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“Most of the things I do outside the 
classroom aren’t as headline-grab-
bing as the Pietrzak case,” Sarah 
Keller says. “Mostly, I’m called on 
to identify whether found or un-
earthed skeletal material is human 
or animal. It’s really not as glamor-
ous as you see on TV.”

Most forensic anthropologists 
are academics like she is, Keller 
explains. “We teach, we research 
and we provide assistance where 
our expertise is useful.”

Even so, she emerged in the head-
lines again this summer when some 
bones were found during a road 
construction project close to down-
town Spokane. Keller confi rmed 
they were human – and there she 
was, along with her students, at the 
location, sifting through the dirt, 
fi nding additional artifacts – and 
emerging on the front page of The 
Spokesman-Review newspaper.

Ambushed on site by the media. 
She hates that.

Ever the consummate behind-
the-scenes scientist, she bristles 
when news media sensationalizes 
the work of forensic anthropology. 
“This is meticulous, serious science,” 
she said. “It is our job to identify the 
dead, respectfully and with dignity.”

As it turned out, the road pav-
ing project had unearthed a pio-
neer-era burial site, likely from 
the 1870s when the area was pop-
ulated by farm families. Nothing 
criminal. 

Her extracurricular work is 
mutually benefi cial for her teach-
ing and research, Keller observes. 
For example, the Pietrzak case 
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led her to do additional study on 
the effects of high heat and fi re on 
bones; she gave a presentation on 
bone shrinkage at the 58th Annual 
Northwest Anthropological Con-
ference in Spokane in March.

She knew what she wanted to do 
in life early on, Keller states. While 
a student in the seventh grade in 
her native Boston, she read Dig-
ging in Yucatan by Ann Axtell 
Morris. That sealed it for her. She 
did fi eld work, earned her PhD 
from Harvard University and came 
to Eastern in 1966.

Her sabbatical research passion 
is on the late 19th century Yellow 
River fl oods in China, a country 
she enjoys visiting. She just won’t 
fl y there. “Flying makes me hys-
terical.”

To get to China’s Zhengzhou 
Technical University in Henan 
Province in 2001 for a stint as an 
exchange visiting professor, her 
journey took her by train, boat and 
bus from Spokane to New York to 
London to Brussels to Hamburg to 
Copenhagen to Malmo (Sweden) 
to Stockholm to Turku (Finland) 
to Helsinki to Moscow. Then the 
trans-Mongolian express to Beijing 
and another train to Henan. It took 
a month to get there.

Sarah Keller is a 4-foot, 8-inch 
tall, focused and fascinated scien-
tist who as a young woman was a 
fi gure skater, a ballet dancer and 
acted in the fi rst amateur produc-
tion of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame 
while an undergraduate at Law-
rence University. She continues to 
act today in assorted community 
theatre groups, provides lunches 
for the Crosswalk teen shelter and 
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will take your head off if you ever 
photograph her with bones. (“It’s 
not respectful.”)

Taking a month to get from here 
to where she wants to be doesn’t 
strike the eclectic scientist as at all 
unusual. She spent this summer in 
Nova Scotia with family and friends 
and her cat, Phoebe. 

Naturally, she drove there.
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