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I am lucky. I was raised with both sets 
of grandparents in my life. They lived 
close enough that we would get 
together for all the holidays. We'd 
drive several hours from 
Bellingham down Hwy 99. Dad's 
parents were in Tacoma, Mom's in 
Olympia. My grandpas died when I 
was young; my grandmas lived well 
into my adulthood. They taught my 
sisters and me cooking, sewing, 
names of all the trees, and patience. 
They played an important part in the lives of my parents, my sisters and myself. 

I wasn't very old when I asked my dad, “Who is your grandma?” His answer stuck in 
my mind. “I only met her once,” Dad said. “My dad took me on the train to meet 
grandma when I was 4. She was in the Oregon State Insane Asylum because she 
attempted to throw my dad in the fire when he was a newborn.” These words and the 
questions they generated, floated in and out of my mind for over 20 years. 

Who was this woman? And why would she throw her own son in the fire? I didn’t know 
the answers. My dad didn’t know. Beside her being my dad's “Grandma Wood,” we 
didn't even know her name. 

I didn't have a clue about genealogy research, but I did know I wanted to find my 
great-grandma Wood. When a girlfriend asked me to go with her to the Family 
History Library in Salt Lake City, I quickly said “YES!” 

I was totally overwhelmed when I first entered the enormous library, but soon I had a 
book in my hands called, “Pioneers of Coos County”. Grandpa had been born in Coos 
County. I opened the book to find precisely what I was looking for. Her name! A 
paragraph announcing my great grandparents: John Wood married to SARAH 
MORGAN living on the North Fork of the Coquille River! In the same book, there was 
a picture of my grandpa and his siblings standing in front of their school house. What 
a find! 



When I returned home, I called the Oregon State Insane Asylum, now known as 
Oregon State Hospital in Salem. I told them what I had learned. My great grandma 
was Sarah Wood. She was admitted in 1878 after attempting to throw her infant son, 
George, in the fire. She was alive when Grandpa George and dad met her in 1925. 

The woman who took my call confirmed that she had Sarah’s records but Sarah had 
died in 1915. This was a twist; after all, hadn’t my dad met her in 1925? The assistant 
assured me that the death date was correct and promised to send Sarah’s records to 
me. I thanked her and immediately called my dad. 

“What do you remember about meeting your grandma? Was she lying down? Was 
she in a rocking chair? Did you walk with her?” I needed to know details. Dad's 
answer fit perfectly for a 4-year-old, “I don't remember any of that,” he told me. “I 
remember that I got to ride on the train.” Dad said he didn't really know any more, 
and that Grandpa George had never spoken of her again. 

George was told all 47 years of his life that his mother died at his birth. Evidently, 
someone knew differently, and told him the shocking truth. His mother was at the 
insane asylum in Oregon. I wish I knew who that person was. 

George couldn't wait to meet her. He took his son on the train from North Bend in 
Coos County to Salem expecting to meet his mother for the first time. I can imagine 
him opening the doors of the asylum full of anticipation, only to find out he was ten 
years too late. 

It is strange to know that on June 21, 1914, George had been blocks from his mother 
when he married grandma Esther, right there in Salem. No wonder he never spoke of 
her again. He must have felt greatly betrayed. 

My dad was the only one of his siblings that knew this story. Like dad, I was the only 
one that knew the story, or paid attention to this truth, in my family. Sarah was nearly 
lost forever. After years of searching the National Archives in Seattle and getting as far 
as possible, I had new hope with Ancestry.com. 

In February, 2014, I clicked a leaf by Sarah's name. It took me to a Find A Grave entry. 
“Sarah Wood, Forgotten in Life, Forgotten in Death,” it read, and told of a 
documentary done for Oregon State Hospital, called “Library of Dust.” I immediately 
looked up the documentary online and found the rest of her story. 



I had been told that Sarah was buried on site at the asylum. But what I didn’t know 
was Sarah was in a forgotten cottage, in a forgotten room locked with a forgotten key. 
As the documentary team was investigating the grounds, they asked to go inside the 
cottage. The key was found, and so was an inner room. Like a pantry or library, the 
room was floor to ceiling shelving. On the shelves were patinaed copper canisters 
huddled together, standing three-deep, each with a number imprinted on it. In the 
middle of the room was a desk with an open book, the pages of which 
catalogued the stamped canisters. Eventually, I would find out Sarah’s number, #181 
of nearly 3,600 unclaimed urns, each representing an unclaimed and forgotten life. 

I grabbed my family and my family tree, and we were on our way to Salem. With a 
stop in Portland to secure a certified death certificate, we headed on to Sarah. I 
couldn’t get my hands on her fast enough. When I was finally handed canister #181, 
I felt an overwhelming sense of connection to Sarah. I felt her comfort and joy; she 
was back with her family. 

I showed her to the receptionist at the OSH museum and proudly signed the book, 
stating where I was from and that I had claimed Sarah. We walked through the 
museum where we saw a large display from the movie “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest,” which had been filmed there. Other exhibits included machines used for 
lobotomies, medical equipment, bedpans, straightjackets, and large photographs of 
the asylum over the years. I scoured the photos, without any luck, to see if I could 
make out someone that looked anything like me. I stood in a replica ward room that 
could have been Sarah’s. I saw the mint green walls that she would have seen. I 
touched the white iron bed that she might have slept in. I wondered about her 
thoughts for all of those years without family, without her six children. 

Next, I watched the documentary again, but this time holding Sarah in my hands. 
Then, for the first time in 136 years (37 living, 99 dead), Sarah left the asylum grounds. 
As I carried her away, I felt her giggle, sensed her joy and relief. What a price she and 
her family had paid for postpartum depression. 

I took the canister with me to Spokane, to visit my father. Filled with emotion, holding 
her in his 93-year-old hands, Dad said, “This is my grandma? This is my Grandma!” A 
tear fell from his eye as he retold the story of taking the train from North Bend when 
he was four. On what would have been Grandpa George’s 136th birthday, I took 
Sarah and set her on his headstone at Mountain View Cemetery in Tacoma. Sarah and 
George were united again; the full circle completed. 



Sarah Morgan Wood is remembered. Will I ever see a 
picture of her? I doubt it. But, when I think of the 
question I asked so many years ago, “Who is your 
Grandma, Dad?” - for both of us, I now have the answer.


