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Earliest appearance of the Siletz family name, DePoe
By Drew Viles

Recently, Lane Community College 

granted me a sabbatical award. A part 

of my sabbatical research focused on the 

Siletz family name, DePoe.

I’m grateful for support of the Siletz 

Tribe in pursuing this project. Bud Lane, 

Siletz Tribal Council vice chairman 

and Siletz language and traditional arts 

instructor, wrote a letter of support for my 

sabbatical application and Robert Kentta, 

Siletz Tribal Council treasurer and Siletz 

Tribal cultural resources director, reviewed 

a draft of this article and made many valu-

able corrections and suggestions. Thank 

you, Bud. And thank you, Robert.

Here is what I have been able to 

discover about the following topic: The 

earliest appearance of the Siletz family 

name DePoe in the written record.

The name “Depot Charley” occurs in 

print in the year 1868 as part of a federal 

accounting of Indian Service payments: 

“Depot Charley, Indian” was paid $12.50 

for “rafting lumber from saw mill to Siletz 

Agency, distance 8 miles from November 

12 to November 16, 1866.”1

Sometime between his arrival to the 

Coast Reservation in the summer of 18562 

and this 1866 financial report, the Siletz 
leader Ki-sa – son of Che-wes-cla – had 

come to be known by the English name 

“Depot Charley.”

A question arises: “How and why did 

Ki-sa come to be called ‘Depot Charley.’” 

A 1933 newspaper article written by the 

famous U.S. author and newspaper pub-

lisher Joseph Medill Patterson and based 

upon a report given him by Robert DePoe 

(son of Charles DePoe) provided the first 
recorded answer: “Depot Charley” came 

from Ki-sa’s association with the railroad 

depot in Toledo, Oregon.3 

The next published account theorized 

that the DePoe family name originated 

after the marriage of Ki-sa’s mother to a 

French fur-trapper or trader.4 

Two schools of thought have agreed 

that Ki-sa’s English name derives from 

“Depot Slough,” a body of water near 

present-day Toledo, Oregon. However, 

one group stated (in the early 1940s) 

that the area adjacent to Depot Slough 

provided Ki-sa with a favorite place to 

hunt5 while the other expressed certainty 

(in the late 1950s) that Ki-sa’s work at or 

near Depot Slough (after the fashion of 

his employment chronicled in the 1868 

document quoted above) provided him 

this geographic namesake.6 

This number of conflicting accounts 
counsels caution. It would be wise for me 

to analyze more thoroughly the history 

of this name so as to discover more fully 

its features and its characteristic before 

offering an opinion concerning these 

competing claims and histories of the 

name’s origin.7

The first use of Ki-sa’s English name 
in print testifies to this leader’s adjustment 
to life on the Coast Reservation far from 

his ancestral home on the north side of the 

Rogue River at its mouth. This report also 

makes it obvious that “Depot Charley” 

was an industrious person willing to do 

hazardous work. He was also willing and 

able to successfully manage the demands 

of government employment.

On first glance, the name’s next 

appearance in print, which appeared on 

the occasion of Ki-sa’s incarceration in 

the Corvallis, Oregon jail, seems to call 

into question his successful adjustment to 

the requirements of early reservation life. 

The following 1872 report in a Willamette 

Valley newspaper sets forth the details: 

“Too-too-tena Jack’s sister and her 

Indian, ‘Depot Charlie,’ are in the Cor-

vallis jail for threatening to kill Thomas 

Boyle. The trouble grew out of the killing 

of Too-too-tena Jack at Yaquina.”8

Historical context helps to unlock 

the nuances present in this short account.

On 5 July 1872, Too-too-tena Jack, a 

Siletz headman, had been the victim of a 

homicide committed by Thomas Boyle in 

Newport.9 Boyle, upon the direction of his 

English-speaking neighbors, quickly fled 
from Newport to Corvallis. The idea was to 

avoid an “Indian outbreak” on the Oregon 

coast by removing the perpetrator of an 

outrageous homicide from the vicinity.10 

A month later, “Too-too-tena Jack’s 

sister11 and her Indian, Depot Charley,” 

having trekked across the Coast range, 

arrived in the Willamette Valley and were 

ready to confront and kill Thomas Boyle 

in his place of temporary sanctuary.

