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THE GRAVES AT WAIILATPU 

~~17/d~·1 • During the visitor center dedication at\W~tman Mission National Historic 

Site in 1964, the audience watched with interest while an Indian girl placed a 

wreath of yellow roses on the Great Grave. This marble vault, that is the mass 

grave of the martyrs killed at Waiil.atpu in 1847, is one of the better known his- · 

toric sites in the Pacific Northwest. Its fame has tended, however, to overshadow 

the other graves at Whitman Mission, most of them long since forgotten and lost. 

Yet the stories of the people buried there and of their deaths tell much about 

the earlier days of the Oregon Country. 

The massacre of 1847 was the terrible climax of death at Waiilatpu. But 

burials go back to the beginning of the mission in 1836, back to the first few 

weeks the Whitmans were in the Oregon Country. Even while the missionaries were 

driving to complete a crude shelter, before the arrival of the first winter's 

.torms, death came to Waiilatpu. 

The first person to die at Marcus Whitman's mission was Hines, a Negro. 

On December 5, 1836, Narcissa Whitman wrote that Hines was "a colored man who 

came with us from Rendezvous on account of his heal th, being far gone with dropsy. "1 

Hines probably had been associated with the Rocky Mountain fur trade and, when 

the missionaries had arrived at the fur rendezvous, had sought out Dr. Whitman 

for treatment. Since Whitman was the only practicing doctor west of Independence, 

Missouri, Hines would have been eager for his assistance. Whitman already had 

a good reputation among the mountain men for just a year earlier he had success-
J~.c-rr.,P X 

fully removed a stubborn arrow from Jim Bridger's backbone. 
. ;( 

The doctor was able to do little for the man, but Hines apparently won 

Whitman's sympathy. At any rate, the Negro traveled westward with the missionaries • 
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Until his death that autumn, Hines made himself useful at the new mission by 

~cooking Whitman's meals while the doctor built his first house on the bank of 

the Walla Walla River. 

Neither of the Whitmans ever mentioned where Hines was buried. Yet it is 

possible that his grave established the location of the mission cemetery -- a 

cemetery that was to increase steadily in size during the next eleven years at 

Waiilatpu. 

Except for the great grave of the massacre victims, all surface traces of 

the mission cemetery have long since disappeared. However, this burial place 

is important to the story of the mission and to Pacific Northwest history, for 

in it lie the remains of Alice Clarissa, the Whitmans' only child and the first 

offspring of United States citizens to be born in the Oregon Country. Today, 

many thousands of visitors to Whitman· Mission express their interest in this 

~hild's burial place, a grave that has not yet been identified with any certainty. 

In the late 1940's and again in the early 1960's, National Park Service 

archeologists made limited excavations based on the histodcal evidence that was 

then known in a search for the location of Alice's' burial place and of the mission 

cemetery. Although these excavations did not disclose the whereabouts of the 

graves, they did show where the new visitor center and other structures could 

be safely located without destroying any of the physical evidence. It would have 

been a tragedy for the region's historical heritage had a building or a road been 

constructed over the forgotten graves. 

To discuss the story of burials at Waiilatpu with some order, it is perhaps 

advisable to arrange the incidents of death into several successive groups: 

1. Indian burials both before and during mission days. 2. Deaths at the mission, 

1836-1847. 3. The first, second, and third Great Graves. 4, The pioneer cemetery • 
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of the 1860's 

.and Indians. 

and '70's. These deaths involved Negroes, whites, Hawaiians, 

This diversity of races will be of value to tomorrow's archeology 

in identifying any remains that may eventually be found. 

Indian Burials 

Long before the Whitmans came to Waiilatpu, the Cayuse Indians had used the 

bottom slope of Memorial Shaft Hill, particularly J< the gentle slopes at the ~ 

bottom of the north and west sides, as a burying ground. Although archeologists 

have excavated only a small part of this area, they have uncovered pre-Christian 

burials. In the fall of 1960, for example, a National Park Service archeologist 

located the grave of an adult Indian female. The remains had been buried in a 

typical flexed position. Earlier archeological projects and the work of road 

crews have located other pre-historic burials in this general area. 

~ The Cayuses continued to use this site for burials after the mission was 

established. However, the mission cemetery, located on generally flat ground, 

and the Indian burials, concentrated on the lower slopes of the hill, were 

generally kept separate although adjacent to each other. Chief Tiloukait, one 
Sl<.e.-n._ 

of the killers of Marcus Whitman, told Peter ShFeve Ogden of the Hudson's Bay 

Company at the time the captives were released in 1847, "the whites have shown 

us convincing proof of their attachment to us by burying their dead long side 

Of 
t!;a 

ours. 

Although the Whitmans had but little success in converting the Cayuse 

Indians to Christianity, the Cayuses were.agreeable to having their dead buried 

in the Christian manner. One of the earliest known incidents of this occurred 

in the fall of 1839. Shortly after Alice Clarissa's death, Dr. Whitman had to 

~leave Waiilatpu to pay medical calls at Lapwai and t"shimakain. 
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~lone in her grief for the first time since her daughter's funeral. In a letter 

to her mother she described the death of two Indian girls aged five and ten in 

a nearby lodge. Despite !vlarcus 1 absence, she arranged for their funerals. "on 

Monday," she \vrote, "we made a box large enough to put them in a11d buried them. " 3 

A few months later, in the spring of 1840, much sickness spread among the 

Indians of the Walla Walla valley. Dr. Whitman wrote that ten deaths had occurred 

in the neighborhood of the mission. 4 Narcissa noted that "some of them were our 

finest friends."5 Although neither commented on the method of burial of these 

Indians, their remains were likely placed in coffins. There is some evidence 

for this in the 1961 archeological discovery of the grave of an adult Indian 

male buried in a wooden coffin near the base of the west side of Shaft Hill. 

