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"Bearing tattoo marks on the chin from her Indian captivity_, 
Olive Oatman maintained a ladylike dignity in public after 
her rescue. but privately she grieved." Richard Dillon 

THE CAPTIV·ITY OF OLIVE OATMAN 

Journals kept by pioneers while crossing the plains reveal that the long 
trip was rarely made in complete harmony and good fellowship. The rigors 
of the trail, the uncertainity of tomorrow, the fear of hostile Indians 

and the exhaustion from the constant push to keep up with the others inevitably 
gave rise to short tempers and frequent flare ups. Such disagreements at a 
time when strict cooperation was imperative could result in tragedy. 

So it was with Royce Oatman and his ill-starred family. 
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eports indicate that Royce Oatman, from his boyhood, was adventurous, 
fascinated by change and quickly tired of day-to-day routine. He was 
educated in New York state and at the age of 21 moved to Illinois. 

Shortly afterwards he married Mary Ann Sperry, the cherished and well-educated 
daughter of a comfortably well-off family. For two years Royce and Mary Ann 
lived on a farm which they worked industriously to develop. When they had 
accumulated enough money they bought a small general merchandise store in the 
town of LaHarpe. The business proved to be a successful venture and the 
Oatmans soon had a comfortable home and substantial savings. 

But during the depression of 1842 the store failed and they lost everything. 
Royce moved his family--by then there were five children--to the Cumberland 
Valley in Pennsylvania, intending to make a fresh start, but in a short time 
he found the area unsuitable to his tastes and they moved to Chicago and again, 
in 1846, to Fulton where he staked a claim upon the prairie. 

With a great expenditure of energy and enthusiasm he soon had a comfortable 
home and a productive farm. During the second year he unfortunately received 
an injury while digging a well for a neighbor and he seemed unable to recover 
fully. He continued his labors on the farm but felt certain that, owing to 
his extreme sensitiveness to cold and damp, he could regain his health only 
in a warmer climate. 

,

n the summer of 1849 an endeavor was made to organize a party to emigrate 
to the New Mexican Territory. Many people in Illinois were excited about 
this new country. They were told it had a mild, bland climate and that 

it offered untold opportunities. Richard Dillon, an author who has researched 
the Oatman family tragedy in great depth, asserts that Royce Oatman was a con-· 
vert to the Brewsterites, a splinter sect that had broken away from the Mormon 
church. The leader of this group, James Brewster, called upon his disciples 
to follow him to a Promised Land where they would create a settlement at the 
mouth of the Gila River. If Royce Oatman did indeed belong to this sect, the 
fact was scrupulously omitted from earlier reports of the story. 

In any event a.fter careful consideration Royce submitted his name as one 
who, with his family, was eager to join the party. As soon as he was accepted 
he sold all his possessions for $1500 and purchased a complete outfit for the 
undertaking: a wagon, three yokes of oxen, milk cows, riding horses and enough 
provisions for eighteen months of arduous travel. 

In the spring of 1850 they set out for Independence, the place agreed upon 
as the starting point. The company consisted of about eighty people, including 
Royce and Mary Ann and their seven children. After some delay in Independence, 
on August 10 they started their long overland journey. 

The first week of travel revealed that the members of the train were far 
from congenial; there were constant bickering and sharp differences in reli
gious opinions. A part of the group threatened to turn back but they were 
prevailed upon to continue. By the time the train reached the junction of the 
north and south roads at the Santa Fe pass, however, the quarrels had become 
so bitter that the company divided. The smaller party consisting of twenty 
people with eight wagons took the southern route. Royce Oatman and his family 
were with this group. Mr. Dillon contends that Royce, by this time, had become 
a victim of gold fever and, having lost interest in the Promised Land, now 
meant to continue on to the gold fields of California. 

,. 

he little train slowly crawled along the route, through Santa Cruz and 
Tabac into Tuscan. There they stopped for a month. The Mexicans re
ceived them kindly and plead with them to remain. American settlers 

were welcomed because of their reputations as powerful Indian fighters and, 
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at that time, the Apaches were a constant threat to all settlers. Part of the 
wagon train, which was already too small for safety, decided to stay. The Oat
mans and two other families continued on the journey--a decision which was cer
tainly not a wise one. Two of their horses had been stolen by Indians, their 
cattle and oxen were in poor condition and there was little opportunity for them 
~o have recovered their strength in Tucson. The Apaches had destroyed all the 
crops, and foot supplies were almost non-existent. To Royce and the other two 
men it seemsed advisable to move on, over the desert, to the Pima villages. 

