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Preface         July 2015 rev   
 

The following document is a cultural and historical inventory of Echo, Oregon.  When the City 

of Echo started this project and asked for citizen input we were asked,  ñWhat is a cultural 

inventory?ò  A trip to the giant dictionary in the library was reassuring.  Among the definitions 

of ñcultureò is the ñresult of being cultivated, refinement, and improvement to manôs physical 

and mental conditionò.  Further along were two words by themselves: ñcivilization; educate;ò 

History was defined as ñpertaining to history or historians; containing history."  This document 

is an attempt to educate, document and preserve the culture, civilization and refinements of 

Echo.  I hope that after reading this document you will feel we have been successful.  

 

An Arts Builds Community Grant from the Oregon Arts Commission funded this project.  The 

goal behind this project was to create an historical and cultural inventory that could be used as a 

stepping stone to other projects that build on Echoôs history and culture, such as a Millennium 

Arts Project proposed by the city and volunteers making up the Millennium Arts Committee, 

which seeks funding to develop a variety of public art creations to scatter throughout the 

community.  Another part of the grant funded the development of an Echo logo using the image 

of Echo Koontz.  This idea sprang from historical photos of Echo on display at city hall.  Echo's 

image was determined to be one that would be memorable and could be used on historic 

markers, interpretive panels, souvenirs and city documents.  Below is the logo selected by the art 

committee and city council. 

 

Millennium Arts Committee Members:  Ed McCallum, Richard Winter, Nellie 

Madison, Gayle Weatherson, Diane Berry, and Ed Longhorn. 

Mayor:   Jeannette Bell.  

Echo City Council Members:  Ed McCallum, Richard Winter, Pat Wood, Cyrus 

Haskett, Brad Williams, and Ed Longhorn. 

  

      Diane Berry,  

City Administrator  

January 2002 

 

A Grant from the Oregon Arts Commission provided funding for this document. 
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Introduction  

 
A cultural inventory is designed to gather a communityôs stories, folklore, artists, history, places 

and unique features together in a single document.  The intent is to have this inventory do this.  

However, this is not a finite document.  As research continues, and the public reviews this 

document, new information will come forward, and of course, history is not static.  History is 

continuous, ongoing.  Consequently, it is the cityôs intent to revise this document periodically.  

This document is a listing of information about Echo that only scratches the surface of the unique 

and diverse community that Echo is and was. 

   

Echo, like any town, has changed over the years, but it remains a special place because of that 

history.  More than many other 

places, Echo has managed to save 

and celebrate its past.  

Archaeologists have long 

recognized that people, whatever 

their culture or heritage, tend to 

settle in the same places century 

after century, decade after decade.  

The same characteristics attract 

people: waterways, easy 

transportation routes, etc.  The 

valley where the town is located 

and the other settlement areas that 

make up Echo today, such as 

Butter Creek, are such places.  

Archaeological excavations from 

the Utilla Indian Agency/Fort 

Henrietta site reveal that Native 

Americans began using the site 

over 3,500 years ago.   Mary Oman, Bureau of Land Management archaeologist, discovered in 

her research that the Echo area has been a significant transportation hub from prehistoric times. It 

is a place she says where ñéliterally all trails meet.ò   Irrigation canals intersect the valley, 

which attracted settlement in the early 1900s.  All of these factors, plus rich soils and waterways, 

makes the Echo area an attractive place to settle.  

 

However, eventually the highway system bypassed Echo when the freeway moved a mile to the 

north and the railroad lost its importance as a transportation mode. Other towns became the new 

hubs for commerce and transportation.  These factors lead to the decline of Echoôs business 

district.  There was a hidden benefit to Echoôs loss of status as a transportation and commerce 

center.  This meant that the historic buildings were not torn down and historical sites were not 

bulldozed.  If progress and commercial development had occurred here, Echo probably would 

not have the 10 historic buildings that are on the National Register of Historic Places today or 

many of the other historical and cultural assets that are what makes the town unique.  The 

historic buildings, the National Historic Oregon Trail Site (Fort Henrietta Park) and Utilla Indian 

Agency-Fort Henrietta Site are now the essence of the town.  The town certainly has not been 

southside of Main St. looking 

east, Aug. 2013. 
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immune to many of the problems besetting rural Oregon, but it has met these changes with 

proactive measures that reinforce its small town cohesiveness, while welcoming visitors and new 

opportunities.   