This Indian had been wearing at least some items of white clothing as was shown 

by the buttons found in the grave. Henry Spalding made further note of the 

9nissionaries' assistance when he wrote that making coffins for Indians was a 

customary thing at Waiilatpu. 6 

References to Indian deaths and burials at or near the mission are sprinkled 

throughout Waiilatpu 's correspondence. When Mary Walker was still a newcomer, 

she wrote in her diary for September 22, 1838: "Attended an Indian funeral for 

the first time. "7 In 1841, Whitman reported the death of ilmtipi (I-um-tipi), 

a troublesome chief. 8 And in her diary for August 5, 1842, Mary Gray made this 

entry: "This afternoon our attention was arrested by the cry which the Indian 

- -women make over their dead. We, Mrs. WLhitma~/ self & children, went to the 

lodge & found that a very old man had just breathed his last." The next day 

'' ,,9 she added that the old man was buried this morning -- very few people here. 

It was in the fall of 1847 that the Indian cemetery filled up rapidly • 

• he emigrants of that year brought the measles, and within a short time the 
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disease threatened the entire tribe. 10 It 

~hat autumn; the lowest estimate is fifty, 

is not clear how many Cayuses died 

and the highest is a least two 

hundred, or one-half the entire tribe. Not all died at the mission and only a 

few were buried by the missionaries. Nevertheless, Dr. Whitman was kept busy 

both attending the sick and performing funerals. On the morning of the massacre 

itself, he buried three Indian children.
11 

It is not possible to arrive at even an approximate number of Indian burials 

along the base of Shaft Hill between 1836 and 1.847. But, from the historical 

evidence and the limited archeological excavations, the Indian burial place was 

an extensive one. 

The Mission Cemetery 

Two years after the death of Hines, Sarah Hill, a young Indian girl who was a 

member of 

.ome just 

the Whitman household, died. Narcissa had.taken this girl into her 

the year before. Along with Margaret McKay, the young half-breed 

daughter of a trapper, Mrs. Whitman had taught Sarah the ways of white culture. 

The girls, in turn, had helped with the household chores. In the spring of 1838, 

Narcissa wrote home that Sarah, whom the Whitmans had named after a Methodist 

missionary, "has been a great comfort to me so far." But how long this arrange-

ment would last she did not know for "her father is a very wicked, troublesome 

man. How long he will be content to have her stay, I know not. "12 

The matter was taken out of both Mrs. Whitman's and the father's hands that 

sumi:ner: "My little Indian girl, that had been living with me for little more than 

a year, was taken sick with a lingering sickness, and died August 11th, much 

regretted by us all." Dr. Whitmll.n was away at the time, but Pierre Pambrun, the 

Hudson's Bay Company trader at Fort Walla Walla, "came up to assist about the 
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Hl3 burial. Had a general attendance. There is no indication whether Sarah was 

•buried in the Indian cemetery or near Hines' grave. She was Indian; hut she was 

also a member of the mission household. 

"I prepared a shroud for her during the day." With these mournful words 

Narcissa Whitman recorded the death of her only child, Alice Clarissa, in June 

1839. The girl's death was a great shock to the missionary couple; and it took 

many years to erase even the ragged edges of the hurt. 

One of the earliest, but most confusing, descriptions of Alice Clarissa's 

grave is from Henry Spalding's diary for June 30, 1839: "In the afternoon the 

funeral was attended not by a great retinue nor with a splendid equippage j_-si~, 

but by a few sincere mourners, the parents, Mr. Hall, Mr. Pambrun, Mrs. Spalding 

and myself with a few domesticks. I spoke from 2 Kings IV:26. After, the corps 

was interred east of the house, tbe first of aur little one who found a grave in 

.these dark regions. "14 

Spalding was mistaken about he:r grave being to the east of the mission 

house. In a letter dated May 2, 1840, Narcissa Whitman described the new mission 

house and enclosed a sketch of it. On the north s'ide of the house plan she 

placed the symbol "s" and wrote that it "is in the direction of her little grave. 

Farther off than is represented in this view. "15 The letter and the drawing are 

explicit that the grave lay to the north and not to the east of the mission; 

however, the initial "s" is another of Waiilatpu'~ mysteries. 

From two accounts we learn that the grave was in sight from the mission 

buildings. In the fall of 1839, Mrs. Whitman wrote, "Although her grave is in 

sight, every time I step out of doors, yet my thoughts seldom wander there to 

find her."16 Many years later, Catherine Sager Pringle, writing of her arrival 

~at the mission, quoted Mrs. Whitman's response to the wagon captain's query if 
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je had any children of her own: "Pointing to a grave 
1

at the foot of the hill, 

not far off, she [Narcissi] said; 'All the child I ever had sleeps yonder.• 

She added that it was a great pleasure to her that she could see the grave from 

the door.1117 

Catherine made more than one contribution to the location of this grave. 

Besides saying it was "at the foot of the hill, 11 above, she wrote William H. Gray 

in 1882, enclosing a drawing of Memorial Shaft Hill ~ the mission cemetery. 

This sketch clea1•ly identifies the bench of land at the northwest corner of the 

hill as the burial place, the same site that today contains the vault of the 

Great Grave of the massacred.IS 

Additional evidence concerning the location of the mission cemetery will be 

discussed further on. It m>,.i.st be noted at this point that the assunrption is made 

that A1ice Clarissa's grave, if not Hines• or Sarah Hall's, established the 

.ation of the cemetery. ·That this was so, may be seen by the next death to 

occur at Waiilatpu. 

Joseph Mahi had come to the Oregon Country from Hawaii. Marcus Whitman 

had hired him from the Hudson's Bay Company to help with the field work on the 

small farm Whitman had begun to cultivate. The Whitmans had beco111e quite attached 

to .Jo.seph and his wife, who we:re both Christians and members of the mission church. 

