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Auburn Pioneer Cemetery:  A tiny cemetery 
with many stories 
 

 
 
“One of these days, I’m going to check that place out.” 
 
Everyone has an Auburn Pioneer Cemetery in their life. It’s that one place we see every day that piques our 
interest to and from work. Sometimes the traffic or red light gives us a chance to look more closely as we drive 
past.  We take a moment to admire the archway’s elegant carving and idly survey the rows of moss-covered 
stones. Then we wonder how it is a cemetery got sandwiched between a boat seller and a major thoroughfare.   
 

  
 
But then traffic speeds up or the light turns green and suddenly, the day’s demands crowd everything else out. 
Work, grocery runs, children or upcoming project presentations block out everything but the daily necessities. 
The idea of visiting a non-descript cemetery disappears until the next time we’re held up and need to kill two 
minutes and thirteen seconds worth of time before moving on.  
 
And once again, the intriguing entry way beckons. 
 
The demarcation line 
 
For those who do manage to finally get to Auburn Pioneer, a number of intriguing perspectives compete for 
the visitor’s attention almost immediately upon entering the site. On the side closest to the boat seller’s shop 
are rows of seemingly identical, almost-homemade, Japanese markers…  
 



 
 
 
…while located on the side closest to the highway, are the more haphazardly situated, pioneer headstones. It 
almost seems as if there’s a deliberate separation between the early  Japanese and pioneering settlers. Further  
research in the White River Museum archives shows this to be the case.  
 
While the actual cemetery was originally the burial plot for a local family (Rachel Ann and John Faucett) who 
established their homestead in 1864, the Japanese community was not granted the right to inter family 
remains here until 1917, when they were finally permitted a 25-foot strip of land. Following that, burial 
eligibility depended on whether one had an ancestor already buried in the cemetery.  
 

 
 
Local cemetery researcher and writer, Kristy Lommen, reminds us that, “Early Japanese burials were often 
marked with wooden stakes but in the fall of 1928, the Rev. Giryo Takemura of the Buddhist Church, with the 
assistance of his father-in-law Chiyokichi Natsuhara, created concrete markers to replace the early, perishable 
wooden markers. Most of these concrete markers—many in a deteriorated state—are still in place as the sole 
markers of their respective graves.” 
 

   
 
A closer examination of the cement markers reveals the 1920’s kanji-styled calligraphy is still visible on many 
stones while others are quickly succumbing to the Pacific Northwest weather. 
 
 
 

http://www.wrvmuseum.org/journal/journal_0797.htm
http://auburnpioneercemetery.net/


A boulder runs through it 
 
Another peculiar sight is a massive rock situated almost smack in the middle of the cemetery itself.  
 

 
 
Carrying a plaque dedicated to the earliest pioneering families, the stone isn’t just one of those typically 
generic  memorials. No, this boulder was a deliberate, in-your-face response to an argument between the City 
of Auburn and the descendants of those buried at the site.  
 
According to records from the 1950s, the city proposed straightening out the main highway running past the 
site (Auburn Way North). This idea meant slicing off a large portion of the western side of Auburn Pioneer 
Cemetery and ultimately, exhuming a large number of burial plots. For a while, it looked as though the city 
would get its desired right-of-way until a re-discovery of additional pioneer burials came to light. As a means of 
putting a stop to the swarming tar trucks and construction equipment, the local pioneering heritage group 
decided to take matters into their own hands. "We put a big rock right in the middle of where they wanted to 
go."  
 
However, it wasn’t until 1965 when the commemorative plaque was formally affixed and dedicated during a 
special ceremony.  
 
The case of mistaken identity 
 

 
 
One of the more surprising headstones in this cemetery is the one for Angeline Seattle who died in 1907. Often 
confused with the famous Princess Angeline, daughter of Chief Seattle, Auburn Pioneer’s Angeline was 
Angeline Tumas. She and her husband were farmers and members of the local Muckleshoot Indian tribe.  The 
more well-known Princess Angeline is buried in Lot 111 of Seattle’s Lakeview Cemetery and unlike the Auburn 
Angeline’s elaborate marker, Princess Angeline’s grave is marked by a rough cut stone and plaque. 
 
 

http://www.wrvmuseum.org/journal/journal_0797.htm
http://www.auburnpioneercemetery.net/bios/seattle.php
http://geanderson.wordpress.com/2010/04/16/lakeview-cemetery-elegant-memorials-to-an-eccentric-past/


A lingering sadness  
 

 
 
Probably the most well-known story from Auburn Pioneer Cemetery involves the Kato family tragedy.  
 
The 1930s were difficult times for most Americans but for the Kato family, financial difficulties and apparent ill-
health eventually became insurmountable. By 1937, suicide seemed the only way out. On Valentine’s Day, the 
wife and four children ingested sleeping pills and after falling into a deep sleep, were killed by the husband, 
Enichi.  
 
The original plan had Enichi following his loved ones into death but curiously, this never happened. Worrying 
that there would be no funeral markers for his family, he buried the bodies in the back yard and left for 
California. Presumably, he sought to earn enough to pay for individual headstones before taking his own life. 
Law enforcement  officials eventually caught up with Enichi and he was sentenced to life in prison.  
 

