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Figure 1 — Ellis Hughes, the discoverer of the Willamette Meteorite, in a photo
taken in 1937, five years before his death.

The Willamette Meteorite, Its Story

The most interesting meteorite,noble in size and wonder-
ful in physical features, was found near the border of Clacka-
mas County,Oregon, in the autumn of 1902, . . . This meteorite
having been found two miles from this town (to the northwest)
I have given it the name as above, of Willamette Meteorite.

So wrote Henry A. Wa.rd,9 expert in meteoritics, in 1904
after he had hurriedly journeyed across the United States to
view and study the great meteorite which had been publicized
in many newspapers throughout the United States.

To this day the 15-1/2 ton Willamette Meteorite remains
the largest and most majestic iron meteorite to be discovered
in this country. At the time of its finding, the Willamette
was the third largest to be discovered on earth. Today, due
to the discovery of other large meteorites, it is the world’s
sixth largest meteoritic discovery.

No meteorite has had a more interesting or a more unusual
history. The story of the Willamette meteorite includes Indian
rituals, a gigantic daylight theft, three judicial proceedings, an
exhibit at a world’s fair, a cross-country journey, and finally
a permanent resting place amid a great meteorite collection
in one of the world’s major museums.

This great mass from space was quietly discovered in the
fall months of 1902 by Ellis Hughes (figure 1), once a Welsh
miner, who had purchased a small farm about two miles west
of Willamette, Oregon. Willamette since 1913 has been in-
corporated as part of the city of West Linn. Mr. Hughes made
his discovery on land belonging to the Oregon Iron and Steel
Company. In his later years he recounted the events of the
discovery destined to bring him fame both in the scientific
and judicial annals in the following words:

I was coming back from work where I had been cutting
wood for the Willamette school, I saw this big rock, but didn't
think anything of it. I'd never seen it before. The next day
when I came from work I saw half a broken saw lying near the
rock. It was very rusty. Evidently some woodsman had dropped
it there. I sat down on therock. It was about 1-1/2 feet above
the ground and very flat,

Bill Dale came by and said, "Hughes, have you seen this
rock before?"

Yes, I said, I saw it yesterday. Then I picked up a large
white stone and started to hammer on the rock. It rang like a
bell.






had to be continually moved forward. Finally after three months
of sweat and toil the prized meteorite rested in the yard of
Ellis Hughes.

For centuries people have marvelled at the ability of the
ancient Egyptians to move large rocks to form the giant pyra-
mids along the Nile River. Thegreatpyramid of Gizeh was con-
sidered one of the wonders of the ancient world. Yet the stones
used in building this pyramid average but two or three tons and
only the very largest approach the weight of the Willamette
Meteorite, In magnitude and ingenuity, the accomplishment of
Hughes surpasses the work of the ancient Egyptians who per-
formed their tasks with unlimited manpower.

Hughes next built a shed over his hard earned prize and
charged curious sightseers twenty-five cents admission to look
at the great visitor from space. People from surrounding com-
munities rode to Willamette on the old electric streetcar and
then walked two miles to satisfy their curiosity. Others came
with their horses and buggies.

On October 24, 1903, the Portland Oregonian announced the
finding of the large meteorite, and soonthe discovery was known
nation-wide. Experts in meteoritics rushed to view the great
wonder; already some without seeing it had expressed doubt as
to the authenticity of the specimen. F.W.Crosby of Washington,
D.C., a collector of geological specimens for the Smithsonian
Institution hurriedly came from Lodi, California, in November,
1903, and pronounced it a genuine meteorite. In February, 1904,
Dr. Henry A. Ward travelled across the continent to study and
photograph the celestial wonder, and in March of the same year
his detailed scientific study of the Willamette Meteorite was
published in the proceedings of Rochester (New York) Academy
of Science. This eleven page article is the first of many to ap-
pear in the scientific literature.

Among the interested viewers came an attorney for the
Oregon Iron and Steel Company, and he soonnoted that the newly
hewn road led to the property of his employer. A local news-
paper had already noted: *

It has been reported on the streets, and there are many
who accept the rumor, that the meteor was actually discovered
on land adjoining that of the parties who now have it in posses-
sion and claim sole title thereto. The report is to the effect
that the specimen was clandestinely removed onto the land of
those now having the meteor in possession before the discov-
ery of the heavenly monster was announced.

* Oregon City Enterprise, November 6, 1903,

There were reports that the Iron and Steel Company offered
to buy the large iron mass from Hughes. Offers of $50 and $100
were promptly refused.

On November 27, 1903, Hughes was sued by the Oregon Iron
and Steel Company for possession of the meteorite in the Circuit
Court in Oregon City. The company based its claim to the me-
teorite on the premise that it was part of the land on which it
was found and had been stolen. Hughes contended it was personal
property — an abandoned Indian relic. Two Indian witnesses
testified that the Clackamas Indians had used and venerated the
meteorite as their ‘‘tomonowos’’ or visitor from the moon. One
Indian witness was Susap, a Klickitat, who testified that he had
seen the meteorite as a ‘““kid’’ and had been told by Wochimo,
Chief of the Clackamas Indians, that the Indians washed their
faces in the water collected in the basins of the meteorite and
that they put their arrows in the water before going to battle
with neighboring tribes. The other Indian, 47 year old Sol
Clark, told of being born and raised at Oregon City, that his
mother was a Wasco Indian, and that the stone belonged to the
medicine men of the Clackamas tribe who had used it some 30
years prior. The Indian witnesses also testified that the Clack-
amas Indian tribe had become extinct.

The Indians had had but little effect on the jury for on April
28, 1904, the jury brought in a verdict favoring the Oregon Iron
and Steel Company in the words:11

We the jury duly empaneled to try the above entitled cause
find a verdict for the plaintiff that it is the owner of the prop-
erty described in the complaint, . . . and is entitled to the
possession thereof and the return thereof and we further assess
the value of said property at ($150) one-hundred and fifty
dollars.

After the verdict was announced the Oregon Iron and Steel
Company began to make preparations for the moving of the me-
teorite, and Ellis Hughes began the appeal of his case to the
Oregon State Supreme Court. Before either party had made
much progress an unusual turn of events took place. The
attorneys who had represented Hughes in his case in the circuit
court now found new clients in Rudolph Koerner and Fred Meyers,
neighbors of Hughes, who now sued for possession of the me-
teorite. Thus Hughes was now a co-defendant with the Oregon
Iron and Steel Company. The trial was heard on January 17 and
18, 1905. The plaintiffs charged that the meteorite was found on
their property and had then been moved to land belonging to the
Iron and Steel Company. A newspaper account of the case re-
ported that one party contended that the meteorite fell 100 feet
































