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Manena Schwering was born in Blue River 1/24/1905. She has a degree in Journalism from U of 0.
Worked as a forest service lookout 4 years, and 10 years as personnel clerk in the Blue River Ranger
district. Lives on a corner of her grandfather's homestead in Blue River surrounded by his 90-year.old
apple trees.
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from McKenzie Bridge. She has a BA in History from U of 0. did research on the navigable uses of the
McKenzie, is presently a political consultant working out of Eugene, Oregon.

Dave Rodriguez of Walterville is working with great energy to collect history and artifacts about the
McKenzie Drift Boat and to encourage suitable recognition of the unique heritage of the area. He hopes
to develop a monument of the boat with a McKenzie River guide at the oars.
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CHANGING TIMES
IN THE UPPER McKENZIE VALLEY

by Manena Schwering

Ed Walker. driver and Bella Sparks at the Walterville Post barn ca. 1909 Schwering photo

Recorded history of the upper
McKenzie Valley is sketchy and incom-
plete, consequently it often becomes
necessary to combine recorded facts
with the memories and accounts of
happenings as told by "old-timers". The
objective here is to give something of
the color and character of the times by
reconciling the two sources as closely as
possible. The happenings are themselves
true and accurate to the best of my
knowledge; many given here were re-
counted to me by old friends - most
now dead.

Some selected place names, and the
background for them, that are of special
interest are listed.
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McKenzie River - named for
Donald McKenzie, a member of Astors
Pacific Fur Trading Co., who first
explored the Valley in 1812, together
with a small company of men from the
Astor Trading Post. The river was first
known as McKenzie's Fork in 1934,
later McKenzie Fork and finally
shortened to McKenzie River.

Lost Creek Ranch - first settled
by Carey Thomson in 1886. Thomson
had a homestead across the highway
from the Belknap Bridge. Neither the
bridge nor the road were there at the
time he acquired the property. Lost
Creek is the name of the stream which
bisects the property.



3. McKenzie Bridge - first called
Strawberry Prairie because of the pro-
fusion of wild strawberries which grew
in a natural meadow adjacent to the
roadway in the small settlement. In the
1920s the writer was able to find them
plentiful enough to pick several buckets
for jam. The flavor is unsurpassed by
any other fruit. The first bridge across
the river at this location was built by
Carey Thomson's father. A temporary
bridge had been constructed by John
Craig. This was accomplished by felling
two trees and flooring the drive with
puncheon. According to notes found in
McKenzie Ranger District Historical
files, when Craig was asked how he
aligned the trees properly so that they
could be used as stringers, he replied
that he used "stratagem". The bridge
was joined by wood pegs which the men
whittled out at night around their
campfire. The bridge was called Craig
Bridge and toll was collected. A second

bridge was built in 1890 bt Carey
Thomson at the site of the present
covered Belknap Bridge. This also
collected toll and was known as Thom-
son Bridge. The first store at McKenzie
Bridge was located at the north end of
the old Craig Bridge and was operated
by Lew Powers.

Be lknap Springs - was taken as a
claim by R.S. (Roland Simian) Belknap
in 1870. He was the grandfather of
Clarence and Arthur Belknap who lived
on the McKenzie on the Belknap home-
stead property six miles East of Blue
River until their deaths. The property
was first called the Salt Springs and
changed to Belknap Springs in 1891.

Blue River - named in 1863, the
year in which gold was discovered in
the area. No doubt the name was used
in a descriptive sense, as the clear water
of the stream appears blue-green due to
the color of the rock formations of the
river channel. The first Blue River post

Inside view of Blue River general store and post office operated by Glen Powers. built by Samuel Sparks. Schwering photo
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Blue R,ver, 1905 Sparks Hotel 1st. bldg. on right, saloon second bldg on right Livery stable across the street. Schwering photo

office was established on January 18,
1886. Jim Davis was the first post-
master, with the office being located on
his property ½ mile west of the present
community.

Vida - originally known as Gate
Creek. A post office was first
established at this site on April 12,
1898. The postmaster was Frank Pepiot.
At that time, the name was changed to
Vida, for Mr. Pepiot's daughter. The
McKenzie Highway crosses Gate Creek
at this point. During the early years of
the wagon road, there was no bridge
across Gate Creek, however, the creek
was shallow enough to ford during most
of the year.

Leaburg - derives its name from
Leander Cruzan, the first postmaster.
The office was first established on
January 29, 1877. The name was
changed to Deerhorn in 1907. According
to Lewis McArthur, there was probably
a change of location at the time of the
name change. This name was used until
1913. In a rather confusing sequence, a
new Leaburg post office was established
in September of 1907. There is no Deer-
horn post office at present.
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Walterville - named for Walter
Millican, son of George Millican, an
early pioneer who was active in the
early development of the McKenzie
country. He settled on the McKenzie
River in 1862, although he continued to
have other interests, and extensive
property in Central Oregon.

Foley Springs - hot mineral
springs discovered by William Hanley
and William Dick, the exact date of
discovery is uncertain. They were
purchased in 1870 by Dr. Abram Foley
from a man named Alexander who
apparently had only squatter's rights.
Dr. Foley obtained a patent from the
government in 1882 giving him title to
the property. He subsequently sold the
property to Henry Hill who then sold to
Peter Runey in 1882. The property is
still owned by his heirs.

DEVELOPMENT
OF THE FIRST ROADS

The first known route across the
McKenzie Pass was one used by the
Warm Springs Indians in annual
migrations to the McKenzie Valley.



They came to hunt, pick huckleberries,
take salmon for smoking and to pick
hops. The Hendricks Park location was
their favorite camping spot. The salmon
were plentiful there and they smoked
quantities of them to use through the
winter. The writer can recall seeing
them come in large bends of fifty to
seventy-five prior to 1920. In later
years, they continued to come but in
reduced numbers. I remember them
coming to the door and asking my
Father, "You have any deer hides?".
They sometimes asked for pasture for
the stock and permission to camp
overnight in a field. They sometimes
sold beaded moccasins, gloves and other
small buckskin items. My grandmother
recalls that an Indian man once came to
the kitchen door looking for food. She
gave him a freshly baked loaf of bread
which she had just taken from the oven.
He picked it up and squeezed it into a
small soggy ball, laid it down and said

disgustedly "Bogus-no good", and
walked away.

The Indians that we saw were unfail-
ingly friendly and polite. The bands of
Indians traveled in a variety of vehicles
- covered wagons, open "hacks", small
spring wagons, buckboards and buggies,
as well as many saddle horses. Large
numbers of extra saddle horses were
driven by men and boys on horseback.
Many children were included in the
group, both riding and walking. Large
numbers of lean mongrel dogs dashed
madly about snarling and barking in
the confusion.

The women wore long bright colored
cotton dresses. Both men and women
usually wore their hair in braids and
used bright blankets as shawls to wrap
about themselves.

Felix Scott Jr. was one of the most
active and resourceful of the early
pioneers interested in developing the
valley. He was interested in taking

Blue River Dam Rd. 1905 (Looking east from Blue River bridge) going toward Lucky Boy mine. House on left belonged to Glen
Powers, built Ca. 1903. Sawmill on right built by Samuel C. Sparks & sons, Dexter and Felix about 1903. Schwering photo.
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supplies and livestock across the
Cascades and eventually to the mines in
Idaho.

In 1862, he managed to interest sixty
to seventy-five men in his idea of
developing a road across the Cascades
which would closely follow the Indian
Route through the natural pass be-
tween the Three Sisters and the present
McKenzie Pass. This group worked
through most of the summer of 1862 to
improve the original trail so that
wagons could be taken through to the
East. The crossing with the nine wagons
and nine hundred head of stock was
made in 1863. It was a journey of great
hardship and difficulty for men, stock
and equipment and it required most of
that summer to complete the crossing.
It is reported that as many as twenty-
six oxen were needed to get a single
wagon up some of the most difficult
places. Men suffered from the rough,
dangerous lava beds; shoes and gloves
being torn to shreds in a few days time

In the late 1860s, a new route up Lost
Creek Canyon was scouted. John Craig,
who lost his life while carrying mail
across the Pass in a winter storm,
played a major role in locating and
building the new road. The work was
done largely through volunteer labor
and donated supplies. This road was
subject to toll until 1898 when it
became a free road.

