
Summary - Whitman Massacre Trial 

On November 29, 1847, Protestant missionaries Marcus and Narcissa Whitman and twelve others were killed 

by members of the Waiilatpu band of the Cayuse Indian Nation. Scores of other pioneers were held captive.The 

killings, which came to be called the Whitman Massacre, happened at a Protestant mission in a remote part of 

the Oregon frontier, near what is now Walla Walla.   

For years, politicians in Washington, D.C., had debated whether or not to proclaim the Oregon frontier as a U.S. 

territory. The tragedy and the need to protect U.S. citizens from Native uprising was the catalyst that prompted 

Congress to cease debate and take action. In order to dispense justice to the new U.S. possession, President 

James K. Polk dispatched a governor, judge, prosecutor, marshal, and militia. They were instructed to bring the 

Whitman murderers to justice. 

 After almost two years of pursuit, the Waiilatpu Cayuse surrendered five volunteers from their band. 

The U.S. Cavalry then brought the five accused murderers 250 miles from their homelands to Oregon 

City, the capital seat of Oregon Territory. It was there that Chief Telokite, Tomahas, Isiaasheluckas, 

Clokomas, and Kiamasumkin were placed on trial for the murder of Marcus Whitman. 

The trial was one of Oregon's earliest attempts at formal and proper judicial procedure. The five Cayuse men 

were kept in chains during the trial. They were provided two interpreters, presumably one to translate from 

English to Chinook Jargon (Chinuk Wawa), the other to relay the Chinook Jargon in Cayuse. 

Court proceedings began on May 21, 1850. Judge Pratt's first order of business was to appoint three lawyers for 

the defendants. Lead defense counsel was Kintzing Pritchette, the newly appointed secretary of the territory, the 

second officer in command behind Territory Governor Joe Lane. The defendants and their lawyers were read 

the indictment, and the men pled not guilty. 

The following morning, defense motions were heard, one of which asked for a dismissal of the charge. The 

defense argued that U.S. courts had no jurisdiction over the killings, because the area of the killings was not yet 

governed by U.S. law. The defense claimed that the killings had occurred on Cayuse land before Oregon 

became US Territory.  Since it was not a Territory at the time, US laws could not apply  

The defenders also pled for a different time and place for trial, because Oregon City citizens were hostile and 

they  needed more time for preparation.  

Judge Pratt denied all of the defense motions. 

Trial began on May 23. Twelve jurors—all white men—were selected after the defense lawyers challenged and 

eliminated twenty-four prospects. Testimony was taken from four prosecution witnesses, all survivors of the 

attack.   Two of of the five defendants were identified by the witnesses (Telokite, Isiaasheluckas) as 

participating in the attack.  A third defendant, Tomahas, was identified in the court proceedings as the 

ringleader of the attack. 

The defense called three witnesses, including John McLoughlin and Cayuse Chief Stickus, whom Pratt did not 

allow to testify about Cayuse law and custom. 

Witnesses had seen some of these men participate in the attacks at Wailatpu. Tiloukaikt and Tomahas had 

strong evidence against them. For one of the defendants, Kamiasumkin, there was no witness or evidence tying 

him to the attack or the murders.  
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The next day, closing arguments from prosecutor Holbrook and the three defense lawyers lasted three hours. 

Judge Pratt then took seventy minutes to instruct the jury on pertinent law.  The judge allowed the jury to 

conclude that the surrender of the five volunteers by the Cayuse tribe was an admission of guilt.  

The jury deliberated seventy-five minutes and reached a guilty verdict. Defense counsel then asked for a new 

trial and for the right to appeal.The judge denied those motions. On May 24, Judge Pratt sentenced all five 

Cayuse to be taken to the gallows and hanged until dead. 

Soon after trial, Governor Lane declared his resignation as governor, effective on June 18, 1850. As Lane's 

replacement, Secretary Pritchette vowed to pardon the five Cayuse, but pardoning power would not pass to 

Pritchette until twenty-five days after trial. Accordingly, Marshal Meek wondered if it was proper to delay the 

hangings for two more weeks. Judge Pratt stood firm and told Meek to proceed as ordered in the court's 

judgment ruling. 

On June 3, 1850, U.S. Marshal Meek hanged the prisoners on five ropes before a large crowd of Oregon City 

spectators. They were buried at the outskirts of Oregon City in unmarked graves. 

