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 My daughter Marilyn and I welcome you to Washington, our native state. 

We were both born in Washington and have spent most of our lives on the west 

side of the mountains.   

 Marilyn was born in Everett, along Puget Sound, but she has lived in the 

Snoqualmie Valley in the little town of Carnation for 28 years.  

 I was born across the Cascade Mountains (Eastern Washington) in 

Yakima, where my great grandmother Martha Carolyn Marye (Ruffner) Tutt 

settled in 1907 after many years of traveling from her 1843 birthplace in Luray, 

Virginia.  Now I live in Lynnwood, just down the street from the school where I 

was enrolled in the first grade, way back in 1933.  After years of wandering here-

and-there (even to Alaska), I came back home. 

 Marilyn and I have done a lot of traveling throughout the country, but this 

is where we find our roots.  We still love to visit the multitude of diverse places in 

our own home state, and we especially enjoy the beach at Ocean Shores along the 

shore of the Pacific Ocean, our state’s western boundary.    

  

Mother and daughter are excited and pleased to welcome all the Ruffner cousins 

to our favorite corner of the world. 
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The Ruffner Family Association in 2011 celebrates the Ruffners of 

one of our last frontiers, Washington State.  Our family’s first 

pioneers Peter and Mary Ruffner set in motion a pioneer spirit that 

led their descendants into becoming participants in new frontiers.  

Following are the stories of Ruffner descendants who had a major 

impact in Washington State.  They are all pioneers to remember and 

celebrate.  
 

THIS YEAR IN WASHINGTON STATE, WE   

HONOR   THEM, AS WELL AS ALL THE    

PIONEERING RUFFNERS  

WHO CONQUERED NEW FRONTIERS. 

 

Over Lake Washington – Seattle, Washington 

 

   Welcome to our Evergreen State – Washington 
    Reunion Committee: Marilyn Courtade & Betty Lou Gaeng 

 

      2011 RFA Reunion Reflections Booklet designed amd written by Betty Lou Gaeng 
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Looking north from the top of the Space Needle with a view of Smith Cove  

where in 1887 William Henry Ruffner predicted:  

from here ships would connect with the world.   

Photo by Betty Lou Gaeng from the Space Needle’s observation deck in 2009. 
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 The year was 1887 when William Henry Ruffner was approached to 

conduct a railroad survey in the Territory of Washington.  In his native state of 

Virginia, he was already well-known for his works as a Presbyterian minister and 

as an educator and innovator in the state’s school system.  This promised to be a 

new challenge.  

 Born in Lexington 11 February 1824, he was the son of Henry Ruffner and 

Sarah (Sally) Montgomery Lyle, and the great grandson of Joseph and Anna 

(Heistand) Ruffner.   

 Dr. Ruffner was 63 years old when he began the strenuous and 

challenging new project in a frontier land much different from his well-settled and 

comfortable home in Virginia.   

 In the very young Territory of Washington, animosity between Seattle and 

Tacoma over a rail system was the catalyst that brought Dr. Ruffner to the 

Northwest.  

 In 1873, 14 years earlier, after extensive lobbying by the small towns and 

villages that edged Puget Sound in Washington Territory, the Northern Pacific 

Railroad picked Tacoma to be its West Coast terminal.  Seattle didn’t even make 

the railroad map.  Seattle was totally snubbed by the powers to be as they 

purchased vast parcels of land in Tacoma.    

In 1885 Seattle continued to be upstaged by the city of Tacoma.  That 

year, still angered by the fact that the railroad ended there, a group of investors 

from Seattle led by Thomas Burke and Daniel Gilman decided something should 

be done to connect Seattle not only to the eastern part of the country, but also to 

Canada.  Thus, the Seattle-based Seattle, Lake Shore and Eastern Railway 

(SLS&E) was born.   

To assist in solidifying their stand, the men decided a survey of the area to 

show the importance of a rail system beyond the scope of Tacoma was necessary.  

