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by Jerry Bates

MOST South Hill history we’ve written about, 
recorded, and researched over the years took 
place during and after the development of the 
transcontinental railroads. It wasn’t until the 
late 1870s that the original South Hill pioneer 
families took root. Yes, we had 
the 1853 Hill crossing by the 
Longmire-Biles wagon train 
and the Puyallup Indians 
using the Hill as their favorite 
hunting grounds, but the Hill 
remained a quiet, dark forest 
until the second wave of west-
ward migration, thanks to the 
Transcontinentals. 

Besides moving people West, 
the railroads could move lum-
ber East. As the Great Lakes 
forests were being depleted, a 
new market was being created 
for Northwest lumber. Lumber 
was the major export for the 
Puget Sound region prior to the 
railroads. Our seemingly nev-
er-ending forests of huge virgin 
Douglas fi r had long left Puget 
Sound ports for customers all 
along the Pacifi c Rim of Amer-
ica and Asia. With railroads 
through the Cascades, another market would be 
added. Rails and lumber would transform the 
development of South Hill as well as the Pacifi c 
Northwest.

For the Puget Sound region, the most essential of 
the transcontinental railroads was the Northern 
Pacifi c. Tacoma, Washington, was designated its 

terminus in 1873, yet many years would pass be-
fore the completion of a direct route to the Sound. 

While the rest of the country was being linked 
East and West with the Central Pacifi c meeting 

the Union Pacifi c in 1869, the 
Northwest’s Puget Sound area 
was the last to benefi t with its 
own direct transcontinental 
route. It wasn’t until 1883 that 
tracks fi nally met tidewater at 
Commencement Bay, linking 
Tacoma with St. Paul, Minneso-
ta, the Great Lakes and Eastern 
railroad networks.

The route crossed the Cascades 
by way of the Columbia River 
Gorge to Portland, Oregon. From 
Portland a railroad spur went 
north to a train-ferry crossing the 
Columbia River to Kalama. After 
ferrying across the Columbia, 
the train would continue north 
following the Cowlitz River Corri-
dor then turn northeast at about 
Tenino, crossing the prairie land 
and fi nally descend a steep grade 
down through Tacoma to the Bay. 
This historic section (the Prairie 

Line) bisected today’s University of Washington at 
Tacoma campus.

However, getting to Tacoma by way of Portland 
was not the original dream of the railroad plan-
ners. The fi nal “direct” route to the terminus 
would go over the Cascades by way of a tunnel 
dug at Stampede Pass. The route continued 
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across the western foothills linking with the exist-
ing rails from the Wilkeson-Carbonado coal fi elds, 
through the Orting Valley to Tacoma. This direct 
route was completed in 1888. 

South Hill
Beginning in the 1870s, South Hill’s pioneer 
families start to appear. With most of the choice 
farmland such as the Puyallup Valley taken 
during earlier migrations, the Hill was mostly va-
cant dense forests of huge virgin growth Douglas 
fi r and cedar. A few pioneer families established 
farms, the Mosolf, Kupfer and Muehler families 
among other claims leaving most all the land on 
the Hill unpopulated. 

Building the Northern Pacifi c
To encourage Railroad Companies to make the 
huge investment in transcontinental railroad 
routes across the United States, the government 
offered them free title to every other section of 
government land on both sides of the tracks up to 
an 80-mile swath. In the Pacifi c Northwest thou-
sands of acres bordering a rail line would hold 
huge forests of valuable timber assets a great 
enticement to Eastern investors.  

With the Stampede Pass completion and the new 
direct route to Tacoma, the Northern Pacifi c line 
now skirted South Hill. The line ran along the 
base of our eastern ridge area (today’s Foothills 
Trail.) Railroad stations along the line were in 
Orting, Alderton and Puyallup as trains made 
their way to the terminus in Tacoma. Our prox-
imity to the line meant every other section (one 
square mile, 640 acres) of government-owned 
land on South Hill became Northern Pacifi c prop-
erty.

