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A) Identification 
 
Historic Name: Mess Cemetery 
Other Names: Mess Pioneer Cemetery 

 
Address: Between Orilla Rd S & Southcenter Parkway; about S 194th Street 
 
City: Tukwila County: King 

 
 

B) Site Access (describe site access, restrictions, etc.) 
Located between Orillia Rd S and Southcenter Parkway at approximately S 194th St, 
the Mess Cemetery has no access road and is located in a wooded area. Access is 
across private property. 
 
 
C) Property owner(s), Address and Zip 
 
Name: Tukwila Historical Society  
Address: 14475 59th Ave S 
City: Tukwila State: WA Zip: 98168 

 
 
D) Legal boundary description and boundary justification 
 
Tax No./Parcel: 022204-9036 
Boundary Justification: The nomination encompasses the entire tax lot that is 

associated with the cemetery. 
 

 

 
FORM PREPARED BY 
 
Name: Sarah Vallieu 
Address: 14475 59th Ave S 
City / State / Zip: Tukwila, WA 98168 Phone: 206-244-5023 
Email: kjoughardy@comcast.net Nomination 

Date: 
Aug 2026 
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E) Category of Property (Choose One) 
 

 building  structure (irrigation system, bridge, etc.)  district 

 object (statue, grave marker, vessel, etc.)   
 

cemetery/burial site 

 historic site (site of an important event)     archaeological site 

 traditional cultural property (spiritual or creation site, etc.) 

 cultural landscape (habitation, agricultural, industrial, recreational, etc.) 

 

 

F) Area of Significance – Check as many as apply 

 
  The property belongs to the early settlement, commercial development, or original 

native occupation of a community or region. 

 The property is directly connected to a movement, organization, institution, religion, or 
club which served as a focal point for a community or group. 

 The property is directly connected to specific activities or events which had a lasting 
impact on the community or region. 

 The property is associated with legends, spiritual or religious practices, or life ways 
which are uniquely related to a piece of land or to a natural feature. 

 The property displays strong patterns of land use or alterations of the environment 
which occurred during the historic period (cultivation, landscaping, industry, mining, 
irrigation, recreation). 

 The property is directly associated with an individual who made an important 
contribution to a community or to a group of people. 

 The property has strong artistic, architectural or engineering qualities, or 
displays unusual materials or craftwork belonging to a historic era. 

 The property was designed or built by an influential architect or reflects the work of an 
important artisan. 

 Archaeological investigation of the property has or will increase our understanding of 
past cultures or life ways. 
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G) Property Description  
 
The Mess Cemetery is an approximately one-third acre historic burial site located on 
the west hillside above the Green River Valley in Tukwila, Washington. The site 
occupies a slightly elevated natural terrace and is currently surrounded by 
commercially zoned, privately owned land. 
 
The cemetery is heavily overgrown with blackberry brambles, deciduous trees, and 
groundcover, which obscures portions of the site and limits full visibility. Based on 
recent site visits, an estimated 8–15 gravestones or stone fragments remain visible, 
though many are displaced, partially buried, and/or broken. Markers range from simple 
fieldstone and small hand-carved headstones, to larger family monuments, including a 
prominent Mess family monument, which remains partially intact but shows biological 
growth and weathering. 
 
Several stones are legible, including markers associated with the Mess family and 
early settlers; however, inscriptions are often obscured by moss, erosion, or physical 
displacement. Evidence of past disturbance is present, including tilted or uprooted 
markers and missing stones, consistent with documented vandalism incidents in the 
mid-20th century. 
 
The original layout of the cemetery is no longer clearly discernible due to vegetation 
overgrowth and the loss or movement of grave markers. However, historic 
documentation—including mid-20th century photographs and transcriptions compiled 
by Laura M. Billy—indicates that approximately 40–50 burials were originally present. 
 
No formal fencing or boundary markers are currently visible. Access to the site is 
informal and constrained by surrounding development and vegetation. While many 
markers have been lost, displaced, or obscured, the site retains sufficient physical 
evidence and strong documentary support to clearly convey its historic function and 
cultural significance. 
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H) Significance  
 
Nestled quietly in the Green River Valley of Tukwila, Washington, the Mess Cemetery 
stands as a solemn and historically rich testament to the region’s early immigrant 
settlers, Indigenous peoples, and the intertwined stories of survival, loss, community, 
and change in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. While many markers have been 
lost or displaced, the site retains sufficient physical evidence and strong 
documentary support to convey its historic function and cultural significance. 
 