For this purpose, Burke and Gilman sought out Virginia geologist William Henry 
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Ruffner.  In October of 1887, Dr. Ruffner left his home in Lexington, Virginia to 

make the long journey to the frontier of Washington Territory. Traveling by train, 

he reached Spokane via Northern Pacific Railroad October 27, and then continued 

his journey by rail to Tacoma.  From there he took the steamer to Seattle, arriving 

in the evening of October 28. Accompanied by two Seattle men he traveled by 

narrow gauge logging trains and horseback to Hop Ranch (Snoqualmie) and 

began his survey work 

 By the first of December he had completed the survey and departed the 

Territory for a long journey home.  Quoting from his report,“…I was five weeks 

and two days in Washington Territory. The entire trip, from the time I left 

Lexington until my return, was seven weeks and two days.  Miles traveled, 

8,500.” 

Even though this was not a lengthy time, Dr. Ruffner’s survey had a big 

influence on the development of the rail system in what would soon become the 

State of Washington.  His 242-page survey result entitled A Report on 

Washington Territory was published in 1889.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7 

 

The NP line shown in this sketch is the former Seattle, Lake Shore & Eastern 

Railroad line running from Seattle to North Bend.  The scketch appears in the 

publication When the Railroad Left Town by Joseph P. Schwieterman (2004).   

The highway shown here numbered as 10 is now Interstate-90. 
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THE FORESTS OF SNOQUALMIE VALLEY IN 1887 
 

W. H. Ruffner, A Report on Washington Territory (1889), pp. 179-180. “In the 

Snoqualmie Valley proper are to be found the largest forests and the biggest trees.  

The farmers and hop-growers have destroyed thousands of acres of the finest 

timber trees on the continent, but many thousands of acres still remain unbroken.  

Between Falls City and Hop Ranch [Snoqualmie] the wagon road passed through 

two or three miles of this magnificent timber.  Turning from the road, I ascended 

the Snoqualmie Mountain, and all the way up in the coal openings I travelled in 

the densest forest of the largest trees I had ever seen.  Passing the cleared country 

about Hop Ranch, I again plunged into one of these monstrous forests, and 

traveled three or four miles through it without a break.  The sun never touches the 

earth in these forests.  The trees rise to the height of 250 feet or upward, shutting 

out the sunlight and awing the traveler.  Their trunks seem to stand absolutely 

straight and plumb from the ground to the top.  I have studied the long-leafed pine 

forests of Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi.  I had traveled for a hundred miles 

through that marvelous forest on the Yazoo Delta where it seemed to me that 

Nature had done her utmost to covering the ground with vast and lofty trees; but 

here in the Snoqualmie Valley I travelled through forests that for the size, height 

and number of trees to the acre, as much exceeded the forests of the Yazoo 

bottom as the latter exceeded all other forests I had ever seen.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1880s in the Snoqualmie Valley 
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THE FALLS OF SNOQUALMIE 
 

 W. H. Ruffner, A Report on Washington Territory (1889), p. 19.   

November 3 [1887] – “Spent most of the day in examining the coking coal beds 

on Snoqualmie Mountain, three miles from Hop Ranch, and reached Falls City 

that night, pausing by the way to look upon that wonderful sight, the Snoqualmie 

River Falls, 268 feet high.” 

 

 
 

Lower Snoqualmie Falls, 268 feet high, on line of Seattle, Lake Shore and Eastern 

Railway.  As depicted in A Report on Washington Territory (1889) 
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WILLIAM HENRY RUFFNER’S PROPHECY FOR SEATTLE 
 

W. H. Ruffner, A Report on Washington Territory (1889), p. 176.  “Near 

the Sound and a little distance from the city [Seattle] will be great saw-mills, 

grain elevators, canneries, and in time, fish-oil and fertilizer mills, tanneries, 

smelting furnaces, sulphuric acid and other chemical works.  And here will be the 

ship canal connecting the lakes with the Sound, and the shipyards of the future.” 

 

 
 

Shown here is an aerial view of the Hiram M. Chittenden Government 

Locks with Puget Sound’s Shilshole Bay showing in the upper part of the picture.  

The Ballard Locks, as they are more commonly called, consist of the large locks 

and the small locks.  They allow marine traffic from kayaks to ships up to 760 

feet in length access to the 26 ft. elevated fresh water of the lakes. The grounds 

include a fish ladder and botanical gardens.  This is one of the most popular 

tourist attractions in Seattle. 