   
 
In time, local community collection efforts pooled enough money to pay for a family marker with four jizo 
statues signifying the children’s tragic death. Unfortunately, the statues’ mysterious smiles proved too 
irresistible and three jizos were stolen from the cemetery.  
 
Eventually, one statue was returned after it was discovered masquerading as a local garden gnome. Visitors 
peeking around the northwestern foliage can still see the two remaining statues keeping their poignant guard 
over the Kato family plot.  
 
Note: A special thanks to the White River Museum journal archives and to researcher/writer Kristy Lommen, 
Auburn Pioneer Cemetery webmaster. For those readers interested in learning more about the 1920s kanji 
stones, Ms. Lommen’s previous article posting can be found here. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ksitigarbha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ksitigarbha
http://www.wrvmuseum.org/journal.htm
http://www.auburnpioneercemetery.net/
http://geanderson.wordpress.com/2009/10/11/decoding-the-kanji-stones/


 

 

Comet Lodge Cemetery:  A century of limbo  
 

 
 
Maybe it was the greed or a need to sweep the political embarrassment under a proverbial rug. Perhaps it’s 
simply an old Indian curse on those foolish enough to disturb a sacred burial site. Whatever the reason, this 
cemetery has suffered a century’s worth of  indignities including abandonment, foreclosure, bulldozing, and 
housing  development. What originally began as a five acre cemetery plot in 1893, is now only a mere 2.3 acre 
spot languishing between a multitude of single family homes.  
 
It’s a story almost too strange to be true.  
 
Comet Lodge Cemetery was a Duwamish Indian burial site long before actual land ownership passed to the 
International Order of Odd Fellows in 1893. Encompassing five acres of southern Seattle hilltop views, it 
offered a pleasant resting place for some of earliest settlers, including Emma Rigby, one of area’s first female 
doctors. 
 
Peace reigned for only twelve years.   
 

 
 
In 1905, a booming population, plus a need for more residential housing tract land, caused the City of Seattle 
to move 700+ bodies from the county pauper’s cemetery to an undisclosed location in south Seattle. No 
transfer records seem to exist but it’s generally assumed the new burial location was the Odd Fellows 
Cemetery as the site became known as the Georgetown Potters’ Field. 
 
Over the next two decades, the Odd Fellows Council began selling off specific parcels to individual 
organizational members who then re-sold the plots, regardless of whether they were occupied.  One local 



 

 

enthusiast told the Seattle Post-Intelligencer  that his master’s thesis research had revealed the cemetery had 
even been split in half in 1908 to accommodate the building of eleven new homes. 
 
In 1927, land records show the City of Seattle purchasing portions of “Baby Land”, a section of the cemetery 
devoted specifically to young children and infants. No records of disinterment can be found  but this portion 
was later zoned and developed for residential housing.  
 
The Odd Fellows Council finally dissolved in 1931, abandoning cemetery upkeep responsibilities to the families 
of those buried at the site. Initial attempts were made to keep the cemetery cleared but sheer size proved  
overwhelming. The cemetery fell into disrepair and headstones became trapped in a mass of blackberry 
bramble overgrowth. 
 

 
 
In 1938, those Odd Fellow members still owning cemetery land parcels, fell behind in property tax payments. 
The county foreclosed on the delinquent plots, becoming, whether through design or accident, the new owner 
of Comet Lodge Cemetery. For the next fifteen years, questions over what was purchased, restoration 
permissions, and street widening ordinances drifted back and forth between the city treasurer, council, and 
local improvement societies.   
 
Eventually, official non-action finally moved the questions to the back burner and the county seemingly forgot 
that it ever owned a cemetery.  Comet Lodge Cemetery became both a home for transients and a byword for 
‘eyesore’ for several more decades.  
 

 
 
Almost 100 years after its official Odd Fellows designation, attempts to build on cemetery grounds  ignited a 
public fury. Preservation Seattle noted that in 1987, a local resident began clearing the site in what appeared 
to be a simple restoration effort.  That illusion quickly vanished.   
 
“When he began bulldozing the property, and the graves of the 200 or so individuals buried there, the real 
plans became vividly clear [and] quirkier than anyone realized. What initially looked like restoration activity 
was really part of the man’s life-long dream to live on a cemetery. He intended to build his house there.” 

http://www.seattlepi.com/archives/1999/9906170062.asp
http://www.historicseattle.org/preservationseattle/youngvoices/defaultjuly2.htm


 

 

 
Another report offers more details. “A group called Elysian Fields claiming ownership of Comet Lodge 
Cemetery,  decided to build a “caretakers cottage” on the site and plant foodstuffs for the local community. By 
the time the Washington State Cemetery Board brought in an order to cease and desist, the majority of 
headstones had been bulldozed to the south end of the property.”  
 