Traveling slowly over this desolate area, they were often without water and 
were constantly menaced by Apaches. In .the mountains they were held back by 
early snow. At one lay-over aggressive Indians intimidated them into g1v1ng 
up much of their food supply and ran off twenty head of stock so that the 
travelers were forced to leave some of the wagons and baggage behind. Royce 
rationed his company to one and a half biscuits a day. Occasionally someone 
would kill a coyote or a hawk which the women stewed into a soup. In a sorry 
condition they at last reached the villages of the Pimas. 

They stayed in the village for almost a month and then the Oatmans started 
on alone. The motives for this mindless move have never been explained. It is 

~_,..-.J' 

A Pima Village 

thought that the constant looting by the Apaches in the settlement had left the 
Mexicans without food and to stay meant to starve. In addition, a traveling 
scientist, Dr. Le Conte,and his Mexican guide who were traveling from Fort Yuma 
arrived at the village and reported that they had twice passed through ·the 
country between the Pima colony and Yuma and had seen no signs of Indians. 
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There is the suspicion also that Royce's gold fever was the most persuasive point. 
For several days the Oatmans plodded along the Gila River. Their cattle, 

now reduced to one yoke of oxen and two yokes of cows were exhausted. The roads 
were bad because of recent rains and at hills they had to unload the two wagons 
and carry their goods to the top. The oxen often required assistance to pull 
even the empty wagons. 

On the seventh day Dr. Le Conte and his guide overtook them. He saw immediately 
that they were in a desperate condition and promised to send help to them when he 
reached Fort Yuma which was about 130 miles ahead. The promise of assistance en
couraged the fatigued travelers a little and they continued on their torturous 
journey. 

When Dr. Le Conte and his companion were thirty miles ahead of the Oatmans, 
the two men were waylaid by a small band of Yuma Indians. They stood their guard 
and eventually the Yumas departed, but only after stealing their horses. Le Conte 
sent his guide ahead for help, but after remembering the Oatmans' alarming 
plight and his promise to them, he decideq to go on alone on foot also. Writing 
a note about his misfortune at the hands of the Apaches, he placed it conspicu
ously on a tree beside the trail and set out for the fort. The Oatmans never 
reached this point. 

At about this same time the weary family came to a crossing in the Gila 
River. Unable to reach the other side they stopped on a little sand island in 
the middle of the stream and spent the night there. Royce was greatly depressed 
with a strong premonition of disaster. He sank down by the wagon and said to 
Mary Ann, "Mother, mother, in ttle name of God, I know that something dreadful is 
about to happen." 

After a restless and sleepless night they crossed over to the other bank and 
began the day!s trek. The road was full of hills and rises and they seemed to 
inch along. They soon came to a hill so·steep that it required both the oxen 
and the cows to pull one wagon at a time. The first wagon was drawn about a 
mile along the trail and the family gathered back at the second wagon for a 
piece of bread and some bean soup before continuing the journey. The great 
dread and depression still clung to Royce and he was unable to move with any 
speed or decision. 

Suddenly Lorenzo, the oldest son, a boy of 14, saw a group of Indians--nine
teen in all--approaching them. He spoke to his father who at that moment be
came almost overcome by abject fear, the result of his persistant and deep 
feeling of doom. The Indians--Yavapais Apaches--wore only breach cloths, but 
each of them carried a bow and arrows and a war club. Royce managed to motion 
them to sit down and spoke to them in Spanish. They asked for a peace pipe and 
he prepared one, taking a whiff before he passed it to them. They then asked 
for something to eat. Royce told them that he had scarcely anything and that 
if he gave them food he would be robbing his children. 

By this time the Indians were well aware that they would meet no serious 
resistance and loudly increased their demands. Royce gave them some bread 
which they immediately devoured, demanding more as they did so. Royce refused 
then and the Apaches gathered to one side, conversing in their own language. 
The family hurriedly began packing their baggage into the wagon. Royce and 
Lorenzo handed up the goods, and Mary Ann, in the wagon, stacked the boxes. 
Olive and Lucy, her older sister, were beside the wagon. Mary Ann, a girl of 
seven, held the halter of the foremost yoke of oxen. The rest of the children 
were on the other side of the road. 

All at once, with wild yells, the Indians attacked. The defenseless family 
was clubbed down like rabbits. Royce was beaten to the ground, his skull 
crushed by repeated blows. Lorenzo was struck on the back of the head and 
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tumbled over to the road, dazed and helpless. Mrs. Oatman leaped down from the 
wagon to protect her youngest child,and the Apaches at that instant pounded out 
her life and the life of the little boy. At the very first of the attack, the 
oldest daughter Lucy was beaten until she was unrecognizable. All of the family 
but Olive and her sister Mary Ann lay on the ground. The two girls had been 
shoved to the side of the road at the outset of the massacre, apparently a pre
viously decided intention of the Indians. 