  Dedicated at the opening in 1917, this is how the locks appear in our 

present day.  The locks are the entrance to Seattle’s Lake Washington Ship Canal 

and Lakes Union and Washington. Once home to myriads of shipyards; now only 

a few remain.  Gone are the sawmills, shingle mills, smelters, and the burners that 

once spewed smoke, ash and woodchips over the land.  In this photo Ballard is on 

the right and the Magnolia section of Seattle on the left. 
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THE RUFFNER MINE 

Section 30, twp 24N of R7E – King County, Washington Territory 

 The report of his survey work indicates that Dr. Ruffner became attached 

to both Snoqualmie and Squak Valleys.  Issaquah, the town once known as Squak 

and Gilman, is located in Squak Valley and is adjacent to the Snoqualmie Valley.  

In the spring of 1887 a coal mine had been discovered near Preston along 

the Raging River in Snoqualmie Valley and near the Seattle Lake Shore and 

Eastern railway line. A few months later ownership of the mine was recorded in 

Dr. Ruffner’s name.  Source: King County Archives.   

1887 was not the only time Dr. Ruffner visited Washington, during the 

year 1891, he made another trip back to what had now become the State of 

Washington.  Evidently one reason for this trip was to check on his mine property 

along the Raging River in the Snoqualmie Valley.  It is not known what became 

of his mine, however in his survey of the coal mines to the east of Seattle, he 

reported that although the coal in the Raging River District was of a very rich 

quality, the land was unstable and there were many collapses.  Source: 

Washington Geological Survey Bulletin No. 3, The Coal Fields of King County 

by George Watkin Evans, Olympia, Washington.    

  

 

 
 A typical coal mine in the Raging River Mining District  

during the 1880s 
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RUFFNER STREET – SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 
From the history of Seattle Street names 

 

 “It seemed so easy at first, this street name.  We were told by numerous 

folks it was for Oscar Emerson Ruffner, long-time pioneer publisher of the 

Ballard News.  Margaret Wandrey, the late Boswell of Ballard said so, as did a 

member of Ruffner descendants. The family, led by John D., father of Oscar and 

Albert Ruffner, who was the paper’s editor, came from Crawfordsville, Indiana, 

settled in Ballard, and became community leaders.  It appears the family came 

west in 1900, and bought the paper in 1902, the heyday of old Ballard town. 

 “But there’s the catch.  Ruffner Street had already been named some ten 

years by 1900, in a plat filed by Franklin and Carrie B. Jones and Doc Smith of 

Smith Cove, on behalf of D. H. Gilman, who was developing the huge Gilman 

plat from Magnolia to Queen Anne, to include a town to be called Boulevard 

(today’s Interbay), and an operations and service center for the railroad complex 

he planned for Seattle and northwestern Washington. 

 “Many streets thereabouts were named for various influential people who 

helped Gilman and other Seattle business bring the railroads to the city.  This one 

commemorates William Henry Ruffner, the Presbyterian minister and educator, 

called the “Horace Mann of the South,” for his enlightened efforts to bring public 

education to the lower and middle classes of the South during the reconstruction, 

and especially the Negro.  When he retired from that field in the mid-1880s, Dr. 

Ruffner turned to making surveys for large corporations and one he prepared on 

behalf of local railroad advocates, for which he spent a number of weeks in the 

Puget Sound area and around the state. 

 “Virginia-born Ruffner spent many years farming when throat trouble 

precluded preaching and ministerial work, was a champion of agricultural and 

technical education and women’s education, and was the first president of 

Virginia’s Female Normal School.  His railroad study, A Report on Washington 

Territory, was published in 1889.  He died in North Carolina in 1908.” 

 

 

   

 

The present day Interbay rail yard near what 

is now West Ruffner Street.  This is a section 

of Seattle that was very familiar to William 

Henry Ruffner. 
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Front row, left to right:  Edmund Birch (Tiny) Ruffner (1899-1983), son of Albert; 

Landon T Ruffner (1898-1946) and Kenneth R. Ruffner (1904-1978), sons of Oscar. 

