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The Mill Race Series: Early History

Save the Date: Roots to Rivers

Wetland Rivulet Dug Out  
For Flour Power

Continued on p. 3
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(See Page 4 for details)

Photo Courtesy of Benton County Historical Society

Editor’s Note: This is Part I of a three-
part series on the Corvallis Mill Race

If you drive along Hwy 99 through 
Corvallis’s “South Town,” you 

might have a hard time imagining 
how the landscape looked when Eu-
ropean settlers arrived 150-plus years 
ago. But if you can mentally erase 
the asphalt and power lines, the strip 
malls and subdivisions, you might 
start to form a picture of that long-
ago landscape. 

Back then, South Town was a wet-
land. The triangular lowland was 
snugged between the Marys and the 
Willamette, its wet-prairie vegetation 
— camas, toad rush, tufted hair-

Chinese Laborers Dug Channel and Built Dam

Meet Our New Board Members

Come and enjoy a Mediterranean 
feast showcasing local foods and 

the finest local craft brews and wines 
on April 5, from 6 p.m. to 9:30 p.m., at 
the Vue in downtown Corvallis. Marys 
River Watershed Council, Ten Rivers 
Food Web, Greenbelt Land Trust, and 
Calapooia Watershed Council invite you 

to come celebrate the land, water, and 
farms that make our valley so special. 
Bid on unique services and adven-
tures: a garden package including five 
yards of organic compost, seeds, and 
plant starts; a Benton County distillery 
tasting and tour package; a McKen-
zie River fly fishing trip for two; and 
a rugged hike guided by Steve Trask 

through old forests in the Corvallis 
Rock Creek watershed. As the stars 
come out, we will dance to the rhythms 
of the Sagebrush Sisters. Proceeds 
from this magical evening will directly 
benefit the partner organizations. For 
more information and tickets, please go 
to: www.mrwc.org/roots2rivers 

New board member Drew Bennett

Among the Council’s newly elected board members are 
OSU graduate student Drew Bennett and science writer 

Lee Sherman. Both are devoted to leveraging their personal love 
of the land on behalf of the landscape they call home. Turn the 
page to read their stories.

A Student and a Writer 
Join Watershed Efforts

Celebrate Streams, Green Spaces, Local Farms



After working at the Mesa Land 
Trust in Colorado, Drew Ben-

nett decided to return to school for his 
doctorate. As a Ph.D. student in Oregon 
State University’s geography depart-
ment, Bennett is active in a student 
organization called Hydrophiles, which 
unites students across diverse disciplines 
who are studying water resources. He is 
an avid mountaineer and a home brewer 
who created a brown ale on Groundhog 
Day that he calls the “Brown-Hog Day 
Ale.”

Q: Where did you grow up?
Bennett: I grew up in Colorado Springs, 
Colorado, but my grandparents lived 
outside of Sweet Home, Oregon, and I 
would often visit them over the summer. 
So I always felt connected to Oregon 
like it was my second home. During 
my junior year of high school, I took a 
month-long Outward Bound course. I 
was instantly hooked on the outdoors. 

Science writer Lee Sherman came 
to Corvallis eight years ago to 

help create Oregon State University’s 
research magazine, Terra. “I feel 
privileged to tell the stories of OSU’s 
amazing scientists, especially in the 
environmental and Earth sciences,” says 
Sherman, Terra’s associate editor. “The 
efforts of the university and the Wa-
tershed Council are very much in sync 
and often overlap. Take Terra’s recent 
cover story about OSU’s research on the 
threatened Pacific lamprey, for example. 
The idea for that story originated at a 
Watershed Council-sponsored public 
forum about the plight of our native 
lamprey that was held last year at the 
Corvallis Public Library.” 

Q: Why did you join the Watershed 
Council?
Sherman: About two years ago I volun-
teered to edit the Council’s newsletter 
and got hooked. My very first story was 
about the role of freshwater mussels in 
river ecosystems. Who knew there were 
mussels living in the Marys? I didn’t! I 
thought mussels only lived in the ocean. 
After that, I wanted to learn everything 
I could about the watershed and share 
that knowledge with others.

Q: What are your earliest memories 
of being connected to nature?
Sherman: The North Seattle cul-de-sac 
where I grew up in the 1950s sat on the 
outermost edge of a suburb called Lake 
Forest Park. Ours was a brand-new 

Q: What helped you focus your pro-
fessional goals? 
Bennett: When I was doing my mas-
ter’s degree at the University of Texas 
at Austin, I went to Ecuador to do 
research on how indigenous communi-
ties manage their natural resources. I 
studied their property system, which 
included mapping farms, hunting 
grounds, and fishing areas for some 
very remote communities that lived 
almost entirely on what they grew and 
hunted. One morning I woke up to 
the smell of singed hair and found an 

unusually large rodent (a capybara, as it 
turned out) being prepared for break-
fast.  It was the most memorable meal 
of my life. 
 