Tolls on the McKenzie Pass road were
collected at Walterville, Blue River and
McKenzie Bridge. Toll charges were as
follows:

4-horse rig - $2.00
horse & rider - $1.00
pack horse - $1.00
loose cattle - $10
sheep - $05
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The Indians were generally unwilling
to submit to the tolls, therefore, when-
ever possible they made their crossings
at other nearby locations.

Great changes continue to take place
in the requirements and construction
for present day highways. The
McKenzie Pass route completed by the
Bureau of Public Roads in 1925 is now a
scenic route kept open only during
summer months. The route is seldom
used by trucks or heavy traffic. The
newer route known as the Clear Lake
Cut-Off is kept open all year, and is less
exposed to the wind and snows of the
higher elevation McKenzie Pass Road.
When the winter storms and winds pile
the snow in fifteen or twenty foot drifts
over the roadway all the heroic effort
required of those early pioneers dis-
appears without a trace and the
volcanic peaks and cinder cones
dominate the landscape. It would look
exactly as it did when the Indians made
their migrations one hundred and fifty
years ago.

The need for improved roads into the
McKenzie Valley became urgent as
interest in the area grew.

About this time gold was discovered
in the Blue River area and this brought
interest from a new element.

After the Scott party made their
crossing of the pass in 1863, Scott
returned to Eugene and attempted to
form a road company. The proposed
road was to proceed to Canyon City and
Auburn in Baker County. This proved
to be an overly ambitious project and
the company was dissolved without
beginning construction.

Four other companies were formed by
1965, but no work was begun.



Dee Weight's pack string headed for the Lucky Boy Ca. 1905. Schwering photo

In 1866, John Craig, then living at
McKenzie Bridge, was searching for a
better route through the mountains. He
had been with Felix Scott in the very
difficult earlier crossing and had been
searching persistently since.

He located the new route up the Lost
Creek Canyon and Dead Horse grade.
They judged this location to be one
thousand feet lower than the previous
one taken by Scott, north of Deer Butte.

On December 24, 1870, the "McKenzie
River Military Road Company" was
formed. John Whitaker, Oregon's first
governor, gave his support to this
undertaking. The Oregon legislature
urged, by joint resolution, that a land
grant along the McKenzie River be
made by the Federal Government to
provide a route for the proposed road.
Work was thus finally undertaken.

There were disappointments, delays,
and a constant struggle for money and
volunteers to help with the construe-

tion. John Craig continued to work tire-
lessly for "his" road until it came to be
known as "John Tom's Road". Well it
might, as it resulted from his vision,
was largely engineered by him, con-
sumed all his time and energies, and
finally his life. (See L.C.H. Vol. III,
30-32; VIII 3-4, 17-19)

Interest continued to grow in the
McKenzie country. In addition to those
looking for the free lands, there was
activity and speculation in the mines
just north and northeast of Blue River.
Almost every able-bodied man in the
community staked a claim hoping for a
bonanza. Without exception, these
expectations provided little more than
hard work and disappointment.

The area now needed a regular stage
and freight route. This service was
coordinated and developed with the
delivery of mail. The horse stages
delivered mail, carried passengers and
small parcels of freight. Later, as
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needed, a separate freight service was
operated by Frank Moore, a cousin of
Rosa Sparks, the writer's mother.
Probably the first contract for delivery
of mail was awarded to Eli Bangs of
Eugene, who owned a livery stable
located at the corner of 8th and Pearl.
Some of his early drivers were Earl
McNutt, Orel and Percy O'Brien, Ed
Walker, Joe Jones, Arch Shough and
many others who escape memory.

In order to operate the stages it was
necessary to establish stables for fresh
horses and eating places for people. The
trip from Eugene was usually made
using four horses for each rig -
occasionally two. Fresh horses were
required at Walterville, Vida and Blue
River. The noon meal was eaten at
Leaburg. The small eating place was
run by "Aunt Emmy Kennerly" and her
husband Jim. The food was bountiful
and delicious and included usually
chicken, roast, hot bread, potatoes, and

Lane County Historian
Kennerly house. Leabueg Stage stop, 1890. Schering photo

gravy. This was topped off with cake
and several varieties of fruit pies. All
this for under $50. Vida also provided a
small hotel and a livery stable as well.
This place was owned by Ben Minney.
The Sparks Hotel, at Blue River, was
the next stopping place going East.
During the early years, limited
accomodations for meals and overnight
stops were provided in the old log
homestead house owned by Samuel and
Robenia Sparks. At the turn of the
century a new hotel, store, livery stable
and sawmill were built at the site of the
present community of Blue River. This
location was on property included in
the Davis and Smith homesteads
acquired by Samuel Sparks in 1893. At
that time a considerable number of
transient workers were moving in and
out of the area due to the development
of mining projects.

The Log Cabin Inn was established at
this time in McKenzie Bridge and was



operated for many years by "Uncle
George" and "Auntie" Frissel -
authentic pioneers of the time. The
present inn is almost identical in
appearance to the original one. Their
story cannot really be told here as it
would justify its own time and space.
Hotels were also at Foley Springs and
Belknap Springs. These were rather
specialized places which more properly
fit into a later time span. It was con-
sidered that the taking of the mineral
baths was beneficial healthwise and
rather the accepted thing for anyone
who could go on a vacation that cost
money.

The growth of the Blue River area
was considerably influenced by the dis-
covery of gold in 1863. It was later in
the century however before any signifi-
cant developments took place. The Blue
River mining district, comprising two
townships, was established during this
early period of activity. It lies about
four miles north of the town, within
Townships 15 and 16 South, Range 4
East and along the divide separating
the Calapooya and Blue River drain-
ages. The area is steep, rugged, heavily
timbered terrain, with elevations
ranging for the most part from 3500 feet
to 4744 feet, peak elevation of Gold Hill.
Most of the mines and prospects lie
within 1500 feet of the summit of this
divide.

The Lucky Boy Mine, which had the
most important production of the
district, was discovered in 1887.

Other of the more important mining
developments included: Great Northern
(6 claims) - located two miles north at
Lucky Boy in Linn County. This mine
had a 4 stamp mill and operated as late
as 1917. It reportedly had the longest
10

single tunnel development in the dis-
trict. Production, while small, was
second only to the Lucky Boy group.
Higgins Mine - located Northwest of
the Great Northern. Rialto - (formerly
Blue Bird) located at the head of the
North Fork of Quartz Creek, included
twelve claims in Linn and Lane
counties. Rowena Group - located on
the North Fork of Quartz Creek. This
property was closely associated with
the Rialto claims in development and
family ownership. Continuous work
and development occured on these
properties until recent years. Treasure
Mine - located on the south slope of the
eastern part of Gold Hill, 1/2 mile
northeast of the Lucky Boy properties.
This mine had small production while
being one of the most extensively
developed properties in the district. A
15 stamp mill was built in 1902 and a
small saw mill on the property provided
lumber for a large complex of offices,
kitchens, living quarters and storage
sheds. This mine had a four thousand
foot tunnel development. Work was dis-
continued in 1912 and a caretaker was
employed for several years. Eventually
the premises were abandoned and the
huge rambling two level structure of
fifty to sixty rooms was taken over by
hoards of rats, mice, squirrels and bats.
In 1930, the buildings were set afire by
vandals and completely destroyed. The
writer recalls walking through the
place when many of the furnishings
were still in place, including a large
fully equipped kitchen.