Then the plunder began. The Apaches tore the cover from the wagon, broke 
open the boxes, went through the clothing of the dead and threw unwanted items 
onto the ground. When they came to Lorenzo, he moaned and showed some sign of 
life so two of them seized him by the feet, dragged him to the edge of the bluff 
and hurled him over the slope where he fell to a ledge twenty feet below, bat
tered and unconscious but still alive. 

hen he next became conscious the noonday sun was shining on his face. 
He was in agonizing pain and unable to open his eyes. His scalp was 
torn and stiffened with dried blood. His·clothing was in rags. As his 

mind cleared, he wiped away the clotted blood from his eyelids and looked about 
him. He saw a path of blood leading up the slope and realized where he was and 
what had happened. Faint and dizzy, he pulled himself up the slope to the road
bed and saw the tragic scene before him. His only thought was to get away and 
he crawled along the road back to the muddy river where he drank and lay ex
hausted and semi-conscious until nightfall. With the aid of a stick he walked 
all through the night and the next morning. Near noon he came to a water hole 
and fell asleep for a few hours before struggling on. In the mid-afternoon his 
strength failed and he again fell into a faint. · 

Near evening, when he again regained his senses, he found he was surrounded 
by coyotes, snarling and growling. He rose to his feet with a loud yell and 
struck out at them with his stick. They fell back a little and he once more 
started on his way. For hours the coyotes dragged his footsteps but by mid
night they gave up the chase and vanished into the shadows of the trees. About 
noon the next day he came upon two Pima Indians who drew their bows. Lorenzo 
raised his hand and spoke and the two rode up to him. One of these men was an 
Indian whom the Oatmans had known in the village and both of them quickly dis
mounted and off~red their help to the boy. They gave him a piece of bread and 
spread a blanket under a tree for him to rest upon as they road on to the 
scene of the tragedy. They assured him they would return and help him get back 
~o their village. 

He slept until dark, but upon awakening became fearful that the two Pimas 
might be treacherous. He struggled to his feet and trudged on through the rest 
of the night until the middle of the morning when he crawled under a bush to 
rest. When he awoke he looked down across the valley and saw, at a great dis
tance away, objects moving on the road. Fearing they were Indians he watched 
them move slowly towards him. As they rose to the top of a little hill he saw 
that the approaching objects were covered wagons. With the realization that he 
was safe he fainted again. When he recovered, members of the two families whom 
the Oatmans had left behind in the village were coming towards him. At last he 
was among friends. 

Upon hearing his story, the men turned their wagons back to the Pima villages 
where they remained until reinforcements arrived. The two white men with a 
number of friendly Pima Indians went to the scene of the murder--now known as 
Oatman Flat--and covered the bodies with stones. They found only six bodies, 
mutilated by coyotes. It was apparent that Olive and her younger sister Mary 
Ann had been taken as prisoners. Lorenzo eventually was taken to Fort Yuma 
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where he was cared for by the post surgeon until he regained his health. 

live and Mary Ann, stripped of part of their clothing and their shoes, 
were herded over sharp rocks and cactus through the night. When they fal
tered or stumbled they were beaten. Mary Ann was not strong enough to 

walk for hours without a rest, and when she became so exhausted that she no 
longer responded to their whips, one of the braves picked her up and carried 
her like a sack of wheat. At last, when the Indians themselves grew tired, they 
stopped. The girls were offered food but could not eat. The next morning the 
Oatman cattle were brought up, slaughtered and cut into pieces. The Apaches, 
irritated by the delay caused by the girls' inability to walk on lacerated feet, 
tied pieces of leather and rawhide around the wounds and again prodded them into 
the brutal trek. 

Thus they continued for 
over two-hundred miles of 
cruel marching until they 
reached the Yavapais village. 
Olive and Mary Ann, terrified 
and exhausted, were placed 
on a pile of brush around 
which the Indians, about 300 
in number, performed a savage 
dance. During this dancing 
they struck the girls, threw 
dirt and sticks at them and 
spit in their faces. Even
tually, at nightfall, tired 
of their sport, they led 
the captives to a thatched 
hut and allowed them to 
sleep. 

