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 The “residents” of Bunker Hill 
Cemetery got the chance to share 
their stories with modern gener-
ations Sept. 22, when a group of 
local actors brought them back 
to life.

Dressed in early 1900s garb, six 
actors retold stories of the past as 
they portrayed those buried in the 
cemetery for “Tales Beyond the 
Graves,” a historic cemetery tour 
hosted by the Stella Historical 
Society, the Cowlitz County His-
torical Museum and the Bunker 
Hill Cemetery Association.

Along the tour, visitors became 
acquainted with a local business-
man, a relocated Confederate 
soldier, two Yugoslavian immi-
grants, a teacher and a logger.

“It’s important for people to 
get a sense of what made a com-
munity, and what makes a com-
munity is the people,” said Bill 
Watson, who portrayed Rolen 
Smathers, the Civil War soldier.

Though the cast of characters 
might have been familiar to some 
area residents, none of the tour 
stops featured “big-name pio-
neers,” Watson said.

“The common person will have 
had the experiences most people 
had back then,” Watson said.

“It’s nice to hear about people 
like us, and learn from how they 
grew the community in the past,” 
said Diane Knudsen of Longview.

Knudsen and her sister Doreen 
Chesnut grew up in the Bunker 
Hill area. Although Chesnut has 
since moved to Beaverton, Ore., 
she decided to attend the tour 
with her sister to learn more 
about her hometown, she said.

“I was interested in the event 
because growing up on the hill, 
we would cut across the grave-
yard to go to our friends’ houses 
… and I always wondered the his-
tory behind it,” Chesnut said.

Chesnut said she was espe-
cially interested by the stories of 
those who immigrated to the area.

“It’s interesting to hear all of 
the diff erent places they came 
from,” Chesnut said.

Chesnut added that she 
thought the immigrant fami-

lies’ decisions to settle and stay 
in Longview and its surrounding 
towns testifi es to their love for the 
area. That’s something she felt 
she shared with her predecessors.

“We grew up here too, and we 
loved it too,” Chesnut said.

Knudsen still lives on Bunker 
Hill, and she hopes to continue to 
grow the community and expand 
the area. She hopes learning the 
stories of the past, including how 
early settlers established their 
small towns, might guide her in 
doing so.

Denzil and Mara Williams, 
who have lived a few miles west 
of Bunker Hill since 1975, were 
also intrigued by the immigrant 
stories.

“A lot of the people who set-
tled here built a living in a place 
no one else was living in,” Denzil 
said.

The tour featured a brief lesson 
on culture as Debbie Sanders por-
trayed her grandfather, George C. 
Naglich.

The Naglich family immigrated 
from Brusane, Croatia, which was 
part of Yugoslavia. They lived in 
a “zadruga,” and Sanders’ ex-
plained that a zadruga was a 
family system that was operated 

like a partnership or tenancy in 
common.

“The attraction of living in a 
zadruga was it functioned very 
well in times of scarcity,” Sand-
ers said.

One of the crowd’s favorite 
stops was at the gravesite of Mary 
Seach Thompson. Thompson 
taught for four years in the Bun-
ker Hill one-room school house 
and ran a poultry business.

“In 1932, my husband (Loren) 
and I moved back to the Stella 
area, and I became the egg lady,” 
said Barbara Williams, who 
played Thompson during the 
tour.

Thompson’s poultry business, 
which included more than 7,000 
hens, was one of her claims to 
fame in Longview. Some of the 
tour attendees had grown up buy-
ing their eggs and chicken from 
Thompson.

Actor Harvey Williams said 
his experience portraying the 
late Christian Struckmeier was 
rewarding because it brought 
people to the cemetery to hear 
the stories of the past and po-
tentially “stimulate their brains 
to fi nd out more about their per-
sonal history.”

“Genealogy puts people in the 
time and place (of their relatives), 
and they can understand their 
heritage better,” Harvey said.

Mara Williams said the tour 
reminded her of the importance 
of sharing old family stories with 
her relatives.

“I think it’s really important for 
families to talk about their history 
because … if you wait too long on 
it can be too late,” Mara said.

She and Denzil, her husband, 
have started researching their 
own family history. Denzil said 
he took his grandchildren to the 
cemetery in Longview to visit his 
parents graves, and he was sur-
prised by how fascinated they 
were as they learned the history 
of their family.

After taking the tour, the cou-
ple now wants to learn more 
about other local families.

“I need to go home and read the 
fi rst two volumes of the books,” 
she said, referring to the “His-
tory of Stella” texts that include 
the stories of area settlers and 
residents. These books were one 
of the primary resources used by 
the actors as they researched the 
history of their characters for 
their scripts.

