reliable fire for igniting cannons or signaling over long
distances. It is a loosely packed composition of potassium nitrate, sulfur and antimony inside a paper or
cardboard tube. A large port fire is known as
a “Bengola.” The Bengola, or “blue ship light,”
was a form of torch used mostly by ships in
signaling for pilots and to each other. They
consisted of a strong waterproof paper case
about 1 %2 inches in diameter and 4 inches
long equipped with a wooden handle. °

In addition to providing light and a hot

blue fire, Captain Clark probably brought : — '
: _ several with him for a variety of other uses. One use was the
“magic” demonstration described above. Another use could have
been to start wet wood burning under the severely damp conditions
that would have been anticipated by any outdoorsman. A port fire
would have come in particularly handy if a ship had been spotted
from the coast near Fort Clatsop. Clark knew before leaving the
East Coast that it was Lewis’ intention to try and retum by sea if at
all possible. Such an intense blue light would have been
recognized by mariners, and was unlikely to have been the result of
any natural occurrence. They were lightweight, small and easily
transported. A light coating of wax would have rendered them fairly
waterproof. After leaving Fort Clatsop, the use of the port fire for
signaling a ship at sea was eliminated, thus freeing up the port fires
for other uses.

— Pyrotechnic Composition

Wooden Plug

~

The photograph is a demonstration of a port fire in
operation. The port fire is re-created with the formula given in a
nineteenth century book on pyrotechnics. They are used to
demonstrate this awe-inspiring bit of magic that Clark carried in his
pocket nearly 200 years ago.

2 Weingart, George W., Pyrotechnics, 1947.
3 Ibid.
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Logo Shirt Order Form

Name

Mailing Address

Polo Shirt (white) $15.00 each Available in Adult sizes S, M, L, XL, XXL

Quantity of each sizeordered: S___ M___ L__ XL XXL___ $
Sweatshirt (gray) $20.00 each Available in Adult sizes S, M, L, XL, XXL
Quantity of each sizeordered: S___ M___ L__ XL___ XXL___ $
T-Shirt (gray) $12.00 each Available in Adult sizes S< M, L, XL, XXL and Children's sizes S, M
Quantity of sizes oredered: Adult: S___ M___ L__ XL__ XXL__ $

Children's S__ M___ $
Shipping costs are $5.00 per shirt. Number of shirts____ X $5.00 = $

Total Enclosed $

Please make checks payable to WA Chapter, LCTHF. Send your form and check to:
Don Payne, 32237 3" Ave SW, Federal Way, WA 98023 Allow up to 4 weeks for delivery.

HATS HATS HATS HATS HATS HATS HATS HATS
Logo Hats For Sale ,
The Chapter has WA. ST. CHAP. Logo hats available for No. of Hats X$19.00=%
purchase. If you would like one of these adjustable Send this form and your check to:
Forest Green hats with the Yellow embroidered logo, Hats
they can be purchased for $15.00 plus $4.00 S&H each. c/o Tim Underwood
Make checks payable to: WA St Chap. LCTHF 128 Galaxie Road
Please allow 3 weeks for delivery. Chehalis, WA 98532
MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION / RENEWAL Chapter Membership
$10.00 per year (Jan — Dec) for any person,
Name(s) family, firm, association or corporation.
Please make checks payable to:
Street Washington State Chapter LCTHF
Mail to: Rob Heacock, Membership Chair
City 13908 E. 27" Ct

Veradale, WA 99037
Dues are kept as low as possible to

State - Zip encourage wide membership. In addition,
members are encouraged to make suppli-
*Phone (H) W) mental donations to help support the
organization.
*E-mail
*Optional — will be included with membership roster O Please mark if address has changed

The above dues are for the Washington State Chapter only. Bylaws state that Chapter members must be current
members of the National Foundation. Annual dues are: Individual, $40 per year; Family, $55 per year. Member-
ship includes the quarterly magazine We Proceeded On. Send Foundation dues to: Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage
Foundation, P.O. Box 3434, Great Falls, MT 59403




Future Meetings of the Washington State Chapter, LCTHF

February 8, 2003 — Tacoma, WA - The annual business meeting for the chapter will be held, per usual,
on the Mezzanine level of the Washington State Historical Society Museum. The featured speakers will
be Museum Director David Nicandri speaking on Hat Rock, and Connie Estep of the CREHST Museum
in Richland speaking on scientific aspects of the Corps and the place of artists before photography.
Voting for new officers and board members will also take place. Look for directions in this and the Jan.
WONS.

May 10, 2003 - Rldgef ield, WA - The meeting will take place at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge
where the plankhouse is in the planning stages at this writing. Though final arrangements are still being
ironed out, there will be a speaker, a tour of the plankhouse project and the refuge itself. Watch for more
info in the April WON. )

July 2003 — Again, since the National meeting will be so far away, an extra meeting may be planned for
the chapter this next summer. The exact site and the program are still beiry looked at, however, it
should give members another chance to get out and enjoy the trail. Watch for{uture news in the WON.

September 21-22, 2003 — SE Washington — “The Overland Trail and Camp @=t." This will be a two—day
field trip across SE Washington following the route that the Corps took on their way back to the
Clearwater River. We will begin at the mouth of the Walla Walla River and work our way toward Dayton,
stopping for the night - and some good, old-fashioned campfire fun — at the Lewis and Clark Trail St. Pk.
Again, Gary Lentz will facilitate the tour and present many interesting facts at the group campsite during
the evening. (If we are lucky, we might get Gary to fix up some of his “Trail Stew” for us to savor in
camp.) On Sunday, the tour will continue toward Lewiston and the junction of the Clearwater and Snake
Rivers. We should have a very good appreciation for the rigors that they withstood when we are through.
Watch for updates in future WONSs. -

WASHINGTON STATE CHAPTER
Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage Foundation
128 Galaxie Road

Chehalis, WA 98532

November 2002

The mission of the LCTHF is to stimulate appreciation of the Lewis and Clark
Expedition’s contribution to America’s heritage and to support education, research,
development and preservation of the Lewis and Clark experience.
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