
Narcissa Whitman 

Letter to Rev. Mrs. H.K.W. Perkins, Wascopum  
 

WIELETPOO [this is the name of the place where Mrs. Whitman was writing] May 

2, 1840 

A tide of immigration appears to be moving this way rapidly. What a few years will bring forth 

we know not. A great change has taken place even since we first entered the country, and we 

have a reason to believe it will stop here. Instead of two lonely American females we now 

number fourteen, and soon may twenty or _______ more, if reports are true. We are 

emphatically situated on the highway between the states and the Columbia River, and are a 

testing place for the weary travelers, consequently a greater burden rests upon us than upon any 

of our associates-to be always ready. And doubtless many of those who are coming to this 

mission their resting place will be with us until they seek and find homes of their own among the 

solitary wilds of Oregon. 

… 

I will relate a circumstance that occurred this spring. When the people began to return from 

their winter quarters, we told them it would be good for them to build a large house (which they 

often do by putting several lodges together) where it would be convenient for all to attend 

worship and not meet in the open air. They said they should not do it, but would worship in our 

new house and asked us if there were not houses in heaven to worship in. We told them our 

house was to live in and we could not have them worship there for they would make it so dirty 

and fill it so full of fleas that we could not live in it. We said to them further, that they did not 

help us build it and that people in other places build their houses of worship and did not let one 

man do it all alone, and urged them to join together by and by and build one for themselves of 

adobe. But it was of no avail to them; they murmured still and said we must pay them for their 

land we lived on. Something of this kind is occurring almost all the time when certain 

individuals are here; such as complaining because we do not feed them more, or that we will not 

let them run all over the house, etc., etc. 

… 

They are an exceedingly proud, haughty and insolent people, and keep us constantly upon the 

stretch after patience and forbearance. We feed them far more than any of our associates do 

their people, yet they will not be satisfied. Notwithstanding all this, there are many redeeming 

qualities in them, else we should have been discouraged long ago. We are more and more 

encouraged the longer we stay among them. 
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Catherine Sager  
excerpt from Across the Plains in 1844 
 
Up to the year 1847 the Protestant missions had been the only religious 

influence among the Indians. In the fall of this year the Catholic Church 

established missions among them, and the teachings of the two clashed. The 

Indian mind is so constructed that he cannot reconcile the different isms, 

consequently they became much worked up on the subject. Many long talks 

occurred between them and Dr. Whitman in reference to the two religious 

systems. Owing to the sickness and these other causes, the natives began to 

show an insolent and hostile feeling. 

. . .  

Mrs. Whitman then began to walk the floor, wringing her hands, 

saying, "Oh, the Indians! The Indians! They have killed my husband, 

and I am a widow!" She repeated this many times. At this moment Mary Ann, who was in the 

kitchen, rushed around the house and came in at a door that was not locked; her face was 

deathly white; we gathered around her and inquired if father was dead. She replied, "Yes." Just 

then a man . . . came in at the same door, with his arm broken. He said, "Mrs. Whitman, the 

Indians are killing us all." This roused her to action. The wounded man was lying upon the floor 

calling for water. She brought him a pitcherful from another room, locked all the doors, then 

unlocking that door, she went into the kitchen. As she did so several emigrant women with their 

small children rushed in. Mrs. Whitman was trying to drag her husband in; one of the women 

went to her aid, and they brought him in. He was fatally wounded, but conscious. The blood was 

streaming from a gunshot wound in the throat. Kneeling over him she implored him to speak to 

her. To all her questions he whispered "yes" or "no," as the case might be. 

. . .  

We were now captives of a horde of savages . . . Previous to this the Indians had held a council to 

decide what to do with their prisoners. Many speeches were made; the savage mentioned above 

said he could see no use in bothering with them; the easiest and quickest way to get rid of them 

was to kill them. He sat down, and a Nez Perce arose and gave him such a scathing rebuke that 

he cowed down and had no more to say. They decided to keep us during the winter, and then 

send us below in the spring. We were informed of this, with the assurance that we would all be 

killed if our countrymen attempted our rescue. 
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Cayuse Request for a Material Witness during the trial  
for the Whitman Massacre  
The United States vs Telokite et al, 1851 
 
 
Telokite, one of the defendants, makes oath that a certain Indian named Quishem, now in the 
Cayuse country . . . will be a material witness for the defendants in this case. That the materiality 
of said witness was not known in time to have him in attendance at this term of the court. 
[Telokite] expects & believes that said witness will prove that the late Dr Whitman administered 
medicines to many of the Cayuse Indians and that afterwards a large number of them died, 
including amongst them the wives and children of some of these defendants. [Telokite] expects 
further to prove by said witness that a certain Joseph Lewis, who resided at Waiilatpu, informed 
these defendants a few days before the 29 November 1847 that the Cayuse Indians were dying in 
consequence of poison being administered to them by the late Marcus Whitman and [Joseph 
Lewis] had heard Dr. Whitman say that he would kill off all of the Cayuse Indians by the coming 
of the ensuing spring -- that he would then have their horses and lands. Witness will also prove 
it is the law of the Cayuse Indians to kill bad medicine men. 
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Cayuse mother and child, circa 1909 
Photograph by Edward S. Curtis 
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Map of the Oregon Country 

Map shows areas of Oregon Country – note that the treaty that split the land between the U.S. 

and Great Britain was settled in 1846. The area where missionaries Marcus and Narcissa 

Whitman worked in southeastern Washington was not part of the U.S. until that treaty was 

settled. 
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Chart: Deaths Due to Indian Attack 
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The Doolittle Committee, 1867 

Annotation: A joint congressional committee assesses the causes of the many outbreaks of violence 
between whites and Indian on the Great Plains.  
 