It is well worth noting that while 

the political and juridical powers of the 

indigenous peoples had suffered severe 

curtailment in decades immediately 

preceding Minnie and Charles DePoe’s 

1872 incarceration in Corvallis, the new 

colonizing order had not extinguished the 

cultural impulse to bring malefactors to 

account for their crimes.

In 1868, for example, Siletz leaders 

advanced a treaty stipulation in the case of 

Frank, a Siletz man, murdered by a white 

settler. According to Siletz Indian Agent 

Ben Simpson, “When I found the Indians 

very much excited both in consequences of 

the Indian that had been killed and in see-

ing so many white men around, I proceeded 

immediately to explain the whole affair to 

them. I told them that the man [George W. 

Ballard] who had killed the Indian, Frank, 

was in the skukum house in Corvallis and 

that he would remain there until he could 

be tried by the law. They seemed to think 

that I should have killed him at once, as 

General Palmer told them, when he made 

the treaty with them, that after that time, if 

a white man killed an Indian, that he would 

be killed immediately.”12 

It’s possible – even likely – that the 

unnamed leaders who advocated for the 

prosecution of Frank’s murderer included 

Charles DePoe, who four years later sat in 

a Corvallis jail for his continued advocacy 

of this same treaty provision: punishment 

of white citizens who killed Siletz people.

While the murder of Too-too-tena 

Jack was left unprosecuted, Boyle was 

arrested a few weeks after the murder and 

jailed on the charge of selling whisky to 

Siletz Indians. “Boyle was taken to Port-

land, indicted, arraigned and bound over, 

on the whisky charge, upon the testimony 

of this same brother-in-law of Jack, and a 

sister of the deceased.”13

Although Boyle, freed from jail on a 

$1,000 bond posted by his supporters14 was 

eventually found not guilty of the whiskey 

charges by a Portland jury,15 the dogged 

determination of the victim’s Siletz-based 

sister and brother-in-law effected a degree 

of justice in the form of Boyle’s temporary 

incarceration—not to mention the time and 

expense Boyle spent mounting a defense 

to the criminal charges.16

The view of Ki-sa, once an employee 

in the pay of the Indian Service at Siletz, 

sitting in a Corvallis jail cell points to the 

person that “Depot Charley” had become. 

“Depot Charley” – despite a move to a 

reservation – had remained faithful to his 

duties and responsibilities as a leader of 

his people. His ability to serve the agents 

of the new colonizing order had not extin-

guished his abilities to fulfill obligations 
as a leader of his people and protector of 

their treaty rights.

“Depot Charley” remained a leader of 

his people but in totally opposite ways. 

The record of his service as an employee 

of the Indian Service indicates his ability 

and willingness to adjust to the changing 

requirements of reservation life, thus pro-

viding a model for others at Siletz.

The record of his arrest clearly indi-

cates his willingness and ability to carry 

on with indigenous cultural practices. 

Both accounts indicate that fearlessness 

formed part of Depot Charley’s character. 

Also, Depot Charley can be seen, obvi-

ously, as a person of power and initiative.

In addition, comparison of these 

two early mentions of “Depot Charley” 

in print reveals an interesting linguis-

tic pattern: “Depot Charley, Indian” 

(1868) closely mirrors the phrase “her 

Indian, ‘Depot Charley’” (1872). “Indian” 

appears either directly after or directly 

before the name “Depot Charley” in these 

two early accounts.
This might be said to be a coincidence. 

And yet, “her Indian” seems an odd turn 

of phrase – and it appears obviously con-

trived. Someone obviously had a choice 

here and their choice was to say it in this 

particular way: “her Indian, ‘Depot Char-

ley.’” This case opposes the financial report 
in which the rule was to label all indig-

enous persons as “Indians” while leaving 

the racial identity of others unstated.