Since that time, twenty restoration attempts for Comet Lodge have been made.  All have failed. Even 
HistoryLink’s 2009 restoration attempts only managed to relocate twelve headstones while the remaining 
markers are little more than broken bits and pieces. Out of the hundreds of missing headstones and markers, 
only six remain in their original plots.  
 

 
 
Today, King County and the Washington State Cemetery Association retain custodial responsibility of the site. 
Only a few aesthetically placed headstones remain to tell passers-by of its original purpose. Comet Lodge now 
seems more a park than a cemetery.  However, for one resident living near the old Baby Land portion, the calm 
appearance will never deceive. The decades-old scandal, plus certain inexplicable activities within her house, 
have rendered the property un-saleable. 
 
 
Source material: 
 
Online sources: 

• City and County records of Comet Lodge destruction 
• These are matters of grave importance.  PDF, pp, 4, 16  
• No stone unturned: One man’s lonely battle to save the graveyard City Hall would rather forget 
• Washington State law concerning abandoned cemeteries 
• Interment.net cemetery records for Comet Lodge 

 
Newspapers: 

• Seattle Post Intelligencer: “A grave commentary on an old cemetery.” October 16, 1997. 
• Seattle Times:  “New life for an old cemetery: Project organizers want to turn it into an horticultural 

park.”  September 25, 1985. 
• Seattle Post-Intelligencer:  “Cemetery slated to make a resurrection: Comet Lodge site will be turned 

into a memorial park.” June 17, 1999. 
 

 
 

http://www.historylink.org/_content/study_aids/study_files/These%20are%20Matters%20of%20Grave%20Importance.pdf
http://www.historylink.org/_content/study_aids/study_files/These%20are%20Matters%20of%20Grave%20Importance.pdf
http://www.seattlepi.com/hahn/30901_hahn12.shtml
http://www.worldperc.com/comet/records.shtml
http://www.historylink.org/_content/study_aids/study_files/These%20are%20Matters%20of%20Grave%20Importance.pdf
http://www.seattleweekly.com/1998-01-14/news/no-stone-unturned/
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~wapsgs/laws/68_36_rcw.htm
http://www.interment.net/data/us/wa/king/comet_lodge.htm
http://www.seattlepi.com/archives/1999/9906170062.asp
http://www.seattlepi.com/archives/1999/9906170062.asp


Crown Hill Cemetery:  A sawmill heritage 
and unsolved mysteries 
 

 
 
It takes a little bit of effort to find Crown Hill Cemetery, the one located near Seattle’s Ballard neighborhood. 
Surrounded by hedgerows and with a sign half-swallowed by rhododendrons, the low profile is so effective, 
even many local residents don’t realize it’s there. And that’s how the old Scandinavians probably would have 
liked it.   
 

 
 
“Ballard was a mill town in Seattle. It was made up of sawmills and ship chandleries and machine shops and 
fishing docks and dry docks. It was a place of working men, hardworking people, union men with big calloused 
hands, some of whom died young because they worked too hard. Ballard was not pretty…just a district of 
honest immigrant Swedes, Norwegians and Finns who sought to make their lives better, who sought dignity 
and decency without flair or fanfare.” * 
 

   
 
Pine, cedar, and fir trees are scattered throughout the site, offering both shade and a reminder of the area’s 
logging roots. Another surprising aspect is the amount of seemingly open, park-like space in the oldest sections 
. The unexpected, in-ground headstones can claim this credit.  Discreetly receding into the distance, the 

http://www.ballardhistory.org/walking%20tour_web.pdf


markers form simple, clean lines and are inscribed with such old-fashioned names like Hedwig, Torbjorg, Inga, 
and Lars.  
 
 

 
 
The in-ground setting can make finding a particular headstone challenging. One woman, after an unsuccessful 
search for her family’s marker, thought the headstone might have been stolen and asked the caretaker for 
help. After searching the site one last time, the caretaker managed to locate the marker, nearly half-hidden 
with grass overgrowth.  
 
History:  
 
In 1885, there were at least a few hundred Swedes living in Seattle. By 1920, every 20th inhabitant of Seattle 
was Norwegian-born or the offspring of Norwegian parents. In Seattle, one could shop, work, worship, and 
socialize in the Norwegian language. Ballard became a Norwegian community where one could meet or 
perhaps marry a neighbor from home – or at least talk to someone who spoke the same dialect.** 
 

 
 
Ballard became the integral focus, a home to mill workers, fishermen and boat builders . Prosperity came from 
the numerous lumber and shingle mills along the city’s industrial waterfront and by 1905, more red cedar 
shingles were being produced in the ten shingle mills here than in any other community nationwide.*** 
 
It’s an impressive statistic.  
 
 
 
Dangerous sawmills: 
 

http://www.ballardhistory.org/ballardhistory.html


 
 
Even more impressive was a blasé approach to the frequent sawmill accidents. When researching his book, 
More Deadly Than War: Pacific Coast Logging 1827 – 1981, Andrew Mason Prouty came across the following 
excerpt from the West Coast Lumberman:  
 
“Ballard will soon have to open a graveyard for fingers. A total of 13 were sawn off at the shingle mills 
recently…”   
 
Sawmills were dangerous places. The pounding of the machinery and the shrill whine of the saws were 
hypnotic. Edgers and planers could trim a board almost faster than the eye could follow. As a result, reflexes 
lost their timing and when that happened, the saws butchered the shingle weavers’ hands.  
 