At one time more than 250 men were
moving in and out of the area working
in various capacities. (Detailed informa-
tion about the Blue River mines must
be reserved for a future issue. Ed.)
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Sparks Ranch 1912, used as home for number of years. Approximately 1916 started serving meals for the public here until a new
facility was built nearby. Schwering photo

Except for scattered homesteads with
their family members, Blue River was
almost exclusively a male community.
Robenia Sparks, wife of Samuel, who
kept a stopping place at the old log
homestead house in the very early days
has stated that at one time she did not
see another woman for a period of three
months. Rosa Sparks recalls an incident

which took place when she was at the
old log homestead stopping place. At
the supper table one evening, she was
somewhat attracted to a nice looking
young man, a stranger in the com-
munity. After the meal was finished
and the dining room closed off, she
decided to have a better look through a
large knothole in the log partition

Samuel C. Sparks, ca. 1908 Cougar killed in his barn lot. Schwering photo



separating the two main rooms. She got
down on one knee and put her eye to the
opening and to her embarrassment
found an eye looking through from the
other side.

In 1900, Samuel Sparks and sons,
Dexter and Felix, laid out the town of
Blue River on property they then
owned as part of the 320 acres acquired
from Smith and Davis. In 1911, a sub-
division was completed which included
Cascade Park and Sparks Addition to
Blue River City. After the turn of the
century, when the new facilities were
built at the present site of Blue River,
there were some additional business
services provided which included
several saloons, a blacksmith shop and
Chinese laundry.

An amusing incident has been told by
Dexter Sparks and his wife Rosa, who
operated the new Sparks Hotel in Blue
River. One evening a miner returned to
the hotel from an evening at the saloon,
and on his way to his room passed by
the one occupied by the two "hired"
girls. Hearing giggles and busy talk, he
was somewhat intrigued, also a little
befuddled. He decided to hoist himself
up over the doorway and have a look
through the transom. Being somewhat
uncoordinatd at the time he lost his
balance and fell rather heavily against
the door, forcing it open and landing
prone inside the room. Naturally bed-
lam followed, causing a rush of people
up the stairs from the lobby. The man
himself, meaning no real harm, was
totally confused and humiliated,
scrambled to his feet and kept
repeating, "No harm done girls, no
harm done". The expression became one
used for years in the family to smooth
over minor mishaps.

12

After 1912, there was no significant
activity in mining. The supply of free
milling ore processed in the stamp mills
was largely exhausted. Material would
require shipment to smelters in Denver
or Tacoma to extract the minerals.
Transportation problems made this im-
practical since much of the material
was low grade. A changing economy
and way of life was developing now. A
few sawmills came into production. The
Belknap mill operated by Clarence Bel-
knap was located on the family home-
stead property six miles east of Blue
River. This was the most important
mill, from a production standpoint, in
the upper valley. The area came to
attract notice from a recreation
standpoint around 1914, with fishing,
hunting, camping and use of the two hot
springs. By this time cottages were
available for rental during the summer
months and swimming pools were used
most of the year. Roads were greatly
improved and use of the automobile was
becoming common place. By the time of
World War I, the pioneer character of
the valley had largely disappeared.

The growth and importance of the
Forest Service had great impact on the
upper valley where public ownership of
timber land is concentrated as opposed
to private timber holdings in the lower
valley. Significant numbers of people
became employed in all aspects of forest
management.

On September 28, 1893, President
Cleveland authorized the creation of the
Cascade Range Forest Reserve. This
block of land included 4,883,588 acres
and extended from the Columbia River
almost to the California border. In 1907,
this reserve was renamed Cascade
Forest Reserve and almost immediately

Spring, 1984
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changed again to the Cascade National
Forest. In 1908, this huge forest was
divided into four smaller ones, with
new boundaries for a smaller Cascade
Forest, Umpqua National Forest,
Oregon (Mt. Hood) National Forest and
Crater (Rogue River) National Forest.
In 1911, the Santiam National Forest
was created from land made available
through a series of boundary revisions.
In 1933, a significant change took place.
The Cascade National Forest and
Santiam National Forest were com-
bined and given its present name
Willamette National Forest. The last
major change took place in 1956 with an
exchange of lands with the Bureau of
Lane Management. The resulting
boundaries have not changed sig-

nificantly since that revision.
The Willamette National Forest is

comprised of 1,675,383 acres and is
divided into seven administrative units
called Ranger Districts. The Blue River
and McKenzie Bridge Ranger Districts
are included in the Willamette
National Forest. The Blue River
Ranger District was formed in 1956
through a withdrawal of lands from the
McKenzie Ranger District. The
McKenzie Ranger District now has
314,377 acres and Blue River has
189,342 acres.

Radical changes in scope and concept
have taken place in Forest Management
since the first Forest Ranger came to
McKenzie Bridge near the beginning of
the century. Captain C.V. Dodd, a civil
war veteran, was the representative for
the Forest Service for a short time in
those early years. According to
McKenzie Ranger District historical
records, several other men served

temporarily as administrators between
1901 and 1908. Their names are re-
corded as follows: Nash, Livermore,
Simonds, Thurston, Harpham, Mann
and Ireland. Smith Taylor was
appointed Ranger in 1908 and served
until 1934. As a child, during those
early years of his tenure, I thought
Smith was the Forest Service, that he
was the beginning and the end. I didn't
imagine anyone above him as his
superior. In those days, the Ranger
occupied a unique place in the com-
munity. People went to him for advice,
help or to give help in emergency
situations. The local Forest Service was
then a small neighborly organization
which cultivated warm personal
relationships, where reciprocal help
was given and accepted Inevitably, the
big organization becomes more remote
and impersonal where rules and
regulations tend to compete with
personal relations. The bigness, while
necessary, has brought changes.

Smith Taylor recalls his first trip
from Eugene to his new district, again

Smith Taylor pack horse to Horse
Belknap, 1915. Schwering photo
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in McKenzie Ranger District historical
records. He writes that he departed
from Eugene on his saddlehorse and
leading one pack animal. The trip took
two days. The accommodations which
he found at the Ranger District head-
quarters consisted of a small log cabin
with homemade chairs and benches,
and a small log barn. He had a small
wood cooking and heating stove and
carried his water up a thirty foot bank
from the river. One man with two
horses was ready to administer almost
500,000 acres of forest. This head-
quarters was located near the present
station but on the river bank on the
north side of the highway.

Fire detection and control was the
most important duty of those early
years. A system of lookouts was
developed and young men were sent out
to watch for developing fires which
might result from lightening strikes or
untended campfires. These first guards
were paid $60.00 per month and were
usually furnished a horse. This in turn
made it necessary to improve trails and

Manena Schwering picking huckleberries at Gold Hill living
quartero V. mile from L.O. Schwering photo

construct a primitive telephone system.
The organization quickly grew to in-
clude trail crews, telephone crews, fire
fighters and look-outs. As the district
grew and its field people increased it
became necessary to include a
packstring and packers to transport
food and equipment to the scattered
crews and look-outs.

Dee Wright was one of the early
packers who spent 24 years (1910-1034)
as a packer, trail foreman and construc-
tion supervisor on various forest
facilities. He was an authentic pioneer,
he grew up among the Molalla Indians.
He knew that McKenzie and Three
Sisters area as well as any man of his
time. He helped in locating and
building sections of the Skyline Trail
including the several miles south of the
McKenzie Pass to Sunshine Shelter.
Dee worked as foreman of the Civilian
Conservation (C.C.C.) crew which built
the observatory at the summit of the
pass. He died before the work was com-
pleted and it was named the Dee
Wright Observatory - a fitting
memorial to a men who contributed
greatly to the early development of the
area. As had been requested by him
before his death in 1934, his ashes were
scattered across the summit of the
Cascades, in the high country which he
loved.