Q:  Why did you join Hydrophiles? 
Bennett: I became friends with several 
leaders of Hydrophiles during my first 
few weeks at OSU and quickly realized 
that Hydrophiles is an exceptionally 
well-run student group where I could 
meet other students studying water-
related topics as well as obtain educa-
tional and professional-development 
opportunities. I’m constantly amazed by 
the caliber of my peers in the organiza-
tion. 
 
Q: Why do you climb mountains? 
Bennett: There’s something very 
satisfying about exerting yourself to 
get to the end of a long hike or top of a 
mountain and then getting to sit back, 
enjoy the view, and feel like you’ve ac-

“It’s amazing what can 
happen when people start 

working together and trying  
to find creative solutions.”

– Drew Bennett

To Unlock the Knowledge of Landscapes
Drew Bennett Got Hooked on the Outdoors in High School

subdivision, a tiny huddle of houses 
hemmed in by nature: a creek without a 
name (we just called it “the Creek”), a 
path through the woods, a thorny patch 
of blackberries (my sister and I picked 
bucketsful for Mom’s homemade pies), 
a grassy field that the neighbors jok-
ingly called their “Back 40” — these 
were the places I ran to whenever I 
could. One day, I discovered a spring 
bubbling up beside the road. Kneel-
ing down, I stuck my hand into the icy 
water as deeply as I could and brought 
up a fistful of multicolored pebbles. 
One of them was bright turquoise. Hav-
ing read Dr. Seuss’s McElligot’s Pool 
about a child’s imagined world beneath 
a humble hometown fishing hole, I 
speculated that these pebbles had perco-
lated up from the very center of the 
Earth. I remember finding a huge, flat 
stump in the woods, scented like earth 
and fir, a readymade hideout for me and 
my neighborhood gang of ragamuffins. 
I remember feeling the rasp of tall, late-
summer grasses against my bare legs as 

I raced through the Back 40, the sticky 
froth of spittlebugs marking my calves 
like badges of adventure and mys-
tery. I felt like a wild creature on that 
landscape — a feeling too many kids 
miss out on these days. The Council’s 
education projects, which take kids out 
to explore their local landscapes, are 
helping to reconnect children to the 
natural world.

Q: What do you hope for the future 
of the Watershed Council?
Sherman: I want us to keep sharing the 
stories of the Marys. I want us to ex-
pand the Council’s vision for a healthy, 
vital watershed with a broader swath of 
residents — to get more people excited 
and involved in the Council’s mission, 
like bringing back strong populations 
of cutthroat trout and other aquatic 
species by reconnecting rivers to their 
floodplains and creating shade with 
riparian vegetation; engineering pools, 
eddies and new spawning gravels with 
large, woody structures; ensuring fish 
passage by lowering culverts under 
bridges and highways. I would love to 
see more people join us for presenta-
tions, tours and celebrations. I would 
love to see more schoolchildren out on 
the land with their classmates, getting 
their hands dirty planting trees, pulling 
weeds and learning about the places 
that will become their legacy. The wa-
tershed belongs to all of us. Everyone’s 
support is needed.

Continued on p. 4

When Wildness Takes Hold in a Child’s Soul
Lee Sherman Wants Kids to Connect to Nature

New board member Lee Sherman



Mill Race, 
Continued from p. 1 

Restoring Native Habitat
on Willamette Valley Farmlands

Farmland south of Pigeon Butte in the Finley Wildlife Refuge (photo: Lee Sherman)

The Mill Race flows beneath Crystal Lake 
Drive (photo: Lee Sherman)

grass, coyote thistle — spreading 
southwest to the riparian forests of 
the Marys and its tributary Muddy 
Creek.

When the Marys flooded its banks, 
as it did several times a year, the 
overflow coursed across the prai-
rie, forming channels and rivulets 
throughout the drainage. One of 
those natural channels caught the 
eye of an early entrepreneur, promi-
nent Benton County businessman 
J.C. Avery. He had plans for that 
waterway. When staking out Avery’s 
land claim in 1845, the surveyor 
labeled the channel a “mill race.” 
What had long been an ephemeral 
channel, a seasonal “ditch” that 
filled with water during high flows 
(giving refuge to fish during flood-
ing) and dried up in the summer, 
suddenly became a business asset. 
The channel officially became the 

Mill Race, turning the waterwheel that 
powered Avery’s saw mill at the conflu-
ence of the Marys and the Willamette 
near the current site of Hollingsworth & 
Vose (formerly Evanite Fiber Corpora-
tion).

“Water flowing down a ditch from two 
miles up the Marys River provided the 
power that gave South Corvallis its start 
as an industrial center,” wrote Corvallis 
historian Kenneth Munford in a 1991 
edition of the Gazette-Times. 

Eventually, the saw mill gave way 
to a grist mill and then became a 
thriving, three-waterwheel flour 
mill owned by H.F. Fischer. A crew 
of Chinese laborers was hired to 
deepen and straighten the channel 
and to build an earthen dam across 
the Marys River about two miles up-
stream, near today’s Marysville Golf 
Course. The dam — which washed 
out several times over the years — 
“created a reservoir to keep constant 
the flow of water through the mill 
race,” Munford wrote. 

