
Oregon’s Crucible of Industry and Development: 
 

Blue Heron Site, Oregon City 
 
 
 Nearly two centuries ago the age of industry arrived on the banks of 
the lower Willamette River.  Ambition, ingenuity, technology, and 
mechanical know-how changed the landscape and launched the development 
of what became modern Oregon.  The river corridor from Willamette Falls 
downstream a dozen miles attracted investors, artisans, and laborers.  They 
developed shipyards, sawmills, grist mills, a woolen mill, mines, an iron 
foundry, and even a mint.  These enterprises anchored communities, 
attracted emigrants, and tested the region’s natural resources. 
 
 One of the pivotal sites of Oregon industry is on the east side of 
Willamette Falls.  Today its buildings stand empty.  While the roar of the 
falls and the passing sounds of trains and cars are reminders of the 
importance of this point as a vital transportation corridor, industry has 
stopped.  The eerie emptiness of the buildings, the massive stone 
foundations of a block-long woolen mill from the era of the American Civil 
War, and the stretch of the south Main Street without a single pedestrian or 
vehicle vividly document a turning point in history.  Twenty-three acres in 
the heart of Oregon City await a new beginning.  
 
 Opportunity beckons.  The Blue Heron site is inextricably linked to 
Oregon’s history.  Commerce, industry, politics, cultural events, and a 
fascinating cast of characters have all played on its stage.  The actors 
include Native Americans, fur trappers, John McLoughin--the “Father of 
Oregon,” governors, printers and publishers, freighters, ship captains, 
surveyors, Indian agents, investors, and thousands of workers.  At this 
place weavers for nine decades transformed wool into cloth and blankets, 
while others turned forest products into lumber, pulp, and paper. 
 
 
The Setting: 
 
 For uncounted millennia the falls of the Willamette was a great Indian 
fishery and trading center.  It was the meeting point for the peoples who 
lived along the Columbia estuary and in the broad Willamette Valley.  The 
Columbia teemed with fish, especially prized salmon and sturgeon.  The 
valley contained nutritious fields of camas lilies, tarweed seeds, acorns, deer, 
elk, geese, and ducks.  The tribal people etched the granite face of the falls 
with petroglyphs that look down today on their descendants who yet gather 
to harvest lampreys ascending the river from the sea. 



 
 The site is spectacular.  Over millions of years the Willamette River 
sculpted a corridor through layer upon layer of ancient basalt deposits to 
flow north into the Columbia.  The Willamette is the second longest 
north-flowing river in the United States, eclipsed only by the San Joaquin in 
California.  The narrow river passage at Oregon City is the gateway to the 
fertile valley and communities above as well as the connecting link to the 
downstream commerce of the Columbia and North Pacific Ocean. 
 
 Over time the river cut a series of terraces most clearly evident on its 
east bank: the first is the old business district of Oregon City; the second is 
mostly residential; and the uppermost is a mix of residential, commercial, 
and public uses.  The geography of the place is inspiring but challenging.  
Willamette Falls and its cliffs above provide vistas of enchantment as well as 
waterpower to drive industry.  The abrupt changes in elevation along the 
shore have tested road-builders, investors, and planners who have made the 
city work in spite of its geography. 
 
 Transit around the falls began with a foot trail and canoe portage.  
Then came a rude trace for livestock and wagons, steamboat landings, a 
mule-powered portage rail system, a canal and locks, a trolley line, and 
ultimately modern railroads and paved highways.  Prior to the construction 
of dams and reservoirs upstream, the Willamette unleashed periodic freshets 
that swept across the river-front terrace, filling buildings and streets with 
angry flood waters.  The river remains a force for reckoning, but it is also a 
tremendous resource of power and water. 
 
Sidebar quotation:  
 
  “At the time of our visit to the falls, the salmon-fishery was at its 
height . . . .  I never saw so many fish collected together before; and the 
Indians are constantly employed in taking them.” 
 
 Lieutenant Charles Wilkes, Willamette Falls, 1841 
 
 
Early History 
 
 In January, 1814, fur trappers working for the North West Company of 
Montreal ascended the Willamette River to explore the valley.  Alexander 
Henry, a member of the party, described the arrival and meeting an Indian 
resident: “We were in utter darkness, drenched, and hungry, until he 
brought us some dry fuel, five dogs, a little dried salmon, a parcel of smelts, 
and a few hazelnuts.”  The next morning a thick mist hung over the river.  