The Civilian Conservation Corps left
its mark on the Willamette Forest in
the great variety and quality of useful
work they performed. With local men
providing leadership young men from
all over the United States were
organized into work crews. Though
largely untrained, they made useful
and handsome improvements through-
out the forest. They worked on such

14
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projects as campground sites, trail
shelters, picnic areas, trails, telephone
lines, bridges, towers and many recrea-
tion facilities.

The picture is greatly changed from
that day in 1908 when Smith Taylor
rode his horse up to a little log cabin,
with a wood stove and no plumbing to
begin management of almost 500,000
acres of forest. Surprisingly, there is
still that nostalgic mind picture of the
Ranger, sitting his horse, on a high
point, and with his broad brimmed
Stetson pulled low to shade his eyes, the
ridges of virgin timber dropping away
below him.

Some of the forest fires of those years
devastated large areas of forest,
damaged watershed and destroyed
much game and forage in addition to
the thousands of acres of prime old
growth timber. The forest was almost
roadless and the trail system was not a
comprehensive one. Men went to fight
fires walking, with packs of personal
effects and tools, such as axes, saws,
pulaskis and other small items. Pack
strings were assembled and sent to the
larger fires with food, bed rolls and
other supplies. On large fires requiring
a prolonged presence for control and
"mopping up", mini-headquarters were
set up which included fire bases, time
keepers, clerks, cooks, packers and
other necessary personnel. In addition
to government pack strings, local resi-
dents with suitable stock and equip-
ment were hired to help keep the supply
lines functioning. The logistics of
operating a fire camp in remote areas
was a truly formidable responsibility.
The supply and quality of the food in
these camps was a very important con-
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sideration. The morale of the camp was
very much affected by the ability of the
kitchen crew to put out hearty good
meals. Food was provided by the Forest
Service, and according to reports from
men who served on these crews, was
usually of high quality and in generous
supply.

Major fires from 1912 through 1935
devastated more than 17,000 acres in
the area. With the early warning
systems, aerial patrols, helicopter
crews, smoke jumpers and retardant
drops, it is hoped that never again will
the forest see the massive destruction of
those years.

The reforestation program initiated
by the Forest Service was prompted in
part by the losses suffered in those
early fires, as well as the need to
maintain a productive forest to replace
trees being cut through sales of com-
mercial timber. It is estimated that
nearly 270,000 acres have been planted
or seeded and about 100 million trees
planted in the Willamette Forest.

I wish to express my appreciation to
the Supervisor's Office of the
Willamette National Forest and to Gail
Burwell, Public Affairs Specialist, for
many of the facts and figures which I
have used here.

Ed. Note: Because of space limitations
your editor has been obliged to cut
valuable portions from this excellent
article by Manena Schwering in several
places. The entire manuscript will be
available in the Lane County Museum
library for future reference.



PETER FINN TELLS OF
EARLY DAYS ON THE McKENZIE RIVER

The following excerpts are from an article by John Craig printed in the Spring-
field News of July 24, 1970, p 6.

The Springfield News learned of the
project to replace the parsonage of the
jvlcKenzie River Baptist Church at Lea-
burg, and that the old building was
built in 1887 by the son of an early
settler, "the original Hickleberry Finn"
- he claimed. Further investigation
revealed that Benjamin Franklin
"Huckleberry" Finn, Fayette Thomp-
son, Francis Pepiot and other home-
steaders are responsible for an impres-
sive portion of the population of the
Leaburg-Vida area, as well as much of
its history.

Although he was known as "the
biggest liar on the McKenzie River,"
"Huck" presented a good case for hav-
ing been the prototype of author Mark
Twain's masterpiece, "Huckleberry
Finn." Only the very self-confident or a
history expert could dismiss Finn's
claim without further investigation.

The Finns had three sons and four
daughters: Charles Eugene, Lewis
Napoleon, Arthur Peter, Ella Jane,
Emma B., Ida Drusilla, and Mary Ada.
Although he spent 32 years working as
a logger in Washington, Arthur Peter
(used the name of Peter) lived most of
his life at Leaburg and returned there
during his retirement years. Before he
died at the age of 89, in 1956, Peter left
a number of accounts of his early days
along the McKenzie.

Benjamin brought his family to the
Leaburg area (just above Leaburg but
below Goodpasture Bridge) in 1871.

They left Montevello, Mo., March 13,
16

Peter Finn, Eileen Ferguson photo

1871 - Peter's birthday - and
"landed" Sept. 10 at the area, known as
King's Flat. Although the Finns and
others in their party were largely res-
ponsible for settling that region along
the McKenzie, earlier pioneers -
notably a family named King - had
already established themselves, and
surveying was underway when the
Finns arrived.

The family had $700 when they left
Missouri, but that had dwindled to only
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$7 by the time they reached the
McKenzie. They came via the Santiam
Pass with two wagons, a "span" of
mules (team of two) and a span of
horses. The horses were sold that fall to
raise cash, and proceeds from the sale of
the wagons went to buy a cow.

"Father and Gene (Charles Eugene)
fell a cedar tree along the river to make
a raft to take the mules and household
goods we had across the river," Peter
told his daughter-in-law, Mrs. Earl
McClellan of Leaburg, a former Seattle
secretary who took his comments in
shorthand around 1948.

"We squatted on unsurveyed land (on
the south bank of the McKenzie just
above Leaburg dam, where Dr. Carl
Phetteplace now has his home)" he
said. "When February came, father and
Gene worked on the house across the
river."

"Our first house across the river
was made of split cedar. The chimney
was made of wood and just plastered
inside with mud," Peter described.

The first school at Leaburg started in
1873, just above the present location of
the McKenzie River Baptist Church on
the north side of the river. Peter and his
brothers and sisters crossed the river in
a boat in order to attend the school.

A bricklayer by trade, the father
worked during the summer of 1873 on
the first building at the University of
Oregon, Deady Hall. A later enterprise
was distilling pitch to make turpentine

"He made a still just the same as they
made a whiskey still and distilled it,"
Peter remembered. "He made resin too.
He'd get the turpentine out of the pitch
and then he'd take the resin in and he'd
sell that to the soap factories."
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"Yeah, they came up and looked it
over," Peter observed when asked if
there was any danger of federal revenue
officers mistaking the turpentine still
for one that made whiskey.

'That was about the time the moon-
shining was getting started good up
here and I think he did run off a batch
of moonshine before he'd run the tur-
pentine," Peter remarked.

When the Finn family was still to-
gether, the mother and the children
were responsible for taking care of the
garden, the cow and the chickens.

"My job was to fill up the rain barrel
with water. I had to carry it from the
creek up the hill. I carried it in a
10-pound lard barrel and it used to take
me all day. Of coLrse, I always played a
while, so it took me about all day to fill
up the water barrel for mother," he con-
fessed.

When he was 15 years old, Peter - or
"Pete,' as he preferred to be called in
later years - lost his right eye on a deer
hunting trip with his brother, Lewis. "I
was unable to go to school any that
year," because of the grim experience,
he said.

"Next year I started to go to school
and tried to play ball and got hit in the
eye again with a ball, and had to quit
school again."

Hunting was very important to the
Finn family as a source of income is
well as a way of getting food. The
"menfolk" hauled their venison to
market in Eugene, then a community of
about 300. The hams sold for six cents a
pound, and the hides had some value.

The road, according to Pete, "was just
a trail swamped out through the
timber," and the trip took four days



during winter - "two days dowi and
two days back, by using part of a day to
shop." The journey could be made in
three days during the summer, when
the road was dry, he said. Travelers
then could find lodging with almost any
rancher along the way.

Not too surprisingly, since it was a
way of life, Pete became a rather
accomplished hunter. And, apparently,

Leaburg,

hunting may have been a more difficult
task when he was young, although he
said there "was 10 times as many deer
then as there are now."