His death was a grievous loss to the missionaries. Whitman wrote to Boston in 

the fall of 1840 that Mahi "was again taken w:!.th inn.amat1on Lsi£/ oi the bowels •••• 

He died August 8th leaving us to mourn a Brother and fellow laborer.n19 

The grave of Joseph Mahi presents the earliest definite evidence that a 

mission cemetery had been established •. In ·1843, Gustavus Hines, author of 

Or.egon: I.ts. Historil, Condition and Prosnects, visited Waiilatpu. Dr. Whitman 

had not yet returned front a journey to the United States, ·thus Hines was not· abl.a 

.• question him about the two graves he noticed, "on<l of which was inc1.osed in 
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; 
' ' .icket,11 He asked an unnamed informant "who was buried there, my attendant 

replied, •·rhe grave inside the picket is that of the only child, a little 

daughter, of Mr. and Mrs, Whitman, who was dro;med in that creek which passes 

near the house, That on the outside incloses the remains of Joseph, the 

"zo Hawaiian, 1;ho lived ·with Dr, \fuitman. 

The next death at the mission is enshrouded in l11'Jstery, It would have passed 

unnoticed in the historical record had not William H. Gray written a newsy letter 

to Elkanah Walker early in 1842: "In relation to the Indians about us all has been 

quiet since Hr, E._{ell.11.7 left us -- except a little uneasiness caused by Browns 

woman hanging herself soon after Mr. E. was here.••
21 

Probably because she was 

a suicide, Bro;m's woman passed un'Th'.:>urned in the mission correspondence. Gray 

added, "comparatively little was said or done about it and it has now all dropped," 

Other than his presence at WaiilatpU, little is known· about Brown, and nothing is ••m about his wife. Gray told Walker that 11Bro1m and Campbell have both left 

for the falls or some other place, where I hope they will do better t..han they 

have here, for themselves and their employees ~ersJ..7 -- they did not finish their 

22 
job of sawing." Brown apparently was a wanderer on his way to the Pacific Slope, 

hired by Whitman temporarily as a saV1Yer. His wife may have been Indian or white. 

In which cemetery her remains may lie is unknown. 

In the autumn of 1845, the emigrant wagons brought Joseph S. Finlay to the 

His brother, traveling with him, went on to the Willamette valley; but Finlay 

moved into the Whitma.ns' home to be treated by the doctor. He lived until March 

1.846, and won a place of high esteem in the Whitmans• minds. His death was. 

particularly dramatic. Just before the end came, he seemed to be in communication 

tftth whatever lies beyond the real world. 

and the other witnesses very·much shaken. 

cemetery. 

8 

This experience left the Whitmans 

Another grave was added to the mission 

I 
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I 
Prior to the day of massacre in 1847, at least two mor~ white deaths 

.urred at the Whitr<lan mission, 
I 

On November 14, 1847, Mrs. Jacob Osborn, ill 

with the measles, gave birth to a girl in the mission house. The baby died the 

same day and was buried the next, Compounding the sorrow of the Osborns, their 

six-year-old d1>ughter, Salivijane, died on November 24, just five days before 

the Indian attack,23 

By the eve of the massacre, at least these eight deaths had occurred in the 

mission household. The remains of some may lie elsewhere than in the mission 
I 

cemetery -- there are still questions about "Brown• s woman" and Sarah H~ll 

questions that may never be answered. Yet, it would seem that these deaths firttly 

established the mission cemetery, a cemetery that was to play an even more dramatic 

role at Waiilatpu: 

• 
Hines, Negro 
Sarah Hall, Indian 
Alice Clarissa Whitman, white 
Joseph Mahi,· Hawaiian 
Brown's woman, race unknown 
Joseph S. Finlay, white 
Baby Osborn, Wnite 
Salivijane Osborn, white 

Autumn, 1836 
August, 1838 
June, 1839 
August, 1840 
----- 1841 
March, 1846 

November,1847 
November,1847 

In addition to the evidence already presented, the existence of the mission 

cemetery was further confirmed by Cyrus Walker• Cyrus, who as a boy attended school 

. 
I 

at Waiilatpu during the winter of 1845-~ and who visited the mission site periodically 

over the years, drew a map o:f the p:J.ace :from memory in 1919. Although his memory 

suffered from the passage o:f time, Walker• s map is surprisingly accurate when 

compared to the actual site. To the north of the mission, in the immediate vicinity 

of the northwest c.orner .of Shaft Hill, he drew the "graveyard" and a path leading 

to it.24 
Also, in a speech a few years earlier, Cyrus had referred to the mission 

cernet~ry. It is worth noting that neither Walker's speech nor his map made any 

r~rence to a separate burial place :for Alice Clarissa. As far as 
• . 25 

cerned, her. remains lay with the rest -- in the mission cemetery. 

he was con-
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The Great Graves 

The deaths of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman a."ld their associates have captured 

the interest of writers countless times. An account of the massacre is not 

essential to a discussion of the "great grave" of the victims. Buried and reburied 

three times, their remains today lie in a large rnat>ble vault on which are inscribed 

the names of fourteen people·. An examination of the historic event, however, gives 

rise to the question of how many of the victims are actually buried in the present 

great grave -- which has not been opened since its dedication in 1897. 

At the very most, twelve of the fourteen dead are buried there, More likely, 

there are fewer than ten, Jacob Hall, whose name appears on the marble slab, lost 

his life somffl;here along the Columbia River after .succes'sfully escaping the Cayuses• 

attack on the mission; no one ever located his remains. Another of .those listed, 

James Young, Jr,, fell dead not at the m:i.ssion b\lt a mile or two away. He was 

.. ng a load of lutcber from the sawtcill in the Blue Mountains to the mission on 

that fateful day, Unaware of the tragedy already in progress, he fell victim to 
....,w-

the Cayuses before he reached Waiilatpu. He was buried at the.._unknown spot where 

the Indians killed him. 