“We then went up to the falls, which have a wild, romantic appearance,” 
wrote Henry, “the water rushes over a perpendicular rock in two channels, 
divided by a narrow, rocky island . . . .” This was the first, recorded account 
of Willamette Falls. 
 
 In 1829 Dr. John McLoughlin, chief factor of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company at Fort Vancouver, sent workers to the falls to blast a mill race and 
construct a sawmill.  His plan was to use the power of the river to cut 
lumber and to establish a fishery to catch and preserve salmon.  Prior to the 
invention of steam-pressure cooking and soldered tin cans, salmon were 
salted.  The Hudson’s Bay Company needed building materials for local use 
and export as well as salmon to feed its hungry workers at Fort Vancouver.  
By the 1830s the Hudson’s Bay Company was building ships and operating 
stores in San Francisco and Honolulu.  In 1840 it gained the contract to 
supply the Russian American Company in Alaska with foodstuffs from 
Oregon. 
 
 McLoughlin’s workmen blasted a millrace with black powder to channel 
part of the river into wheels to drive the saws in the lumber mill.  Using 
dipnets and employing Indian dipnetters, the men caught migrating salmon, 
cleaned and salted them, and packed the fish in barrels.  Annual runs of 
smelt and lampreys also came to the base of the falls as did sturgeon. 
 
 Methodist missionaries arrived in western Oregon in 1834 and saw the 
potentials for preaching to a large Indian population working and trading at 
Willamette Falls.  Although the Hudson’s Bay Company was well-established 
at the site, the Methodists in 1840, with McLoughlin’s permission, established 
a mission, store, and church on the Hudson’s Bay Company’s claim.  Their 
American settlement was soon in direct competition to the British enterprise. 
 
 Aware that the territory south of the Columbia River might well 
become part of the United States, McLoughlin in 1842 laid personal claim to 
the east bank of the river at Willamette Falls.  He hired J. M. Hudspeth to 
survey Oregon City.  The small community was the first formally platted  
town in the Pacific Northwest. 
 
 Oregon City grew rapidly.  In the spring of 1842 it had fourteen 
buildings.  By August it had twenty-six as well as a flouring-mill, two 
sawmills, and retail stores.  Each year the town grew as overland emigrants 
arrived from the Oregon Trail.  The emigration of 1843 was about 875; that 
in 1844 was 1,200; and in 1845 was estimated at over 3,000.  Others 
arrived by sea, having heard favorable reports about the Oregon Country 
and when, by the Oregon Treaty (1846), the Pacific Northwest became part 
of the United States. 



 
 Visiting Oregon City in the fall of 1845, Joel Palmer found a community 
with nearly 100 houses, Methodist and Catholic churches, two flouring mills 
and sawmills.  He wrote: “There are four stores, two taverns, one hatter, 
one tannery, three tailor shops, two cabinetmakers, two silversmiths, one 
cooper, two blacksmiths, one physician, three lawyers, one printing office . . 
. .”  He also found a brickyard, carpenters, and masons “in constant 
employment, at good wages, in and about this village.”  Palmer estimated 
the population at 600 in addition to the Indians who lived and fished at the 
falls. 
 
Sidebar quotation:  
 

“Friday, October 27.  Arrived at Oregon City at the falls of the 
Willamette.  Saturday, October 28.  Went to work.”  James 
Nesmith, Diary, 1843 

 
 
Magnetism of Oregon City 
 
 Land drove western migration.  The prospect of free or cheap land 
fired the imagination of tens of thousands.  Many realized their dreams 
when Congress passed the Oregon Donation Land Act (1850) and the 
Homestead Act (1862).  Settlers arriving in Oregon by 1850–men and 
married women–qualified for a square mile per couple for free.  The amount 
then dropped to 160 acres per person but drew more thousands more until 
its expiration in 1855.  The Homestead Act continued to lure settlers, 
especially the foreign-born, to establish stump farms in Oregon’s forests 
when the valley floor lands were all taken. 
 
