
Gray Whale  

Skeleton  

For more information or to inquire 

about volunteer opportunities contact 

us at: 

  thelertrails@gmail.com 
 

22871 NE ST RT 3 

Belfair WA 98528 

(360) 275-4898  

   Theler’s wetland trails are 

operated and maintained by the 

dedicated volunteers and staff of 

the Mary E. Theler Community 

Center; a nonprofit corpora�on. 

Our trails are 

wheelchair and 

stroller   

accessible. 

Trails are 

open every 

day from dawn 

to dusk. 

The Theler Wetlands are located at the 

head of Washington’s scenic Hood   

Canal.  They are home to over two 

miles of interpretive walking trails 

within 139 acres of protected salt 

marsh and estuary wetlands at the 

mouth of the Union River in Belfair. 

Our trails give you access to  plants, 

birds and animals in their natural 

habitats:      forests,  wetlands, salt-

water & freshwater  marshes, 

swamps, bogs and river estuaries. 

Donations are always welcome. 

Theler receives no tax revenues to 

support your free public access to 

the trails system. 

One of Washington's least 

known and most complete 

grey whale skeletons 

hangs in the breezeway 

between our wetlands   

exhibit center and the 

NMHS on-site classroom.   
While you’re here don’t miss a visit our  

Na�ve Plant Demonstra�on Gardens  

Spread over two full acres, these      

volunteer maintained gardens show-

case more than 120  tagged and     

iden�fied na�ve trees, shrubs, ground 

covers, and grasses. Displays of various 

bird feeders are featured as well as 

plants ideal for a'rac�ng bu'erflies 

and  hummingbirds.            Come and         

discover what grows right in your own 

back yard.  

  Look inside for the remarkable 

story of how our community’s 

volunteers came together and 

created this incredible display. 



April 29, 1999 a 2-year-old gray 

whale washed ashore near Belfair 

State Park. The 27-foot-long whale 

died of unknown causes.       With 

permission from the Washington 

State Department of Fish and     

Wildlife and help from local          

volunteers, from Theler Center, 

Belfair State Park and the North    

Mason community the whale carcass 

was moved from the state park to the 

shore at Lynch Cove. It was buried 

there and allowed to decompose. 

After two years in the ground, the 

with a stiff brush in hand.  As the grime was 

washed away an interesting discovery was 

made.  Whalebones are extremely porous 

and hold an       incredible amount of water.  

Since it was October the rain was setting in 

and the air moist; the bones had to be hung 

in hammocks in 

the shed to dry.  

Many mornings, 

the floor of the 

shed was a puddle 

of water.   

After being cleaned, dried and sealed, latex 

molds were made of each  bone  so  that rep-

licas could one day, be 

made for additional 

studies and display.  

The bones then were 

painstakingly reassem-

bled and held together 

with  rods and cables; 

section by section our 

whale once again took shape.                                               

June 26, 2004:  near ly 700 pounds of new-

ly articulated whale skeleton was finally 

placed on display at the Theler Wetlands.  

long, arduous 

process of 

cleaning and 

reconstructing 

the skeleton for display began. The first 

step, an archeological style dig at the 

burial site, took two days and over 60 

people to unearth the bones.    Volun-

teers painstakingly numbered and doc-

umented the         positions of all the 

bones after the dig       and  moved  the   

skeleton to a nearby barn where it 

could dry.  

October 2003:  The 

bones had been sitting 

for a couple of years 

now “aired out”, but covered in turkey 

manure. The bones were moved again 

and on “Whale Wednesdays” volun-

teers began the long 

process cleaning the 

bones.  They gathered 

behind the exhibit 

building around tubs 

of water and Bon Ami 

Nov. 2004: 

Theler Wetlands 

held a   special 

ceremony dedi-

cating and blessing the remains of the 

gray. Bruce Miller, with Michael Pavel 

and other    members of the Skokomish 

Indian  Nation, led the rites. 

 

 

 

4 1/2 years in the making — How we came to have a whale flying in the breezeway 

Four and a half years worth of 

effort by many community 

groups and many more       

volunteers have produced one 

of the finest  grey whale skele-

ton displays in America. A true 

and fine example of a        

community working  

together. 