Defense Witnesses 

John McLoughlin- Defense Witness  

My name is John McLoughlin, and I am the former chief factor of the Hudson’s Bay Company Fort Vancouver, and 

founder of Oregon City. I probably know more about working with the native people in the northwestern part of this 

continent than any other person, as I have made peace and trade in one way or another with just about every tribe in 

this country. 

In the months leading up to the unfortunate killings of Dr. Whitman and the others at Waiilatpu, I had visited with him at 

Fort Vancouver. I warned him repeatedly that the measles outbreak amongst the Cayuse nearby would inevitably be 

blamed on his people in general, and Dr. Whitman in particular. Tribes in this area view Dr. Whitman and other white 

medical doctors as medicine men. They are known as shaman in the native tribes. These medicine men are responsible 

for the health of the tribe. If the tribe remains healthy through the medicine given by the doctor, then the doctor 

remains very powerful. But if people in the tribe start to die—especially if those who the doctor recently met with start 

to die—the tribe views it as a fault of the medicine man. In the eyes of the natives, the only way to stop their people 

from dying is to kill the medicine man responsible. 

It was under these circumstances that I warned Dr. Whitman to leave Waiilatpu for the safety of Fort Walla Walla, and 

to bring with him his family and the others that were staying there in the fall of 1847. I even invited him to stay with me 

at Fort Vancouver for the winter, as even living amongst the Cayuse near Fort Walla Walla was still dangerous. It was my 

reasoning that if he came and stayed at our fort for a few seasons or even a few years, that the Cayuse would see that 

he was indeed dearly missed for his services and help amongst their people, and would be invited back in safety. I also 

urged him to quit giving the Cayuse medicine during this outbreak as the Indians kill their medicine men. I also said that 

time has not helped the issue, as Dr. Whitman had to turn from caring for the Cayuse and their sicknesses to helping 

more of his own countrymen in their fight with the measles. I told him that in the midst of this sickness would be the 

worst of native revenge on him and his people. Despite this warning, however, Dr. Whitman returned to the Mission 

and, tragically, my prophetic statements carried their true will to his fate. He was a good man, but in the eyes of many 

was foolish to return under such pretenses as existed amongst the Cayuse that season. 

 



Reverend Henry Spalding- Defense Witness 

I am Reverend Henry Spalding. I worked as a missionary at the Waiilatpu Mission alongside Dr. Marcus Whitman and his 

family. It was our primary purpose at the mission to provide a safe place for both natives and white settlers to come and 

worship the lord, and to provide any assistance necessary in regards to trade, medical service, and safety.  

We had a good relationship with the settlers in the area and the local Indian tribes for years. We were located on the 

Oregon Trail and saw many people come through the area over the years. Some stayed, some traveled west, and some 

even went north to the Tshimaikin Mission from here. We lived in peace in this area until the dreaded November day in 

1847. 

Leading up to the attack, Dr. Whitman and I knew that the growing sickness amongst the Cayuse people would not suit 

our situation in the least; they would eventually grow disgusted with our presence and blame us for the outbreak. If we 

could provide them medicine and keep them calm, however, we would be able to live safely amongst them. 

However, as the fall wore on, more and more Cayuse grew restless that we could not provide relief for their sick and 

dying. In reality, the measles were ravaging their people—much worse than we were fighting it in the mission. Some of 

our children had gotten sick and died, but nothing compared to what they suffered. It was under these circumstances 

that we traveled to Fort Walla Walla to meet with the local authorities there, all of whom pleaded with us not to return 

to the mission for our own safety. I heeded his concern, but Dr. Whitman left on the Sabbath to return to the Mission, 

only to be dreadfully murdered the day following.  

I heard rumors of a native known as Joe Lewis spreading rumors that Dr. Whitman and myself were purposefully giving 

the Cayuse sick poison instead of medicine, so that they would be killed off and we could steal their possessions. Never 

had I heard such lies, but nonetheless realized that in their lustful frenzy rested the vengeful bloodthirstiness that could 

only be quenched with our murders. It is for these reasons I stayed behind, and prayed for Dr. Whitman and the others. 

 

Stickus- Cayuse Indian Chief- Defense Witness 

My name is Stickus. I am a Chief of the Cayuse people. For many years I have been a friend to the whites. I have guided 

them through our lands in their journey to the great waters. I have worked beside them and with them; I have learned 

from them and their story of the Great Father. 

I was there on the day of the killings of the Whitman medicine man and the others at Waiilatpu. I was one of the men 

who tried to speak peace between my people and the whites. But for so many months having brought death to our 

people, there could be no other way but death for the Whitmans in the eyes of some of my people.  