The ten persons killed at iiaiilatpu on NondaY and TuesdaY, November 29 and 

:;o, 184?, were buried on TuesdaY afternoon by Joseph Stanfield, 
26 

Himself a 
s.~~ 

captive,;~ was one of the few male sur-vivcrs who was both capable and willing 

I -to undertake the gruesome task. Fath.er J. B. A. Br~l.et, the (.;atholic missionary 

at St. Ann's mission on the Umatilla River, cams to the mission and performed the 

burial service, In later years he was to receive little thanks for this sorrowful 

duty from the martyrs' fiercely }'rotestant friends. 

Mary Saunders, one of the few adults at the mission to leave an account of 

~e massacre, described the mass burial. : "Pretty soon the old chief Tol~~uevet 

~iloukait) came with a bolt of white cotton cloth which he told the women to make 

10 



~to winding sheets for the dead. When this had been done, Father Bro~illet, his 

half-breed interpreter Snods, Joe Stanfield, Mr. Finley (another balf-breed living 

near the mission), Chief Beardy and the two Walla Walla Indians helped to bury 

our dead [including her husband]. They dug a trench six feet long, twelve wide 

and four feet deep, and the poor victims were laid side by side and the priest 

"27 
read the burial service over them. 

Cat·herine Sager, t\velve years old at the time, wrote a more detailed account 

of tbe mass funeral in later years. In 1882, she wrote William H. Gray that at 

first 'the Cayuses would not let the survivors bury the dead; but on the day 

following the initial attack, the Indians changed their minds. Joseph Stanfield 

dug the great grave "on the foot of the Hill near where Dr. Whitman's child was 

buried." Catherine recalled that the excavation was only "two to three feet 

deep and wide enough to lay the bodies side by side." She recalled that Father 

4'trovillet arrived but she thought that the funeral was on Wednesday rather than 

Tuesday. She desc.ribed the preparations: 

The dead were lying where they fell. Domestic had been brought 
over from (The Emigrant HouseJ ••• and we were busy sewing it 
into sheets to wrap the corpses in. Jo Stanfield was washing 
the dead and as soon as we had a few sheets done the young 
women and girls took them over and, as Jo wrapped them around 
the corpses, they sewed them with needle and thread. 

After the bodies were prepared, Stan:t·ield placea 'them in an ox earl. " . i:illU 

hauled [them] to the grave yard but not till after a run away of the team." 

She described the order in which they were placed in the shallow grave: "1st 

Mrs. w. then the Dr., Mr. Rogers, (her] Brothers John and Francis. Then the 

others." Still later, Catherine wrote a similar description of the funeral in 

a letter to the editor of the Spokesman-Review,Spokane, Washington, October 24, 

-897, just before the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre. She added the detail 
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~at Mrs. Whitman's body was placed on the west side of the grave. 28 

A week later, the Cayuses killed two more at the mission, Crockett Bewley 

and Amos Sales. These young men had been ill in bed with the measles since before 

the first attack. Once again Joseph Stanfield prepared a burial place. From 

Elizabeth Sager we learn that Bewley and Sales were buried ·separately from the 

first ten-. In an intervie\v with Fred Lockley many years later, she recounted 

that a few days after this second burial she had visited the graves in the company 

of Stanfield. She "noticed that Joe had buried Crockett Bewley and Mr. Sales 

in another place. I asked him why he had buried them in a different place than 

the others. He said, 'Because it is easier digging there.' '·'
29 

Even today there is a layer of hardpan underlying parts of the mission site 

including the lower slope of Shaft Hill. Although Stanfield is often given blame 

.r digging 

of the soil 

a shallow great grave, he did the best be could when the condition 

is considered. It is not surprising that he selected a spot with 

easier digging for the graves of Bewley and Sales. 

The day before these two men were killed, still, another death occurred in 

the mission family. On Sunday, December 5, Louise Sager, the second youngest 

of the seven Sager orphans, died from the measles. She had been ill since before 

the massacre and possibly would not have survived even had Dr. Whitman been alive 

..... - - - ..... ___ - ·- .L. 
'-'.l. c:a. ... m-=::.u.i... 

to find out why his brother had not returned, built a coffin for the little girl. 

On Thursday, December 9, the final death at Waiilatpu that bleak autumn took 

place when Helen Mar Meek died from the measles. Helen Mar, the half-breed 

daughter of mountain man Joe Meek, had arrived at the Whitmans' home in 1840 and 

had become a favorite of the missionaries. 

~rhaps Daniel Young built her coffin, and 

12 

Her burial was not recorded in detail. 

perhaps Joseph Stanfield dug her grave. 



Catherine Sager later said that the bodies 

-uried hy the side of Mrs. Whitman," thus 

30 
in the mission cemetery. 

I 
of both Helen Mar and Louise were 

implying that they too found a place 

The first great grave quickly proved to be inadequate. Wolves soon dis-

covered it and dug into the covering of earth. While the survivors were still 

the captives of the Cayuses, they witnessed the }}houlish scene. Catherine 

described how early one morning an Indian woman came to the door of the Emigrant 

House "and in great distress began to tell me something. tt Catherine could not 

understand her and called to Eliza Spalding, who knew the Nez Perce language, 

to translate for her. "The woman said that wolves had dug up the Dr. and his 

wife." Several of the survivors hurried to the graveyard where "the sight we 

beheld struck us with horror." Catherin€ had been ahead of the other women and 

~~k' 
clearly saw the ~~ work of the wild animals before the men, who had proceeded 

.r, quickly co.vered the torn bodies. 