 
 
The overall perspective on sawmill work wasn’t much better.   
 
“All machinery was dangerous, lumber machinery particularly so. Workmen engaged in hazardous trades 
should not have been surprised when saws cut them or emery wheels exploded in their faces. In a sense one 
might say that mechanics and journeymen were ‘guilty’ because they deliberately worked around machines 
and machines as such could not be trusted.” **** 
 
 
 
 



 
 
But Crown Hill denotes more than a risky sawmill legacy. The community’s early years were also difficult times 
for children. The cemetery has at least two children’s sections, filled with closely placed rows of markers, 
poignantly testifying to childhood disease and infections during these pre-vaccination times. Typhoid, cholera, 
diphtheria, scarlet fever - even the 1918 influenza epidemic.  All of these left their mark. 
 

 
 
Fire also left its mark. 
 
In 1919, a fire broke out in the cemetery office, destroying just about all of the records. While there were 
copies at an offsite location, they were apparently incomplete, necessitating a re-walk of the grounds in order 
to confirm the simple plat record information. While a library search might still be required for more in-depth 
family information, the caretaker can help with dates and marker location for those genealogists armed with 
names.  
 
Today: 
 

   
 
As with most local neighborhood cemeteries, time and real estate transfers make their marks. Walk westward 
away from the older, Scandinavian section and other ethnicities begin to appear. Russian, Japanese, Chinese, 
quirky stones… 
 

 



 
…even the mysterious Mary Anderson have all become part of today’s Crown Hill Cemetery community.  
 
And then there’s Lilly.   
 

 
 
Lilly was a 5-year old tabby cat that wandered into the cemetery offices in 1998 and decided this would be her 
new home. She became known for her quiet devotion to the office staff, a friendly approach toward visitors, 
and picnic-table sun-bathing. Tragedy struck in a failed burglary attempt when she was brutally stabbed to 
death. Attempts to find the responsible person came to nothing and today, she’s buried with her catnip and 
her favorite toy near where she loved to sunbathe.   
 
 
Sources: 
*Voices of Ballard: Immigrant Voices from a Vanishing Generation, Moen, Lynn, Seattle. © 2001. Pg VI  
** Images of America: Norwegian Seattle: Leander, Kristine. © 2008, Arcadia Publishing, San Francisco. Pg 51.  
***Ballard Historical Society  
**** More Deadly Than War: Pacific Coast Logging 1827 – 1981: Prouty, Andrew Mason. © 1985, Garland 
Publishing, Inc., New York. Pages 113, 115, 117-118. 

http://www.seattlepi.com/local/243480_maryanderson06.html
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/pacificnw/2003/0112/cover.html
http://www.ballardhistory.org/ballardhistory.html


Lakeview Cemetery:  Elegant memorials to 
an eccentric past 
 

     
 
Scattered throughout the immaculate grounds of Lakeview Cemetery, established in 1872, classic Victorian 
sculptures pay homage to Seattle’s pioneer fortitude and frontier savvy. Most of Seattle’s founding families 
(Denny, Renton, Mercer, Boren, Yesler, and others) are buried in the western hill section, offering a ‘one-stop 
shopping’ approach for local history buffs.   
 
The stylish memorials act as a seemingly prim contradiction to neighboring Capitol Hill’s stated irreverence.  
 
The founding families elegance smoothly glosses over the scruffy reality of a frontier town’s robust approach 
to life. With few niceties available to soften life’s harsher edges,  unconventional allowances were sometimes 
made in Seattle that might not have been tolerated in other, more established cities.  
 
Where else but in a frontier town could someone like Asa Mercer travel back east to round up cargo-loads of 
women (aka, The Mercer Girls) for Seattle’s overly male-skewed population? Where else but in a western 
frontier town could one of those potential brides refuse marriage in favor of a successful career?  And where 
else but in a frontier town could the local madam run an openly successful, high-end brothel catering to 
prominent businessmen?   
 
Even Wyatt Earp got into the action here before settling down in California, although his preferred take was a 
share of the profits from a gambling hall in Pioneer Square.  
 
Seattle also took a rather non-conformist approach to cemeteries.  
 
Call it what you will - urban expansion, population explosion, or just plain land lust – but as the city gradually 
transformed from a frontier backwater in 1851 to a Yukon gold rush re-supply hotspot in the 1890s, living 
space became a premium.  
 
In order to accommodate the needs of the living, the dead were moved.  
 
