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Article and photos by Jerry Eichhorst 

 
Lynn Porter and Ruger at one of the 
confirmed grave sites 
 
Morning dawned overcast and 
cool—excellent conditions for the 
outing planned. This was the day 
that Ruger, a trained cadaver dog, 
was going to check out a possible 
emigrant graveyard I found six 
weeks earlier. Although it was 
always considered an unusual area 
by the owner, I recognized the site 
as a number of graves – possibly the 
graves I had spent several years 

searching for. Many North Alternate Oregon Trail (NAOT) diaries note 10 or more 
graves in the area. Could these be the graves referenced nearly 160 years ago? I hoped 
that even a quarter of the possible graves identified earlier would be confirmed. That 
would still be a lot of graves.   
     Lynn Porter, Ruger's owner, and Doug Jenson came from Idaho Falls. Bill Wilson and 
I drove out from Boise. We gathered on June 5 at the Nettleton ranch east of Mountain  
Home.  Several friends and family members of the 
Nettleton’s also joined us. We plowed through mud 
and muck to get to the site as it had been raining all 
week. Our tires spun on level road as they filled with 
mud. We finally reached the emigrant cemetery on a 
flat bluff about ten feet above a creek. There were 
some piles of rocks, open grassy areas, and an 
occasional sagebrush. Nothing unusual, except that 
there were no other rocks in the area. 
     We started by using a long, half-inch probe to 
locate soft spots in the ground and to release scent. I 
probed a 20-foot-wide swath across the area and then 
back. We set out flags at likely spots to have the dog  
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check. After letting the scent rise for 20 
minutes, we started with Ruger.     The 
dog went to the first set of rocks and 
sniffed around and around. Then he 
barked, sat down, pawed, and barked 
again. Yes! It was a grave. We put in a 
confirmation flag, put a "Yes" sign on it, 
and took a picture. On to the next 
spot. Ruger sniffed around, barked, sat 
down and pawed. Another “Yes.” We 
continued for an hour with one “Yes” 
after another. Nearly every set of rocks 
was confirmed as a grave. Even some 
depressions with no rocks were indicated 
as graves. We crossed the creek and did 
the same there, finding nine 
more graves. At some sites there was no 
confirmation. 

Ruger confirms the first grave site 
 
      I pointed out some rocks with initials 
carved in them that I had found on a 
previous trip. We checked other rocks 
and photographed them close up to 
search for initials in later analysis.  
     After three hours of work, we had 
flagged 45 graves in the area. There 
were still more piles of rocks that we had 
not yet checked, but we knew we had a 
significant discovery.  Confirming every 
pile of rocks was a task for another day. 
     At that point we went on to a known 
mass grave site at the base of a 
hill. Locals have passed on knowledge 
of this emigrant mass grave for 

generations. Betty Ann Netteton has 
marked it with a ring of rocks. This 
grave consists of a depression in the soft, 
sandy soil, about 4-6” deep and 10' x 6'. 
(See picture on page 1). The Nettletons 
told us that it used to be much deeper 
before the BLM disked the whole area 
years ago after a fire. Probing clearly 
indicated soft soil and a probable 
gravesite. There were two smaller 
depressions beside the large one which 
probed well, too.  
 

 
Initials are carved in one of the rocks 
from the grave sites. 
 
     We walked around the hillside 
probing similar depressions, then put 
Ruger to work again. He looped around 
the ring of rocks, sat down, barked, and 
pawed. He seemed to know it was 
several bodies. He then confirmed both 
of the smaller depressions beside the 
large one. Moving up the hillside, Ruger 
checked eight more depressions. None of 
these was confirmed, which in itself was 
a comforting sanity check for man and 
dog. The depressions were likely made 
by cattle pawing at the dirt.  

