
JOURNEY INTO 
KEY PENINSULA HISTORY 

AT VAUGHN
Drive into history!  Pick up a tour packet at the Key Peninsula Historical Museum, 17010 S. Vaughn 
Rd NW or get your guide from our website, then follow the maps to historic sites.

After visiting each site use the last page to answer questions about each one.. The museum is open 
from February through November, from 1:00 – 4:00 p.m on Tuesdays and Saturdays.  Visit the 
museum to show the docent your work and receive a prize.  While there, take time to look at the 
current exhibit and displays to learn more about local history. 

www.keypeninsulamuseum.org.   kphsmuseum@gmail.com.    www.facebook.com/KPHistoricSociety

http://www.keypeninsulamuseum.org/
mailto:kphsmuseum@gmail.com


VAUGHN BAY MAP
 

WELCOME to our Vaughn Journey!
  

William Vaughn settled here in the early 1870’s. While working as a logger, 
he was injured and went to Steilacoom to heal and lived there for the rest 
of his life.  Other settlers soon followed to tame the forests growing at the 
waters edge.  The Critchfield family arrived in 1882 from Iowa, traveling by 
train to San Francisco then by boat to Washington.  Many of the settlers 
were immigrants or farmers from the Midwest who wanted fertile soil to till.  
They cleared the land and built homes, tending animals and growing 
produce to sustain themselves and share with their neighbors.

As the community grew, businesses were established to provide services 
for their neighbors and schools were built to educate the children. Many 
homes were built along the shoreline for easy access by using rowboats for 
water routes and trails developed by Native Americans for roads.  Mosquito 
fleet steamboats became a main source of transportation and these boats 
were the link connecting the isolated Key Peninsula with Tacoma.  They 
provided travel, supplies and necessities for families.

As you explore, think about how your family might have lived in the late 
1800’s when the Key Peninsula had no roads, stores or close neighbors.
Write one sentence about how your life would be different than it is today.

Photos and text courtesy of Key Peninsula Historical Society Archives;
Key Peninsula History by Simon Priest & KP Trails Assoc.; 
Parade of the Pioneers by  Bertha Davidson
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#1. VAUGHN UNION HIGH SCHOOL
Union High School (UHS) served the whole Key 
Peninsula from 1903 to 1947, and the building is 
now the Key Peninsula Civic Center.  It later became 
Vaughn Union High School.  Although each 
community had at least one small school for grades    
1-8, there was only one high school for the whole 
Key Peninsula.  A primary school was built at this 
site in 1908 for grades 1-6. It was a two-story 
building with a play shed and located near the 
current playground. A gym and more classrooms 
were added to the complex in the 1930’s for the 
junior high and high school students, and students in 
grades 1-6 were moved into the former high school. 

Baseball and football were popular with early 
settlers. Teams practiced on the field behind the 
primary school. Games were played at two ball fields 
on the Key Peninsula.  One was in Longbranch, near 
the current Longbranch Improvement Club, and the 
other at the lower playground area of our current 
Vaughn Elementary School.

In 1947, VUHS students moved to Peninsula High 
School in Purdy. In the 1950’s, through a community 
campaign, the school complex became the Key 
Peninsula Civic Center.  In 1955, the Pierce County 
Library moved into what is now the Key Peninsula 
Historical Museum.  In 1956, Vaughn Elementary 
School opened at its current location.   



#2. COBLENTZ & VAN SLYKE STORE 
with bridge to the boardwalk that ran along the shore across the cove

Vaughn was an isolated community in the early days. Freight 
to support the residents was hauled overland on a trail from 
Glencove that had been established earlier by Native 
Americans.  It is now 92nd Street, located at the west end of 
the Vaughn Bridge. It was the main route to Glencove where 
the steamboats from Tacoma docked.

In 1889, Alfred Van Slyke and Harry Coblentz started a small 
store on a wharf.  A sawmill was built at the head of the small 
inlet where a creek entered the bay. The store was on the 
north side of what is now the Vaughn Bay launch ramp and 
also housed the original post office. The wharf also 
supported the Vaughn Grange Supply store.

Eventually, a dock was built at Vaughn and the steamboats 
were able to make regular stops in Vaughn Bay.  The tides 
had to be high enough to get through the channel at the end 
of the Vaughn sandspit. On “boat day”, when residents heard 
the boat whistle, they came by boat, canoe, or on foot to get 
mail and packages that were precious essentials from the 
outside world. The store provided the basic necessities, such 
as flour, sugar, beans and coffee for these isolated settlers. 
Penny candy was a favorite with the children. Fresh meat 
and vegetables were grown on the settlers farms. Neighbors 
shared and bartered for goods that they needed, such as 
eggs and apples.The store location is a private residence, please respect

 their privacy.

Steamboat
Arcadia at 
The Vaughn dock



   #3.VAUGHN LIBRARY HALL
The young men of Vaughn wanted to have a dance to 
celebrate the 4th of July in 1889. They built “The Bowery 
Dance Floor” for the community.  The Vaughn Bay Library 
Association was formed in 1892, and had outgrown their 
location inside the Coblentz/Van Slyke store.  In 1893, walls 
were added to the dance floor, and construction with lumber 
from the Van Slyke saw mill.  The Library Hall was 
completed in 1894. The new library was in the corner of the 
Hall near the tower.  A room was added in 1926 to house the 
many books collected and donated by families.

The Vaughn Library Hall  was used for nearly all community 
events such as graduations, marriages, dances, church 
services, plays, movies, meetings of Boy Scouts, Girl 
Scouts, Campfire Girls, Ladies Aide, health clinics and the 
Vaughn Horticultural Society.  During World War II, local  
ladies gathered to package bandages to be sent to Armed 
Forces hospitals.  They also made mattresses and quilts for 
families who needed them. 

This is the last community hall standing on the Key 
Peninsula.  Currently being restored for the community by 
the Key Peninsula Historical Society, the Library Hall is on 
the Pierce County and Washington State Registry of Historic 
Places. 2023

Circa 1910



#4. VAUGHN BAY CEMETERY
The Vaughn Bay Cemetery, a non-profit, community 
cemetery, was established in 1896 with the Maxwell 
and the Griffin family burials. The original land was 
donated by the Hattie and Robert Irwin family to be 
used as a cemetery forever.  Many original Key 
Peninsula settlers are buried here on the hillside.
An additional 2.7 acres was purchased in 1958. The 
cemetery is approximately four acres, from which a 
beautiful view of Vaughn Bay, and Case Inlet can be 
seen. From the top of the hill one can see the Vaughn 
sandspit, where generations of Native Americans 
camped for thousands of years. They preserved fish 
and shellfish by drying it on racks in the sun as part of 
their food supply.

On Memorial Day weekend each year, the Key 
Peninsula Veterans Association, Vaughn Bay Cemetery 
Association, and Scout troops present an Aisle of 
Honor.  350 flags fly in tribute to the Veterans buried 
here. It is the largest display of its kind west of the 
Mississippi River. 



Answer sheet
 What is one way that your life is different from the early settlers at Vaughn?

#2  Coblentz & Van Slyke Store

What could you buy at the store for a penny?             

How did families get to the store? 

#3  Vaughn Library Hall

Where did the lumber to build the Hall come 
from? 

What book woud you want to check out of the 
library?

#4. Vaughn Bay Cemetery

What was the oldest gravestone you found?     

Make a rubbing of that gravestone on the back of 
this paper.

#1  Vaughn Union High School

How do you think students got to school? 

Where was the High School located?                       