Over the course of several years, one cemetery after another was  relocated from undeveloped (but now 
highly desirable) parts of town to new, more distant locations.  
 

http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&File_Id=1125
http://www.seattlepi.com/local/42955_ordway16.shtml
http://www.historylink.org/index.cfm?DisplayPage=output.cfm&file_id=2762
http://www.historynet.com/wyatt-earp-in-seattle.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Klondike_Gold_Rush


    
 
 
Cemeteries of Seattle offers an intriguing perspective on Seattle’s first cemeteries and their relocations:  
 
“The first known cemetery in the city of Seattle was located at 2nd and Pine from around 1853-1860. An 1878 
directory claimed there were about 20 burials at this site. Most were removed and reburied. The next known 
burial site was at the first church of Seattle, at the corner of 2nd and Columbia. There were also burials in the old 
tide flats at Maynard’s Point. The few bodies that had been buried there were removed in September, 1864. 
The Seattle Cemetery on what’s now Denny Way, was started around 1861 and on January 3, 1873, the Seattle 
Cemetery was made official by ordinance. 
 
 In early 1870s, Lake View Cemetery was born.   
 
Then in February 1884, approximately 223 bodies were exhumed dug up from the old Seattle Cemetery and re-
buried in Lake View and other local sites.  The former ordinance-approved, Old Seattle Cemetery was turned 
into Denny Park. Legend has it that some missed spots were found. During the late midnight hours they were 
quietly removed and re-buried, giving new meaning to the term, ‘graveyard shift’.” (1) 
 
In The Pioneers of Lakeview, Robert Ferguson details one such relocation story, proving that just because 
you’re dead and buried, doesn’t mean you won’t be moving.  
 

     
 
Nora Johns Hill may have been the first recorded death of a white American in Seattle but her real notoriety 
began only after she passed away. For 31 years after her death, her body meandered from one cemetery site 
to another, until finally finding peace in Lakeview Cemetery.    
 
Nora was first laid to rest in 1855 on the east side of Maynard’s Point next to a tidal lagoon and now, present-
day Occidental Avenue, South. Then a real estate boom happened and Nora’s grave was removed to The 
White Church on the corner of Second Ave and Columbia.   
 
Up until that time, Nora had managed 10 years worth of peace and quiet.  
 
In 1865, her body, along with a number of other early pioneers, was exhumed from the White Church 
cemetery, and moved to what was then known as the Old Seattle Cemetery. Here, she claimed 19 years of 



uninterrupted rest  until 1884 when city planners decided Seattle needed a downtown park. The motivation 
behind this move is not entirely clear, but most probably was simply that the land had first been intended as a 
park, and it had become possible to make it one. Or perhaps it was that Seattleites did not want a cemetery in 
the middle of their growing city. (2) 
 

    
 
Old Seattle Cemetery fit the local park bill nicely and was converted to what’s known today as Denny Park. 
Once again, the headstones and bodies were exhumed and moved to either Mount Pleasant Cemetery, the 
Masonic Cemetery (now known as Lake View) or the first Washelli Cemetery in the Capitol Hill neighborhood.  
 
Nora was placed in Washelli Cemetery.  
 
Unfortunately, the desire for open green spaces seemed a growing trend because in 1886, the city converted  
Washelli cemetery to what’s now known as Volunteer Park. Thus, after only a 2-year respite from her last  
‘move’, Nora Hill’s remains were exhumed for a fifth and final time in 1886, and moved across the way to Lake 
View Cemetery Lot #550 where they’ve remained ever since. (3) 
 
Yet Seattle is anything but anti-cemetery. In fact, for some people, burials were a booming business. Consider 
this anecdote culled from the Klondike Gold Rush days:  
 
“During [this time], Seattle was a stopping off place for men returning from the gold fields. Often these visiting 
miners, with gold in their pockets, were robbed and dumped into Elliott Bay. At best, they would survive, but 
many did not, presenting the city with a problem. King County offered $50 to the funeral director who would 
pick up and bury these victims. $50 was more than an ample sum for these services. There are stories of several 
funeral coaches racing each other down the hills to the waterfront in order to be the first to collect a body and 
the fee for handling it.” (4) 
 

    
 
Today’s visitors might not realize the extent of Lakeview’s colorful past. Yet these eccentric roots have helped 
turn this cemetery into  a place where the idea of celebrating a life fully lived is worn like a badge.  
 



 
 
At any given time, there can be an Asian family honoring ancestral memories, history buffs tracking down  
brothel madam Lou Graham (located in Lot #926) or a Russian baroness, a line of martial art film buffs making 
their way to Bruce and Brandon Lee’s graves , photographers delighting in the various Woodmen of the World 
markers, or even conspiracy theorists finding an “Aha!” moment at one of the dual, 32nd degreed York and 
Scottish Rite Masons.  
 

  
 
Perhaps that local Seattle insurance company’s marketing slogan really did get the Seattle personality right 
after all…“We’re a lot like you – a little different.” 
 
 
Resources: 

1. Robin Shannon, Cemeteries of Seattle, Arcadia Publishing, 2007, Page 7. 
2. Laura C. Daly, A History of Cemeteries in the City of Seattle, sponsored by Evergreen Washelli 

Cemeteries, 1984, Page 10. 
3. Robert L. Ferguson, The Pioneers of Lakeview: A Guide to Seattle’s Early Settlers And Their Cemetery, 

Thistle Press, 1995, Page 88. 
4. Laura C. Daly, A History of Cemeteries in the City of Seattle, sponsored by Evergreen Washelli 

Cemeteries, 1984, Page 7. 