Second row; left to right:  Rebecca Birch Ruffner (1869-1944) wife of Albert; Minerva 

C. Rhoads Ruffner (1844-1910) and John D. Ruffner (1845-1914) parents of Oscar, Albert and 

Clifford; and Olive May Talbert Ruffner (1875-1949) wife of Oscar.  Sitting behind Olive is Oscar 

Emerson Ruffner (1870-1934). 

Back row, left to right:  Albert Everett Ruffner (1868-1940); Elizabeth M. Victor 

Ruffner, wife of Clifford; Clifford Hayes Ruffner (1877-1948).  The other women are Elizabeth 

Victor Ruffner’s sister Rose, and her friend Julia Gordon.  Photo circa 1907. 

 

 The Ruffner clan moved from Crawfordsville, Indiana in 1902 to 

Washington when they bought the Ballard weekly newspaper The Ballard News, 

remaining as publishers for over 30 years.  They descend from Peter and Mary 

(Steinman) Ruffner through son Reuben. 

 Since the time our ancestor Peter Ruffner left his home in Switzerland and 

settled in the United States, his descendants have been pioneers.  Generation after 

generation, the Ruffners have led the way in helping to establish new towns as 

well as in their chosen occupations.  The Ruffners of Ballard were no exception.   

When patriarch John D. Ruffner, a veteran of the Civil War, and his wife 

Minerva left Crawfordsville they were joined by their three sons and their 

families. The Ballard they saw in 1902 was a community of sawmills and saloons 

situated across a small canal to the north of Seattle.  The land once covered by a 

forest had been logged, then for a short while it was dotted with small farms and 

called by the name Farmdale.  However, it soon became a town of mills and the 

workers who flocked to the booming area. 
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The very first 1902 edition of The Ballard News. 

 

The Ruffners’ newspaper soon became the voice for Ballard, featuring 

national news and local news, plus school news and items of interest to 

housewives. The family insisted no politics in their publication. The firm of John 

D. Ruffner & Sons also did printing for local businesses.  When Ballard High 

School opened in 1916, the firm were the printers of the school’s publication The 

Shingle. 

In Ballard, the Ruffners were surrounded by sawmills, shingle mills, 

smelters, and huge smokestacks that blackened the sky with their output.  Right in 

the center of town was a huge burner in which scrap wood and sawdust were 

burned. This caused a blanket of cinders to be deposited over the entire town for 

more than half a century. This became well known as Ballard Snow. 

During the first two decades of the 1900s Ballard produced more shingles 

than any other city in the world.  The Ruffner family homes were all located a 

short distance to the north, perhaps so they would have some relief from the 

polluted mill district. 

 

 
Looking north – Ballard in 1910 

 

 The first home of the newspaper was in the Cors & Wegener Building, a 

very attractive brick building located in what is now considered old Ballard.  

In 1907, Ballard ceased to exist as a separate town and became a part of 

the city of Seattle as it expanded.  Mother Minerva died in 1910 and John D. 

Ruffner in 1914.  The brothers continued to publish the paper changing the name 

of their business to Ballard News Publishing Company, Ruffner Bros., 

Proprietors. They moved the newspaper uptown to Market Street, the main street 

of the newer section of town.  Their publishing business continued through the 

years until January of 1934 when Oscar suffered a fatal heart attack while at 
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work.  Albert continued editing the newspaper for a short time.  He then retired 

the following year and the business was sold.  He and Rebecca moved to 

California to be near a daughter, and Albert died there in 1940.  He and his wife 

are both buried in California, but many members of the family are buried a short 

distance north of Ballard at Crown Hill Cemetery. 

The complete story of the Ruffner family of Ballard was published in 

Ruffner Roots & Ramblings, Vol. 7, Issue 4, December 2004, The Voice of 

Ballard.  