However, some historical 
tidbits were gathered by other 
means. In planning the tour, the 
Stella Historical Society and its 
partners stumbled upon new in-
formation about the cemetery’s 
pauper graves.

The tour ended at the McVicker 
lot, which was previously 
thought to be the pauper graves. 
During the research process, the 
historical society learned that the 
lot was actually a set of comple-
mentary graves purchased by the 
McVicker family, who have served 
as longtime funeral directors.

“My husband purchased these 
graves around 1958 to give to 
people in special circumstances,” 
said Kathleen Meschke as she 
played Laura McVicker during 
the tour.

Further research uncovered 
the location of the pauper graves 
near the southeast corner of the 
cemetery.

Unlike the McVicker lot, the 
pauper graves have no head-
stones, and very little is known 
about those buried there. The 
pauper graves were used to bury 
individuals who could not aff ord 
their own plots, or who had no 
known relatives in the area.

Organizers said the tour “far 
exceeded” their expectations, 
and about 125 people attended 
the event.

Sharon Weinhold, Stella His-
torical Society tour coordina-
tor, said she heard many groups 
refl ecting on the things they 
learned as they returned to their 
cars. Weinhold said people in 
attendance seemed to enjoy the 
tour, and many folks approached 
her afterward and said, “I hope 
you do it again next year.”

For Chesnut, the “alternative” 
presentation of history will help 
her remember the stories of the 
past better than if she had just 
read about the people buried at 
the cemetery.

“I like how they represented 
the person,” Chesnut said. “It 
makes you feel like you under-
stand their plight better.”

Cowlitz County Historical Mu-
seum board treasurer Bud Cock-
rell said having actors portray the 
people of the past “personalizes 
the lives” of those buried in the 
cemetery.

“People realize the gravestone 
was a real person who meant a lot 
to this area,” Cockrell said.
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Bill Watson portrays Rolen C. Smathers as he talks to people on the Bunker Hill Cemetery tour.
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Tells us something interesting 
about your character: Mary would 
ride her horse 3 to 4 miles to the 
school each Monday, pulling over to 
a wide area of the road to let cars by, 
as needed. Once she got to school, she 
would send the horse back home on 
its own and board with a local family 
throughout the week, having packed a 
week’s worth of clothing and supplies 
with her. Her horse would not return to 
take her home on Friday, so she would 
make the trek home on foot. While 
Mary was a teacher in a one-room 
schoolhouse for many years, Barbara 
came to know her as her grandparents’ 
“egg lady,” long after she quit teaching 
at Bunker Hill.

What challenge did you face as 
an actor? “Bobbie (Mary Thompson’s 
daughter) might come to the tour, and 
we haven’t seen each other since I was 
in grade school. I’m diff erent looking 
than her mother, so I hope I will do 
an adequately good job for that one 
audience member.”
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Tell us something interesting 
about your character: A fun fact 
about Smathers is that he was in the 
last Confederate Civil War unit to sur-
render east of the Mississippi River 

What challenge did you face as 
an actor? The biggest challenge was 
probably getting the whole monologue 
memorized. They needed another per-
son and I have done research on Civil 
War veterans buried in Cowlitz County 
and I fi gured it might be nice to have a 
voice from the South.

Tell us something interesting 
about your character: Roza spoke in 
her native tongue, Croatian, for most 
of her life because she was so family 
oriented. She sometimes spoke in bro-
ken English, but when she went into 
town she usually brought one of her 
children or a family member to help 
with the language barrier.

What challenge did you face as 
an actor? A challenge was getting the 
material together and trying to put it 
together in a fashion that would be 
interesting to people, while keeping it 
down to fi ve minutes.

Tells us something interesting 
about your character: “He was very 
happy-go-lucky. He loved music and he 
loved to dance.”

What challenge did you face as 
an actor: “I’m worried that I’m going 
to start laughing because I’m not an 
actor. I never was in school plays. It’s 
going to be kind of a stretch for me to 
keep a straight face in my bib overalls 
and mustache. That was true grandpa. 
In all the pictures, he had a little mus-
tache. If it starts coming lose, it could 
make me crack up.”
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Teacher at Bunker Hill School: 
1924-1928

Actor: Barbara Williamson, 78, 
of Longview/Stella

One of the few Confederate 
veterans (about eight total) 

buried in Cowlitz County.

Actor: Bill Watson, age 39, of Kelso

Roza Sudar Naglich, Delores’ 
grandmother, was a woman of 

faith. A Catholic from birth, she was 
the matriarch of her family, 

hardworking and a great cook.

Actor: Delores Naglich Snider, 72, 
Longview

Coal miner from Yugoslavia who 
moved to Stella in 1920. 

Actor: George Naglich’s grand-
daughter Debbie Sanders, 62, of 

Longview.