 

Few communities, especially of Echoôs size, have managed to maintain such an impressive 

collection of historical buildings and their histories.  Moreover, the intersection of the Oregon 

Trial, Native American trails, the Union Pacific Railroad, I-84 and the Umatilla River all add to 

the townôs distinctiveness and character.  Unlike other places that boast Oregon Trail 

connections, Echoôs historical relevance is not restricted to that brief period of activity.  Instead, 

the story of Echo is in many ways the story of western America.  Native Americans lived here 

and they encountered Lewis & Clark near here.  In and around Echo, the Native Americans 

fought the incoming Americans, making Echo witness to one of the most amazing voluntary 

migrations in the history of any people.   

 

In subsequent years, Echo saw new waves of immigrants from places as unlikely as the Azores, 

Ireland and Italy.  Here in Echo is the story of hard work and reward, of community spirit, 

sacrifice and the creation of a true sense of community.  From the success of immigrant Joseph 

Cunha, to the tragic early death of Echo Koontz Miller, to the decline of the sheep industry to the 

tourism industry, Echo tells the story of Oregon.  Echo also tells the story of what is possible in 

this magnificent place.  Obviously, these stories can be found in other communities, but not 

often, and Echo is all the more significant for the careful stewardship that it has given to its past 

and to its future.  One of the unique features of Echo is that within a small geographic area there 

are historic buildings covering a diverse time period and architectural styles from the Masonic 

Lodge (western falsefront) that was built in the 1860s to the BeauxArts style Bank of Echo (now 

Echo Museum) that was built in 1920. 

 

Here we can say the lack of progress 40 years ago has lead to a major plus for our community 

today. A documentary film called Silent Witnesses: Americaôs Historic Trees is about trees alive 

today that were present when Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address or while Civil War battles 

raged.  The premise is that these trees stood as silent witness to these events.  They cannot tell us 

what they saw, but the very fact that they remain today allows us to look at them and ponder the 

events they witnessed.  In Echo, we have many silent witnesses. Wouldnôt it be wonderful to 

know the stories that the walls of city hall, the Echo Hotel, the hills, Picket Rock, and even the 

cottonwoods along the 

Umatilla River could tell us? 

If only they could talk.  

However, by their existence, 

we can stop and wonder about 

what happened here 50, 100, 

500 or even 1000 years ago.  

 

 

Setting 

 
Echo, Oregon is located in the 

west end of Umatilla County, 
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northeastern Oregon.  The town sits in a small valley created by the Umatilla River. Echo is 20 

miles west of Pendleton and eight miles south of Hermiston.  The junction of Interstate 84 and 

Highway 395 is located just one mile north of the town and forms the northern border of the 

townôs Urban Growth Boundary.   Settlement is primarily on the east side of the river on a 

terrace about one square mile.  The golf course and a small housing development sit on the hills 

on the east edge of town.  The elevation varies from 635 feet above sea level on the valley floor 

to 800 feet on the golf course.   

 

When visitors come over the hill from I-84 to Echo for the first time, they often comment on the 

oasis-like setting that makes Echo such an attractive place.  The riparian trees and shrubs 

combined with trees planted in Echo yards create the setting that has lead to the cityôs Tree City 

USA status since 1989. As of 2012 Echo has remained Oregonôs smallest Tree City USA. 

Adding to the scenic setting of the town is the view of Service Buttes and the Blue Mountains to 

the southwest.  

 

The Umatilla River forms the western boundary of the town of Echo, but the area that is Echo is 

much more than the geographic boundaries of the town.  The ñEcho Areaò encompasses the vast 

rolling hills to the northeast to Stage and DeSpain gulches and east toward Pendleton.  The Echo 

mailing route and Echo School District stretch to within about six miles of Pendleton.  The Echo 

area also stretches south toward Pilot Rock and into Morrow County.  In fact many of the 

families who still ranch in northeast Morrow County attended Echo Schools until sometime in 

the 1960s and consider Echo their home, while their children who attend Heppner Schools, 

identify with the Heppner community.  To the west, the Butter Creek area is part of Echo. This 

vast agricultural area is made up of Sagebrush Steppe, which originally was used as grazing land 

for horses, cattle and sheep. Eventually wheat and grains were planted between Echo and 

Pendleton, while alfalfa, corn and other irrigated crops and pastures were farmed on the Echo 

Meadows and along Butter Creek.   It was not until the early 1970s that development of center 

pivot irrigation allowed the diversity of crops we see today.  Potatoes, carrot seed, asparagus, 

onions, canola are just a few of the crops grown west of town. Cattle still graze on pastures along 

the Meadows and in the fall the bawling cows can be heard on the summer breeze.  Isolated 

patches of grasses, bitter bush and sagebrush remain scattered throughout the area, while riparian 

areas are abundant with berries, cottonwood, alder and willow, along with other native trees and 

shrubs.  Echo Meadows is a broad floodplain that originally was covered with bunch and rye 

grasses and swamp.  Most of the swamps have been filled to create pasture and crop lands.  