Weyerhaeuser
As the 1900s began, Railroad magnate, James 
J. Hill, had taken control of the Northern Pacifi c 
Railroad. He was a close friend and neighbor of 
Great Lakes timber baron Friedrich Weyerhae-
user. Hill— eager to sell his government granted 
44 million acres—much of it  prime timberland, 
made a deal with his timber baron neighbor anx-
ious to expand west. Weyerhaeuser and several 
associates boarded Hill’s private car for Tacoma 
and visited the timberland. After six weeks wait-
ing, the announcement was made on January 3, 
1900—Weyerhaeuser would purchase 900,000 
acres of Northern Pacifi c timberland in Wash-
ington for $6 an acre from the Northern Pacifi c 

Railway, along with sweet transport deals on 
shipping lumber East. The Weyerhaeuser Timber 
Company would dominate the lumber business 
in the Northwest. This had dramatic effect on 
South Hill, a checkerboard of former railroad land 
that was now mostly owned by the Weyerhaeus-
er Company. Our member Carl Vest counted the 
Weyerhaeuser owned sections listed on a 1915 
map; at least a third of the land we call South 
Hill, at that date, was titled to Weyerhaeuser. 

The Hill’s dense forests would soon be gone. Once 
the lumber companies clear-cut the forest, acres 
of mostly barren stump land (many considered 
worthless) remained. However, it would become 
cheap land for hardscrabble small farmers. This 
ushered in a new era in South Hill’s history that 
would last up through the 1950s. A period of 
small-scale farms with rabbits, poultry, berries, 
fruit trees and pastureland and humble homes 
often with large families, a few corner business-
es and gas stations scattered about. Small local 
communities grew centered around schools with 
social life including dances, church, 4-H and 
Grange activities. Many residents had jobs work-
ing off the Hill for a livelihood. 

Starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s a 
fl ood tide of commercial and residential growth 
transformed South Hill dramatically. The small 
farm quiet life on the Hill would slowly give way 
to suburbanization with ever increasing speed. 
Commercial activity along the Meridian corridor 
began to evolve. The growth was greatly expanded 
after the completion of State Route 512 in 1972, 
as people moved from Puyallup and the Tacoma 
area and surrounding communities, to live and 
raise families on South Hill. Initially the envi-
ronment remained semi-rural with population of 
around 7,000 but not for long. Today unincorpo-
rated South Hill has a population of 64,708 as of 
the 2020 census—a population in Pierce County 
second only to Tacoma.

Scam Warning
Some of our South Hill members have had their
email addresses used by scammers. Delete emails 
from fellow members (or anyone) asking you to 
return the sent email or buy something for them 
because they’re experiencing an emergency. Don’t 
click on any included link or respond to the email in 
any way—delete/trash it. 
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Gary Leicht
John & Carrie Loshbough
Dennis & Debra Massie 
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Juanita Nordin
Douglas Overton
Ron Pearson
Wes & Suzy Perkinson
Ben Peters
Dr. Jerry Ramsey
Robin Reich
Bill Riley
Gail Rinehart
Vern Rockstad
Helen Rohlman
Earl Root
Stan Salmon
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Lori Stock
Ralph & Yvonne Thorpe
Jade Trevere
Margo L. & Joe Tucci
Lee Van Pevenage
Carl Vest
Neil & Celia Vincent
Hans Zeiger
Allan S. Zulauf
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Please call, e-mail or write any change of ad-
dress to me, Ben Peters, 253-845-7028, poppa-
ben2002@yahoo.com, South Hill Historical Soci-
ety, Box 73582, South Hill, WA 98374.

Also, don’t forget that we are a 501(c)(3) 
non-profi t organization. Dues, donations, etc., 
are fully deductible from your income taxes if 
you are able to do so. If you need a receipt for 
tax purposes, contact Ben.

Dues Reminder
I will attach a sticky note to the Society newsletter 
mailed closest to your renewal date. No need to 
fi ll out the membership form unless there is a 
change of some kind.

From the Treasurer Current Membership
by Ben Peters

President, Bob Ballou
Vice-President, Vacancy
Secretary,  Susan Beals

Research Coordinator, Carl Vest
Public Relations, Vacancy

Treasurer, Ben Peters
Newsletter Editor, Webmaster, Jerry Bates
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South Hill Historical Society Board
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History On the Hill is published quarterly 
Editor Jerry Bates, Editor-at-Large Debbie Burtnett
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Visit Our Website!
southhillhistory.com

All society meetings will be canceled until 
further notice due to the coronavirus pandemic.

facebook.com/groups/
SouthHillHistoricalSociety
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South Hill Washington
books to sell contact
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South Hill Historical Society Membership/Renewal Form

Name 

Address Phone 

City State Zip

E-mail Address

Signature Date  

Annual Dues: Society membership $25.00
Note: Please do not send cash.

Renewal, check here
Make check or M.O. payable to South Hill Historical Society 
and mail with this application to:
South Hill Historical Society, Box 73582,
South Hill, WA 98374

To:

Box 73582
South Hill, WA 98374


