The Death of A. J. Hembree

by Bonnie Miller

"Dear Sir [ have just returned from
the Yakima Country [ was gone 18
days I have had the most disagrebell
trip that I ever had in my life [ have
bin in the snow for the last six or seven
days from one to five feet deep with
out tents or fier  ['ve had to take it as
iteame we bave had sevrel little run-
ning fights with the indians  have
killed some 8 or 10 + got 3 of our men
wounded slightly . . . . [ have bin
nearly all over the yakimaw nation af-
ter the Indians with my companey
we have run them from their country
+ { have returned to the Dalles +
awaiting further orders. | hope to be
at home in the course of 15 or 20 days
on a furlow. I hope you are all well. |
want you to wright  tell Matilda
god bless hir + take good care of the
baby, good by A. J. Hembree”

Absalom Jefferson Hembree was
about 250 miles from his Yamhill County
home in Oregon when he wrote this let-
ter to his son-in-law, H. H. Snow, on No-
vember 21, 1855. Born in Tennessee on
December 14, 1813, he was a married
man with four children when he left
Missouri and crossed the plains to Or-
egon in 1843, Traveling in company with
several other Christians and family mem-
bers, he had experienced the heart-
wrenching tribulations (including the
death of his 6-year-old nephew) that
would become commonplace for the
thousands who would follow in their
tracks on the Oregon Trail.

Gifted with leadership abilities, his
neighbors often looked to “Uncle Abb,”
as he was affectionately known, for guid-
ance. In 1846 he was elected to the Or-
egon Provisional Legislature as the rep-
resentative from Yamhill County and was
reelected in 1847 and 1848. After Or-
egon became a territory, he continued to
serve in the same position in 1849, 1851,
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and 1854. He was
appointed a director
of the Portland and
Valley Plank Road
Company in 1851
but it closed a year
later amidst a finan-
cial scandal. Subse-
quently he organized
the Pacific Telegraph
Company and
served as its presi-
dent in an effort to
connect communi-
cation lines berween
Oregon and Califor-

nia.

the  incident.
“They had re-
ceived the letter,
and with a
promptness which
none but pioneers
could emulate,
and a generosity
that makes grati-
tude a pleasing
burden, they had
answered the call,
and three yoke of
fresh oxen and two
horses laden with
provisions and
supplies came to

In rcligiuus mat-
ters, he was also a
man on whom oth-

Nancy and Absalom Hembree were among the
pioneer Christians who settled in the Oregon
Territory, Yamhill County, in 1843.

our assistance... "
It took another
eight days to com-

CIs 'I:IUF‘CI'ICICI:I Fur luadurship. M:hﬂugh
earlier associated with the Baprist
Church, Hembree's parents, James and
Mancy, and his sister Matilda, had joined
with the Restoration Movement and are
listed in 1839 as charter members of the
oldest Christian Church in Dade Counry,
Missouri. A. . was already married (to
MNancy Dodson on January 22, 1835) and
likely still living in Tennessee at the time
his parents joined the Christian Church,
but his ties to the movement would
deepen as he became surrounded in
Yamhill Councy with fellow Christians.

It was Dr. James McBride, an old
friend of the Hembrees while living in
Missouri and a pioneer Restoration
preacher in Oregon, who sought A. J.'s
assistance in 1846, As the McBride wagon
train neared the end of their six month
journey near The Dalles, the doctor had
sent word ahead to his friends, the
Hembrees, requesting that they send fresh
teams and supplies if possible to aid them
on the last leg of their journey. A. s
brother Joel Jordan and another Chris-
tian friend, Chesley B. Gray, responded
by taking the animals and provisions to
The Dalles in person. One of McBride’s
sons, John Rogers McBride, larer recalled
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plete their trek to the settlement in Yamhill
County. There McBride remembered, “A
few more hours, and we were under the
roof of an old friend of other days, A. ].
Hembree, and the long journey was atan
end.” (John Rogers McBride, “Overland
1846,” ms #458 Oregon History Center).

Lacer thac fall, McBride and another
gospel preacher, Glen Owen Burner,
would lean on Hembree for aid again. As
McBride and Burnett teamed up to hold
the first gospel meeting in Oregon, they
met at “the Hembree settlement” in
Yamhill and borrowed a horse from A. J.
to ride to neighboring Clackamas County
where the meeting was to be held. (Jerry
Rushford, Christians on the Oregon Trail,
pp- 72-73.)