At another time, Catherine recalled even more graphically the sight: 

"Mrs, Whitman's leg was dragged .out and the flesh eaten off to the knee. We 

reburied it. Before we lef-t l}he -mission, in late December) the remains were 

again dug up, and _morning afte~ morning we would see the wolves ..• and hear 

their snarli-ng. n She said, too, that "no effort was again made at burial while 

th 
,,31 

we were ere. 

On December 29 the Hudson's Bay Company secured the captives' freedom from 

the Cayuses. The survivors made the slow journey to the safety of Fort Walla 

Walla by ox~cart. Waiilatpu lay quietly under the winter moon; all was quiet 

in the valley.of tears. 

'When the Oregon Volunteers arrived in the spring of 1848 to punish the 

Cayuses, ·they found the great grave very much disturbed. Rev·erend Elkanah Walker, • • •• 
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.o was also there wrote that "the bones and hair of /he Missionary and wife with 

h d 1132 others a been scattered over tbe plains by the wolves. 

One of the more detailed descriptions of the destruction caused by the 

wolves is found in Robert Newell's diary: "The hair of Mrs. Whitman was brot in. 

I have saved Some of it. The Boddies of the diseased {sic] have been taken up 

by .the Wolves.,, Catherine Sager, \vhose futUre husband was one of ,the Volunteers, 

wrote that "some of Mrs. Whitman's hair was picked up by Wesley Howell a mile or 

more from the grave.'' 

Catherine also mentioned that the few bones still to be found "were gathered 

up and placed in the original pit, and a wagon box turned over them." Later 

developments make it important to note at this point that Catherine had no 

doubt but that this ''.second" great grave was in the same location as the first. 

Newell, however, confused the event by writing that "Dr. 

~ogether with a p~ling ar~und them nicely done. A board 

around the rest. h 
. 1133 They was put in t e ground together. 

Whitman and Wife were laid 

fence was also put 

If, as Newell said, 

the bodies of the Whitmans were buried by themselves at this time, the question 

should be asked if they were reunited with the others at the time of the third 

burial, in 1897. Also, Newell's diary leaves unanswered the question of whether 

or not the remains of Bewley and Sales joined the others at this time. Since 

these two were buried more securely, it is quite possible their grave had not 

been molested and that the Oregon Volunteers saw no cause to move them. Perhaps 

their remains still lie in th.eir own plot outside the former mission cemetery. 

During the next few years, visitors, such as Indian Agent Anson Dart, pioneer 

James Longmire, and soldier Lawrence Kip, came to the site and were moved to record 

their emotions. But few of these travelers shed any additional light on the 

.ppearance of the grave. All but forgotten, Waiilatpu lay uneasily with its 

memories until the late 1850's. 
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• In the summer of 1859, Cushing Eells, another of Whitman's co-workers, 

visited the mission site. During his pilgrimage, he decided that he would move to 

Waiilatpu and begin a college in memory of Marcus Whitman. When he looked for 

the great grave he could find very little. The fencing that Newell had described 

had long ·since disappeared. The only evidence remaining was a depression in the 

earth. In 1860, he again visited and this time placed a few stakes around the 

34 
grave and fastened some rails to them. 

By 1862, the Eells family had moved to the mission site and had built a 

home there. During the next few years, Cushing and his sons, Edwin and Myron, 

worked occasionally at improving the great grave's appearance. In 1863, Myron 

threw up a mound of earth over the grave, accidentally striking the wagon bed 

that the Oregon Volunteers had placed there. The earliest known photographs of 

the grave were taken about this time. ·They show Myron's mound of earth. From 

~andmarks visible in the picture, the location of the great grave may be firmly 

established as being in the area formerly designated as the mission cemetery--on 

the bench of land at the northwest corner of Shaft Hill. 

Myron's mother, Myra Eells, contributed to the evidence that the great grave 

and the mission cemetery were in the same place. In an ,1862 letter to her friend 

and former associate, Mary Walker, she brought Mrs. Walker up to date on the 

appearance of the place, neither woman having seen it since their retreat from 

Tshimakain mission in 1848. "About this place, 11 Myra siid, "nothi:q.g but "tne .hiils 

look natural. That cuts off the view from town {!he new town o:f Walla WallaJ •. The 

brow of the west side is still used as a burying ground. There have been three 

interments since we came here. No part is enclosed except the great grave and 

. that.a only with rails, much as when we passed in '48. "
35 

The important word in 

.this letter 

the mission 

is "still." It implies that Mrs. Walker would know what used to be 

cemetery when they were all missionaries together -- the bench of land 

at the northwest corner of the hill. 
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By the middle of the 1860's, Whitman Seminary was established in the town 

Walla Walla. With the encouragement of one of their more dynamic presl.dents, 

A. J, Anderson, the Seminary students raised funds to purchase lumber and to build 

a picket fence around the great grave in 1884. This fence lasted until the 

establishment of the third grave in 1897. 

But before then, in 1881, Catherine Sager Pringle, on a visit to Walla Walla, 

learned that Whitman's former co-worker, \Villiam H. Gray, was raising funds for a 

monument to the massacred. Catherine wrote Gray asking for the details of his 

plans. She was alarmed for she had learned from the owner of the land that Gray 

was considering moving the remains to the top of the hill and reburying them there. 

She scolded Gray that "my sisters and myself will enter a protest to this." She 

added that they "certainly have sorne interest in the matter as our Brothers are 

th ,.36 among em. 

~ Poor Gray, who had left Waiilatpu more than two years before the Sager orphans 

had arrived, had no idea who Catherine was. He answered her letter, apparently 

asking what her relationship to the mission was. Catherine wrote back, explaining 

her family's history, and that she was the sister of the two boys, Francis and 

37 
John, who had been killed in 1847. She argued too that the owner of the land 

containing the great grave would never dare to till the land where the graves· 

were -- as Gray had suggested might happen. Catherine admitted that she was not 

a lawyer, but she felt sure that public sentiment would prevent any such desecration. 