Document:  

The committee have arrived at the following conclusions:  

First. The Indians everywhere, with the exception of the tribes within the Indian Territory, are 
rapidly decreasing in numbers from various causes: By disease; by intemperance; by wars, 
among themselves and with whites; by the steady and relentless emigration of white men into 
the territories of the west, which, confining Indians to still narrower limits, destroys that game 
which, in their normal state, constitutes their principal means of subsistence; and by the 
irrepressible conflict between a superior and an inferior race when brought in presence of each 
other....  

Second. The committee are of opinion that in a large majority of cases Indian wars are to be 
traced to the aggression of lawless white men, always to be found upon the frontier, or boundary 
line between savage and civilized life....  

From whatever cause wars may be brought on, either between different Indian tribes or between 
the Indians and the whites, they are very destructive, not only of the lives of the warriors 
engaged in it, but of the women and children also, often becoming a war of extermination....  

Third. Another potent cause of their decay is to be found in the loss of their hunting grounds and 
in the destruction of that game upon which the Indian subsists. This cause, always powerful, has 
of late increased....The discovery of gold and silver in California, and in all the mountain 
territories, poured a flood of hardy and adventurous miners across those planes....  

Two lines of railroads are rapidly crossing the plains.... They will soon reach the Rocky 
Mountains, crossing the center of the great buffalo range in two lines from east to west. It is to 
be doubted if the buffalo in his migrations will many times cross a railroad where trains are 
passing and repassing, and with the disappearance of the buffalo from this immense region, all 
the powerful tribes of the plains will inevitably disappear....  
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Excerpt from The Oregon Trail by David Dary 

 

James Jory, bound for Oregon in 1847, was an English immigrant who first settled in New 

Brunswick, Canada. Finding the land poor, he moved to Missouri, where the land was better, but 

he soon found he disliked slavery. He then moved to Illinois, where he got married, but since 

there was a great deal of sickness among he residents, he took his young bride and left Pike 

County, determined to find better conditions in Oregon. Before departing Illinois, Jory 

constructed a special wagon that would double as a boat. At Independence, Jory and his wife 

joined a company of emigrants bound for Oregon captained by Joseph Magone, a young 

bachelor. Years later Jory would recall that five times Magone had to order the company to stop 

for twenty-four hours for the birth of a child. At one of the stops Jory became a father. Toward 

the end of their journey, the party stopped at Marcus Whitman’s mission about twenty-three 

miles east of Fort Walla Walla, the Hudsons’ Bay Company trading post. Jory recalled that 

Whitman was “a plain man of medium size and direct manner of speech.” Afterward, they 

followed the Columbia River to The Dalles where they took a flatboat down the river to the 

Willamette Valley. 

When Jory and the other settlers in the company reached the Whitman Mission, they learned 

there was an outbreak of measles apparently brought by emigrants in an earlier wagon train that 

had stopped at the mission to have the doctor examine the sick children. Dr. Whitman 

diagnosed their sickness as black measles and told the parents the disease was relatively 

harmless, but to keep the children quiet and clean and give them a light diet with plenty of 

water, and they would recover. Whitman’s treatment was fine for white children born with 

natural immunities to it, but black measles was deadly for the Cayuse Indians. The Whitmans 

had established their mission on Cayuse land in 1836. The Cayuse tribe was small and lived in 

three nearby villages in lodges constructed of mats. Dr. Whitman treated whites and Indians 

alike for all sorts of ailments and gradually the mission grew. By late 1847 there were more than 

seventy persons living at the mission, including the sager children, orphaned coming west with 

their parents and left in the care of the Whitmans in 1844 by Captain William Shaw. 

When the measles outbreak spread to the Indians, Dr. Whitman was away from home, surveying 

a new trail from Fort Vancouver. When he heard the news, he hurried back and learned that 

about half of the small Cayuse tribe had died from measles and accompanying dysentery in a 

matter of weeks. From his arrival more than a decade earlier, Dr. Whitman had been very 

careful in treating the Cayuses. He learned early that it was their custom “to reward a successful 

medicine man . . . with honor and riches, and to kill and unsuccessful [one] in justified revenge.” 

(177-178) 
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Oregon Trail Guide Book, 1858 
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This is an example of 

the kind of guide book 

emigrants would use on 

their way west.  

The verse on the cover 

says: 

“Over the Rocky 
Mountains height 
Like ocean in its tidal 
might 
The living sea rolls 
onward, on! 
And onward on, the 
stream shall pour 
And reach the far Pacific 
shore 
And till the plains of 
Oregon.” 
 
If you follow the link in 
the citation, you will be 
able to read inside the 
guide book. 



 

Independence Rock, Wyoming 

According to the National Park Service website -- 

“Independence Rock was the most-noted landmark on the emigrant trails west of Fort Laramie. 

An oval outcrop of granite rock, it is 1,900 feet long, 700 feet wide, and rises 128 feet above the range. The rock derived its name from a party of fur 

trappers who camped there and celebrated Independence Day in their own style on July 4, 1830. Independence Rock became one of the great 

bulletin boards of the Oregon-California Trail-a place to look for word of friends ahead or leave messages for those coming behind. On July 26, 

1849, J. Goldsborough Bruff "reached Independence Rock . . . at a distance looks like a huge whale. It is being painted & marked every way, all 

over, with names, dates, initials, &c - so that it was with difficulty I could find a place to inscribe it."  
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Oregon Trail Map 
 
 

 
 
“Oregon Trail Map.” Oregon Trail Interpretive Center. U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, March 2016. 

https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/learn_interp_nhotic_trailmap.pdf 

 