Hembree also helped the emerging
Oregon Territory by supplying the mili-
tia during the Cayuse and Rogue River
Indian Wars. In the carly settlement of the
Pacific Northwest, a series of conflicts
arose berween the nartive inhabitants and
the immigrants as a result of greed, gold
and cultural differences. When his neigh-
bors prevailed upon Hembree, he agreed
to lead a company of Oregon Mounted
Volunteers north some 250 miles into
Washington state when the Yakima Indian



War erupted. His son, who bore the same
name as A. ].’s brother, Joel Jordan, re-
called being out in the field helping his
father build a fence when “George Olds
and several other settlers rode up and rold
him that the company of velunteers had
decided to ask him to be their captain.”
(Fred Lockley, “Observations and Impres-
sions of the Journal Man,” Oregon Daily
Journal, April 17, 1922, p. 8.) Joel was
only 6 years old at the time, but the re-
quest left an indelible impression on his
young memaory.

A. ]. was elected captain of Company
E of the 1* Regiment, Oregon Mounted
Volunteers, which he organized in Octo-
ber of 1855. His troops spent most of the
winter in the Walla Walla Valley where

portunity to let you know what we are
doing in this god-forsaken country. We
have been living for the past 15 days on
horse beef. Our horses are all very weak,
many of them giving out right and left.
We are laying by at present to recruit
horses and get provisions. We have been
across the Snake river and all through the
Palouse country. The Indians fled. We
have run them all out of their country.”
He mentions as he closes that his two
nephews, Wayman and Lafayette, who
were part of his company of Volunteers,
were both well. (Jim & Reita Lockert,
Settling the Land of Promise, pp. 73-74).

On the morning of April 10th, Cap-
tain Hembree took a scouting party of ten
soldiers across the creek and started up

The desolate landscape west of Toppenish, Washington, is the serting for a historical marker
{see the post in the center of the photo on the left) placed by the Washington State Historical
Society. The marker commemorates the death of Captain Absalom Jefferson Hembree.

they were poorly supplied. Ice on the
Columbia River prevented a fresh sup-
ply of rations from arriving until spring.
His letter to his son-in-law thar Novem-
ber refers to the deprived conditions they
endured and a furlough he was anricipar-
ing shortly. Hembree made it home on
furlough and then returned to the Indian
war. His daughter, Nancy Matilda Snow,
recalled that when his leave of absence
expired they felt he might come home
again, but they never saw him alive again.
He died in battle on April 10, 1856.
Just a few days prior to his death he
had written to his brother Joel about the
dire condition of his men. “] rake this op-

some bluffs on the north. They spotted
what appeared to be a group of riderless
horses coming towards them. However,
as they neared the herd, they discovered
too late thar it was an ambush with each
horse carrying an Indian hidden on the
opposite side of the steed. Hembree or-
dered his men to charge. About half way
up the hill the Indians began to fire. At
this point the Volunteers realized there
was another band of Indians coming at
them from the rear and they were cut off
from camp with nearly 100 Indians in
front and over 40 in the rear. According
to an eyewitness, Lieutenant W. D.
Stillwell, Hembree ordered a retreat and
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just before starting down a hill, the cap-
tain was shot from his mule. “He was
shot in the right side just above the hip
bone,” Stillwell reported, “the shot com-
ing out on the left side ar the second rib;
the ball going clear through. He called
to the boys not to leave him.”

However, the small scouting party
was sadly outnumbered and in order 1o
save their own lives, they had ro retreat.
Stillwell remembered that Hembree was
“braced up with his right hand and was
using his revolver with his left... Just then
an Indian ran up to him and fired, shoot-
ing him through the heart.” The barttle
continued most of the day and it wasn't
until that evening that they were able to
recover Hembree’s body which by that
time had been stripped and scalped.

A “squaw rig” consisting of a pair of
poles carried by two ponies, was used to
carry Caprain Hembree's body as far as
the Columbia River. There, according to
John Young Todd (a fellow Christian
from Yamhill Councty in Hembree's
Company who accompanied the body)
they were held up by high winds for sev-
eral days until it was safe to cross the river.
At The Dalles they secured a large box
from the fort’s carpenter and packed ice
about the body. When they reached the
Lower Cascades the wind was still blow-
ing hard and they had to wait another
two nights and a day before finally be-
ing able to sail to Portland where they
atrived on Thursday, April 17, a week
after his death.

When they reached Hembree's home
near Lafayette one of the largest funerals
ever conducted in the county was held
in his honor. Harvey Scott noted in his
History of Oregon thar a handkerchiefwas
arranged to conceal the loss of Hembree's
scalp. He was buried on his homestead
four miles north of Lafayette in Yambhill
County. He died at the age of 43, leav-

ing a wife and nine children.