Pioneering did not stop with the Ruffner newspaper business.  Albert and 

Rebecca’s son Edmund Birch Ruffner became a pioneer in the entertainment field 

of radio broadcasting, and later in the infancy of television.  Called Tiny Ruffner 

while serving in the Army during WWI because of his height (six feet six or 

seven inches), Tiny became the name he was best known by.  Tiny was the 

announcer, sometimes actor, and writer for many popular radio shows, such as 

Fred Allen’s Town Hall Tonight (1934-1939), Maxwell House Showboat (1932-

1940), the Lifeboy Program (1935) with Al Jolson, Duffy’s Tavern (1941-1951), 

and many earlier shows.  In the 1920s, he even tried some singing for Standard 

Oil Company’s musical productions.   

In 1928 he was recorded singing with Jerome Conrad and his Orchestra.  

The song was: Where Were You – Where Was I.  It can still be heard on the 

website: http//:www.dismuke.org/how/prev9-03.html.  Remember, this recording 

was made over 82 years ago! Tiny Ruffner died in Michigan in 1983.  His story 

was told in RR&R, Vol. 7, Issue 3, September 2004, The Voice of Radio.  

 

 

 
Edmund Birch (Tiny) Ruffner 

 

Clifford Hayes Ruffner, the younger brother of Oscar and Albert, also 

became a pioneer in his chosen field of photography.  He began in Seattle 
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working for Kodak as a salesman and demonstrator, but in 1909 joined the 

advertising staff of Kodak at their headquarters in Rochester, New York.  He 

edited their trade journals for many years, and was credited for his role in 

promoting the development of film for professional photographic works as a 

substitute for plates.  He remained with Kodak for over 40 years.  Clifford died  at 

Rochester, New York in 1948 at the age of 71. 

 

 

 

 

 

              

The beautiful and historic Cors & Wegener Building in old Ballard, where  

the Ruffners began their newspaper business in 1902.   

Photo by Betty Lou Gaeng in 2007. 
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 Many Ruffner boys were given the name Benjamin Franklin.  Ben, as he 

was called, is yet another.    

 Ben (Benjamin Franklin Sr., Joseph William, Peter A., Jonas, Peter Jr., 

Peter) was born in Omaha, Nebraska August 24, 1907.  He was the son of 

Benjamin Franklin (Frank) Ruffner, Sr. and his wife Frances.  Ben’s grandfather, 

Joseph William Ruffner, was born in Luray, Virginia on the property where the 

Luray Caverns are located.   

 Ben’s father worked for the railroad and eventually his work took him to 

New York.  Thus, the family left Omaha and with this move, when it was time for 

Ben to attend college, he chose New York University. 

 Ben’s aunt wrote to the family that he was a brilliant man, but a very quiet 

one.  From the history of his career as a pioneer in the field of aeronautical 

engineering, that seems to be a correct description. 

 His career is documented in issues of American Men of Science from 1949 

through 1967.  Also in American Men and Women of Science, 12
th

 Edition (1972, 

as well as Who’s Who in Engineering, A Biographical Dictionary of the 

Engineering Profession 1948 until the early 1970s.  Following is a summary of 

his career as shown in these publications. 

 

RUFFNER, BENJAMIN FRANKLIN -- Aeronautical Engineering.  He 

received his Bachelor of Science Degree from New York University in 1929; 

his Aeronautical Engineering Degree from NYU in 1930; and Master of 

Science Degree in 1935.  He was an instructor of aeronautical engineering 

and director of wind tunnel testing at NYU 1929-1936.  Professor of 

aeronautical engineering at Oregon State College and coordinator of 

Aviation Pilot Training at OSC 1936-1951.  Project engineer for Boeing 

Airplane Co. 1951-1956; staff engineer at Boeing 1956-1958.  Director of 

production research at Boeing 1958-1961; chief of the technical staff at 

Boeing 1961-1963; director of production research and manager of Boeing’s 

Advanced Ballistic Missile System 1963-1971.  He retired from Boeing in 
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1971. Ben was a summer visiting professor at the University of Minnesota in 

1939.  From 1932 to 1950, he was in charge of aeronautical research for the 

National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA).  [Later NACA was 

discontinued and replaced by NASA].  1943-1944 he was chairman of the 

National Aeronautical Advisory Board and was a consultant for 

Consolidated Vultee Aircraft Co., better known as CONVAIR, a major 

military contractor during WW2, later to become a division of General 

Dynamics.  He was on the advisory board for the headquarters of the U.S. 