The cemetery was established in 1878 by the Mess family, early pioneer immigrants 
who had settled in the fertile lands near the Green River. Its creation was prompted by 
a heartbreaking tragedy, the deaths of two young Mess daughters in 1878 (Anna and 
Wilhemine) during a diphtheria epidemic, which devastated many families across the 
Pacific Northwest in that era. These two girls were the first to be interred on the 
property, which the Mess family thereafter set aside as a community burial ground, 
offering space for their fellow settlers and local Indigenous neighbors.  
 
Over time, the small cemetery grew. Historical records suggest approximately 40–50 
individuals were interred, including both Mess parents (Julius and Anna), some Nelsen 
family members (another prominent family in the valley), immigrant farming families, a 
child of Japanese ancestry, and possibly seven Native Americans of Duwamish 
descent (as noted in an article from Seattle Post Intelligencer). Such burials reflect the 
area's cultural diversity during the foundational years of Washington’s statehood. 
 
The Mess family was a respected and influential pioneer farming family, known for their 
agricultural contributions and public service. A member of the family, Fred Mess, even 
served in the Washington State Legislature, further rooting their name in the region’s 
political and civic development. In addition to their personal losses, the family’s 
generous act of setting aside land for public burial established a place of remembrance 
and connection for the early Tukwila community (originally called Orillia). Records 
show that Anna Mess deeded a small parcel for cemetery use to Patrick Downey in 
September 1899. 
 
The broader community around the Mess Cemetery was composed of immigrant 
farming families who cultivated the rich valley soil. In the early days, hops were a 
dominant crop, and Duwamish tribal members were frequently employed in the fields, 
demonstrating the cooperation and interdependence between settlers and native 
peoples. However, beginning in 1889, a rapidly devastating aphid infestation wiped out 
the hop industry in the valley, prompting a shift toward vegetable farming. Julius Mess 
had established his farm in 1874 as a hop and dairy enterprise, and later under the 
stewardship of his sons, Fred and Walter, grew to 400 acres and 90 head of cattle.  
 
This agricultural evolution marked a critical economic transition in the region and 
mirrored the adaptive resilience of its people—settlers and native alike—facing 
changing times and challenges. This transformation led local farmers to transport their 
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produce to Seattle’s Pike Place Market using the nearby Green River as a transport 
route. 
 
The connection at the Mess Cemetery to local indigenous tribes is evidence by the 
burial of Dr. Joseph James, a respected Duwamish man and nephew of Chief Seattle 
who was buried there in 1885. Other burials followed including additional members of 
the Mess family, the Oulett family, and Nelsen family. Per death records, seven-year-
old Mas Okimato was buried at Mess Cemetery in 1911 following a tragic fire in 1911. 
Her parents were of Japanese descent. No specific marker at Mess Cemetery has 
been connected to Ms. Okimato. The last known burial at the cemetery was Katrine 
Nelsen in 1915. 
 
Eventually the location of the cemetery and its isolation led to vandalism. According to 
a September 8, 1964, article in the Seattle Post-Intelligencer newspaper, reportedly the 
cemetery contained a total of seven Native American graves, including that of Dr. 
James. However, the number of burials were disputed by local historian and 
genealogist Laura Billy a week later who called the Mess Cemetery the “Iness 
Cemetery” and pointed out that actually to her knowledge only one Native American 
grave is located there - Dr. J. James. 
 
Regardless of the name and/or number of burials, later an unknown Native-led group 
eventually took action to relocate Dr. James's remains and his memorial from the Mess 
Cemetery to the Mount Olivet Cemetery in Renton, placing him beside Chief William, 
another prominent Duwamish leader. His white marble headstone, featuring 
iconography of heaven’s gate, is inscribed with the following tribute, “AT REST. In 
memory of Dr. J. James. Died 1885. Was a nephew to the Great Chief Seattle and 
whilst living was friendly to the Whites. May the Almighty God have mercy on his soul”.  
 
This act of reinterment was both protective and symbolic, reinforcing the importance of 
safeguarding Indigenous memory and dignity. No information has been found 
regarding the potential of other remaining six native graves that were mentioned in the 
1964 article. 
 
