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Togus National Cemetery: hallowed ground for a diversity of soldiers
by Lyn Rowden

Togus National Cemetery is
the only national cemetery in
Maine. Its 31.2 acres in
Chelsea is divided into two
plots, East and West, and
contains more than 4000
graves.

The cemetery covers land
which was once a hotel and
resort known as Togus
Springs, Togus being the
Algonquian word for mineral
water. The resort failed due to
the Civil War and its owner
died. The federal government
purchased the property and
established a care facility for
veterans. The first veterans
were admitted on November
10, 1866. 

The West Cemetery official-
ly opened in 1867. Major
Cutler, who was in charge of
Togus Soldiers Home at that
time, said he preferred that
attractive hilltop to the old
graveyard established in
1865. The first burial was on
April 20, 1867, when the bod-
ies of six veterans who had
died at the home were moved
to the new location. An
enlightened thinker for his
day, Major Cutler believed the
factors of color, rank and reli-
gion were of no importance,
so the dead were buried side
by side since they had been
soldiers together. 

In 1889 General
Stephenson planned the
Memorial Monument in the

West Cemetery. One veteran
living at Togus  was a  marble
worker. He designed and
helped build the monument.
With the exception of the
cement, everything, from

designing to stone cutting was
done on Togus grounds by the
men who lived there. Civil War

tained the living memorial
until the federal government
took over in July 1957. Today,
only the white pines remain.
The last veteran burial was on
June 30, 1961. It is a closed
cemetery, but some widows of
veterans were buried since
then. 

Among those buried here,
some received considerable
recognition. Marine Private
David John Scannell, (March
30, 1875 – May 7, 1923), the
cemetery’s only Medal of
Honor recipient, is buried in
West Cemetery, Section C.
His grave is unique with a
gold engraved marker. 

A Boston native, the private
enlisted on  February 1, 1898.
Scannell earned the Medal of
Honor, the U.S. military's
highest decoration, for action
in China during the Boxer
Rebellion, which occurred
between 1898 and 1901. In
Beijing (then, Peking),  from
July 21 to August 17, 1900,
Scannell  helped erect barri-
cades despite heavy hostile
fire. One year later, on July
19, 1901, he was awarded the
Medal of Honor for this action.
His official citation reads: In
the presence of the enemy
during the action at Peking,
China, 21 July to 17 August
1900. Throughout this period,
Scannell distinguished him-
self by meritorious conduct.

Scannell was discharged
from the Marine Corps on
March 6, 1903, after five
years of service. He died two
decades later, at age 48. 

Togus Cemetery has three
Buffalo Soldiers including
Robert Warren Washington,
in East Cemetery, Section Q;
William H. Smith, in West
Cemetery, Section P; and
Edwin Wight, in West
Cemetery, Section K.

Buffalo Soldiers were
African-Americans who

served in African-American
regiments of the regular U.S.
Army formed shortly after the
Civil War.  Most saw combat
with Indians in the opening of
the West during the last half
of the 19th century, encoun-
tering the Cheyenne Indians
along Kansas-Pacific
Railroad lines. Fierce in bat-
tle, they  won the respect of
the Cheyenne who called
them “Buffalo Soldiers”
because their hair and dusty
coats reminded them of a buf-
falo’s mane. The Buffalo
Soldiers accepted the
moniker as a badge of honor. 

The Buffalo Soldiers assist-
ed in maintaining law and
order, pursuing outlaws, cattle
thieves and Mexican revolu-
tionaries. They constructed
Army posts and strung thou-
sands of miles of telegraph
lines while mapping the
uncharted wilderness. The
unit continued dedicated
service with Teddy Roosevelt
and the Rough Riders in the
Spanish-American War, on
the Mexican Border in WWI,
and as part of the Second
Cavalry Division in WWII, until
their decommissioning in
North Africa in 1944. 

No special marker notes the
grave of Private Joseph
Zisgen, in the West Cemetery,
Section L. He, however, was
a member of 16th New York
Cavalry, and  part of the
detachment that cornered
and killed President Lincoln’s
assassin, John Wilkes Booth,
on April 26, 1865.  

As Major Cutler foresaw,
each and every grave is a hal-
lowed resting place for one
who gave to this country,
whatever race or rank. To
locate a veteran buried at any
national cemetery including
Togus see the Nation-wide
Burial Locator at http://grave-
locator.cem.va.gov/.

cannon balls decorate the
corners. All of the monu-
ment’s stone and most of the
headstones were from quar-
ries in and around Augusta
and Hallowell. 

The East Cemetery was
opened in 1936 after the west
side closed for interments. In
1949 the Garden Club
Federation of Maine created
around the cemetery a “living
memorial hedge” of lilacs
backed by Maine white pines.
The Garden Federation main-

Soldiers' Monument, at Togus National Cemetery, in Chelsea, from a
1906 postcard. The monument was erected in 1889.        Internet photo