Air Force 1959-1962.  Ben was also a member of the American Institute for 

Aeronautical and Astronautical Aircraft (aircraft, missiles, aerodynamics 

and structural design).   

As noted Ben was a pioneer in the aeronautical industry as it skyrocketed 

from propeller-driven planes to jets and ballistic missiles.  

After retiring from Boeing in 1971, Ben moved from Seattle to Texas 

where he died in 1990.  Benjamin Franklin Ruffner, Jr.’s story appeared in 

RR&R, Vol. 8, Issue 1, March 2005.  

 

BOEING AIRPLANE CO. 
 

In 1951 when Ben Ruffner began his work at Boeing, he would have spent 

a lot of his time in the original building near the Duwamish River in South 

Seattle.  Now known as the Red Barn, the structure which was known as Building 

No. 105, was sold in 1970 to the Port of Seattle.  It was moved a couple of miles 

to its present location in the 9400 block of East Marginal Way South on the 

grounds of the Museum of Flight at Boeing Field, where the building with its 

exhibits is open for tours.    

 

 
   

The Seattle based company in earlier days— 

very different from the huge Everett plant of today. 
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Alfred Ruffner Rochester was a man who loved his family.  Next to this 

devotion for his family was his affection for Seattle, his hometown.   He dedicated 

most of his life to ensure Seattle’s prosperity and to promote its potential as a 

major city.  

Al Rochester was a native Seattleite, born in the city on March 28, 1895 to 

a pioneer Washington family.  Even though he did not carry the Ruffner surname, 

there is no doubt that Al Rochester had the same pioneering spirit exemplified by 

so many of the descendants of Peter and Mary Ruffner; after all, they were his gr-

gr-gr-gr-grandparents.  His parents were George Alfred Caldwell Rochester and 

Julia Gwynn Smith.  Through his mother Julia, he descended from Joseph and 

Anna (Heistand) Ruffner. 

Always civic-minded, Al Rochester’s most sterling accomplishments 

came from his election and tenure as a Seattle city councilman.  Thus it seems 

appropriate that he is pictured as he appeared on one of his campaign handbills.  

The reverse side of this re-election handbill states: “In his first term on the City 

Council, Rochester has demonstrated his ability to bring progressive ideas, 

independent action and unbiased attention to the affairs of our city.”   

Al Rochester left numerous reminders of his leadership during his time as 

a city councilman (1944-1956).  He served as chairman of the Parks and Streets 

and Sewers committees; he led in the adoption of daylight savings time; one-way 

streets; and special street parking for the physically handicapped.  

His advocacy for the construction of the Alaska Way Viaduct to lighten 

the load of traffic through the congested streets of Seattle is another reminder of 

his leadership. The viaduct has been part of the landscape of Seattle since it was 

completed April 4, 1953.  It is a double-decked elevated section of Highway 99 

and runs along the Elliott Bay waterfront following the old Seattle, Lake Shore & 

Eastern Railroad line. The viaduct was damaged during the 2001 Nisqually 

earthquake and is now in the process of replacement, possibly by a tunnel.  

However, the viaduct did efficiently serve the area for many years.   

By far the most enduring and endearing legacy Al Rochester left to Seattle 

and the state was a proposal he made during the mid-1950s to a few other Seattle 
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businessmen during a small luncheon at the Washington Athletic Club.  His idea 

was whole-heartedly seconded by those at the luncheon.   

Al Rochester then returned to his council office and drafted a paper to the 

state legislature suggesting his idea for a world’s fair.  Following this suggestion, 

in 1957 the legislature allocated $7.5 million for a fair and authorized creation of 

the World’s Fair Commission. For a time, Al served as executive director of the 

commission.   

Al Rochester’s lunchtime suggestion resulted in Seattle’s evolvement as a 

major metropolis when more than ten million people from all over the world 

flocked to the city to visit Century 21, the 1962 World’s Fair—over 49 years ago. 