 Oregon City became the location for filing land claims with the 
Provisional Government and, after 1850, at the General Land Office.  The 
land office staff processed thousands of claims for donation lands, 
homesteads, cash purchases, and veteran’s bounty grants.  The 
Surveyor-General of Oregon rented offices from McLoughlin in Oregon City 
and contracted survey teams to mount the subdivisions of the townships 
between Canada and California and the Snake River and the Pacific. 
 
 Starting in 1845 Oregon City served as the capital of the Provisional 
Government and continued as capital for the territorial government until 
1851.  Governors George Abernethy, Joseph Lane, and John Gaines had 
their offices in the town and the Legislative Assembly and Supreme Court 
met there. 
 



 Oregon experienced an economic boom following the California gold 
rush.  Farmers had a brisk market for their products.  Part-time miners 
returned from the diggings with leather pouches filled with dust and nuggets.  
In 1849 the Oregon Exchange Company at 5th and Water streets began 
minting $5 and $10 gold pieces.  Notable for its beaver imprint, these coins 
met a great need for circulating money until federal currency became more 
plentiful. 
 
 Pioneers hungered for news “from the States.”  Oregon City had a 
post office with mail for new emigrants as well as settlers who had fanned 
out to farms and other communities.  The territory’s first newspaper, the 
Oregon Spectator, began publication in 1846 on south Main Street.  Its 
columns advertised goods, services, names of those with mail, accounts of 
Indians, federal government appropriations, and the actions of the 
legislature.  Its job press issued handbills, almanacs, notices for missing 
horses, calling cards, public celebrations, and postings for fraternal lodges. 
 
 During the administration of Joseph Lane, Anson Dart, and Absalom 
Hedges, Oregon City was the headquarters for the Oregon Superintendency 
of Indian Affairs.  Federal dollars to pay treaty annuities, purchase flour, 
clothing, and tools for the tribes and the new reservations passed through 
the offices of the Indian Department and often into the accounts of the city’s 
merchants, freighters, and steamboat owners. 
 
 Peter Hatch, a former missionary in Hawaii, improved Oregon City’s 
connections with the Willamette Valley.  He raised $20,000 and by 1850 
blasted a road at the foot of the bluffs from Main Street to the shipyards and 
warehouses in Canemah.  A plank sidewalk ran parallel next to the river.  
Passengers on  sternwheelers walked back and forth around the falls on this 
board walk, while freighters hauled farm products and manufactured goods 
over the wagon road. 
 The People’s Transportation Company, founded in 1853 by Captain 
Joseph Kellogg, built a breakwater at the east side of the falls to create a 
holding and turning basin for the upriver steamboats which pulled in, tied up, 
and transferred their cargoes headed downstream or took on commodities 
and passengers to carry up the Willamette.  These improvements 
dramatically facilitated the flow of commerce through Oregon City. 
 
 In 1853 the editor of the Oregon Spectator touted Oregon City as the 
“Manchester of the Western Coast” and the “New York of the Willamette 
Valley.”  Six steamboats plied the river above the falls.  “There is ten times 
the amount of business done here now, to that done twelve months ago,” he 
bragged.  Dr. McLoughlin had completed construction of two buildings on 
Main Street–both occupied, while nearby stood Abernethy’s brick store and 



Smith’s foundry and machine shop.  “All things must have a beginning,” 
wrote the editor, “and as nature has marked this spot as one in a thousand, 
it becomes our people to turn these advantages to account.” 
 
Sidebar quotation: 
 
 “All is commotion here.  Gov. Lane, from Indiana, arriv’d in town the 
first of this month, bringing the new government with him in his pocket up 
the Willamet river in a skiff, over the Clackamas rapids.” 
 
 Riley Root, Oregon City, March 8, 1849 
 
 
Hum of Industry 
 
 Oregon City’s strategic location made it a natural site for industrial 
development.  The Willamette River offered relatively cheap and efficient 
transportation, abundant fresh water, and the power generated by the drop 
over the falls.  The calculus of these energies drove industrialization.   
 
 From the initial investment of the 1830s, Oregon City became known 
for production of forest products: dimensional lumber, beams, molding and 
trim, and box material.  It was also a logical point for grinding grains to 
produce flour and meal for human and animal consumption.  Its industrial 
base started with sawmills and flouring mills and diversified over time. 
 