Furthermore, she argued, on her recent visit she could find no trace of the graves 

of her sister, Louise, or of Helen Mar Meek, or of the Os horn children. If the 

38 
great grave's remains were moved, what would happen to these others? 

For the time being, little happened. Gray continued, with limited success, 

raise funds for a monument. Catherine, although retaining reservations about 
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I 
moving the graves, contributed to these funds by giving talks about her life at 

~emission to audiences in different parts of the P~cific Northwest. Gray, 

already in his seventies, did what he could and, to a large degree, came over to 

Catherine's view concerning the graves. However, the funds required for a fitting 

memorial were slow in coming. Gray died in 1889, his task still unfinished. 

The year before his death, in 1888, the Presbyterian Church in the Pacific 

Northwest, established by Marcus Whitman and his associates in 1836, observed its 

fiftieth anniversary by holding ceremonies at the old mission. During the three-

day event, August 17-19, visitors rode out from Walla Walla on an excursion train. 

They held their impressive ceremonies under a canvas canopy erected next to the 

39 
great grave. An10ng those present were Gray himself, aged 78, Perrin Whitman, 

Marcus' nephew who had come out to the Oregon Country in 1843, and Myron Eells, 

who as a boy had been a member of the mission family and who was now a minister 

~imself. Participants offered prayers and read addresses. The U. S. Army band 

from Fort Walla Walla furnished the music .40 

Before the anniversary came to a close, at a meeting held in Walla Walla, 

"a good.ly number of ladies and gentlemen~)' resolved to remove the remains of the 

Whitmans "from the lonely spot of their interment" to Whitman Seminary, which 
~ 

would be a living monument to~ memory. These resolutions were signed by Miles C. 

Moore, R. R. Rees, and P. B. Johnson. The chairman of the meeting was B. L. 

Sharpstein. Catherine rs letters to vray had Dy IlOW .... ..i,.....,...,00 .... 
r-~--~ --

now stood up to announce that the Oregon Pioneer and Historical Society had already 

obtained a deed to two acres at Waiilatpu -- presumably the area containing the 

grave -- and had.taken steps to fence the cemetery. He objected to any plan to 

remove the remains to Walla Walla. 

Miles Moore then took the floor and, in support of the proposed move, announced 

the Moores "owned a granite quarry on Snake river .•• and that they would 
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material for the monument. ' 1 

/ 
r 
r 

Dr. Dorsey Baker, of railroad fame, 
I 

'mate the 

allowed it to be said that he would "make the title to the Whitman Seminary 

grounds absolute, if assured that the monument would be erected on the grounds." 41 

Catherine's younger sister, Matilda Sager Fultz, then living at Farmington, 

Washington, heard about these proposals. She also heard the mistaken story that 

the great grave had already been opened and the massacre victims moved. Angrily, 

she wrote a public letter blaming Perrin Whitman for taking such precipitous 

action. She demanded "where he got the power to authorize the removal of the 

others., whose ashes are coming led with those of Dr. Whitman and wife in that 

common grave .•. and among them is the dust of my brothers, John and Frank Sager." 

Matilda said that she had heard "that a clique intended to remove the remains ••. 

whenever they found the friends and relatives off their guard." She said that 

"Perrin Whitman knew that I arid my sisters .were decidedly opposed to any distur­

.ance of our sacred dead; and he should have had at least manhood enough to withhold 

his consent until he could notify us of the intention of the church and college 

authorities.n 

In this letter, Matilda gave still another, and important clue concerning 

the whereabouts of Alice Clarissa's grave: "The traitor {her firm op:inion1 Stan-

field, when sent to dig the grave that was to be the resting place of the martyrs, 

had respect enough for parental love to dig it beside that of little Alice, where 

the parents and their only child would lie side by side in their last long sleep, 

and when he placed the bodies ... the father lay next to little Alice, then her 

mother, and then John and Frarik Sager. When he came back he said the family were 

~42 
all together. 

The Sager sisters' protests and the action. of the Oregon Pioneer and His-

tlttorical Society carried the argument. The dead remained at Waiilatpu. 
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As 

-ircles 

the fiftieth anniversary of the massacre approached, Protestant church 

and many people whose lives the Whitmans had touched began to talk of a 

fitting memorial at the mission site' This time there was no discussion about 

moving the remains to Walla Walla. Instead, a committee of the town's principal 

citizens formed to plan fitting ceremonies •43 The comn1i ttee proceeded to order a 

memorial monument, that would grace the top of the hill, and a permanent vault for 

the massacre victims, in the mission cemetery. 

The decision to excavate the new grave in the same location as the existing 

one disturbed Catherine Sager Pringle very much. Afte.r the grave was opened and 

the remains moved to Whitman College for temporary safekeeping, Catherine bitterly 

wrote to an editor: "Had the grave reilained undisturbed, the public would never 

have known but that all the remains of the victims reposed there." From her 

memories of wolves tearing at the grave in 1847, she had known that little was 

.eft.44 

Catherine's long-secret worries now became a reality. Two doctors, J. E. 

Bingham and E. E. Shaw, .recorded the results when the remains were unearthed. 

