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“If trapping out beavers ranked among humanity’s earliest 

crimes against nature, bringing them back is a way to pay 

reparations.”

–Ben Goldfarb, Eager: The Surprising Secret Life of 
Beavers and Why They Matter

When European traders and trappers 
headed west, beavers were in their 

crosshairs. The fur of the web-footed, flat-tailed, 
wood-gnawing, dam-building mammals was 
coveted by haberdashers and clothiers in the 
East. In the late 1700s and early 1800s, “the 
number of North American beavers killed for 
their fur spiked” as companies like the Hudson’s 
Bay Company killed them by the millions, 
writes Frances Backhouse in her book Once They 
Were Hats: In Search of the Mighty Beaver. 

Under the onslaught, beavers nearly disap-
peared from the Oregon Territory. Author Ben 
Goldfarb sums up the devastation as “an aquatic 
Dust Bowl.” He writes, “The disappearance 
of beavers dried up wetlands and meadows, 
hastened erosion, altered the course of countless 
streams and imperiled water-loving fish, fowl, 
and amphibians.”

In recent times, beavers’ comeback has been 
hampered by habitat loss and the human ten-
dency to view beavers as nuisances rather than 

Beavers in the Headwaters
Where the web-footed rodents build, fish and other wildlife thrive

as ecosystem engineers vital to healthy streams.
Soon, in the upper reaches of the Marys River, 
beavers will have a helping hand. The Marys 
River Watershed Council, in partnership with 
private landowners and public agencies, is 
launching a project to bring beavers back to the 
forests and streams surrounding the small towns 
of Summit and Blodget.

The Marys River originates in the forestlands 
just north of Summit. There, three pristine 
streams—the West Fork Marys, the East Fork 
Marys, and Oleman Creek—gurgle forth from 

the ground. Eventually, they converge, forming 
the river’s mainstem. Those hidden headwaters 
once teemed with beavers.

“Historically, these tributaries have had high 
levels of beaver presence,” says MRWC project 
director Kathleen Westly. Despite evidence of 
“an extensive legacy of beaver colonization,” she 
reports, the place is now bereft of beavers.

In 2020, the Watershed Council will begin 
Phase 1 of a restoration project designed to 
“rebeaver” the West Fork and Oleman Creek. A 
third stream, Devitt Creek just south of Sum-
mit, is also part of the project. 

Stream structure and water quality—especially 
temperature—are at the heart of the multi-
pronged project. Cutthroat trout and Pacific 
lamprey, which inhabit these far reaches of the 
watershed, depend on cold waters, abundant 
gravels, and barrier-free swimming to fulfill 
their lifecycles. To recreate the streams’ historic 
paths downhill—paths that took their time, 
that didn’t rush headlong, scouring out gravels 
and flushing out pools, leaving fish nowhere 
to spawn, rest, and grow—log structures and 
alcoves will be built to slow the water, reestab-
lish gravel beds, and allow for pooling in the 
floodplain. Willows will be planted for beaver 

Join Us at Tyee Wine Cellars
Celebrate the Marys River!

You’re invited to beautiful Tyee Wine Cellars on Sunday, September 8, 
to help celebrate our watershed. The event kicks off at 2:30 p.m. with  

a guided tour of a restoration project on Duffy Creek. At 5:30, we’ll 
regroup at the winery for dinner, wine, live music, and conversation. You’ll 
hear stories about the Council’s latest projects to renew the streams, 
prairies, and savannas of the Marys River drainage. Local string band 
When Picks Fly will play the tunes. The tour is free (and optional). Tickets 
for the buffet dinner are $25 per person. The first 75 to register will get a 
free imprinted wine glass. Register before September 4 by phone,  
541-758-7597; email, MarysRiver@MRWC.org; or online,  
https://www.mrwc.org.  

Stream Orchid Spotted on Marys

A lovely orchid in 
shades of magenta, 

lavender, and yellow 
surprised Corvallis 
resident Paul Barden in 
July when he spotted it 
blooming on the banks 
of the Marys River. The 
stream orchid (Epipactis 
gigantea)—also known 
as giant helleborine and 
chatterbox—has not been 
seen in Benton County 
before as far as Barden 
knows. Barden, a rose 
expert and hybridizer, 
stumbled upon a 40-plant 
patch on private property 
near the Marys River 
Natural Area. 