   

Col. JH Raley described the area in the late 19
th
 

century as: ñA heavy growth of cottonwood, 

birch, elder and willows grew on both banks of 

the river.  There was a profusion of wild roses, 

currants, gooseberries and raspberries, and 

wild chokecherries.  Heavy bunch grass on the 

surrounding plains came down to the tall rye 

grass in the valley.  Many places on the 

Meadows were swamped and wild water 

grasses, reeds and tulles grewé Game birds, 

some of the species now practically extinct, 

Buck Deer on Smith Dr. 2010 
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were in profusion everywhere.  Thousands of wild ducks, prairie chickens, myriad of curlews, an 

abundance of sage hens and native pheasants were to be found on the Meadows.  In the 

wintertime, especially the cottonwood trees would be covered with great flocks of wild prairie 

chickens.  Nests of these wild birds were to be found scattered all over the Meadow.ò  He also 

said that mammals found on the Meadows included coyotes, lynx, bobcat, beaver, rabbits, deer 

and antelope. 

 

Residents take pride in the abundant wildlife in the area.  Two herds of deer numbering 5-6 

roams the golf course, cemetery and through town to the river.  The Ramos family owns five 

miles of river bottom southeast of Echo along Reith Road.  They have restricted hunting on their 

land so it is not uncommon to see 50 to 100 deer along the river in the morning or evening.  

Squirrel, raccoon, and coveys of quail are common visitors to many Echo homes. Less welcome 

visitors are opossums, fox and coyotes. 

 

Aerial view of Echo, Oregon c. 1986. 
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Chapter I:   ARTS, ARTISTS & ARTISANS  
 

 

The following listing of art and artists in Echo is the result of public suggestions and input.  

The list is not inclusive, although the City of Echo hopes that it may someday approach that.  

To that end, the city invites residents and friends to propose additional names, places and 

items.  If you believe a deserving person, piece of art, or local 

tradition should be included, please submit the information to 

the city manager in writing.  The city intends to update the 

Cultural Inventory on a regular basis to make sure it remains up-

to-date and relevant for residents and anyone else interested in 

Echo.  The following inventory is the result of resident 

nominations presented in 2001 with interim updates.  

Echo Cemetery--Numerous carved historic head-stones and 

statues dating from around 1880 to 1920 remain intact at the 

Echo Cemetery. The cemetery remains in use so modern 

stones are simple in style, but often have engravings that 

commemorate the life and hobbies of those buried there. The 

prominence of fraternal emblems indicates the importance 

of such associations during that period.  ñAmerican grave-

stone art inherits its symbolism from many sources: the 

Bible, Greek and Egyptian civilizations, and European 

cultural history that pre-dates Christianity. Popular 

fraternal organizations, such as such as Free and Accepted 

Masons, the Odd Fellows, Knights of Pythias, and their 

many imitators, likewise drew from these same ancient 

sources. The symbolism essential to the mystery and 

pageantry of these secret societies became familiar to most 

nineteenth-century Americans and greatly  

influenced our countryôs history and art.ò- AGS Field 

Guide No. 8 Symbolism in the Carving on Gravestones.  
 

The Echo Cemetery contains the largest collection of public art in Echo. ñThe workmanship and 

beauty of the gravestones and the sculptures found in cemeteries are art. In fact, in many places 

it was the first art available to the public. Ultimately, what a particular symbol means depends 

as much on what the patron, who ordered the gravestone, or the stonecutter wanted to convey. 

Whether or not the symbols can be accurately interpreted, it is still possible to enjoy the inherent 

beauty found in a cemetery.ò From Heritage Bulletin #7, Dec. 2007, The Echo Cemetery is a 

work of art in due to its setting, let alone the art and motifs depicted in it.  The view of town and 

the two most dominate architectural examples, City Hall and the Echo Bank/Echo Historical 

Museum, of the railroad winding out from the Umatilla River Cottonwood Canopy, the view of 

the Echo Meadows and of the Service Buttes is breathtaking and it is easy to see why people 

return here to be buried long after they have moved away.  Dr. John Woodward, the 



Echo's Cultural Inventory 

 

7 

archaeologist who found and excavated the 

Utilla Indian Agency/Fort Henrietta Site in the 

1980s and early 1990s never lived in Echo, but 

he fell in love with the history and beauty of 

the community and brought students to Echo 

each spring for a decade to show them the 

cemetery as he said most historic cemeteries in 

the Portland area had been vandalized. As a 

result Dr. Woodward asked that his ashes be 

buried at the Echo Cemetery. 