Of the ten or so people buried in the common grave in 1847, only the skulls of 

four adult males and one female, and a few miscel-laneous bones, were found. The 

doctors' report read: 

• 

First - Skull of man, mature adult, comprising all the bones of the 
c:ranium; in about thA followin£_" condition; 

All the ••. right side in good state of preservation The left 
parietal bone is about one-half gone. The superorbital prominences are 
very marked. On the vertex, close to the medium line, is an oblique 
i11c~sed fracture of the skull, evidently made with the corner of a small 
aid/'. One inch in front is a small fracture. These wounds are well 
defined, the instrument acting like a wedge in splitting the skull beyond 
the seat of the wound . • • . On the left side of (the) orcipital bone is 
a hole in the skull about three inches long, and one and one-third inches 
wide. Along the upper part of this bone is a fine edge to the border of 
the bone ... showing that the incised surface was evidently made by a 
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• 

sharp cutting instrument, the blow striking the head either from above 
downward while the man was in an erect position, or being a horisontal 
(sicJ blo\V while the man was lying face do\vnwards. * * * The ja\v is 
fairly well preserved, with the mental process strongly developed. The 
posterior molar tooth on the left side contains a gold filling, and is 
worn more than the teeth on the opposite side ...• The seat of muscular 
adjustment shows a strong, well-developed man. 

The skull has been mutilated by being cut in two, the cut commencing 
at the nasal bones and extending back to the seat of the front wound. 
Marks of the saw are well defined on each side of the saw incision, where 
the instrument evidently slipped in tbe hands of the operator. The skull 
had not been opened by this cut, which seems to have been made for some 
other definite purpose than of opening the skull. The sawing was done 
unskillfully, probably when the body was lying on the ground face upward. 

Nos. 2 and 3 -- Two other well preserved skulls, both adults, one 
apparently of a man 35 years old, the other of a man about 60 years old .••. 

No. 4 A skull of moderate capacity of a man of about 25 years of 
age. It is three pieces, probably produced by a blow in recent times. 
* * * This individual probably had a very prominent bridge to his nose, 
which must have been the Roman type. The cranium and jaw both are p€cu­
liarly thick. 

No. 5 -- A woman's skull of ordinary size, thin. The sutures would 
indicate a person from 35 to 40 years of age. * * * The right superior 
marcella is well preserved and when placed in position shows a woman who 
must have had very large 45es. This skull has been sawed in precisely_ 
the same manner as No. 1. 

When Catherine learned these particulars, she quickly denied that any of 

the skulls was Dr. Whitman's: "I would sooner think that skull No. 1 belonged to 

Crockett Bewly (Sic] or Amos Sales." She thought the 60-year-old skull was 

probably that of Walter Marsh, the mission miller. She added, "one probably is 

[JosephJ .Hoffman, and one Gilliam (Isaac Gilliland), the tailor." Since the 

only woman had died, the female skull had to be Narcissa Whitman's. Even so, 

" ,.46 Catherine had her doubts: It may be that of one or the other of the Sager boys. 

Considering the known circumstances of the attack on Marcus Whitman, skull 

no. 1 would appear to be his. A major mystery, beyond solution, is the sawing 

of the two skulls thought to be those of the missionaries. At first, Catherine 

• 
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"as most upset about tbe peculiar 

Spokesman - Revie\v, she wrote!' 

marks. In a long letter to the Spokane 

If the bones have been sawed, I assure you it was not done by 
.Indi.ans. They knew but little if anything of the use of a saw. * * * 
As I saw the corpses before burial, I kno\v there were no such wounds 
as described ...• I think there is a mistake about the saw cuts, as I 
do not think the volunteers (me of whom she was to marryJ who buried 
these bones would have perpetrated the act. Had the natives wanted 
to make openings in them, they would have used their tomahawks ..•• 
. The Cayuses were superstitious about the dead and would never have 
picked up one of these skulls to saw it. 

She reflected upon those killed and decided that skull no. 1 was that of Judge 

Saunders, the school teacher: "He was an eastern man, so probably had gold fillings 

in his teeth. "
47 

One year later, Catherine thought she had found the answer to the puzzle. 

She wrote S, B. L. Penrose, president· of Whitman College, that the sawing of the 

skulls was the work of Joe Lewis, a shadowy figure at the mission who apparently 

~ad encouraged the Cayuses' attack. Catherine expanded on her theory by saying 

that Father Bro\ifov.let and Joe Stanfield were witnesses to the deed, despite the 

fact that Bro~llet was not at the mission at the time Catherine said Lewis had 

done the sawing -- the night of November 29. Catherine added that she could not 

"divulge. the source of my information but I am satisfied of the truth in it. "
48 

Sometime later, without publicity, she changed her mind about the identity of 

skull no. 1. She wrote in her scrapbook that she had "seen the skulls above 
•n 

described and recognized one as being that of Dr. Ma.r.cus Whitman. u'="' 

Dr. J, E. Bingham; one of the ex.aminers of the remains, developed a different 

theory concerning the saw marks. He recalled "an old Indian superstition that 

when a great man or woman dies, the head was opened and the spirit of the departed 

50 
would enter the body of the operator . 
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The ceremonies on the fiftieth anniversary did not go exactly as planned . 

• 1e schedule called for the reinterment in a great m~rble vault and for the 

dedication of a memorial shaft high on the hill overlooking the grave, The 

Whitman Monument Association bad taken up William H. Gray's work and bad succeeded 

in raising the necessary funds. In October 1897, work began on the vault which 

was to be located at the same spot where the great grave had been. A Mrs. Picard, 

an undertaker in Walla Walla, presented a fine metallic coffin for the recently 

disinterred bones. Then, at the last minute, the organizers learned that the 

marble slab for the top of the vault would not arrive by November 29, 

The day came cloudy and wet, much as that earlier November 29 had been. The 

participants crowded into the Walla Walla opera house that evening. It was a 

night of great oratory and singing. Nine survivors of the massacre, including 

the three Sager girls, Catherine, Elizabeth, and Matilda, were present. Others 

• attendance included veterans of the Indian Wars, the GAR, and the student body 

of Whitman College. In the boxes sat the faculty of the college and their guests. 