 In 1862 the Oregon City Woolen Manufacturing Company purchased 
lots on Main Street and water rights from the McLoughlin family and for a 
second mill race from the Abernethy Island Company.  The woolen company 
completed its four-story brick structure in 1864 and doubled it the following 
year to become the largest industrial plant on the West Coast.  The factory 
had ten sets of carding machinery for weaving products from wool purchased 
in the nearby valley.  The mill burned in 1872 at an estimated capital loss of 
$250,000, was immediately rebuilt, and was back in operation by the 
summer of 1873.  Its 100 workers produced flannels, blankets, and 
cassimeres for decades. 
 
 In the twentieth century the Oregon City woolen mill marketed its 
products under the slogan “Woven Where the Wool is Grown.”  It added 
garment lines for both men’s and women’s clothing as well as new types of 
fabrics at several of its retail stores across the United States.  The Jacobs 
family owned and operated the mills from the Civil War to the Great 
Depression.  In 1954 the heirs sold the woolen mill to Publisher’s Paper. 
 



 In 1866 the Pioneer Paper Manufacturing Company began making 
paper.  It used two Loeffel wheels and water power to transform rags and 
straw into paper.  The firm failed in 1867.  In 1889 the Willamette Falls 
Pulp and Paper Company began production of twenty tons of pulp per day 
and shipped its product to California.  It commenced paper production in 
1890, the same year that a disastrous flood devastated major parts of the 
Crown mill on the west bank.  Within a few years, however, both mills were 
running to capacity. 
 
 In 1908 Willard P. Hawley left Crown Paper and turned to the east 
bank of the river.  He purchased property along the south end of Main 
Street where he established Hawley Pulp and Paper.  He leased Station A, 
the electrical plant at the falls, acquired the old flour mill and its water 
rights, and by 1909 used the sulphite process to manufacture paper.  To 
develop the site he gave the McLoughlin House to a non-profit organization 
who moved it in 1909 to the second terrace in the city.  The program was 
Oregon’s first historic preservation program.  In 1941 Congress designated 
the house a National Historic Site and in 2003 it became part of the Fort 
Vancouver National Historic Site. 
 
 Hawley Pulp and Paper Company defined the east bank of the river at 
the falls for the twentieth century.  Labor disputes arose during World War I 
and disrupted production on both sides of the river.  The tensions erupted 
into street fighting on June 22, 1918.  Management broke the unions.  The 
hundreds of workers did not reorganize until 1937.  The Hawley heirs sold 
the plant in 1948.  The Times-Mirror Corporation eventually bought out the 
multiple interests by 1950 to create Publishers Paper, a wholly-owned 
subsidiary.  The mill concentrated on production of newsprint for its parent 
company and the Los Angeles Times which grew by the 1960s to have more 
than one million subscribers. 
 
 The sulphite process used for pulping led to chemical discharges into 
the Willamette River.  Journalist Tom McCall, later governor of Oregon, 
grasped the problem and documented it in “Pollution in Paradise,” an expose 
of environmental problems throughout Oregon.  In 1972 the mill won a 
well-earned “Cleaning Up Pollution” award from Governor McCall. 
 
 Jefferson Smurfit Corporation purchased the mill in 1986 and sold it to 
its workers in 2000.  They and investors created Blue Heron Paper 
Company.  Because of commitments to the environment and shortages in 
wood fiber, Blue Heron concentrated on processing waste paper.  It 
produced newsprint, bags, towels, high brights, and specialty papers. The 
company faced stiff competition from China for used paper and also 
shortages of wood fiber.  Blue Heron filed for Chapter 11 in 2009 and closed 



on February 23, 2011, ending 125 years of continuous paper mill use of the 
site. 
 
Sidebar quotation: 
 
 “There cannot be a better situation for a factory village than on the 
east side of the river, a dry, wide-spread level extends some distance, and 
the shores form natural wharves for shipping.” 
 