"You had to go a long ways," he
remarked in a taped interview by Dr.
Phetteplace in 1951, noting that the
deer were "wilder."

Adapted from W.C.Loyts ATLAS OF OREGON

built in 1887. Springfield News photo

Cougars and wolves were consider-
ably more numerous when he was
young than they are now, making
"pests" of the creatures, Pete said.
During his lifetime, he managed to kill
quite a number of the "critters," which
he said threatened the deer population
as well as cattle and sheep.
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He said he killed two cougars one
morning before breakfast.

"I was camped in there in the green
timbers (above five miles south of
Leaburg dam)," he said. "Two came
down on the ridge, and I slipped out and
got 'em both before breakfast.

Fishing was a favorite boyhood pas-
time, Pete told Dr. Phetteplace. Modern
tackle was unknown, but apparently
not needed, if Pete's fishing stories are
an indication.

"I started out when I was four or five
years old, but they 'wouldn't let me have
a hook then. I used to take a pin and
thread and go down to the creek and
catch a bucket of fish."

He said he bent the pin to fashion a
hook, and baited it with "grasshopper
trout bugs." He indicated that he had
landed fish up to 20 inches long with
that method.

"When I got old enough to go fishin'
with a fish hook, we used a great big
hook and we didn't buy no lines. Mother
had some thread - we'd make our
lines."

I P"

,.'

When he was 18 years old, Pete
bought the land across the river where
he built a home of his own. He said he
had had his eye on the place when he
was going to school, and liked it because
it was "always sunny and sheltered."
He bought the land from a railroad
company on a ten-year time contract,
paying $2.50 an acre.

"My payments were due only once a
year but money was very hard to get
and some payments seemed as though
they came along every two weeks."

"Father bought the property right
next to mine (what is now Bill Davis'
Hidden Valley Ranch) and started a
little saw mill. All the lumber in my
present house was cut in father's little
mill and we built my house when I was
about 21 years old."

"I wanted my place for my mother
because she was so isolated across the
river and it was so hard to get to the
road," Pete used to explain.

He said he wanted the site near the
road so that his home, the Finn Ranch,
could also double as a stage coach stop.
Although mail was delivered only once
a week by horseback when he was a boy,
stages later made the run from Spring-
field-Eugene to Blue River on a daily
basis - going up one day and returning
the next.

Upstairs in the three-story structure
was a dance hall.



COUNTRY SCHOOLS AND COUNTRY WAYS
by Jane Bige low

McKenzie Bridge school about 1892, Anna Drury, teacher. Art, Ernie Sims, Byrd Belknap, Ira, Cora, Clara, Alice. A log cabin on old
Sims Rd. Belknap photo

They were white, not red, the little
schoolhouses in the upper McKenzie
Valley, and in their later years could
have been easily mistaken for an old
garage or outbuilding. But at the turn
of the century, these cheerful country
schools were classroom AND commun-
ity center.

Early families in the valley, such as
the Thomsons, the Wycoffs, the Sparks,
the Sims, the O'Learys, the Yales, and
the Belknaps were widely separated
along the forty mile corridor through
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the forest. Often these families taught
their own children and sometimes
neighbors in their homes. In 1870 Mrs.
Fayette Thomson held classes in her
home near Vida, and in 1902, the Sims
home at Rainbow was that community's
classroom. But, during the 1880s and
90s, various small local schools were
built as mining and lumbering opened
the upper McKenzie Valley to an ex-
panding population.

The earliest school building was the
"Blazing Stump" school west of the
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Blue River. Laot da n1uhool. 1912? Sthoerin photo. ('hlldren irnL row, I.r: & Thelma Po.ero. Thelma and
Neva Pooler, Manena Sparka. . Fred Grunlng. Wayne Edwards, Alvin Gruning. Buck row, -r:

William 'esmiIh. Wayne Wefla. Goldic Lone. .Me, O'Reilly from ',rh, dlvi.. , Roao Sparks,
Nellie Edwards While, Uenter Sparks. Mrs. Glen Powers (Jesle) holding baby. Ann Lau, Mrs. Felix Sparks. Delighi Eiler. Mrs. Grac-
ing. Mr. (raning. Mr. fJe('øu Irum srh. dint.
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Goodpasture Bridge. It was used until
1891 when a one-room school was built
in Vida on land near Gate Creek
donated by Mrs. Regis Pepiot. In 1915
that original small building was
replaced and enlarged to provide for
high school and grade school students.
District 137 operated independently at
the Vida location until consolidation
with the upriver schools in 1940.

About 1890, a log cabin school was
built in the Nimrod area and a few
years later, the Elk Creek school was
built. Considerable uncertainty exists
about the location of these buildings,
and there are recurring local tales of
the "school that moved". The most
popular version suggests that these two
areas varied in population and that the
patrons dismantled and reassembled
the school to suit the majority of the
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population. One Friday, the story goes,
the Nimrod parents appeared at the Elk
Creek School, took it down within the
hour and had erected it in the Nimrod
neighborhood before classes resumed
the following Monday

The Clover Point School at Nimrod
consolidated with Blue River in the
early 1920s.

Blue River's earliest school was built
in 1903 on land donated by the Sparks
family. The original building was one
room with a cloak room entry. It was
expanded and remodeled through the
years and two decades later included
high school classes. Frances Grazier
O'Brien remembers: "When I came to
teach in Blue River (1925), there were
two classrooms. There was a laboratory
for the high school and the grade and
high schools each had its own library



room and cloakroom We really had
a lot of things, some of them not
practical. For instance, there was a
lunch room downstairs for the boys and
a lunch room for the girls, but no heat
in the rooms whatever. It was all right
two or three months of the year, but the
rest of the time they ate at their desks
because only the school rooms were
heated."

Smith Taylor recalled that the
earliest school east of Blue River was
built in 1885 on the "Sims Place" at
Rainbow. In 1937, he wrote:

"The school house was a small room
built out of hewn logs. The tables and
benches were also hewn out of logs

Art Belknap, who lives near the
site of the little old school house, was
one of the first thirteen pupils. He
started to school when he was only
four years old."
By 1902, the Sims children were the

only ones still attending, and the classes
were moved into the Sims' household.
Soon, however, the O'Learys moved into
the district with eleven children, and
the school was moved into an old store
building at McKenzie Bridge. In 1904,
George Hall donated a half-acre of land
(at the corner of Horse Creek and Delta
Road), and McKenzie Bridge soon had
its own one-room school. Over the years
there were alterations to this building
also, but it remained a grade school
only with the high school students
attending at Blue River.

In 1909, the Oregon State Department
of Education began "standardizing"
public schools. This was primarily
related to dispersal of public monies,
but also from the need to set admission
standards for higher education. For
these rural schools to become
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"standard" often meant an extra effort
to upgrade the facilities.

Martha Andrews Belknap was instru-
mental in helping the McKenzie Bridge
School gain its credentials. She began
teaching at the school in the fall of 1914,
and by the following spring upgraded
lighting and heating helped meet the
state requirements. The library was
brought to "standard" by additions
from her personal collection of books.

Like many others, this young teacher
had not yet completed her own college
education when she began teaching.
After a year at McKenzie Bridge, she
enrolled at the University of Oregon.
Mrs. Belknap taught for several years,
but as she explained, "never two years
in succession" until she finished her
college work.