See Death of A. J. Hembree
page I5



New Leadership for Pepperdine’s
Church Leaders Council

The Church
Leaders Council
announces the ap-
pointment of two
new leaders: Garth
Black of Bakers-
field, California,
and Rick Gibson of
Pepperdine.

Garth  has
taught numerous
classes for the
Pepperdine Bible
Lectures program
and he and Doris,
his wife of 49
years, received an
outstanding Chris-
tian Service Award
in 1996. He re-
tired from full-
time preaching in
1995 after preaching for 45 years, and
currently lectures for seminars, and
preaches and teaches on a regular basis.
He and Doris have four children, and
nine grandchildren, two of whom are cur-
rently enrolled ar Pepperdine.

Working alongside of Garth is Rick
Gibson. Rick came to Pepperdine in
1998 and is manager of University Pub-
lications. Prior to his work at Pepperdine,
Rick was a minister at the Mission Viejo
Church of Christ for 12 years.

Garth and Rick are working with a
number of active members to revitalize
the Church Leaders Council. "We want
to continue the good work that Terry
Giboney started and to fulfill his dream
of recruiting 300 members,” said Rick.
Currently there are 80 active members.

The Pepperdine University Church
Leaders Council is a group of ministers,
elders, deacons, and other leaders from
the Churches of Christ who are dedicated
to Christian education. Each member
contributes a minimum of $500 per year
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which goes directly to students from the
Churches of Christ to help pay their
unmet educational needs. In addition to
providing these scholarship funds for
Church of Christ students, the Council
works to raise the profile of the value of
Christian educarion at Pepperdine within
the Churches of Christ.

The Council meets annually during
the Pepperdine Bible Lectures in April.
At thar time, Council members share their
ideas and enjoy Christian fellowship.

If you have the vision to see how
Christian education plays a role in influ-
encing the direction of the church and
the nation through preparing future lead-
ers, and if you are interested in becoming
a member of Church Leaders Council,
please contact: Rick Gibson ar (310) 456-
4181 or email: rgibson@pepperdine.edu.

Death of A. J. Hembree
continued from page 13

In 1920, at the age of 92, W. D.
Stillwell, the lieutenant who witnessed
Hembree's death, returned o the scene
of the Indian attack and identified the
place where Hembree had fallen. The
Washington State Historical Society
placed a marker on the spot. Another
monument was placed in a park in the
city of Toppenish, Washington. [t directs
people to the marker on the site of his
death, “7 miles south and 10 degrees
west” of Toppenish.

One of his fellow soldiers wrote at
the time of his death, *No man in the
Regiment was more highly esteemed, and
none more active and serious in the dis-
charge of his ducy.” The Oregonian stated
“In the death of Capt. Hembree the ter-
ritory have lost a useful and enterprising
citizen, the community a worthy man,
and a large circle of relatives a friend, pro-
tector and support.” (Oregonian April 19,
1856) It was a great loss for the Restora-
tion Movement in Oregon also. With the
death of A. ]. Hembree the church losta
willing servant and respected leader.
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Cascade College’s Annual
Conference on the Family

Cascade College’s annual Confer-
ence on the Family will be held Octo-
ber 27-30, 1999 on the Portland cam-
pus. Leading
chapel and of- 5 eSOy »
fering evening &
keynote ad- 8
dresses are
Prentice
Meador, C
Willard Tate,

James Walters and Don MecLaughlin.

The conference offers something for
everyone including a breakfast series for
men beginning at 6:30 a.m. each morn-
ing, classes for women and singles and
practical classes designed to enrich fami-
lies and churches.

Concerts and drama provided by
Witness and Vision will be presented
along with the Cascade Concert Choir
and Cascade Kids Choir. Following the
conference there will be an area-wide
worship service with guest speaker Don
McLaughlin on Sunday, October 31.

2ND ANNUAL SPIRITUAL GROWTH
WORKSHOT & BIBLE LECTURES

"The Sufficiency
of the Word”

Speakers [nclude: Dr. Ken Jones, Jimmy
Jividen, Chris Goldman, Dr. Jack Evans,
John Smith, Rusty Bolwon plus many mon!

AREA-WIDE
YOUTH FORUM
SUN.OCT. 3~
BEGINS AT 3 P'M

Sept. 30-Oct. 3, 1999

Woodward Park Church of Christ
7886 N. Millbrook Ave.
Fresno, CA 93720 = (209) 446-2550




