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Mary McDonald  
and the forest  
on the hill

Clipboard in hand, binoculars around her neck, OSU master’s candi-
date Amy Barry ’09 moves beneath a canopy of older Douglas fir in 
the McDonald-Dunn Research Forest, the crown jewel of the College 
of Forestry’s living laboratories.
She’s checking snags — old, dead trees — for small birds such as 
chickadees, studying how different species make use of the ragged, 
decaying trunks and branches as the forest matures. Generations of 
students and researchers have studied, and will continue to study, 
in the 11,250 acres just beyond the northern city limits of Corvallis, 
exploring everything from new logging techniques to how various 
recreation activities change as a forest changes.
Told that the woman whose generosity allowed the college to buy 
the first major pieces of the “Mac-Dunn” had no strong connections 
to the college but, simply out of gratitude and generosity, wanted to 
make sure its students had a good place to do their research, Barry 
is amazed.
“That’s absolutely incredible,” she says. “It’s crucial for the work we 
do to have a forest like this that’s not maintained primarily for tim-
ber harvest, but for research. And to have it so close — I can leave 
my office in Peavy Hall and be here in 15 minutes!” 

By Ann Kinkley | Photos by Hannah O’Leary
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Why did Mary McDonald, a wealthy 
widow in California, give money 
to Oregon Agricultural College to 

purchase 6,000 acres of forestland, plus 
a valuable rare book collection and the 
resources to create a room for them, as 
well as endowments for scholarships in 
several departments?

The expertise of Oregon State forestry 
legend George Peavy had plenty to do 
with it.

Mary Julia Ledlie married sea captain 
and tycoon James McDonald in Califor-
nia in 1905 when she was in her 50s. A 
descendant of Robert II, King of Scotland, 
James McDonald had built the first over-
land telegraph lines to California, as well 
as systems of roads and railroads. He had 
once stayed at Mary’s mother’s boarding 
house, so the two had known each other 
for 40 years; newspaper stories of the 
time take note of Captain McDonald’s 
generosity.

When he died at age 82 two years after 
their marriage, Mary became the owner 
and manager of vast holdings of timber 
and pasture land, a mining operation and 
royalties from several patents for glass 
insulators used on telephone and power 
lines. She planted several thousand acres 
of wheat and earned “flattering returns” 
on other investments.

In the McDonald-Dunn Research Forest just 
a few miles from her campus office, forestry 
student Amy Barry gathers data for her thesis. 
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OSU’s Special Collections and Archives Research Center tells us 
what happened next.

“In the early 1920s pasture land on the McDonald estate began 
to show signs of damage from Russian thistle, an invasive spe-
cies of tumbleweed. Concerned that the surrounding properties 
might be affected, the California Department of Agriculture hired 
George W. Peavy, the Dean of Forestry at Oregon Agricultural 
College, as a consultant.

“Peavy discovered that the land had been over-grazed 
for years, reducing local flora and permitting tumbleweed to 
flourish. He recommended that grazing be reduced to allow for 

the recovery of natural plant 
species and that the thistle be 
destroyed whenever possible. 
Before long, the presence of 
tumbleweed on the McDonald 
property had been sharply 
reduced.”

Grateful for Peavy’s assis-
tance, McDonald made her first 
gift to OAC in 1926 — a parcel 
of land in southern Oregon to 
be sold and the proceeds given 
to the forestry school.

�e official record of contract 
negotiations regarding the 

gift stated: “Mrs. McDonald is a philanthropical old lady ... and 
in view of the fact that she is so much in love with the forests 
of Oregon, (she thought) that she might possibly do something 
for one of the Colleges in Oregon that would be helpful to the 
students who attend there and to the State at large.”

Over the years McDonald continued her late husband’s gen-
erous ways, donating to colleges and communities up and down 
the West Coast. She built drinking fountains in town centers, 
provided books for school children and supported orphanages.

For many years she continued to give to OAC, supporting 
graduate-level scholarships in forestry and Latin. Concerned that 
the liberal arts were not being adequately taught at scientific- 
focused colleges, she also gave rare books and artifacts to OAC, 
and when housing the 1,000-item collection became a burden, 
she sent the money to create the McDonald Reading Room in 
college’s first library, Kidder Hall. As McDonald’s secretary at the 
time later recalled: “... She had the feeling that a good library 
raised the standing of a college.”