In our culture, we are protected from sickness and evil by these shamans like Whitman. His medicines are meant to rid 

our bodies of the evil sickness, so that we may return to health amongst our people. But if his medicine becomes deadly, 

there is no other way to cure the sickness than to kill the shaman.  

There is no doubt that Whitman meant goodness on our people—in my mind, anyway. Many of my people thought that 

he was spreading poison so that he and the other whites could steal more of our land and wheat. Whether he meant to 

kill our people or not, the danger was that it was happening. My people were dying. Perhaps it was even more 

dangerous  if he meant to heal us—after all, if he was truly trying to heal us from the white man’s disease, and we 

became even more sick, then there would be no doubt that his powers had been corrupted. 



It is customary in my culture for murder to be avenged. It is the choice of the family of the killed whether to avenge the 

death of their own with blood; in the case of the Whitmans, there was too much death to stop anything but a just 

revenge on the whites. Their sickness killed many of our people- some think more than half of our entire tribe. Indeed, 

even the children of the men accused and convicted of murdering your people were not spared. To think that only 13 of 

the whites were killed in return for the hundreds of deaths we suffered… it seems unjust to many of my people that 

more were not put to the hatchet. 

This man on trial was there that day and spilled blood—most likely it is true—but he has been given up with the others 

by his people not because of guilt, but because his people are tired of running from the whites. If you think he is guilty of 

murder you may be true, but didn’t your savior give himself up to die to save his people? 

 

Telokaikt- Defense Witness (Defendant) 

I am Telokaikt of the Cayuse. I was there the day of the killing of Whitman and the others. Our people had been 

poisoned by Whitman and his bad medicine for more than one season—the killing and death of my people had gotten 

worse leading up to when Whitman died. 

Whitman and the others moved to our country some winters ago, and have tried to bring to us the story of the book and 

the Great Father. They have brought with them teachings of the white ways, such as growing wheat and making bread. 

Some of these traditions we have taken, but many in my tribe warned that abandoning our way of life would bring us 

great sorrow. Soon their words were true. 

In the moons leading up to that day, more and more of our people had caught the sickness from the whites. They 

suffered in their beds and died—elders, women, our children even—it spared no one. We turned to the shaman 

Whitman for medicine and help from his Great Father, but every time he met with us and gave us medicine, more of our 

people died.  

We heard from several people that more whites would be coming to our land. We also heard that Whitman had been 

sent by them to kill of the Cayuse to make room for the whites to live. They were going to kill us all by spreading the 

sickness in the air and when we died, take our wheat and adopt our children. We did not want to believe it, but as time 

went on it proved to be true. 

That day we snuck down into the Mission area as if nothing was the matter—they cared not for our presence most days. 

But this day we spread out amongst the buildings and waited for the signal. When we heard the gunshot from the 

Mission House kitchen we knew that was the signal to attack. I was in the kitchen that day and got several blows with 

my hatchet on the back of Whitman, but in the commotion do not know if I actually killed him. There were several of us 

there and the vengeance was heavy in the air. I was knocked to the side after hitting Whitman in the shoulder, so I 

doubt that my strike could have killed him, but we found out later that he had died.  

Many of our warriors fought and killed the men, and we spared all women but Whitman’s wife, as she likely had the 

same power he did. I did not make any other killings that day, but our men weren’t without their revenge. We heard 

that ten or more had died, but did not know how many of those included the sick who would have died anyway. 

We held many of the others hostage once we felt vengeance had been served; knowing that when the whites returned 

we would need to find a peace terms. The captives would help find peace and the death of the shaman Whitman would 

hopefully stop the killing of my people. Had we killed as many as he did, none would have been spared. 

 



WHITMAN MASSACRE TRIAL 

 

Facts of Nov 29,1847 – What happened and where did it occur? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What did the killings spur the US government to do? 

 

 

Anything unusual about the defendants’ appearances during the trial? 

 

 

What was the defense reasoning in asking for the charges to be dismissed or dropped? 

 

 

 

 

What other motions did the defense put to the judge? (there were two) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Who did the witnesses for the prosecution identify? 

 

 

 

What came out in the trial about Tomahas? 

 

 

 

What was the verdict? 

 

 

Read through the Defense Witnesses Statements of John McLoughlin and Henry Spalding.  What are their main reasons 

in their argument  that Whitman shared some responsibility in his death. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Read through the statements of Chief Stickus and Telokaikt.  Identify 2 circumstances/events/facts that have relevance 

to this trial and, if accepted, might have changed the outcome of the trial.  Explain why or how these events/facts have 

relvance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