“To our knowledge, this is the first record of this species in 
Benton County and possibly in the Willamette Valley ecoregion,” 
says Thom Whittier, chair elect for the MRWC. “It is sparsely 
distributed in higher-elevation wet habitats, below timberline, 
across the West. This is an unusually low-elevation occurrence.”

P.O. Box 1041                  Corvallis, OR   97339                       www.mrwc.org                          541-758-7597

Photo by Paul Barden



I would like information about:

Connection(s) to the Marys River watershed:            community member          landowner 

       other (describe)

Meet our New Team Members

food and dams. Western red cedar will be 
brought in for shade. Barriers to fish passage, 
such as failed culverts, will be removed. Where 
elk herds browse heavily, fencing will go up to 
protect young willows.

One tool to be used is called a “beaver dam 
analog”—an artificial dam created with 
upright logs or wooden posts interwoven with 
willow sticks to mimic the real thing. The idea 
is to make the place look like home to young 
beavers seeking to establish new families.
The project’s second phase will extend to the 
East Fork, where reed canary grass, an invasive 
species, has crowded out willows and other 
streamside vegetation on the now-abandoned 
beaver flats.

Project partners include the Siuslaw National 
Forest’s Marys Peak Stewardship Group, U.S. 
Forest Service, Oregon Watershed Enhance-
ment Board, Oregon Department of Forestry, 
Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians, and 
numerous private landowners.

A winemaker, a lawyer, and experts in water and 
public health join MRWC

Tessa Artruc, Hydrophiles Board Member. As a master’s student in 
water resources engineering at OSU, Artruc is studying the geomorphic 
response of rivers to reservoir drawdown and dam removal. A native of 
upstate New York, her experience includes invasive species education, 
drinking water treatment research, civil engineering, and stream 
restoration projects. 
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Merrilee Buchanan Benson, Board Member. Benson is a fifth-
generation Willamette Valley farmer, specializing in wine grapes, 
hazelnuts, and winemaking at her family winery, Tyee Wine Cellars. The 
family has preserved much of the land in native woodlands, wetlands, 
and riparian habitat.  As a member of the Aquatic Inventories project of 
Oregon Fish and Wildlife, she hiked hundreds of river miles across the 
state. 

Bill Blakney, Board Member. As an environmental lawyer in Seattle, 
Blakney headed up the Natural Resources Section of the King County 
Prosecutor’s Office before retiring last year. His career spanned a range 
of issues such as Clean Water Act compliance, hazardous waste cleanup, 
and solid waste disposal. His wife Diana’s family tree farm on Rock 
Creek is Benton County’s  2019 Tree Farmer of the Year.

Nicole “Niki” Hobbs, Staff Member. MRWC’s AmeriCorps VISTA 
volunteer, Hobbs holds a degree in public health from OSU, along with 
minors in German and environmental safety and health. She interned 
with the surface water team of the Tacoma-Pierce County Health 
Department in Washington and the Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children in Marion County.

Zach Pike-Urlacher, Board Member. Pike-Urlacher earned a master’s in 
water resource policy and management at OSU, along with a certificate 
in water conflict transformation. A native of Eastern Oregon, he worked 
as a technician for the river restoration firm Streamwise in Mount Shasta 
California. He recently brought his background in natural and human 
sciences to GSI Water Solutions in Corvallis.

Upper East Fork Marys Canyon
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Marys River Watershed Council Annual Membership Form
Name

Address

City, State, ZIP

Email 

Phone                                                                 

I am interested in Marys River Watershed 
Council making a presentation to my group or 
organization.

Marys River Watershed Council is a non-profit organization under IRS 501(c)3. All contributions are tax deductible.

$10 Student Member
$25 Individual Member
$50 Household Membership
$100 Sustaining Member
$500 Major Donor
$ additional contribution

Any contribution establishes your annual membership.

Make checks payable to Marys River Watershed 
Council or donate online at www.mrwc.org

Thank you!

Please check here if you do not want public 
acknowledgement of your support.

       volunteering                committee service        
       planned giving

I prefer email