The next day they were 
put to work gathering ber-

A Mohave Hut ries, carrying water and 
greasewood and performing 

the most difficult and menial tasks. They were slaves from then on and the 
Apache women were cruel and sadistic mistresses. They invented unnecessary 
tasks and beat the helpless prisoners unmercifully. The Indian children were 
their masters also and the slightest complaint from one of them brought on 
additional beating. They were allo'i67ed little food and even in feasting times 
they were thrown only scraps. They would have starved had they not appropriated 
roots and berries that they were ordered to gather for the tribe. 

Both Olive and Mary Ann learned to understand and speak the Yavapai language. 
They were told that they would be slaves forever and would never return to their 
people. When their ragged dresses no longer held together, the girls, like the 
Indian women, wore skirts of clo~ely woven bark. 

In 1851 a party of Mohaves--·five men and a chief's daughter--came to the 
village on a trading expedition. Seeing the Oatman sisters, they began bar
gaining for them. They offered two horses, two blankets and several pounds of 
beads. After haggling for some time, the greedy Yavapais accepted the offer and 
gave the girls to the Mohaves. 

Once again Olive and Mary Ann were compelled to walk on a forced march. 
They traveled for ten or eleven days--about 300 miles--to the Mohave village 
on the Colorado River, somewhere in the area of what is now Needles. 

FEBRUARY 1982 17 



At this village the situation changed somewhat. The Mohaves were less 
savage and not so intent on torture. The girls lived in the hut of the Chief, 
Espanesay, and, although they worked almost as hard as they had before, they 
were given more to eat and were beaten less. The Chief gave them each blankets, 
a garden plot and some wheat, corn, melon and vegetable seeds. Olive and 
Mary Ann were both tattooed with the tribal sign, five vertical lines from the 
lower lip to the bottom of the chin. 

The drought of 1853 brought tragedy. The annual winter overflow of the 
Colorado failed and the Mohaves' crops dried up. Famine followed. Mary Ann 
along with many Indians died of starvation. She had always been a slight child 
and was never very strong. Olive, who occasionally was given a gruel of ground 
seed corn by the Chief's wife, survived the ordeal. 

uring the five years of Olive's captivity Lorenzo clung to the hope that 
his sisters were alive. When the first efforts to find them failed, 
everyone concluded that further search would be futile. There were 

few whites known to have survived capture by the Apaches. For some time the 
Yuma Indians, after a surprise attack, occupied Fort Yuma and there was no 
force of men to continue the search. Lorenzo had gone to San Francisco with 
Dr. Hewitt and for three years he remained there trying to devise a plan of 
rescue. Journeys into the northern and southern wildernesses were unsuccessful. 
Although he received sympathy, he was unable to get financial assistance. 

In 1855 a carpenter in the Pima village, known to the Indians as "Carpintero," 
took an interest in the case and began questioning emigrants and Indians for 
news of the girls. In 1856 an Apache named Francisco came to him and asked: 
"Carpintero, why is this you say so much about two Americanos among the Indians?" 

Carpintero told him that the whites well knew of the existence of the girls 
and would surely make war upon the Indians unless they gave up their captives. 
Reading to Francisco from the Los Angeles Star, he translated an appeal made by 
Lorenzo. At the conclusion of the article he shrewdly continued, giving the ap
pearance of reading, with the statement that a vast army was being prepared to 
annihilate the M9haves and all tribes who aided them in hiding the captives. 
Francisco was concerned and impressed. "You give me four blankets and some 
beads," he said, "and I will bring them in just twenty days." The goods were 
granted to him and he departed. 

When he arrived in the Mohave village his news caus~d a great turmoil and 
agitation. Olive was spirited away into another part of the valley. Francisco 
pressed for her release but the Mohaves refused to surrender her and ordered 
him to leave. This he did but was accompanied by several chiefs, and, across 
the river from the village, he continued his pleading. Eventually the chiefs, 
swayed by his threats, asked him to return to the village and said they would 
do all they could to convince the council. A second meeting was called and 
Olive, her skin stained dark, was permitted to attend although the Mohaves 
forbade her to speak. They told Francisco that she was an Indian from a dis
tant tribe. Defying their commands, Olive spoke and told him who she was. 
Francisco leaped to his feet in fury. He told them emphatically that the 
whites knew she was there and they would destroy the Mohaves and the Yumas if 
she were not released. He added that the Yumas had fought the Americanos £or 
many months and they found they were more powerful than all the Indian tribes. 
He insisted the Mohaves were not only endangering their own lives but also the 
lives of the Yumas by their treachery. The Indians were sufficiently cowed. 
After another night of deliberation they decided to release her. There were 
few preparations to make. Francisco and Olive were given a little food and 
they set out accompanied by the Indians who had come with Francisco and the 
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daughter of the Chi~£ who was sent to 
the fort to bring ~ack a horse, an 
additional gift promised to the Mo
haves by Francisco. On the twentieth 
day, as promised, they arrived back 
at the fort. 

