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The work of talented 

amateur photographer 

Mary Rowland Mires 

(1862-1944) gives us an 

intimate look at 

pioneer, family, and 

Native American life in 

central Washington.  

 

Her history is an 

interesting one: born in 

McMinnville, Oregon in 1862, she moved to Washington Territory with her mother in 1876. 

She married at the age of 18 and had a son; but left them behind in 1882, moving to 

Seattle as a live-in seamstress for family friends. Her husband then divorced her on 

grounds of desertion. In 1884, Mary met and married Austin Mires, who would become 

first mayor of Ellensburg, a territorial legislator, and a signer of the Washington State 

Constitution. The pair lived in Ellensburg with their 3 children (Anna, John, and Eve), and 

Frank, her son from the first marriage.  

 

Mary left little written 

work behind to 

describe her journey as 

a photographer, and 

we don’t know what 

sparked her interest in 

photography or how 

she learned.  However, 

her husband, Austin, 

recorded in his diary on 

September 22, 1901: 

“Mary took and printed 

her own photographs.” 

(Austin Mires Papers, 

Washington State 

University.)  

 

 

 



 

 

 

She worked with 

large glass plates, 

and her photos show 

experimentation with 

double exposures 

and light. Her 

subjects focus mostly 

on documenting her 

family, Native 

Americans, and 

Ellensburg buildings 

and events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About 70 of Mary 

Rowland Mires glass 

plate negatives came 

to the Washington 

State Archives via 

Susan Parish in 2007. 

The plates have been 

preserved in a 

climate controlled 

vault, and the 

collection will be 

digitized for online 

access at the Digital 

Archives. 



 
 

Photo Citation Info – (in order of appearance) 

1. (GP271) Austin Mires and his son, John, using a misery whip, by Mary 

Rowland Mires, ca. 1904, Susan Parish Photograph Collection, 

Washington State Archives 

2. (GP246) Ice Skaters on a pond in Ellensburg, ca. 1915, by Mary 

Rowland Mires, Susan Parish Photograph Collection, Washington State 

Archives 

3. (GP064) Mires family and friends on a sleigh, returning from an ice 

skating trip, by Mary Rowland Mires, ca. 1905, Susan Parish 

Photograph Collection, Washington State Archives 

4. (GP057) Austin Mires with John, Anna, and Eva, ca. 1903, by Mary 

Rowland Mires, Susan Parish Photograph Collection, Washington State 

Archives 

5. (GP032) Yakama winter homes in Ellensburg, ca. 1915, by Mary 

Rowland Mires, Susan Parish Photograph Collection, Washington State 

Archives 