 

1. Cunha Cross & statuaryð12-foot 

carved granite cross with a 

mourning woman draped across it, 

in the Art Nouveau style.  Cunha purchased the 20-ton piece of granite in Europe and 

had it delivered to Portland.  In Portland, the Blessing Monument Company carved 

the stone, which was then sent by train to Echo.  The truck carrying the cross from the 

train station to the cemetery bogged down and a large team of draft horses had to be 

brought 

in to complete the job.  This cross, 

because of its size and artistry, 

remains the focal point of the 

cemetery.  Surrounding it are statutes, 

which serve as headstones for Cunha 

family members.  These are as much 

art as they are headstones. 

 

2. The Coppinger headstone contains a potpourri  of the classic 

Victorian headstone symbols: anchors, roses, urns, chains, clasped 

hands, fraternal, Jesus, angels, crosses, the Masonic all-seeing eye 

and garlands. 
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3. Cemetery Gateðwrought-iron gate over cemetery access road/entry.  The gate 

was installed in 1982. The construction of the gate was paid for through 

memorials   and donations. 

 

3. Golf Course SignðIn 2001, the city added a brick sign with letters and artwork by 

Hermiston metal sculptor and police officer, Chris Huffman. 

4. Echo Masonic Lodgeð2011 Mural of the Umatilla River Valley & Bluffs on the 

south and west of Echo based on a photograph of 

the valley from golf course hole #3 was completed 

by artist Brandi Hurt Dayton.  The flowers in the 

foreground are in commemoration of the city 

participation in the America in Bloom Program 

since 2006. 

5. Chain Saw Art.  A carving depicting Blue Herons 

was added to the Fort Henrietta Park, River Access 

sign in 2011. In 2015 Chain saw art was added to 

the Fort Henrietta Park picnic shelter (cat tails) 

6. Echo Entry Signs.  Hermiston Artist Chris 

Huffman completed Echo Entry Signs which were placed on N. Thielsen and Gerone 

Street in 2012. The signs include images of Echo Koontz Miller. 

7. Huffman completed a privately commissioned Metal gate for the Echo School 

Athletic Field in 2013 featuring the school mascot the Cougar and with the name  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At left paintings of birds & below 

Echo Koontz mural by Christopher 

Lee Marcum, photographs of Echo 

gardens & a painting by Brandi Hurt 

Dayton. Below right: Paintings by a 

variety of local & NW Artists. These 

paintings and photographs are owned 

by the City of Echo & Fort Henrietta 

Foundation & are on display at City 

Hall. 
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8. Charles Berry Stadium. 

9. Huffman was commissioned by the city to create a metal entry sign for the Arboretum 

using tree motifs and tree inserts for the gazebo in the Arboretum. 

10. Christopher Lee Marcum, an artist raised in Echo, but living in Astoria was 

commissioned to create a mural depicting Echo Koontz Miller based on a c. 1900 

photo of Echo which is installed on the City Center Sign at Main and Thielsen Sts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Downtown Art: Wheat metal sculpture by Chris Rauch of Lexington, Oregon 

honoring the Penney family of Echo. 

12. Downtown Art: The downtown upgrade project construction phase was completed in 

November 2012 and included custom benches with horse cut outs drawn by Chris 

Huffman and Bike racks using the Echo Logo as used on the Echo Entry signs. Chris 

also created the metal planters with horses. 

13. Art and Cultural Items in Public Buildings--  

�i  City Hall Historic Collections:  

�ƒ Native American artifacts from Ted Laughlin Collection, Utilla Indian 

Agency and Fort Henrietta site artifacts 

�ƒ Koontz Site excavation artifacts 

�ƒ Historic photographs (the city is in the process of scanning the 

collection into the computer so that these are more accessible) 

�ƒ Echo advertising items 

Chainsaw art at Fort 

Henrietta Park, Dayton 

Mural on Masonic 

Lodge & Huffman Echo 

Entry Sign. 