As Alexander Holmes stated in his book SEATTLE The Growth of the 

City: “Seattle’s 1962 World’s Fair, Century 21, bestowed on the city a lasting 

legacy. Like the 1909 exposition before, its structures are still in use.  The 

brainchild of one man, Al Rochester, who as a boy had visited the Alaska-Yukon-

Pacific Exposition every day it was open . . .” 

After his service in Europe during the WWI, Al Rochester spent a short 

time (1920-1922) in New York City as a bond salesman on Wall Street with the 

firm of Jelke Hood.  He then returned to Seattle and became a civic-minded 

businessman as well as an active participant in non-profit and charitable work. 

His accomplishments are too numerous to present here, but for those interested, 

Al Rochester’s story can be found at HistoryLink Essay: Rochester, Alfred 

Ruffner (1895-1989).   

 

< http://www.historylink.org/ > 

 

Al Rochester died in Seattle on February 4, 1989.  He is buried in the city 

of his birth, next to his wife, parents, sister, brother and other family members in 

historic Lake View Cemetery across the street from his childhood home on 

Capitol Hill.  

 

 

http://www.historylink.org/
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PLACE NAMES IN WASHINGTON STATE 
 

 Many people visiting Washington State for the first time remark on our 

strange place names.  Of course, as you will soon learn, these names have origins 

with our first people, the American Indians of our Great Northwest.  One name 

you are probably wondering about is Issaquah, our home base for the Ruffner 

Family Association’s 2011 reunion.  Following is a reprint from an article 

published by the Issaquah Historical Society in 1963. 

 

WHY DO WE CALL IT ISSAQUAH? 

 
 By all odds the most frequently asked questions about our town’s history 

is “What does the word Issaquah mean, and how did the name come about, 

anyway?”  Most everyone agrees that the name is a pleasant one, unusually well 

suited to the small city sitting between the hills and lake, so curiosity about how 

such a happy combination came to be is a natural thing. 

 The origin is obviously Indian, a fact which certainly increases the 

glamour and links the area with its beginnings as a grazing and fishing 

rendezvous long before white settlers moved in.  The exact derivation is not so 

obvious, however, and there are several versions of the transition from Indian 

language to our own.  Probably the most common of these revolves around the 

original Indian name “Squak” which was given to the whole area around the flat 

valley at the south end of Lake Sammamish. 

 Some accounts say the word means “little stream,” because of the creek 

flowing through the valley and into the lake, but there are old-timers around who 

maintain that the term doesn’t mean that at all and was just a commonly used 

ejaculation of surprise, wonderment, or excitement.  If the latter is the case, the 

reason for its application as a place name is certainly not very clear—so the “little 

stream” version wins our vote for suitability, at least. 

 Squak was pronounced in the native tongue as if spelled “Ishquawh,” with 

a heavy guttural accent on the second syllable, but English speaking people 

couldn’t handle it that way.  For quite a long time they stuck to their single 

syllable version, applying it to just about everything in sight.  For example, Lake 

Sammamish was Squak Lake; Issaquah Creek was Squak Creek, and the high 

ridge south of the valley was Squak Mountain (this one still sticks).  But when the 

time came in 1895 to give the growing town a name really befitting its character 

someone happily worked out a full-flowing three syllable version which not only 

was closer to the original, but sounded good as well. 

 Another, but less commonly known, tale leads to the same ending.  It goes 

like this.  The northern crane was once quite common around here (a few still 

hang around Lake Sammamish, and patrol Issaquah Creek when the salmon are 

running) and the Indians called him “Ishbewah” because that’s what his distress 

call sounded like.  The white people couldn’t say that word right either, so they 

called the big bird “shypoke” in their language and “Squak” in the Indians’.  But 

again, when town-naming time came around, a more euphonious treatment of the 

original term was arrived at for permanent use. 
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Then there is the somewhat facetious little story we heard about the 

marauding band of Indians who were down from the pass to do some fishing and 

trouble-raising, and whose advance scouts returned from the valley-by-the-lake 

with a report that the locals had mostly all run away, and that all they left behind 

“is a squaw”!  Although we certainly don’t have any historical foundation for this 

version, it at least comes closest of any to the eventual pronunciation. So there 

you have your choice between romantic, colorful, and humorous derivations of 

our town’s present name.  Take your pick, and don’t forget to offer a bit of silent 

thanks—it could have been left as “Squak” or “Ishbewah,” you know. 

