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Describe Present and Historic Physical Appearance.
Introduction

The Wyandotte National Burying Ground (Huron Indian Cemetery) is an open, tree-covered, roughly 2 %2-acre-
tract on a hill in the center of what is now Kansas City, Wyandotte County, Kansas. Today, the hill is
approximately twelve to eighteen feet higher in elevation than the streets that surround the present-day city
block. Over the years street construction and commercial development cut away the hill, leaving the Burying
Ground as the only part of the hill that remains. Stone retaining walls have been constructed around part of the
perimeter of the Wyandotte National Burying Ground because of its higher elevation.

Lying at a southwest to northeast angle within the city block, the southwestern corner is occupied by the 7%
Street Casino. Northeast of the Burying Ground are the Kansas City, Kansas Public Library and the United
Missouri Bank building; Huron Park occupies the southeastern portion of the block. Sidewalks wind through the
Burying Ground. Although the Burying Ground is less than a mile west of the Kansas River and Missouri River
confluence, historically the distance would have been much less as the rivers have been re-channeled and the
low-lying bank areas have been filled in over time.

The entire city block is called “Huron Place,” and the cemetery lies within the block. Although the Wyandotte
refer to the cemetery as their “National Burying Ground;” its current signage identifying it as the “Huron Indian
Cemetery” is fairly recent and comes from the inaccurate shortening of the “Indian Cemetery in Huron Place.”
The Wyandot rarely, if ever, referred to themselves by the old French given name “Huron.”

Long time defender and protector of the Wyandotte National Burying Ground, Lyda Burton Conley, a Wyandot
descendant and attorney who filed suit against the Secretary of the Interior in 1906 to protect the cemetery and
was heard in the U.S. Supreme Court in 1909, is buried in the cemetery along with her parents and sisters and
other relatives.

Historic Physical Appearance

After many years of resisting removal from Ohio and Michigan, in 1843 the Wyandot consented to move to
Indian Territory west of the Mississippi River. They were to exchange land in their beloved Ohio and Michigan
for a promised 148,000 acres in Indian Territory. Upon arriving to Indian Territory no land was deemed
available by the U.S. government west of the Missouri River; therefore, the Wyandot initially resided east of the
Missouri River on land known today as the “West Bottoms.” This meager parcel of land was still in Indian
Territory; however, it was condemned land considered uninhabitable at the confluence of the Missouri and
Kansas Rivers. Because the land was low-lying and swampy many Wyandot died from exposure and disease.
Henceforth, the Wyandot were given a small parcel of land west of the Missouri River, on a hill overlooking
their temporary abode, by their good friends the Delaware Tribe upon which to bury their dead. This tiny parcel
of land became the Wyandotte National Burying Ground. After a historic treaty, the first of its kind between
two sovereign Indian tribes, the Wyandot purchased 36 sections of land from the Delaware on the Kansas side
of the river and were gifted an additional three sections by the Delaware that included the hill. The Wyandot
moved across the river and settled along the slope of the Burying Ground hill down to the Missouri River.?

! The Wyandotte National Burying Ground (Huron Indian Cemetery) will also be referred to as the “burying ground” and the
“cemetery” throughout this document. The Huron Indian Cemetery is the name used by local Kansas City, Kansas, officials and
residents, whereas both the Wyandotte Nation and the Wyandot Nation of Kansas refer to the cemetery as the Wyandotte National
Burying Ground or burying ground. All of these names refer to the same site.

2 Lloyd Divine, Wyandotte Nation Cultural Committee Chairman.
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The January 31, 1855, Treaty between the U.S. and the Wyandot Tribe resulted in the tribe being officially
terminated. This caused the Wyandot Reserve to be allotted or divided among the citizens of the tribe. In
addition, U.S. citizenship was extended to tribal citizens. However, one exception to the Wyandot Reserve
being allotted and placed into patent and fee simple was: “The portion now enclosed and used as a public burial
ground, shall be permanently reserved and appropriated for that purpose.” Along with a survey of its
boundaries, the cemetery was reserved for the use of all 555 Wyandot and their descendants.®

A little less than half of the Wyandot ultimately chose to reject or rescind their U.S. citizenship and move to
Indian Territory in present day Oklahoma. The treaty of February 23, 1867, again brought federal recognition to
the Wyandot people; however, the spelling of the tribal name was changed to “Wyandotte.” By 1872 a tribal
government had been reorganized and reinstated. Today, the descendants of these people are the federally-
recognized Wyandotte Nation.* Burials in the Wyandotte National Burying Ground continued to be used by the
Citizen Class Wyandot in Kansas and the Wyandotte Nation throughout the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth century, “often with the express approval of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The last such burial in the
cemetery was that of Dr. Frank A. Northrup on February 25, 1965.”°

Under Article 1 of the 1855 Treaty, the Wyandot Tribal Council was intended to function until all the treaty
provisions were carried out. As part of that function, the council maintained the Burying Ground. For example,
in November of 1857, the council paid fifty dollars to Matthew Mudeater for repairs to the property. On
February 2, 1858, the council had a notice placed in the local newspapers stating that only Wyandot could be
buried in the cemetery. Also in 1858, the council asked Matthew Mudeater to determine how many Wyandot
chiefs had died and then directed Irvin P. Long to arrange to have stones made for those graves. The work was
completed by November 1, 1858, at a cost of $300.°

During the building booms between 1880 and 1900, local businesspeople began to maneuver to obtain the
Burying Ground because of its location in the very center of downtown Kansas City. William E. Connelly, a
newspaper “man” and amateur historian, conducted a detailed survey of the cemetery in 1896; he was assisted
by an elderly Wyandot, Ebenezer O. Zane.” The campaign for the cemetery land to be sold eventually resulted
in the Secretary of the Interior’s agreement to a sale. Thus, began the lawsuit brought by Lyda Burton Conley
against the Secretary in 1906, the hearing of the case in the Supreme Court in 1909, and the loss of the case in
1911. In reaction to the Supreme Court decision, Kansas Senator Charles Curtis stepped in and successfully
passed legislation to protect the cemetery in 1913 and in 1916 gained passage of further protective legislation.®

As a result of the Curtis legislation, in 1916, Congress authorized $10,000.00 for improvements to the cemetery,
including stone walled entries from both 7" Street and Minnesota Avenue, with ornamental gates at the 7™
Street entry, ornamental light fixtures similar to those found in several of the city parks, and a paved walkway
through the center of the cemetery connecting the two entrances. The alignment of the walkway remains in
place today and most likely lies over unmarked burials. A branch of the walk led to a steep flight of steps on the

3 Divine, and Larry K. Hancks, Principal Planner, Department of Urban Planning and Land Use, Huron Place Historic District.
(Unified Government of Wyandotte County/Kansas City, Kansas, 2006), 3.

4 Divine.

5 Ibid., 6.

% 1bid., 5.

7 Larry Hancks email to Michele Curran on April 4, 2014. The Connelly survey has been reproduced by the City of Kansas City,
Kansas, financed in part through a Community Development Block Grant for the Department of Housing and Urban Development.
The Connelly Survey exists in two forms, the first is a 6” x 10” bound ledger book with ruled pages containing the original field notes,
written in an elegant but occasionally hard to decipher hand. The second is an update, type transcript of the field notes. Both original
documents are among the Connelly papers housed in the Kansas History Collection of the Kansas City, Kansas Public Library.

8 Janith K. English, Principal Chief Wyandot Nation of Kansas, “Huron Indian Cemetery Chronology.”
http://www.wyandot.org/cemetery.html (4 September 2012).
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