  Samuel Parker, June 14, 1837 
 
 
An Electrifying Moment 
     
 One of the most notable events at Willamette Falls was harnessing the 
great power of the river.  In 1888 the Oregon City Electric Company, 
founded by Edward L. Eastham, installed a turbine on the west bank of the 
river and began transmitting electricity on wires atop the bridge on 
November 1, 1888, to illuminate Oregon City stores, streets, and houses.  
Eastham, Parker Morey, and other investors then created Willamette Falls 
Electric Company (later Portland General Electric) to build Station A on 
Abernathy Island.  
 
 Workmen installed generators on its second floor connected by belts to 
wheels where water turned the machinery to produce an electrical current.  
In spite of skeptics, the company laid thirteen miles of wire along the west 
bank of the river to Portland and on June 3, 1889, began generating 
electricity.  The project was the first transmission of long-distance direct 
current in the United States. The direct current illuminated city streets and, 
within a year, provided power for street cars on Macadam Avenue and to 
Albina on the east side of the Willamette.  Station B on the west bank began 
operating in 1895; station A closed in 1897.   
 The age of electricity unleashed potent forces at Oregon City and 
across the nation.  American industry began an inexorable shift from steam 
to electrical engines.  There was a great quickening of manufacturing and a 
dramatic improvement in working and living conditions with electrical 
lightning.  Henry Adams grasped that amazing power when he viewed the 
hulking dynamo lighting the Paris Exposition of 1900.  He penned his 
memorable “Prayer to the Dynamo” and likened its force to that unleashed 
by Christianity over medieval Europe. 
 
 The quest for electricity changed the face of the falls.  Workmen in 
1889 constructed wood cribbing around the top of the cataract to raise the 
water level.  In 1904 T. W. Sullivan, an engineer, designed a concrete rim 



poured in 1906 and 1907 to raise the falls to 52 feet above sea level.  
Station B, renamed the Sullivan plant in 1953, operates today.  It is the 
oldest hydro electrical facility west of the Mississippi and the third oldest in 
the United States.  With upgrades the plant produces power for 754,000 
customers for Portland General Electric. 
 
Sidebar quotation:  
 
 “The Sullivan plant became eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places in 2002 because of its role in the industrialization of Oregon.  It is 
also an original inductee into the Hydropower Hall of Fame.” 
 
 Portland General Electric, “Sullivan Plant History” 
 
 
The Opportunity 
 
 The Blue Heron site is unlike any other location in the Pacific 
Northwest.  It is the meeting point of river and valley, past and present, 
emptiness and potential.  The assets of the property are remarkable.  They 
include fifteen structures identified as eligible for the National Register of 
Historic Places and more than 2,000,000 square feet of space in substantial 
industrial buildings.  The site affords vistas of Willamette Falls, the 
Willamette River, industrial operations of immense complexity on the west 
bank, and close-up encounters with nature in the heart of the city. 
 
 The Blue Heron site is steeped in history that flows from the pioneer 
epoch to the modern environmental movement.  It has witnessed Native 
American residency, trade, and fishing; investment and presence of the 
McLoughlin family; the seat of provisional, territorial and county government 
offices; publication of the West Coast’s first newspaper; a mint to coin gold; 
sweated labor of thousands in manufacturing plants; an amazing array of 
transportation facilities; and the marvels of quick, efficient hydroelectricity.  
 
 The Blue Heron site has the alluring prospect of turning Oregon City’s 
face to the river, its most enduring and attractive asset.  This is a moment 
of opportunity to depart from 160 years of rough-handed industrial uses.  
As past generations brought their inventiveness and hard work to this site, 
the challenge is for the present generation to find new uses for the land and 
its vistas that honor the natural beauty and power of this singular resource. 
 
 
Additional floating quotation options: 
 



■ “This Willamette river, right before our window, has probably raised 

35 feet.”  Rev. George H. Gary, Oregon City, 1843 
 

■ “It was his custom to stride up and down the street ringing a cowbell 

to call his customers to dinner.” 
 
  Description of Sidney W. Moss, proprietor, ‘Main Street House,’ 
  Oregon City, 1840s 
 
 ■ “There is a great call for mechanics of different kinds, (vis) Cabinet,  

 Chair, Sadling, coopering, shoemaking, fanmaking, 
thrashing, tanner, brickmaking & laying, hatting, wheelmakeing, 
housejoiner & Millright    these are all in good demand . . . .”  