 

     The North Alternate Oregon Trail 
crossed between the two areas. The area 
between was a popular camping site.  It 
is possible that those who camped on the 
north side of the trail used the base of 
the hill as their cemetery, while those 
who camped on the south side used the 
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creek side bluff. Between the two areas, 
there are nearly 60 graves. Several 
emigrant diaries refer to ten or more 
graves in a row along the NAOT. None 
that I have found refer to an emigrant 
cemetery containing 40 or more graves.   
     The Idaho State Historical 
Preservation Office will be involved in 
further identification and processing of 
the site. The Nettletons, who own the 
site, are interested in preserving the area 
and learning as much as possible about 
those who traveled the NAOT and 
perished at this site. We thank them for 
generously helping us to explore and 
preserve this incredible find. 
_________________________________ 
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Ada County is building an Oregon Trail 
Interpretive Center east of Boise near the 
location where the Oregon Trail dropped 
down the basalt cliff to the Boise River.  
Suzi Pengilly, Wally Meyer and Jerry 
Eichhorst have been working with the 
project planner to finalize the 
interpretive panels for the site.  Using 
basalt columns and a wagon cover motif, 
the center will include walking paths, 
interpretive signs, and access to 
excellent ruts in the area.  The center is 
on Highway 21 just south of the Boise 
River. 
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by Jerry Eichhorst 

Eleanor Craig, Discovery Trails 
Coordinator, brought a group of 17 
visually impaired teenagers through 
Idaho June 9-12.  Discovery Trails is an 
outdoor adventure in History and the 
Arts for teens who are blind or visually 
impaired.  For two weeks each summer, 
a dozen or more teens from several 
Midwestern states follow a pioneer trail 
across the plains and into the Rocky 
Mountains.� � This year's route� brought�
the group to Soda Springs, City of 
Rocks, Canyon Creek, and Farewell 
Bend. 
     Doug Jenson joined Eleanor and the 
group at City of Rocks.  They camped in 
the Almo city park, heard presentations 
by the rangers on the California Trail, 
rock climbing, and coyotes.  The rangers 
worked with the kids to get on the rock 
and move around a little.  As Doug 
reports, "For the genuinely blind kids, 
that was pretty impressive. Their 
campfire session had quite a bit, in a 
wacky way, related to the trail and what 
they were doing.  I really got a kick out 
of watching them pack up the truck.  
Singing goofy songs, passing all the 
bags overhead to get them in.  Quite an 
operation.  Eleanor has done quite a job 
in figuring out how to organize all this 
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and keep the kids occupied and out of 
trouble." 
      The next night, I joined the group at 
Canyon Creek.  We waited for a couple 
of hours to let a threatening cloud pass 
by before unloading the truck.  Once the 
storm passed, the group unloaded what 
they needed from the large truck, hauled 
it a quarter mile to the camping area, and 
set up camp.  It was a well-orchestrated 
process to quickly line up and pass out 
tents, chairs, sleeping bags, personal 
bags, etc.   
�
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     We sat around the campfire after 
dinner and went through the nightly ad-
lib entertainment of "Oregon Trail 
Radio".  It was interesting to see the kids 
come alive as they pretended to be 
various people on the radio.�� The� sky 
cleared and the stars were incredible in 
the dark seclusion of Canyon Creek.  It 

was chilly but fortunately not as cold as 
the previous night had been.  
    �

�
�
     As I joined them Saturday at 
Bonneville Point, it was amazing to 
watch a group of vision-impaired 
teenagers walk down the Oregon Trail 
for a mile and a half at a rapid pace. 
      Eleanor does a great job in 
organizing these trips for the teenagers.  
The experience helps them grow and 
gain confidence.  I thoroughly enjoyed 
sharing time with the group and look 
forward to the next time she does a trip 
through Idaho. 
     Also of interest to me, Canyon Creek 
owner Jim Norstebon showed me rocks 
with some very old carvings on them.  
There are three similar rocks together, 
presumably carved by Indians many 
years ago. 
�
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Register now for the annual OCTA 

convention in Elko, NV August 10-14. 
Visit www.octa-trails.org for registration 

forms and more information. 
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The IOCTA chapter meeting at the 
convention is scheduled for Friday, 

August 13 at 3:15 pm. 
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     Great progress has been made on the 
Main Oregon Trail Back Country Byway  
in the last year.  The byway was 
approved by the Idaho Transportation 
Department and added to the state's 
scenic byway site at 
www.idahobyways.gov. 

 

Directional signs have been printed by 
the ITD sign shop.  They will be installed 
along the byway to guide the traveler. 

     A graphic artist is currently 
developing a mapboard and 10 
interpretive signs which will be installed 
this fall.  A pair of Boy Scouts will be 
installing over 50 concrete Oregon Trail 
marker posts along the route in areas 
where the travelers have good access to 
the trail (See story on page 6).  Changes 
have been made to the byway booklet to 
accommodate a change in route from the 
original version.  Final edits are being 
completed so that the booklet can be 
republished.  Many land owners along 
the byway have been contacted and are 
supportive of the byway.  Additional 
information and a PDF of the revised 

byway booklet can be found on the 
www.IdahoOCTA.org website. 