 
Other resources: 
 
The Seattle Public Library Special Collections – Genealogy department  
Seattle Genealogical Society 
South King County Genealogical Society  
 
 

http://www.allbrucelee.com/article/bruce_lee_grave_site.htm
http://www.spl.org/default.asp?pageID=collection_specialcollections
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waseags/
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~waskcgs/


 

 

Newcastle Coal Miners’ Cemetery: Hidden 
history, hidden symbols 
 

 
Photo by Bob Cerelli 
 
The next time you fly into Seattle at night, look east beyond the twinkling street lamps and Interstate 405’s 
golden traffic ribbon. Smack in the middle of evening suburbia is a vast, ragged expanse of pitch black. There 
are no lights here and if local legislators keep getting their way, there will never be lights.  
 
This emptiness is a silent reminder that for 100 years  - from 1863 to 1963 – over 11 million tons of coal were 
excavated from these hills. Hills that were once called, “The Pennsylvania of the Pacific Coast.” 
 
It’s a practical matter, really.  
 
A mere twenty years ago,  
 
“The Office of Surface Mining was still sealing off dangerous openings – a total of 166 mine subsidences. One 
opening required fifty yards of concrete to create a plug over the top. Some sink holes were as large as 100 feet 
in diameter. At the other extreme, many holes were so obscured, an inclined tree might be the only clue to the 
hidden danger. Due to all these underground cavities, the county does not issue new building permits in the 
vicinity of the mines.* 
 
Old coal tunnels, odorless swamp gas, and the occasional cave-in simply make it too dangerous although up 
until the 2008 market crash, some real estate developers thought otherwise.  
 
Today, the area is thickly crisscrossed with trees, vines, birdsong, and hiking trails wandering past the now, 
very securely sealed mine entrances... 
 

 

http://www.issaquahpress.com/2009/11/10/park-pointe-developer-files-for-bankruptcy/#more-15342


 

 

 
…and the occasional hidden swamp gas vent.   
 

 
 
Newcastle’s coal was discovered in 1859 although records state some local knowledge existed as far back as 
1853. It wasn’t until around 1863 that mining began in earnest. However, while there was certainly no 
question of finding a coal buyer’s market, initial transportation difficulties (shipping the coal by barge to 
Seattle took five days) and handling (approximately eleven times) exponentially increased operational costs.  
 
Further spiking overall expenses were the mining difficulties (varying thicknesses, irregular and fractured 
layers, and steeply pitched coal seams) plus the overall sub-bituminous coal quality. This meant the coal was 
good for steam boilers but not for cooking.**  Eventually, additional railroad lines cut transport time from five 
days to three hours.  
 
11 million tons of coal meant economic prosperity for the Pacific Northwest region and those seeking a   
doorway to a better life, an escape from Civil War ravages, or the grinding Chinese countryside farming.  
 
Mining still meant dangerous working conditions but with options that might just allow one’s children an 
escape into a better economic class. Although most parents today might raise their eyebrows at one of the 
part time jobs available to children.  
 
Milt Swanson, one of the last remaining coal mining veterans in the area, remembers how his sister earned 
some extra cash carting buckets of beer:  
 
“Directly outside the company towns were the saloons. During the 1920s, my sister would get a bucket from the 
miners, go down to the saloon and have the bartender fill the bucket up with beer. Then, she’d lug it back up 
hill to the miners and get 10 cents in payment for doing so.  Frances was about 8 or 9 years old at the time. “ 

 
A shared bucket of beer plus better economic opportunities may have offered common threads but these 
didn’t necessarily translate to mixed living quarters.  Several groupings such as Red Town, Finn Town, China 
Creek, and Rainbow Town delineated 19th century ethnic divisions.  
 
  



 

 

 
Along China Creek, the Chinese miners,  
 
“…built among the trees a group of small huts, steep-roofed, weather-reddened, and long-shingled;  planted 
narrow gardens on the river bank, and set up tiny coops for the beloved ducks and chickens, until they 
made as picturesque and foreign a scene as though it were a home village the Yang-tse-kiang."*** 
 
Today, nothing remains of this settlement nor are there any Chinese burial plots in the local cemetery. Instead, 
as soon as enough money could be gathered, remains were shipped back to China for a proper burial in the 
ancestral family plot.  
 
Others faced a different kind of introduction to the Pacific Northwest. 
 
“In 1891, the head of a private detective agency  in Portland lured unsuspecting African Americans from the 
Midwest to coal mines east of Seattle, where under the watchful eyes of his troops, they were pressed into 
service as strikebreakers. **** 
 
Damned twice for skin color and strikebreaking, it took a several decades before these families finally felt 
comfortable in their new homes. 
 
Yet cemeteries have always been a great leveler and the Newcastle Coal Miners’ Cemetery is no exception. 
Discreetly located off a side road not too far from City Hall, the cemetery is a testimony to historical American 
immigration trends.  
 