In a 1979 interview, Martha Belknap
remembered those first years:
When I first came to this part of
Oregon, I liked it. Of course, I wasn't
very old, only 18. And I boarded with
a ranger and rode a horse two and a
half miles to teach at the school. It
was a little eight-grade school with
about fifteen children I have
taken a deep interest in the schools
and worked hard for them. Mainly to
get a good school for the children
here. And we need a good school. I
feel the first three grades they learn
their attitudes. All a teacher can
ever do is to make a child curious.
You can't learn a thing for them. But
if you make them want to learn,
you've done something important.3
At least one recalcitrant student,

John Bigelow, remembers that Mrs.
Belknap DID something important:
"Martha Belknap was the best teacher I
ever had. She had a way of helping the
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Inside the McKenzie Bridge school in the spring of 1915 when District 68 became a standard school district - note the banner. Mar-
tha Andrews Belknap was teaching at that time. She had worked diligently to this end. From Maple Stobie collection.

students understand even when they
really didn't care about the subjects. I
worked very hard for her in that
school. "

Blue River, because of its larger
economic base, had always provided
strong support for education. Mrs.
O'Brien remembers:
The School board met once a month
on a Friday afternoon. Instead of
waiting for you to request things and
then have it cut drastically, they
came to you and said 'What to you
need'. I was never turned down on
anything we really needed. They
were willing - they were anxious -
to support the best education they
could. It doesn't take a great deal to
make a lot of difference.5
Children were required to furnish

their own supplies and textbooks in
Lane County Historian

these early schools, and some shared,
but no one could recall any students
dropping out for want of materials.

There were two special events in the
school year, Christmas and the last day
of school. Manena Sparks Schwering
recalls that not only did the school
children have a day of games and races
on that last day, but that most work in
the town stopped, potluck supper tables
were set up, and the entire community
celebrated the arrival of summer
vacation.6

Frances O'Brien notes, "They really
made quite a thing of their Christmas
program. Everybody brought gifts. It
wasn't just children exchanging gifts.
Jars of pickles and preserves and other
homemade items were exchanged all
around. Often there was a play, and
always some kind of music."7
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Recreation was community based as
well. School games often involved
running and team sports. There were
few sports for which these rural schools
could field full teams without including
all the children. Baseball was played by
the "work-up" system, and Manena
Schwering recalls that "Annie Over"
with a ball tossed over the schoolhouse
roof occupied many recess hours. As
hcal populations grew, local baseball
teams of adults became very com-
petitive.

Classroom discipline was not a
problem says Frances O'Brien, because
ties with the homes were very strong.
"A child knew that if he was punished
at school, he'd also be punished at home.
That was enough to control mischief."8

Some say it was stones, some say it

O'Brien, Frances Grader, Taped Interview, 10/29/83

Stohie, Maple McKENZIE HOME Unpublished manuscript Also by interview 10/15/83

'Gold Don UNTIL THE SINGING STOPS Halt Rinehart & Winston (1979), p 193

'Bigelow, John; Taped interview, 10/29/83

Interview, 10/29/83

'Schwering, Manena Sparks, Taped Interview. 10/15/83

1nterview, 10/29/83

'Interview. 10/29/83

'Minutes, School District 88, 8/21/43

NOTE; The McKenzie High School Senior Clam of 1958 compiled a very good informal history of District 88 during the late SOs Unfor-
tunately. no sources are given for most of the research and some dates conflict with other records A copy of this information is available
at the McKenzie High School office and at the Lane County Museum Library

was only snowballs, but late on January
18, 1943, children of Blue River were
allowed (this one time) to take a pot
shot or two at their school. A furnace
fire had ignited the building, and al-
though furniture and many supplies
were rescued and tossed out into the
snow, the building was consumed.

1940 had seen the consolidation of the
Vida, Blue River and McKenzie Bridge
schools. The new high school had
recently been completed at the present
Elk Creek site, so, in 1943, after the
Blue River fire, patrons approved re-
location of the McKenzie Grade School
to Elk Creek. Later that year, however,
the School Board remembered the social
role of those local schools and restated
its intent to keep "a COMMUNITY
center in each of the three towns."9
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THE McKENZIE DRIFT BOAT
by A. David Rodriguez

York and Milo Thompson, some of the first McKenzie River Guides. Thompson photo

The history and development of the
McKenzie Drift Boat is a truly unique
and special heritage which has never
been properly presented to the public.
This boat's development took place
mainly on the McKenzie River, in
Springfield and in Eugene, so it can
safely be called Lane County's own
boat. While I am able to include major
events in this article, the search for
more history continues and if my
readers can add any historic accounts
then I'd like to hear from you.

The development of the McKenzie
Drift Boat begins in the early 1900s or
before. Its story would not be complete
without telling of those who earned
their living on the river and developed
the craft. The heritage I speak of
includes those men who challenged un-
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tamed white water throughout the
Northwest. They are river guides and
worthy of the fine reputations they
have gained through the years.

The boats of the early 1900s didn't
seem to share any common characteris-
tics in design, although they were
generally long, narrow and low-sided.
They were of board-n-batten construc-
tion, usually of fir or cedar planks, their
length ranging from eighteen to twenty-
two feet, and their width about two and
a half feet across the bottom. They were
usually very heavy and the use of tar to
seal the seams and leaks made this even
more so.

These boats were used for several
different purposes, among them was the
accompanying of ferries across the river
as lifeboats. The early river boats were
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also used in log drives, and as a means
of transportation for those who lived
along the valley.

It seems that the first major move for
catering to fishermen on the McKenzie
was made by a man named Carey
Thomson. Prior to 1909 he used to row
for friends on the river, but in that year
he started rowing on a commercial
basis. He found that fishermen from
other parts of the state had heard of
him and were coming and asking him to
take them fishing. Before he realized it,
he had a business going. He is thought
to be the first person to take a customer
down the river for a fee. He could be
called the father of guiding on the
McKenzie River. Soon after Carey
Thomson, Bill Price also began guiding
and then Rube Montgomery, Ben
Minney and Felix Sparks. Carey
Thomson built the first sportsman's
lodge. At first the Thompsons had their
own cabin and would provide tents for

their guests. Carey had four growing
sons. Through the next few years they
all learned to row a boat. They were
Milo, Dayton, York and Carey Jr.
About 1912 they built a farmhouse
which had many luxuries like cold
running water and private rooms.

When others on the river began to see
that the Thomsons were doing a fair
amount of business, other establish-
ments such as the Blue River Hotel,
Nimrod Inn, Log Cabin Inn, the hotel at
Gate Creek and later the Holiday Farm,
began catering to fishermen. Among the
next guides on the river were Howard
Montgomery, John and Roy West, and
Wayne Price.

In the early 20s, Springfield being the
last main stop before heading up the
McKenzie River, even then it was
considered to be the gateway to the
river. The Women's Civic League raised
money to construct an arch at the
beginning of the McKenzie River High-

Thompson Lodge, Vida, Oregon built Ca. 1911. Thompson photo
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Springfield Arch from Pacific Highway in Glenwood, built in 1920 Lane County Museum photo

way in what is now Glenwood but was
then called West Springfield.

In the mid-1920s boat designs on the
McKenzie began to change. The boats
began to take on a little rake ("rocker"
as it was known then), and more height
to the sides. Rake was an upward curve
to the bottom of the boat. At first only
the bow had this rake which caused it to
ride above the water. The stern re-
mained flat-bottomed and rode below
surface. This little bit of rake permitted
the boat to move more freely on water
because it enabled it to turn more
easily. In rough water the occupants
would sometimes lower the boat
through the rapids by rope to limit
danger to themselves and their equip-
ment.

Several people began to experiment
with little ideas for improving their
boats. John and Roy West are two who
did some of that experimenting. John is
still alive today and he tells his story.
"My brother and I built the first boat
shorter than 16' feet long I ever saw. We
decided if we had a wider boat and not
Lane County Historian

quite so long it would be stable and
wouldn't tip much. So we made one 14
feet long and four feet across the
bottom."

"A few people kind of laughed at us,"
West says. "Milo Thomson said it
looked like a bathtub with oarlocks on
it. But that first year every time
Dayton Thomson got a chance to use it
he took it. Along toward fall, the river
was so low there were places a boat
wouldn't float. Ours would float over
where theirs wouldn't." The Wests' boat
was probably one of the first distinctive
changes away from the old long boats
that were popular in that period.