Olive, dressed only in her bark 
skirt, threw herself on the ground to 
cover her nakedness. She remained 
there in the dirt until clothing, 
given by the officers' wives,was 
brought to her. She could remember 
only a few words of English and was 
completely overcome with emotion. 
The men cheered, cannons were set off 
and even the Yumas visiting the fort 
whooped shrilly. With her torturous 
captivity at an end, it must have 
been almost more than Olive could 
bear. When she was told that 
Lorenzo whom she had thought was dead 
was still alive and that he had not 
ceased in his efforts to find her, 
she was almost overwhelmed with 

LORENZO OATMAN 
The distortion on his head'is apparently 
a permanent result of his cruel clubbing 
at the hands of the Yavapais Indians. 

gratitude. Her last sight of him had~------------------------------------------~ 
been when the Indians had hurled him over the bluff. That he had escaped death 
was almost unbelievable to the emotionally shattered Olive. Ten days later, sum
moned by the commanding officer, Lorenzo arrived at the fort. After five years 
of despair and uncertainty, at last, surrounded by friends, they were reunited. 

P 0 S T S C R I P T 

In June 1856 Lorenzo and Olive were taken to the home of their cousin, Harvey 
Oatman, in the Rogue River Valley. Olive stayed with Stephen P. and Abigail 
Taylor (Table Rock Sentinel~ Vol. 2, No. 1) in Phoenix. Abigail's daughter 
retaught her to read and write and Abigail taught her to sew. Mrs. Elva 
Wheeler, a granddaughter of the Taylors, wrote in her memoirs that Olive 
sometimes paced the floor for hours, weeping. "They could hear her all night. 
Just pacing the floor. Well, the Indians matrons ... said that her tattoo 
meant that she belonged to some Indian. But she never told and they thought 
it just possible that she had left an Indian child behind, but she never told." 
An article in Arizona Highways emphatically denies this allegation. 

In 1857 both Lorenzo and Olive enrolled in the University of the Pacific at 
Santa Clara. The Reverend R. B. Stratton, a close friend, wrote a graphic 
accout of Olive's ordeal. The volume had a wide sale and was printed in 
several editions. Lorenzo returned to Illinois where he married and had a 
family. After attending university in Albany, New York, Olive went on a lec
ture tour and spoke of her experiences in order to raise funds for churches 
and to publicize Stratton's book. 

In 1865, after she retired from making public appearances, she married 
John Brant Fairchild in Rochester, New York. They eventually moved to Sherman, 
Texas, where Olive died in 1903 at the age of sixty-five. For years she had 
been a faithful member of the Episcopal Presbyterian church and was greatly 
loved and deeply respected by all who knew her. 
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Centerfold and Cover Photographs 
The two large brick buildings in the centerfold photograph were located at the 
corner of Main and Central Streets in Medford. The structure at the right, 
the Oddfellows building, was built on the site of the present Mini Park. The 
building on the left is the Angle and Plymale Opera House. A small theater on 
the second floor provided an auditorium for traveling players. In the book, 
Trouping in the Oregon Country~ the author writes: "The tiny Angle Opera House, 
lighted by gas, with a stage described by oldtimers as 'the size of a row boat,' 
drew avid patrons. Even lurid melodramas with such titles as The Devil could 
fill its hard seats." This theater eventually gave way to the Wilson Opera 
House built around 1888 which in turn was replaced early in the century by the 
Page Theater. 

Compared with the ornate and elaborate valentines produced in an earlier and 
more sentimental age, the one on the cover is almost stark in its simplicity. 
Ir was selected because the artist has presented his idea of how an aeroplane 
should be designed. It has curved bird-like wings and a long fish-like tail, 
both logical and functional features. The valentine is lined with tissue-thin 
red celluloid. No, not plastic. Celluloid. The SOHS photographer, Doug Smith, 
in arranging this still life picture, has gone above and beyond the call of duty. 
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Museum Performers Receive Grant 
Elizabeth Vickerman, Project Director of the Jacksonville Museum Performers, 
recently received official notification that the group has been awarded a 
grant from the Oregon Committee for the Humanities, a division of the National 
Endowment. The award will be used to defray operational expenses for the 
development and production of the presentation, "The Influence of Pioneer 
Women in Jackson County," original adaptations of local historic incidents. 
To highlight these dramatizations Dr. Edwin H. Bingham, a member of the history 
department at the University of Oregon and Project Consultant for this grant, 
will narrate the program and relate the influences and impact of these women 
upon the community. 
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