 

SQUAK       ISHQUOH       ISSAQUAH 
 

February 1963 

 

 

NOTE:  For a short time the town was known as Gilman, named for Daniel 

Gilman who was one of the principal backers of the Seattle, Lake Shore and 

Eastern Railway.  However, it officially became Issaquah in 1899.  

 

 

 
A Native village along a lake shore 
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PATKANIM AND SEALTH 

  

 During our reunion, the Ruffners will be enjoying the land where these 

two men and their people lived and died.  Many of their descendants still make 

their homes in the land of their ancestors.  

 When the Point Elliott Treaty of January 1855 was signed and all the land 

from Tacoma to the Canadian border and the Puget Sound shorelines to the 

Cascade mountains was ceded to the United States, the first tribal chiefs to affix 

their marks were Chief Sealth/Siattle/Seattle of the Duwamish and Suquamish 

people, and Chief Patkanim (Pat-ka-nim) of the Snoqualmie and Snohomish 

tribes. These two important men became friends to the white men and prevented 

much bloodletting.    

 As Siattle, Sealth was baptized into the Christian faith by the Oblates of 

Mary Immaculate of the Roman Catholic Church at their Mother Church near 

Olympia.  After Sealth’s death in June of 1866, his good friend, the Reverend 

Father Eugene Casimir Chirouse, O.M.I., longtime missionary to the Indian 

people, officiated at his burial services. Sealth is buried a ferry ride away from 

Seattle, across the Sound at Port Madison’s Suquamish Tribal Cemetery.  

 It is thought that Patkanim died in 1858.  He was first buried along the 

Snohomish River, near the town of Snohomish, but because of the floodings, his 

remains were removed in 1922 and reburied at Mission Beach Cemetery on the 

Tulalip Indian Reservation near Marysville. 

 Even though both Sealth and Patkanim were recognized as the most 

influential leaders to sign this treaty, their own Duwamish and Snoqualmie people 

did not receive recognition by the federal government until recent times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   Patkanim                                                                        Sealth                                   
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THE MOUNTAIN CALLED RAINIER 

 
 The cover photo showing the summit of Mt. Rainier was taken by my 

daughter Marilyn Courtade from a window of our plane during a beautiful day in 

June 2007 as we departed Seattle heading for Denver and the 2007 RFA Reunion 

at Estes Park, Colorado. 

 Mt. Rainier stands as a sentinal to welcome people to our state.  The 

mountain is officially 14,410 feet tall (approximately 2.73 miles).  The mountain 

lost much of it height during volcanic episodes. 

 Geologists consider the mountain to be an episodically active volcano, 

meaning one that will erupt again at some time in the future even though it may 

be quiet at the present time.  Mt. Rainier is the tallest volcano and fifth highest 

peak in the contiguous United States.  The last estimated eruption was between 

1820 and 1894.  Of course, Alaska, though not one of our contiguous states, 

surpasses all states for tall mountains. 

 Over 35 square miles of permanent ice and snow cover Mt. Rainier.  Of all 

the glaciers in the contiguous U.S., Mt. Rainier’s Emmons Glacier has the largest 

surface area (4.3 square miles). 

 Maximum annual snowfall: 93.5 feet fell during the winter of 1971-1972 

and set the record for snowfall that year.  Minimum annual snowfall: 26 feet fell 

during the winter of 1939-1940.  Maximum snowpack: 30 feet fell in March 1955. 

 Paradise at the elevation of 5,400 feet is the snowiest place on earth where 

snowfall is measured regularly.  Even so, it does have a spectacular snow-free 

season.  In most years, the area is snow-free from about mid-July through late 

September.  By Thanksgiving time, the ground is usually covered with snow 

again. 

 Mt. Rainier National Park was established in 1899. The park encompasses 

235,625 acres.  Ninety-seven percent of the park has been designated by Congress 

as Wilderness. 

 

     Betty Lou Gaeng 
     Lynnwood, Snohomish County, Washington 

                                                                                   

                                        

 