About this time (1925) three more
men who would become well known
entered the field of guiding. One, Veltie
Pruitt, started in 1925 and in 1929 he
was a minister at Springfield Christian
Church. Later he worked in Eugene for
two years. He then came back up river
and guided for the Thomsons. Only in
the last few years has he quit guiding.
Veltie still lives above Blue River on the
McKenzie Highway.
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The next man on the river was one
whose name and reputation is familiar
to nearly everyone in the Northwest,
Prince Helfrich. He was known as a
supreme river guide, a great outdoors-
man and an ardent conservationist. In
1926 he started at the University of
Oregon and guided fishermen and
hunters during the summer to help pay
his way through school. He graduated
with a degree in Geology. Instead of
heading elsewhere with his talents he
remained on the McKenzie River and
began guiding full time. He was a fine
public speaker in later years. As a
conservationist he turned up frequently
at legislative hearings when virgin
timber tracts were threatened by the
logging industry. In his earlier years he
also ran trap lines and hunted the
entire region. Today he is survived by
three sons and a daughter. Each of them
learned to row a boat as soon as they
were old enough. The Helfrichs are still
well-known names in river guiding.
Prince Helfrich and Warren Ramsey
were responsible for starting the
Oregon Guides and Packers organiza-
tion later in 1963.

Jerry Towne began guiding about this
time and gained a fine reputation on
the river.

In the next several years the boats
began to take on a more banana-like
curve. They were getting shorter and
the sides even higher. The guides
needed boats that could handle rough
water without so much risk of en-
dangering their customers, ("dudes"
they were called then). The early long
boats couldn't turn well, they swamped
easily and were at the mercy of the
river because of their length, low sides
and general shape. These new boats had
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a wider and high flared stern. The boat
was slowly developing into what was
known as a "flare-stern" or "square-
ender", though it hadn't quite reached
its final shape. The square end was
faced down river, the bow up river into
the current so that the boat actually
floated backward. (Take note of this
because much controversy has been
raised as to which end is really the bow
and which the stern). This allowed both
the guide and customers to face down
river, letting the boatman keep his eye
out for rocks and treacherous waters.
Sometimes the boatman might turn the
boat and face the bow down river in
calm stretches to gain a little extra
speed, but this way of rowing was not
practical for the boat's real purpose and
was done very little.

The wide flare stern area of the boat
contained a deck for stripping line onto.
A fisherman could lay (strip) his line
out so it wouldn't get tangled when
casting. He could also keep light tackle
handy on the deck and place other gear
underneath where it would usually be
kept safe and dry. The deck was
originally of canvas, later of plywood
when it became available. The fly
fisherman would stand while the guide
worked the oars skillfully to either hold
the boat in position with respect to
where the fisherman was casting or,
almost as an art, he would maneuver
the boat across currents so the "dude"
could fish a certain hole in just the right
way. Leg braces attached to the deck
beam of the boat enabled the fisherman
to stand securely.

In the early and mid-30s, three more
men, Kenny King, Elmer Kensler and
John Ball, began guiding and built their
reputations in the field. Ball retired
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after suffering a stroke in the mid
1970s.

In 1935 Torkel G. 'Tom' Kaarhus
opened the Kaarhus Craft Shop in an
old building behind Williams Bakery in
Eugene. Kaarhus came to Eugene in
1923 and occasionally built various
types of boats while working at a
planing mill. He was a skilled crafts-
man and cabinet maker. Kaarhus re-
fined the flare-stern boats with some
very important modifications. He added
a greater amount of rake to the bottom
of the boats and raised the sides higher
so water wouldn't come into the boat so
easily in rough water The rake
Kaarhus added was both in the stern
and bow so that now both ends of the
boat would be out of water. This rake
enabled the boats to be even more
maneuverable. Kaarhus never worked
as a guide, though he would run rivers
occasionally. He usually had the
established guides test his boats for
him.

In the mid-thirties marine plywood
came on the market and made boat
building much easier. No more hassles
with easily rotting wood or board-n-
batten construction. After this,
evolution was rapid, with constant
experimenting. One man added a little
more height to the sides. Someone else
lifted the rake, and so on. Kaarhus was
one of the first commercial builders of
the flare-stern design, although lots of
the guides on the river would build
their own boats.

In 1931 some of the original guides on
the river got together and decided to
form an organization. This was done to
keep rates at a medium and maintain
sportsmanship and conservation on the
river. They chose the name McKenzie
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River Guides. There were nine charter
members; Dayton, Milo, York and
Carey Thomson, Jr., John and Roy
West, Prince Helfrich and Howard and
Rube Montgomery. Courtesy on the
river was at the top of their rulebook.

In 1937 the McKenzie River Guides
(about 20 in number) started something
which in the beginning was simply a
run down the river a week before the
fishing season opened so that they could
check the changes in the river's course
and spot where the fish might be
located. This trip was made enjoyable
by bringing along their wives and a
lunch and turning it into a picnic. This
soon became a tradition and didn't
change much for twenty years. Then
other people started bringing anything
that would float and joining them. They
even played a song during the outing. It
was called "Rowing Down The River on
a Sunday Afternoon". Boats were
strung all along the river and tens of
thousands of spectators from all over
came to watch. The event became
known as the McKenzie White Water
Parade and was one of the most
marvelous spectacles of boats on water
in the Northwest. The traffic finally got
so heavy there was only one lane left on
the highway. The other was parked full
as well as all along the shoulders. In
1970 after 33 years, this tradition was
ended. The use of unsafe craft and even
the stupid recklessness of a few partici-
pants ruined it. You could call it over-
popularity. Today the Guides continue
the traditional pre-season run, a
necessary preliminary to the season,
the right they deserve, and they hope it
will remain a quiet and enjoyable
outing.

In the mid-30s Woodie "Knoble"
29
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Hindman moved to the area from Texas.
He would revolutionize the flare-stern,
square-ended design. He first lived in
Eugene and began spending much time
on the McKenzie River and sometimes
guiding. He worked for Kaarhus, build-
ing boats, for about a year. He then
rented and ran the Hampton Hotel on
Seventh Avenue with his wife Ruth.
While running the hotel he also built
boats in his basement. There is one
story that he had built a boat which was
too big to fit through the doorway, so
had to do a little mutilating of that
doorway.

Woodie was an excellent outdoors-
man and a supreme camp cook. He also
became an expert on the oars. In 1941
he decided to move as close as he could
to the beautiful McKenzie and still be

able to make a good living doing what
he liked most - building boats. He
opened his shop in Springfield at 1607
Main St. He continued building the
flare-stern boats but also experimented
a great deal with the design. Woodie
was considered a genius by those who
knew him. He was always looking for
ways to build better boats. He came up
with new ideas and made improve-
ments on other peoples' ideas. I believe
that when he looked at other peoples'
boats he was thinking purely of func-
tion and was able to visualize different
ideas which could be incorporated to
make a boat handle better.

On one version of the flare-stern
design, which he also improved upon, he
had replaced the flat stern with a
curved (bent) piece of plywood. The

Elmer Kenoler in flare-stern boat. Kensler photo
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Woodje Hrndmon ,ith hi catch. Hindrnan photo
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flare-stern boats would sometimes stall
out when they hit the top of a wave and
the bow would back down and bury it-
self in the water, filling up the boat.
The round stern enabled the boat to roll
over the waves more easily. He only
built about half a dozen of these because
they were hard to make and they
shortened the bottom five or six inches.

Another of Woodie's improvements
that is a real asset to the boatman is the
rope seat, which prevented him from
sliding around and also kept him dry
"down there", since rain was common
and water over the sides wasn't
uncommon. The rope seat dries quickly,
keeps the oarsman from sitting on wet
wood and is very comfortable.

