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Mill Race Draws 
Grassroots Interest

Installing logs on Rock Creek will improve fish habitat.

Rock Creek provides one-third of Corvallis 
drinking water.
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Editor’s Note: This is Part 3 of a 
three-part series on the Corvallis 
Mill Race.

The Corvallis Mill Race has a
colorful history. Dug along an 

existing marshy stream corridor in 
the 1800s by Corvallis town father 
J.C. Avery, the stream (sometimes 
dismissed as a “ditch”) was devised 
to divert water from the Marys 
River to Avery’s sawmill on the 
Willamette River. To keep the flow 
constant, a dam was built on the 
Marys.  Later on, Chinese laborers 
deepened and straightened the 
channel to power a flour mill.

Today, both the dam and the 
mill are gone, but the Mill Race 
remains, passing under roads and 
rail lines in south Corvallis, then 
through the Hollingsworth & 
Vose industrial site (formerly 
Evanite). The original Mill Race 
drained directly into the 
Willamette, but several decades 
ago Evanite diverted its final 
segment into the Marys.

Colorful history aside, the Mill 
Race goes mostly unnoticed as 
it flows through South Town.  A 
torrent during the wet season, a 
trickle during the dry, it wends 
northeast from its headwaters near 
the Marysville Golf Course, passing 
through residential neighborhoods 
and commercial zones before 
rejoining the Marys not far from 
the Willamette. Most drivers cross 
the Mill Race on Hwy 99 without 
giving it a glance. A few scientific 
studies have been undertaken by 
local governments over the years, 
but the literature on the Mill Race 
remains thin. 

In short, the Mill Race has been 
nearly invisible and, except when 

Restoring a Creek, 
Living a Legacy

F amily history drips from the pores
of the old farmhouse above Rock 

Creek. You can see it in the wallpapered 
dining room, where the polished faces 
of ancestors look out from another 
century, handsome and earnest inside 
an oval frame. You can feel it in the 
lovingly preserved kitchen and parlor 
where the farmer and his wife raised their 
four children. You can sense it in the 
landscape beyond the windows, where 
draught horses once pulled a thresher 
through golden fields and men with 
handsaws felled trees in dappled forests.

A family carries on a tradition of stewardship

Photos by Lee Sherman
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Diana Blakney is committed to carrying on the active stewardship her ancestors brought to their land.

Beloved faces from the past

The shiny-cheeked kids in the oval 
photo went on to raise children of their 
own. One of those offspring is Diana 
Blakney, who spent many childhood 
summers tramping the mossy woods 
along Rock Creek and fishing for 
trout with her Uncle Matt, a longtime 
groundskeeper at Oregon State 
University and an outdoorsman who 
knew the “sneaky paths” to the best 
fishing spots. When Blakney’s mother, 
Emma Virginia Picht, died a few years 
ago, the homestead passed into the 
hands of Blakney and her two siblings.

Consistent with her mother’s mission of 
land stewardship, the family employs 
only certified sustainable forest 
practices, says Blakney, a graduate of 
OSU with a law practice in Washington 
state. They also have continued their 
mother’s partnership with the Marys 
River Watershed Council. In August, 
a giant yellow excavator rumbled onto 
the property brandishing a massive, 
jaw-like shovel, a machine Blakney 
promptly dubbed “T-Rex.” One by one, 
the toothed jaws grabbed and lifted a 
pile of 80-foot logs donated by Siuslaw 
National Forest and Finley National 
Wildlife Refuge and hauled them to the 
creek to create a “logjam.” 

“The logs in the stream trap gravels and 
support fish habitat,” says Karen Fleck 
Harding of the Council. “This winter, 
we will be planting trees on several 
properties along Greasy Creek and 
Rock Creek for shade to protect the cold 
summer flows and to provide a future 
source — 75 to 100 years — of large 
wood to fall into the stream.” The City 
of Corvallis, which draws one-third of 
its drinking water from the Rock Creek 
Watershed, collaborated on the project.