 
Posters have been printed for display in 
the I-84 rest areas at Blacks Creek and 
Bliss. 

     Additional help could be used to 
work with the Mountain Home and 
Glenns Ferry Highway Districts on the 
installation of signs.  Please contact 
Jerry Eichhorst if you are interested. 

�
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      Our readers have no doubt noticed 
that the Trail Dust newsletter has been 
published less frequently lately. There 
are a few reasons, the most important 
being that I took a full-time teaching job 
last fall and had a lot less time on my 
hands. I’ve made it clear to the other 
board members that I’m willing to be 
replaced if anyone steps forward who 
has the time and ability to put the 
newsletter together on a more regular 
basis.  
      That’s where another factor plays in: 
we’re short on volunteers right now. Let 
me encourage all of our IOCTA 
members to consider helping out in some 
way. We need newsletter content. We 
could also use someone to plug 
contributions into the template. After 
that, it’s fairly easy for me or Jerry to 
proofread it and get it to the printing 
stage. If you can help, please get in 
touch with Jerry Eichhorst. 
     Thank you all for your patience, and 
please continue to enjoy all that IOCTA 
has to offer. Help us improve, and give 
us a hand where you can. Thanks, as 
always, to Jerry, Doug, Bill, and all the 
others who help get this Trail Dust off 
the ground. You’re the best! 
 
Amy Ballard, Editor 
 
 

Please let us know if you’ve changed 
your e-mail address so we can keep our 
files up-to-date. The address is 
idahoocta@gmail.com. 

     Want to contribute to Trail Dust? 
Have “that perfect photo” from a recent 
outing? Please contact me at 
amy@amyballard.com. I’d love to hear 
from you. 
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By Jerry Eichhorst 

    On Saturday, June 24, I joined seven 
Boy Scouts as part of two projects to 
install 54 concrete marker posts along 
the Oregon Trail between Glenns Ferry 
and Boise.  These posts will be installed 
at locations where local roads cross the 
Trail and near the Main Oregon Trail 
Back Country Byway interpretive sign 
locations where the traveler has good 
access to the Trail. 
     It was a great outing.  I had the hard 
task of picking out the location and 
taking a picture of the young men at 
each post.  The scouts did a great job of 
installing 10 posts.  I am very thankful 
for their help and look forward to the 
remaining trips to install the rest of the 
posts.  Please let me know if you are 
interested in joining one of these trips. 
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by Jerry Eichhorst 
 
     Having spent four years researching the North Alternate Oregon Trail (NAOT), I have 
searched many hours for 10 graves in a row referred to in many diaries.  I believe there are 
several such grave sites along the NAOT.  We likely will never know for sure, since the diarists 
had no map and used their own descriptive names for the creeks they crossed.  By analyzing the 
diaries and the clues noted therein, some locations can be deduced.  Below are some of the diary 
references to graves along the NAOT. 
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Doug Jenson - President    jensondd@ida.net 
Lyle Lambert - VP    lyle.lambert@yahoo.com 
Jerry Eichhorst - VP   jeichho@mail.com 
William Wilson – Treasurer    ma_bill@msn.com 
Kay Coffman - Secretary   minikatz2@aol.com 
Dell Mangum - Preservation (see below) 
Jerry Eichhorst - Webmaster   www.IdahoOCTA.org 
Peg Cristobal – Historian   (see below) 
Wendy Miller –Lib.   info@canyoncountyhistory.com 
 
Board of Directors 
Peg Cristobal   crispp@mindspring.com 
Dell Mangum   mumblinmule@yahoo.com 
Suzi Pengilly   suzi.pengilly@ishs.idaho.gov 
Amy Ballard   amy@amyballard.com 
Jim Payne    jimpayne@frontiernet.net 
Visit IOCTA online at   www.IdahoOCTA.org 
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IOCTA needs 
your help in 
several areas, 
including co-
editing our 
Trail Dust 

newsletter. If you have been 
looking for a way to get involved, 
please let us know you’re available. 
Give Jerry Eichhorst a call at (208) 
321-4519 or send any of the 
officers an email.  �

 
Please consider helping if you can! 

 