Another feature that was important
to the oarsman, though it will never be
known just who came up with the idea,
was slots cut into the floorboards for
the oarsman to brace his feet in. One of
the main reasons why any kind of boat
capsizes is the sudden and radical shift
in weight caused by the occupants
falling to the low side of the boat in
rough water. Another asset which any
skilled oarsman who knows what he is
doing and could take advantage of is the
ferrying effect the boat had He could
point the boat across the current and
the river would do the rest.

Woodie's next idea changed the
McKenzie boat's whole appearance and
capability in water. Without changing
the bow, (the up-river end), he brought
the high, wide, flare-stern into a point
and increased the length of the bottom
to join at that point, doing away with
the flat stern entirely but keeping the
height. (Many people today assume this
high pointed end is the bow because it is
more pronounced than the true bow.
Lane County Historian

Remember, the oarsman still faces
down river toward the stern and this
will never change). This new design is
called the "double-ender" because it has
two points. On this boat he added even
more rake to the bottom so that the
pointed stern would rise even more
easily. The double-ender eliminates the
chance of boats stalling in high waves.
When guides ran the old flare-stern
boats they angled the corner of the
stern into a wave so it would help cut
through the water. This is what gave
Woodie the idea to add a point. The
boatman would push with his oars upon



entering a wave, the stern would rise,
the knife edge cut through the water or
"curiback" and you were ready for the
next one. This boat was developed about
1944. This and the rake were probably
the most significant and lasting
improvements in the boat's design.

John West then came up with one
variation of the double-ended design.
He spread apart the pointed stern and
added an eight inch piece of plywood
between it. John claims his design
would rise more easily than the others
and still wouldn't stall out.

About 1947, came the next change
that Woodie made. Everett Spaulding
came to Woodie with one of his double-
enders and asked him to cut off the bow
so that an outboard motor could be
easily mounted. (Before this they used
to be mounted off one side near the bow,
or some would have a special bracket at
the point of the bow where the motor
could be lowered into the water. This
was only used to go up river or on slow
moving rivers and quiet stretches where
the party would need to make quicker
time than they could by rowing on long
hauls. Woodie cut the bow off and
placed a wedge-shaped piece of plywood
in, just big enough for the outboard.
This made the boat too short so he built
another one to larger dimensions. The
upper half of the wedged transom was
removable so that the motor could sit at
the right height above the water. The
piece could be replaced when the motor
was not necessary on trips. (This design
is the final reason why people mis-
takenly call the downstream pointed
end, the bow and the upstream tran-
somed end the stern.) So, if anybody
tells you that the pointed end of a
McKenzie Drift Boat is the bow, tell
32

them they're wrong. I guarantee you'll
have an argument on your hands, but
you'll be right!

This final development of the boat has
never picked up a model name like the
flare-stern or the double-ender. It was
sometimes called a "semi" or "modified
double-ender" or a "kicker-end".
Woodie himself called it a McKenzie
River White Water Craft. I'm not sure
just what it rightfully should be called,
though I believe that through the
course of this boat's development and
many years of experimentation it has
found its most functional and true
shape. Today people all over simply call
them McKenzie Drift Boats. Though it
had its predecessors, it seems to be the
name it will stick with and be worthy
of.

Since Hindman there have only been
refinements made to the boat's design.
Today McKenzie Drift Boats are even
made of aluminum and fiberglass.
Regardless of the material or the
builder, they are still from Woodie
Hindman's design perfected in his boat
shop in Springfield, Oregon.

The boat as it is constructed today,
and also the flare-stern design, belong
to a family of boats known as the
bateau type. Some people mistake the
McKenzie boat as being descended from
the New England dory or other North
Atlantic fishing craft, which are also in
the bateau family. People think this
because the craft look superficially
similar, but actually there are no ties
between them other than they ended up
in the same family of boats. The bateau
family includes many different kinds of
boats from different parts of the world.
Basically a bateau is flat bottomed in
cross section and curved in profile. The
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boat is narrow or pointed at both ends.
There is a pronounced flare to the sides
and the length varies from twelve to
twenty or more feet. The major differ-
ence between the McKenzie design and
other boats of the bateau type is that
our boat has a much wider bottom in
proportion to its length. Four feet is a
normal width for the bottom of a 16'
McKenzie, whereas a dory of equal
length might have a bottom width of
only two and a half feet. The wide
bottom imparts a good deal of initial
stability to the craft, making it safer for
a fisherman to stand while casting or
playing a fish. The wider bottom also
means that the McKenzie boat draws
less water than a New England dory of
equal length. This is important in
streams where gravel bars and sharp
rocks lie just below the water surface.

The bottom of a McKenzie boat differs
from others in the bateau family in one
very significant respect. The rocker
(rake) of the bottom of other bateaus
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I)ouble-ender boat developed by Hindman. King photo

when viewed in profile is relatively
slight. Both the bow and stern are
immersed in water when the boat is
normally loaded. This gives other boats
an increased directional stability
gained from a relatively long waterline.
They can travel at faster speeds and
even be worked windward under sail.
On the McKenzie boat, directional
stability in white water is most un-
desirable. One of the outstanding
capabilities of the McKenzie is its abili-
ty to spin and twist at the will of the
oarsman.

The McKenzie has a bottom profile
that approximates a segment of a circle.
Fully loaded and at rest, both the bow
and stern are completely out of water.
The length and width of the immersed
portion are nearly equal. This is where
it gets an ability to spin and maneuver
through white water and around rocks.

Flaring sides are common in all boats
of the bateau family, including the
McKenzie. Not only does it keep splash



away from its occupants, but it also
contributes greatly to the safety and
stability of the craft. As a boat is rolled
to one side, the area immersed increases
markedly. This in turn increases
bouyancy (the other end gets heavier)
and tends to right the craft to a stable
upright position.

. The Rogue River boat was a long and
narrow sled-type boat that had two
points which was designed completely
different and had a different purpose.
Actually, the boats developed entirely
separately, though now the McKenzie
type boats are used on the Rogue also.

The flared sides and steeply raking
stern and bow enable the McKenzie
boats to be nested and carried one
inside the other, a great advantage on
long trips or when several boats are in
one party.

Most of the curves in a McKenzie
boat, even of the flare-stern design, are
naturally generated. At first glance
they seem to be all complex curves and
angles, but they are actually simply
formed by the dimensions and flare of
the sides. Many of the angles are equal
to one another.

Woodie Hindman continued to build
his boats in Springfield till about 1960
when he moved to Crescent City,
California, where he opened a small
boat shop for several years. Woodie
died while on vacation in Parker,
Arizona, from a heart attack while he
was cleaning fish on the banks of the
river in 1976. Woodie deserves his
reputation as a fine boat builder and he
has a proper claim to the boats that are
used throughout the Northwest. Oc-
casionally you might hear someone call
them "Woodie's" or "Hindman's" boat.
You'll know why.

34

I hope this article will help to clarify
how the McKenzie Drift Boat came
about and its uniqueness. I also hope it
is now clear why the downstream
pointed end is not the bow. Until a few
years ago even the state was confused
about where to place licenses, which are
normally supposed to be displayed on
the bow of any boat. Our boat, which
was developed for and named after the
beautiful and majestic McKenzie
River,has now found its way all over
the Northwest as the most popular
fishing craft on all the rivers.
Springfield, McKenzie River and
Eugene folks can be proud of this
marvelous craft which has made its way
to fame. The McKenzie Drift Boat is the
major tool of guides all over the great
Northwest. They can thank this boat as
to why their industry is so successful.

In Hindman shop, Springfield, Oregon. Current drift boat
design. Hindman photo
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Bill Price and Oback Wallace at Blue River Hotel (Antler Inn) Ca. 1920. Wayne Price photo
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