In 1950, Laura M. Billy had purchased the original Mess house and 28 acres of land 
adjacent to the cemetery. Deeply interested in the site’s heritage—and with strong 
personal ties through her grandfather Niels Anderson and great-grandparents Lars and 
Katrine Nelsen, who are buried in the cemetery - Billy undertook an important 
preservation effort. She compiled narratives of the Mess family, documented 
headstone inscriptions, and photographed the cemetery and its surroundings. 
 
Following the family's pioneering spirit, the cemetery remained under community 
oversight for decades. In 1966, ownership of the property was formally transferred to 
the White River Historical Society, and later, in 1990, passed to the Tukwila Historical 
Society, which continues efforts to preserve its legacy. 
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Over the past century, the Mess Cemetery has faced extensive vandalism, neglect, 
and natural reclamation, with many of its markers deteriorated or lost to time. Despite 
multiple restoration discussions and community-led initiatives, a complete and 
sustained preservation program has yet to be achieved.  
 
Today, the cemetery serves as a rare and poignant window into the region’s formative 
years—its trials, its tragedies, and its tight-knit multicultural communities. It reflects 
both the hope and hardship of the early pioneer experience, the enduring presence of 
the Duwamish people, and the evolving relationship between sets of diverse peoples in 
a rapidly changing land. 
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I) Documentation 
Xerox and attach any information or evidence that supports the property's significance.  
 
Written Sources (books, articles, newspapers): 

 
“Anna Mess to Patrick Downey, in trust for use as cemetery…” Seattle Daily Times, 

September 20, 1899. 
“Mess – At Orilla, Wash…” Seattle Daily Times, April 12, 1910. 
“Representative Mess Shy on Winter Apples” Seattle Daily Times, November 19, 1913. 
“Mrs. Katherine Nelson Dies” Kent Journal, March 8, 1915. 
“Mrs. Katherine Nelson Dies” Seattle Post Intelligencer, March 16, 1915. 
“Old White River Farm Parceled to Dairy Tenants” Seattle Daily Times, March 4, 1932. 
“Downey Rites: White River Pioneer Had Colorful Career” The Seattle Star, Aug 6, 

1934.  
“Death Takes Walter Mess, Kent Pioneer” Seattle Daily Times, December 14, 1951. 
“Hennig, Mess Estates Probated” Seattle Daily Times, January 4, 1952. 
“Vandals Damage Burial Grounds” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, March 20, 1958. 
“Judge Anne Garrison – Let us call her….” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, May 1, 1958. 
“Graves Dug Up at Old Indian Burial Ground” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, September 7, 

1964. 
“Vandals Defile Graveyard of Seattle Indians” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, September 8, 

1964. 
“Pioneer Cemetery” Seattle Post-Intelligencer, September 19, 1964. 
“Searching cemeteries for history” Seattle Times, December 2, 1981. 
“History Etched in Stone” Seattle Times, March 11, 1993. 
 
Maps: 

Anderson Map Company, King County Atlas, 1907 (Township 22 North, Range 4 East) 
Kroll Map Company, 1912 and 1926 township 
 
Archival Materials: 

Laura M. Billy Collection (c. 1950s–1960s): photographs, grave transcriptions, and 
family histories (privately held / Tukwila Historical Society archives) 

Washington State death certificate: Mas Okimato (1911), documenting Japanese 
agricultural worker burial 

 
Oral History/Interviews:  
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J) Map and Photographs    Attach copies of historic maps or photos if available, and current 

photos (min 5 x 7 digital images, 300 DPI). Include a current map – appropriate Google Earth/U.S.G.S. 
map and parcel map – with the location of the property and its boundaries clearly marked.  (see 
illustrations. 

 

 
Mess Cemetery 
King County Parcel Viewer Map 
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Mess Cemetery 
King County Map  
Tax Lot No. 0222049036 
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Township 22N, Range 4E 
From King County 1907, Washington 
Published by Anderson Map Co., Pg 112 
      

 
Township 22 N, Range 4E 

From King County 1912, Washington 
Published by Kroll Map Co. 
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Township 22 N, Range 4E, Plate 13 

From King County 1926, Washington 
Published by Kroll Map Co. 
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Current Photographs 
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