
In the 1870s as railroads started to make their way across the United States, British inves-
tors owned much of the stock in companies that frantically proposed, surveyed and — in 
some cases when they could actually attract investors — built the new lines. 

This exciting atmosphere of speculation and opportunity brought to rural Benton County 
the extraordinary Wallis and Louisa Nash and family, who would become important promot-
ers of a certain new college in Corvallis and of the young state of Oregon as a whole.

In the preface to Wallis Nash’s book, Oregon: There and Back in 1877, describing his first 
exploratory trip to research a new railway in the center of Oregon, he sought to alleviate 

potential investors’ qualms regarding the many miles between Britain and Corvallis 
by claiming that it wasn’t all that far, “only twenty days’ journey from 

Liverpool.”
An attorney, Nash returned to England certain that the area was 
ripe for growth and for a more scientific approach to agriculture 

and other forms of commerce. He helped convinced investors 
that a railroad to the Oregon Coast would open a pipeline to get 
products from the fertile Willamette Valley to a prime shipping 
port he envisioned on Yaquina Bay, near Newport.

Alas, the company created to construct the rail line from 
the east would eventually go bankrupt trying to build a seg-
ment through the Cascades. But the Nash family’s interest in 
Oregon was secured.

Both Wallace and Louisa hailed from respected families and 
had led comfortable, progressive town-and-country lives in 

England. They counted Charles Darwin as a close friend, corre-
sponding with the legendary scientist until his death and naming 

their son after him. Wallis facilitated the first telephone call in En-
gland — from his London law offices to the Queen’s summer home 

— for one of his clients, Alexander Graham Bell. A botanical book 
given to the Nashes and inscribed by their friend, Sir David Douglas (of 

Douglas fir fame) still resides in OSU’s Special Collections and Archives.
Although Wallis was impressed with western Oregon’s rich potential, he never 

intended to make his home anywhere but England. However, during a six-month period after 
he returned from America, four of his and Louisa’s children died from diphtheria and scarlet 
fever. Wanting a fresh start, they left behind a prosperous law practice and their influential 
family and friends to emigrate in 1879.

As partners in an endeavor to build a railroad that promised to bring prosperity to Corvallis, 
the Nashes were welcomed in the small town. They lived in a house where Waldo Hall now 
stands and built a “country home” along the rail line 30 miles west of town. 

Wallis served as secretary of the first Board of Regents when Corvallis College became 
Oregon Agricultural College. He corresponded with faculty and administrators at colleges 
throughout the nation as he helped OAC President Benjamin Arnold develop curriculum and 
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recruit qualified instructors. Louisa did her part as well, writing to Margaret Snell, M.D., at a 
ladies institute in California and convincing her to move to Corvallis to start what would even-
tually be the first school of home economics on the west coast.

Wallis convinced George Coote, who would design the landscaping on OAC’s initial 35-acre 
campus, to emigrate from England to manage 70,000 acres of land bordering the railroad 
project. Coote is credited with planting the first Trysting Tree near Benton Hall in the early 
1880s. Wallis also encouraged more scientific agricultural practices throughout Oregon and 
helped organize early farmers’ exhibitions at the college.

Two of the Nash sons were on OAC’s first football team; all of their surviving 
children attended the college, as have many other descendants. 

Their great-grandson, Rod Commons, ’66, wrote about Wallis in a 
family history blog: “As for his great artistic love — music — instruc-
tion at OAC changed from an outside activity paid for by individu-
als, to a regularly listed subject in the 1889 catalog. In 1897, music 
became a separate department (under the) charge of one of Dr. 
Snell’s first graduates, Miss Dorothea Nash.” 

Corvallis also benefited from their vision. For example, due 
to the Willamette River’s frequent flooding through Orleans, 
just east of Corvallis, a committee created what became the 
“Nash River Plan” in 1894 to limit flooding and ensure the 
Willamette would not change course and bypass the town. 

At one point the Nashes moved to Portland for a few years, 
where Wallis helped frame the state’s first railroad laws estab-
lishing uniform freight rates for farmers, and the first work-
man’s compensation law in Oregon. He was president of the 
Oregon Board of Trade from 1906 to 1909, wrote editorials for the 
Oregon Journal and the Morning Oregonian, and continued to write 
books and pamphlets extolling the virtues of the state. Louisa was 
active in the women’s suffrage and temperance movements.

Along with musical arts, the Nashes were talented illustrators — several 
of their full-sized paintings are preserved by local historical societies around the 
state — and their lithographs of detailed Oregon landscapes were featured in Wallis’ books.

Today, at a crossroads in the coast range between Corvallis and Newport, the community of 
Nashville stands at the site of the ranch where Louisa and Wallis resided until their deaths in 
the 1920s. 

OSU’s Nash Hall, housing several scientific academic departments, is named in honor of 
Wallis, with which we can only assume that the educated and tireless promoter of scientific 
advancement, the state of Oregon and the college in Corvallis, would be well pleased. q
Ann Kinkley is the Oregon Stater’s associate editor for alumni news, history and traditions. 
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