  Rachel Fisher, Oregon City, March 13, 1848 
 

■  “The first public mail arriv’d in Oregon city, from the U. States, by 

the mail steamer of San Francisco, to-day.”  Riley Root, Oregon 
City, April 7, 1849 

 
 ■ “The population is a mixed multitude; Sandwich Islanders, Indians of 

  several tribes, Mexicans, and Spaniards.  Here are 
the greatest mill privileges I ever saw; the whole body of the 
river pours over the falls at a hundred places.”  William Watson, 
Oregon City, September 13, 1849  

 
■ “The ladder has an ascent of one foot in twelve.  The cut in the rock 

at the lower end is about twenty-five feet in depth.”  Willamette 
Falls fish ladder, Morning Oregonian, September 30, 1885 

 
■  “The Falls of the Wallamet constitute the great water-power of the 

State.  The favorite term for Oregon City is, ‘The Lowell of the 
Pacific Coast . . . .”  Frances Fuller Victor, Atlantis Arisen (1891) 

 
■ “Station A of Portland General Electric Company, located on the east 

bank of the river, was erected in 1889 by the Willamette Falls 
Electric Company.  This was the first plant erected at the site of 
the falls for the transmission of electricity to Portland . . . .” 
“Transmitted Power: The Great Electrical Plant at Oregon City,” 
The Morning Oregonian, January 1, 1895 

 
■  “The failure of the unions to keep the plants idle has given the 

companies confidence and under no circumstances will the union 
leaders and agitators be permitted to return to work.”  Morning 
Enterprise (Oregon City), November 20, 1917 



 
 ■  “Heads were cracked, noses broken, and blood flowed, and the men 

  who ‘went out and lost out’ probably got the worst of 
the encounter, if the popular decision counts.  The mill 
employees claimed the victory.”  Morning Enterprise (Oregon 
City), January 2, 1918 

 
■  “The mill workers met the affray in massed formation which they 

held until the fighting became too general . . . . It was obvious 
the mill workers knew something was to happen for they 
marched into combat in regular order.”  Morning Enterprise 
(Oregon City), January 2, 1918 

 
■ “Our waste paper supplies have told us to either meet the market 

price or they will not deliver.  This has left the Company with no 
other choice other than to curtail operations and announce the 
closure.”  Mike Siebers, President, Blue Heron Paper Company, 
February 23, 2011 

  
■ “The first Oregon legislature heard the gavel drop in a humble 

building in Oregon City.  Here started the first Protestant 
church, the first Masonic lodge and the first newspaper west of 
the Missouri river, the first and only Chinese Masonic lodge.  
Oregon City was the first incorporated town west of the Rocky 
Mountains.”  William D. Welsh, A Brief History of Oregon City 
and West Linn (1941) 

 
 
 
 
Historical Activities Within the Blue Heron Site: 
 
1. Native American fishery and petroglyphs 
2. Hudson’s Bay Company fishery, salting plant, sawmill, flouring mill 
3. McLoughlin’s Oregon City townsite with sawmill, flouring mill, and stores 
4. Steamboat landing at upper end of falls for Willamette Valley destinations 
5. Steamboat landing at lower end of falls for lower Willamette and Columbia 

River destinations 
6. Portage path, road, tramway and route of Oregon & California Railroad 
7. Original site in 1843 of Methodist Church, first protestant building west of 

the Rockies 
8. Main Street House, first hotel in the Pacific Northwest 
9. Editorial office and plant in 1846 of Oregon Spectator and job printery, 

first newspaper in Pacific Northwest 



10. Original site in 1848 of Dr. John and Eloise McLoughlin’s home 
11. Meeting site of the provisional and territorial Legislative Assembly, 1845- 
 51 
12. Location in 1849 of the mint of the Oregon Exchange Company 
13. Location of Oregon City Woolen Mill, 1864 
14. Location in 1889 of Station A, Willamette Falls Electrical Company 
15. Location of Hawley Pulp & Paper Company and its successors: Publishers 

Paper, Jefferson Smurfit Company, and Blue Heron Paper Company 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview researched and written by Stephen Dow Beckham, 1389 SW Hood 
View Lane, Lake Oswego, OR., 97034.  beckham@lclark.edu 
 
 

mailto:beckham@lclark.edu