The Scots and Irish came first while the Welsh, Swedes, Belgians and English swept the early 1900s. 
 

     
Photos courtesy Bob Cerelli 
 
Scattered in between were the Germans, Italians, Croatians, Serbians, Slavs and Finns.  
 

 



 

 

 
Hundred year old tree surrounding the area protect these stones from the weathering experienced in the 
more exposed cemetery sites. As a result, this has preserved some of the most intriguing symbols and stories 
ever seen in this area.  
 

    
 
Newcastle cemetery has several memorials bluntly attesting to the difficult miner’s life and the temporary 
respite offered by various brotherhood communities. Thanks to the protective ring of trees, most have 
escaped the inevitable Pacific Northwest erosion.  William T. Scott’s stone is one such elaborate statement.  
 
“Death to me short warning give, 
Therefore, be carefull how you live. 
Prepare in time and do not delay,  
For I was quickly called away…” 
 
Membership in both the International Order of Odd Fellows and the Knights of Pythias, is also clearly marked. 
Odd Fellow membership is denoted by the three chain links signifying friendship, love, and truth while and an 
intricately carved knight’s head, ax, open book, and drawn sword, marks the Knights of Pythias membership. 
The carving below also has a triangle carved with letters, F, B, and C, standing for friendship, benevolence, and 
charity.  
 
Founded in 1864, The Knights of Pythias was the first Congressionally-chartered brotherhood. It was based on 
the ancient Greek legend of Damon and Pythias.  
 
“Once upon a time, there were two men called Damon and Pythias who had been good friends from childhood. 
As adults, Pythias had a steady, easy-going temperament while Damon grew up to be an impulsive hothead, 
often speaking his mind before considering the consequences. One day, he went too far and insulted the king.  
 
The consequences were severe: he was imprisoned and sentenced to death.  
 
Wanting to say goodbye to his wife before he died, Damon requested permission to travel home. He promised 
to return and as a gesture of good faith, his friend Pythias, stepped in as collateral. The king agreed to the deal 
but reminded Damon that if he failed to return, the executioner would show no mercy to Pythias.  
 
As luck would have it, Damon was delayed and the king held true to his promise.  
 



 

 

Pythias was led into the crowded execution area and prepared for death. At the very last minute, Damon finally 
arrived. He rushed to the execution block, pushed Pythias aside and determinedly stood ready to face his 
punishment. The king was so impressed at this display of true friendship and loyalty, he freed them both.”  
 
James Murphy was another dual Odd Fellows/Knights of Pythias member, but his stone is carved in a different 
style.  
 

 
 
The top of the stone has an open book, representing what Murphy accomplished (or didn’t) in his life. The 
front panel shows his two brotherhood memberships and above them, perhaps, his Irish outlook. The  curtains 
of life are drawn aside to show the sun rising on a bright new day.  
 
May the road rise to meet you, 
May the wind be always at your back. 
May the sun shine warm upon your face, 
The rains fall soft upon your fields…. 
 
Another Odd Fellow brotherhood example include the Lewis memorial. Like William Scott’s stone, there is an 
almost 3-D chain link carving below what appears to be an eye.  And like Scott, Lewis also died tragically in the 
mines after a coal car broke loose and crushed him to death.  
 

 
Photo courtesy Bob Cerelli 
 



 

 

One intriguing story involves the Sparling family plot, a plain stone and colorful blanket.  
 

 
 
Doc Sparling was a well-known Newcastle doctor and this particular headstone commemorates his child who 
died shortly after being born. The small, simple marker stood undisturbed for many years before it 
disappeared. No one ever discovered who stole it or where it went. Eventually, it was chalked up to another 
one of those unfortunate losses so common to cemeteries.   
 
Fast forward several decades.  
 
Some local hikers were scrambling around the local railroad tracks when one of them saw something white 
gleaming beneath a pile of leaves and old coal slag. It turned out to be a headstone. Further investigation 
confirmed it was the long-lost Sparling baby headstone. The stone, wrapped in a colorful baby’s blanket, was 
soon returned to its rightful place in the Newcastle cemetery.  
 
Yet for all its history and carvings, Newcastle cemetery rarely gets visitors.  
 
One reason why is more for practicality than anything else. The cemetery is now closed to the public (thanks to 
repeated vandalism) except on certain local and federal holidays. Another reason is fading interest. Families 
move away and subsequent generations lose interest.  
 
When asked about this, Milt Swanson observed that it’s simply the way life happens.   
 
The first generation included the workers, the miners, and their families. It was an immediate and often 
brutally direct connection. As a result, the second generation preferred to escape the vivid memories, wanting 
more than a sooty mining past.  
 
Attention dwindled and the cemetery languished.  
 
The third generation was different. Having grown up in more comfortable circumstances, they saw their 
grandparents’ efforts through a different perspective, recognizing family connections to a unique local history. 
They sought to revive this awareness through improved maintenance and cemetery preservation.  
 
But grandparents pass away and the memories are forgotten. With no direct link connections, the stories soon 
fade into little more than a grade school history book.  
 