The college trustees and a sixty-voice choir occupied the stage. Several ministers 

and professors spoke, including Rev. Samuel Green, son of the Secretary of the 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions who had sent the missionaries 

to Oregon in 1836. Before the evening was over, some of the orators rekindled 

into flame the belief that Roman Catholic priests and the Hudson's Bay Company 

were somehow responsioLe ror the massacre. At the conclusion, the audience 

participated in an informal reception on the stage to meet the survivors. 51 

On the following day, despite continuing bad weather, the participants paraded 

on Main Street, Walla Walla, then rode on special trains to the mission. The 

.4th U.S. Cavalry from Fort Walla Walla formed on three sides of a hollow square, 

in the center of which stood the speaker's stand, with the great grave directly • 
22 



in front 

.ceremony 

of it. The band of the 4th Cavalry provided the music; and a brief 

was observed. Catherine, the oldest survivor of the Sager family, 

"made a brief and touching address .•• which moved many to tears." 

Vivid memories must have passed through her mind as she thanked "the people 

of Walla Walla and the Northwest for their presence here, for their kindness in 

burying our dead, and for their royal enfertai-nment." She forecast the future 

in saying that "these acts of kindness will be told to our children's children 

and be carried do\vn to the future generations in grateful remembrance, as each 

recurring anniversary passes."
52 

The observation went smoothly. The only incident 

wae; the absence of .the marble slab, which "proved a great disappointment" for the 

. 53 
3,000 people present. 

The marble arrived in January 1898 and, on the 29th, "a burial service was 

conducted by ..• (the} pastors of the Congregational and Presbyterian churches 

.f Walla Walla; the coffin was placed in the vault, and a massive slab of marble, 

tl54 h weighing two tons, was lowered to its place and sealed. The great grave as 

remained closed ever since. 

Pioneer Cemetery 

Persistent reports still exist of many other burials in the vicinity of the 

great grave dating from the 1860's and '70's. These reports, most having escaped 

verification. note that for many years a number of wooden headboards stood near 

the marble vault. Yet, definite descriptions and photographs showing these 

markers are still missing. 

There are two post-mission markers near th.e great grave today that suggest 

some degree of truth in these reports. One of them indicates the resting place 

of two small girls of the McElhaney family, members of which st'ill live in Walla 

·~alla. Rev. Cushing Eells buried these sisters in the early 1860's while living 
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at Waiilatpu. The McElaney family was a neighbor of Eells and on close terms 

~ith him. From Cushing' s diary for that period, we catch a glimpse: "Nov. 7 1862, 

Julia McElhaney is so unwell as to cause anxiety. Mrs E_J'ells) and Edwin are 

there tonight." Then, on November 9: "The remains of Julia McElhaney are committed 

1155 
to earth. The other marker indicates the grave of another pioneer, a Dr. Stone, 

and his child. 

Still one other monument needs to be noted. Next to the great grave today 

i~ a tall stone commemorating the graves of William H. Gray and his wife, ·Mary. 

Although these former members of the small mission family died and were buried at 

Astoria, Oregon, members of their family moved their remains to Waiilatpu in 1916. 

Whether or not this reburial destroyed traces of any of the now-unknown mission 

period graves is not clear. Today, the Grays lie next to their fo;rmer colleagues, 

both sheltered by trees and the brooding hill • 

• From the foregoing accounts, there would seem to be little doubt but what 

the great grave was located in the mission cemetery, a graveyard that included 

~ 
the body of Alic,, Clarissa Whitman. There remain a few more bits of evidence to 

this effect that may be noted at this point. In 1855, an independent missionary 

to Oregon, Joseph Chamberlain, visited the mission site. According to his diary, 

the grave of Alice Clarissa was indeed very near the great grave: "sept. 4. 

Started this morning for Whitman's valley -- enjoyed the ride very much, a very 

pleasant day. Just at sundown passed a very long, steep hill into the valley, a 

.widely extended plain full of creeks. At the grave of Dr. Whitman it were proper 

I would pray that there might be a resurrection of that man's virtues to rest upon 

this feeble .worm; that the mantle of Elijah may rest upon Elisha." This was before 

~e Eells family returned to the site, and Chamberlain found ,.no marble, no 
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I 
.nscription, 

and Narcissa 

except written on a board, Alice Clarissa, Daughter of Dr. Marcus 
I 

Whitman, drowned June 23rd 1839. "
56 

Catherine Sager also remembered the headboard at Alice's.grave. Although 

her wording was slightly different, she recalled in an 1897 letter that "many 

times I have stood by the little grave and read the inscription upon her head-

board -- Alice Clarissa Daughter of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman was drowned June 23, 

1839 aged two years three months and nine days. Sleep little @aughter?J till 

J b 'd R' ,,57 esus 1 you 1se. 

Another person in a position to know a great deal about the graves was Myron 

Eells. Before the -massacre, as a small boy living at the Tshimakain mission, he 

had been a regular visitorto Waiilatpu. Then, in the 1860's, he lived there for 

a time with his parents. We have already noted his work on the grave site during 

this period. In his book on Marcus Whitman, Myron indicated that the great grave, 

.he mission cemetery, and· the grave of Alice Clarissa were all in the same area: 

"A day or two after the massac~e, the bodies ... were ... buried in a common 

grave in the mission burying ground, a few hundred yards in front of the house, 

at the foot of the hill." He wrote that "when the 'volunteers reached the place 

the next year .•• they then dug one large grave, placed all the remains in it 

that could be found, placed wagon beds over them.... They lay nearest to where 

. n58 Doctor and Mrs. Whitman's only child, Alice c., had been buried. 

The green sod of Waiilatpu today covers all traces of the original mission 

cemetery. The grasses yield no secrets. Traces of Alice's, .Hinds\ and all the 
~· 

others~ r('.wai t the tools of archeology so that they too may be marked to serve as 

reminders of some of the early history of this land . 

• 
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