For Blakney, the restoration is a 
harkening back to those “sneaky paths” 
that wind through her memory — 
paths that fostered in her the wonder 
of woods, water and wildlife. “I want 
to leave a place where people can 
reconnect to the land,” she says. 

This project was funded by the 
Siuslaw National Forests’ Coast Range 
Stewardship Fund, lottery funds through 
the Oregon Watershed Enhancement 
Board, and Meyer Memorial Trust.

“I want to leave a 
place where people can 
reconnect to the land.”

– Diana Blakney
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With Grahm Trask (second from bottom, right), owner of Trask Design and Construction at the 
controls, “T-Rex” hoists 80-foot logs from the meadow and hauls them to Rock Creek to form a 
logjam, while landowner Diana Blakney (bottom) offers encouragement from her 4x4.

it was realigned in the mid-1980s, 
mostly ignored in the modern era.

But there’s a groundswell of interest 
bubbling up in the community. 
Homeowners who live along the 
stream are wondering about its 
water quality: Is it safe for kids 
to play in on a hot summer day? 
Nonprofits, including the Watershed 
Council and the Corvallis 
Sustainability Coalition, are seeking 
historical and contemporary 
information about vegetation and 
wildlife habitat, including fish 
passage and spawning. Watershed 
activists are puzzling over the Mill 
Race’s role in the storm water that 
sometimes floods the highway. 
Local businesses, graduate students, 
river ecologists and environmental 
writers are investigating the 
stream’s ebbs and flows, both 
literally and figuratively. Residents 
— tired of the trash that spoils the 
stream and mars the view — are 
organizing grassroots cleanups (see 
below).

Together, they are envisioning a 
cleaner urban stream — one that is 
safe for kids and pets and supports 
native foliage to stop erosion, shade 
the banks and cool the water for 
native fish. They’re exploring the 
feasibility of interpretive signage 
and trails. And they’re continuing 
to ask questions, for example: 
How many undocumented effluent 
pipes empty into the Mill Race, 
speeding up flow and volume 
during flood events? What is the 
cultural heritage of the stream to 
the First People of the region? What 
role does the Mill Race play in 
occasional flooding along Hwy 99?

“Right now, nobody feels that 
the Mill Race is part of their 
neighborhood or community 
life,” says David Eckert, Stream 
Action Team coordinator for the 
Sustainability Coalition. “There 
are a lot of folks hoping to spark a 
revival — a creek revival — of the 
Mill Race.”
 
You’re invited to help spark that 
revival by joining the Mill Race 
Cleanup on Saturday, September 
13, from 9 a.m. to noon. Meet other 
volunteers at Corvallis Furniture, 
1810 S.W. Third Street on Hwy 
99. “There’s a bridge there that the 
Race runs under,” says cleanup 
coordinator Jeremy Colson. 
“It’s a pretty visible spot.” Call 
Jeremy at 541-231-4727 for more 
information.
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Marys River Watershed Council    
Annual Membership Form

Name _________________________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________________________

City ___________________________________________State __________ ZIP _____________________

Email ____________________________________Phone __________________________    Prefer email

Are you interested in Marys River Watershed Council making a presentation to your group 
or organization?  __________

 $25.00 individual       $45.00 household       $10.00 student     $__________ additional contribution

Any contribution establishes your annual membership. Please check here if you do not want public 
acknowledgement of your support.  

I would like information about:   Volunteering       Committee service       Planned giving

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

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

Thank you!

WHAT: MRWC Annual Celebration

WHEN: Sunday, September 14 
Tour 2:45 - 5, Celebration 5 - 7

WHERE: Tyee Wine Cellars, 
Buchanan Family Century Farm, 
26335 Greenberry Road, Corvallis
 

Everyone’s invited to share in
a celebration of the important 

watershed restoration that the 
Watershed Council has accomplished 
this year, with the active participation 
of landowners and other vital 
partners, including community 
volunteers, other nonprofits, 
government agencies and our 
generous donors.

Come Join Us!

Eat, Drink, Take 
a Tour