  



 

 

Sources:  
*The Coals of Newcastle: a Hundred Years of Hidden History: Page 114 
**The Coals of Newcastle: a Hundred Years of Hidden History: Pgs 6-7 
***The Coals of Newcastle: a Hundred Years of Hidden History: Pg 36 
**** Hard Traveling: A Portrait of Work Life in the New Northwest:  Pg 14 
 



 

 

Woodinville Cemetery: A ‘proper’ cemetery 
with a touch of mystery 
 

 
 
“First used for burials in the late 1870s, it was officially deeded to the citizens of Woodinville on April 4, 1898 by 
Ira and Susan Woodin.” 
 
While some historical cemeteries might have a tumultuous history, many are still fortunate to play a quiet, yet 
well-loved part in their local communities. Woodinville Mead is one such place (or so it might seem). Loggers 
were the first to call this spot home but it was the farmers who helped turn a meandering bog into today’s 
award-winning wineries and microbreweries.  
 
At one time, this area of King County (approximately 20 miles northeast of Seattle) was so heavily forested that 
tree stumps were used as shelters and even temporary housing. Sawmills sprouted at various sites throughout 
what was to become Washington Territory so that by 1889, the year of statehood, 310 mills from the Columbia 
to the Canadian line, were cutting 1.06 million board feet of lumber. * 
 
However, loggers had little use for the cleared land and as they moved deeper into the vast forests, farmers 
discovered the rich soil, spreading the news to family and friends seeking a respite from the urban rush of late 
19th century Seattle. Soon, farmers quickly outstripped the number of remaining loggers.  
 

    
 
One of the earliest residents was the Woodin family.  
 
In 1871, Ira and Susan Woodin, along with their two daughters, took advantage of President Lincoln’s 1862 
Homestead Act that allowed families to claim up to 160 acres for development. As there were no established 
roads at the time, the family wisely settled along the Squak Slough (later renamed the Sammamish River). The 

http://geanderson.wordpress.com/2010/02/26/comet-lodge-cemetery-a-century-in-limbo/
http://www.ste-michelle.com/winery
http://www.redhook.com/Default.aspx?p=41
http://www.woodinvilleheritage.org/FS_history.html


 

 

Woodin home eventually became the first post office, first school, and half-way house between Seattle and 
the up-river settlements. 
 
Squak Slough served as the main waterway to and from Seattle until 1887 when the Seattle-Lakeshore & 
Eastern Railway finally reached the town of Woodinville. Up until that time, the only way to get to and from 
Seattle and Woodinville was to use flat bottomed scows that navigated the reed-choked swampy byways.  
 
The rich soil may have offered multiple rewards, but accidents and sickness were an accepted part of early 
pioneer life. While there had certainly been a number of deaths with the first settlers, the earliest recorded 
burials in what eventually became the Woodinville cemetery, were for two girls who died from an 1888 
diphtheria outbreak.  
 

 
 
In 1898, the Woodin family formally donated the one-acre plot as the official town cemetery. Since then, a 
variety of interesting stones have added their character to the site. One of the earliest headstones is for Annie 
Knight who died at 23. At first glance, it’s a simple stone with only a rose to signify the loss of a young woman 
but closer inspection reveals an intricately carved design that almost makes the flower 3-D.  
 

   
 
Another intriguing marker is an anvil commemorating Johann Koch, who claimed both a fiery temperament 
and a strong prejudice against communists.  
 

   
 

http://www.rattieworldocomfort.com/LocalHistory/woodinville/data/peplek_m.html


 

 

Born near Heidelberg, Germany, he emigrated to the United States in 1900 and eventually, Woodinville, where 
he worked as the village blacksmith for many years. The stone is discreetly located behind two other upright 
markers and is easy to miss. 
 
Sometimes, walking the edges of a graveyard has its own rewards, finding like this 2001 memorial to Richard 
Bogue. No interpretation is needed here for this former chess player.  
 

 
 
However, like most historic cemeteries, Woodinville Mead is missing headstones and that’s where its group of  
devoted volunteers have come forward, perhaps inadvertently adding a sense of mystery to the otherwise 
well-maintained historic cemetery.  Scattered throughout the site are small, flat markers that often 
commemorate a single child or a mother and her two children. Sometimes, it’s a little more enigmatic, like the 
puzzling marker for a mute, deaf man who died in 1888. 
 

 
 
Stones like these are like catnip to cemetery enthusiasts and mystery writers alike. Who was he? Did he play a 
part in Woodinville’s history or was he just passing through? Isn’t it interesting how an ostensibly simple 
community cemetery still manages to retain a fascinating sense of mystery for its visitors? 
 
Perhaps these riddles are best pondered with a glass of wine at the nearby Chateau Ste. Michelle winery?  
 
 
Resources: 
 

• History of Woodinville Cemetery 
 
Book resources: 
 
*Prouty, Andrew Mason: More Deadly Than War: Pacific Coast Logging 1827 – 1981 
Garland Publishing, Inc. New York © 1985. Pg 8. 

http://www.woodinvillecemetery.org/
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