Today, the Mill Race travels from its 
source in the Marys, under roadways 
and railroad trestles through a series 
of culverts, its banks hardened by 
concrete or snarled by blackberries 
and other invasive weeds, returning, 
finally, to its mother river just before 
it empties into the Willamette.

Part II of the Mill Race series will 
bring you up-to-date on the current 
status of the waterway.

By Meleah Ashford
MRWC Board Chair

Why would a farmer take land out 
of production to implement a 

habitat conservation project? This was 
the question posed to three local farm-
ers at Marys River Quarterly Forum 
in January.  All three growers — Peter 
Kenagy of Kenagy Family Farms, 
Jason Bradford of Vitality Farms and 
Dave Buchanan of Tyee Winery — 
have  incorporated restoration into their 
landscapes. They explained their con-
servation projects and the philosophies 
behind them.  

But first, the Forum was kicked off 
with some words about agriculture in 
the Willamette Valley by Alexandra 
Stone of the Oregon State University 
Department of Horticulture. Did you 
know that the state vegetable is the 
snap bean? The Willamette Valley is an 
amazing place to grow food, with hun-
dreds of different crops readily grown 
in our mild climate and great soils. 
Oregon is the No. 1 producer in the 
nation for Christmas trees, hazelnuts, 
loganberries, blackberries, boysen-
berries, black raspberries, ryegrass, 
orchard grass and fescue seed, crimson 
and red clover, sugar beets for seed, 
potted azaleas, and peppermint. So why 
would farmers bother with restoration 
and conservation projects when farming 
is such a demanding endeavor?  

The conservation projects that these 
farmers took on were remarkably tar-

geted and included meadow restoration 
for wildlife, particularly butterflies and 
their food sources, lowlands invasive 
species control, native habitat restora-
tion, and stream buffer planting. 
Their reasoning was fairly universal: 
quality of life, future generations, and 
personal interest. But it went further 
than that in some cases to include pre-
venting loss of soil quality and quan-
tity, promoting beneficial relationships 
(pollinators, beneficial insects, and 
livestock as a periodic form of distur-
bance), reducing water use, and increas-
ing efficiency.

Farmers think on long-term horizons 
(20 to 50 years) and want their farms 
to be great places to live and work with 
diversity and wildlife. They think about 

transition from their generation to the 
next, hoping their children will want to 
take over the farm. So keeping some 
land in conservation makes the land 
more attractive for future generations. 
Farmers also have the freedom to do 
projects on their land and often take up 
a pet project — planting  a meadow for 
butterflies, improving fish- rearing areas, 
adding a riparian cover — just because 
they can and to steward the commons 
that we all call home.

MRWC hopes to inspire restoration 
and conservation in agricultural lands. 
We look forward to working with the 
agricultural community to improve our 
watershed. In fact, who better to do con-
servation planting than a farmer?
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Annual Membership Form

Drew Bennett, 
Continued from p. 2 

Name _________________________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________________________

City ___________________________________________State __________ ZIP _____________________

Email ____________________________________Phone __________________________    Prefer email

Connection(s) to the Marys River watershed:  Community member       Landowner
 Other (describe) ______________________________________________________________________

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.  

Please direct my gift to:   Restoration       Education       General 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!

complished something. I have set out to 
climb all 54 of Colorado’s peaks higher 
than 14,000 feet. After climbing five 
more this summer, I only have four left. 
I’m slowly becoming familiar with the 
High Cascades, too, and also climbed 
Mount Hood and Mount Thielsen this 
past summer. 
 
Q: You say you’re a “strong believer 
in voluntary approaches to conserva-
tion and stewardship.” How does the 
MRWC fit into your belief system? 
Bennett: I feel that regulatory and 
other approaches to conservation have 

their place, but oftentimes working in 
partnership with landowners can lead 
to better results. It’s amazing what 
can happen when people start work-
ing together and trying to find creative 
solutions that can work for everyone. 
This approach offers the potential to 
unlock a tremendous amount of knowl-
edge about a landscape that is essential 
for developing long-term solutions to 
conservation problems. MRWC fits per-
fectly into this philosophy by working 
directly with landowners through a vol-
untary and collaborative approach and 
you can see the fruits of this approach 
in the incredible amount of restoration 
work the organization has completed. 

Come and Learn
About the Valley’s
Vital Pollinators

WHAT: Bees and Butterflies – 
Food and Flower Pollinators in the 
Willamette Valley
WHEN: Wednesday, April 2,  
6:30 p.m. - 8:30 p.m.
WHERE: Corvallis-Benton County 
Public Library

Everyone’s invited to the Watershed 
Council’s Quarterly Forum, where 

expert panelists will tell the story of 
pollination in the Willamette Valley. 
Henry Storch of Old Blue Natural 
Resources and Sarina Jepsen of the  
Xerces Society will share their exper-
tise on local bees, butterflies and other 
essential pollinators.