Other OSU research forests
Blodgett 2,440 acres, in Columbia County
Cameron 260 acres, adjacent to McDonald Forest
Marchel 71 acres, in the Willamette River floodplain
Oberteuffer 113 acres, near Elgin
Ram’s Dell 147 acres, east of Molalla
Spaulding 160 acres, near the Corvallis watershed
Matteson 181 acres, near Gaston
Andrews 16,000 acres, above Blue River in the McKenzie 

River drainage. Not owned by OSU but adminis-
tered cooperatively by the U.S. Forest Service’s 
Pacific Northwest Research Station, OSU and the 
Willamette National Forest.

Above, forest namesake Mary McDonald as a young woman. At left, 
forestry students Nick Mrjoian (left) and Allen Stevens watch fellow 
logging crew members learn to safely fell a tree. 

Community volunteers hold the first work party for “Dave’s Trail,” 
which is being created in the McDonald-Dunn Research Forest in 
memory of Dave “Condor” Bateham ’89, a Corvallis runner who died 
in 2011. �e College of Forestry reports that the Mac-Dunn draws 
about 175,000 non-motorized recreation visits a year, many to use 
the extensive trail network. 
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Several other generous donors have 
added to the McDonald Rare Book and 
Manuscript Collection over the years. It 
now contains close to 4,000 items in the 
Valley Library and has a website at bit.ly/
osurarebooks.

In the collection are 4,000-year-old 
Sumerian and Akkadian cuneiform clay 
tablets, manuscript leaves from A.D. 
900-1800, books printed just a few years 
after the printing press was invented, and 
much more.

But what about that forest?
In 1925 — the year before McDonald 

made her first gift to the college — OAC 
bought an 80-acre tract of land for an 
arboretum eight miles north of Corvallis. 
Dean Peavy said it would be “devot-
ed to display of native and exotic tree 
specimens.” He noted that experimental 
forestland located close by was a rare 
commodity for land grant colleges.

McDonald’s well-timed first gift allowed 
Peavy to add 3,000 additional acres next 
to the new arboretum. Through the years 
she underwrote the purchase of adjacent 
forest lands, and in 1931 the research for-
est, by then doubled in size, was named 
in her honor. By the time she died in 1935 
local newspapers referred to her as “The 
Godmother of the School of Forestry.”

The Great Depression brought a Civilian 
Conservation Corps camp to the forest. 
Its workers planted and tended millions 
of trees and nursery stock, built roads 
and trails and operated a shop that made 
hundreds of wooden directional signs 
with engraved yellow letters, to be used 
in parks and trails throughout the state.

During WWII, Peavy Arboretum housed 
non-military personnel from nearby Camp 
Adair. After the war the university bought 
adjacent land and named it after retired 
Dean of Forestry Paul Dunn.

Today researchers conduct more than 
40 projects a year on the 11,250-acre 
forest complex. The area is sustainably 
managed with logging, reforestation and 
many plots that go untouched for decades 
because they’re part of long-term studies.

The Starker Post Farm Study, which 
began in 1926 to evaluate the use of 
various (and some now-banned) pre-

servative treatments on “2,400 posts of 
25 species,” continues today. Since the 
1930s the forest has been an official big 
game refuge with hunting restricted to 
controlled hunts only.

Over the years, other forested lands or 
harvested properties ripe for the study of 
sustainable reforestation practices have 
been donated throughout the state (see 
list, previous page).

Some seven million feet of lumber blew 
down on the college’s forests during the 
1962 Columbus Day Storm (Hurricane 
Frieda) giving ample opportunity to study 
methods of salvage, reforestation and 
other sustainable practices.

The Mac-Dunn’s 24 miles of well-main-
tained trails are open to the public — and 
well used by hikers, runners and bicyclists 
— but the main purpose of the forest 
remains research, thanks largely to Mary 
McDonald, whose generosity still elicits 

gratitude from students like Amy Barry.
“If I could talk to her now,” Barry said, 

“the main thing I would tell her is how 
inspired I am about the forethought she 
had. That’s amazing, to have been think-
ing like that way back then.” q
Ann Kinkley is the Oregon Stater’s asso-
ciate editor for alumni news, history and 
traditions.

Above, forestry student Allen Stevens takes 
the measure of a harvested log. On the next 
page, Ana Lu Fonseca ’11 (in black), student 
Carlos Alberto Fajardo Centeno (in blue) & 
Ramon Martinez (in orange) run toward Dimple 
Hill from the Lewisburg Saddle. 
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Learn more about OSU’s research 
forests in a newly released 
video that includes the work of 
researcher Amy Barry (screen 
capture at left), as well as the 
Starker pole study and other 
subjects mentioned in this story. 
See it at bit.ly/forestvideo.

The OSU College of Forestry’s 
research forests have their own 
home page at  
cf.forestry.oregonstate.edu.
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