
Marys Peak: The mountain 
on Oregon State’s horizon

By Ann Kinkley

It’s hard to miss.
The distinctive hump-backed mountain on OSU’s west-

ern horizon has the silhouette of a crouching mouse. Early 
settlers called it Mouse Mountain. Its name may have derived 
from French-Canadian trappers referring to it as Marie’s 
Mountain. It shows up as Mary’s Peak on an 1855 survey map 
but later loses the apostrophe in its official name.

Over the years, local historians and folklorists would claim 
it was named for a settler named Mary, an Indian maiden, 
Saint Mary or the Marys River.

It’s hard to confirm word-of-mouth claims that indigenous 
cultures in the area revered the mountain as a special place 
for revelation and discovery, but there is this: Linguists say a 
Northern Kalapuyan root word for mouse sounds similar to the 
pronunciation of a long-standing tribal name for the mountain, 
Tcha-TEE-man-wi. Many OSU alumni and Corvallis residents will 
recognize Chintimini, the anglicized version of the word, in the 
names of various places and organizations.

Whether called by its official name, Marys Peak, or Mount 
Chintimini or Mouse Mountain, the massive crystalline basalt 
monolith has played prominently in campus life since the college 
in Corvallis began.

Early travelers up and down the Willamette Valley estimated 
their proximity to Corvallis by the distinctive shape’s movement 
across their western horizon. On a cloudless day, those traveling 
in the Cascade Mountains to the east or boating along the coast 
in the Pacific could use the peak as a guiding landmark. 

At 4,097 ft., it’s the tallest point in the Oregon Coast Range. 
Over the years, OSU’s growth — in tall buildings and in 

hundreds of large trees — has hidden the mountain from the 
ground-level view on much of campus, although some people 
have inspiring views of it from high windows or from seats in 
the upper reaches of Reser Stadium. On winter days, many on 
campus — unless informed by an observant commuter — can go 
through the day without realizing there’s fresh snow on Marys 
Peak.

This was not the case a century ago, when the mountain was 
plainly visible from campus and — especially when the snow got 
deep — a major recreational attraction for students and others. 
Trips to the mountain were highlights of the year. Poems, sto-
ries, songs and book-length legends were written in its honor.

In the late 1800s a small community called Peak was locat-
ed on the northwest side of the summit. It had a post office for 
about 15 years; valley farmers would graze their livestock on 
nearby grass-covered meadows in the summer. 

A publicity stunt enacted by a Corvallis mayor in 1889 involved 
entertaining crowds by shooting rockets into the night sky from 
the peak and then awaiting a response of rocket fire from those 
watching on campus.

As early as 1905, plans were made to preserve part of the 
mountain from logging and use the watershed for municipal 
water, which it provides for Corvallis and Philomath.

The 1909 Orange yearbook included a story with reference 
to “Chintimini, the sentinel of O.A.C. and the playground of her 
students.”

Around 1915, a party of students from Oregon Agricultural College 
enjoys the deep snow on Marys Peak. (Photos courtesy Benton 
County Historical Society)
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In the late 1930s the Civilian Conservation Corps built a road 
to the top and a fire lookout tower on the peak. Over the years, 
satellite dishes and radio antennae sprouted there as well.

Snowfall could be quite heavy on the mountain. Corvallis once 
purchased acreage on the peak to construct and promote a 
wintertime playground. The Hellonskis Club operated a portable 
ski tow there in the ’40s and ’50s. Later, significant snow levels 
became unreliable and the winter sports resort plans died.

For nearly 40 years the Marys Peak Shrine Trek — a commu-
nity picnic and festival to raise money for Shriners Hospitals for 
Children — was held on the grassy knoll near the top of the peak. 
Attendance reached 10,000 to 12,000 a year, and organizers 
moved the event into Philomath to help preserve the mountain’s 
unique ecosystem of meadows fringed by noble fir.

OSU scientists have long studied the flora, fauna, weather and 
geology of the mountain, taking advantage of its proximity and 
rarity. The area is managed by the Siuslaw National Forest, and a 
scenic botanical area on the mountain is the only known home 
of Grylloblatta chintimini, a crawling insect. Many wildflowers 
found on the mountain are rare because of the area’s elevation 
and isolation.

Today, students still drive up the winding road (with a seem-
ingly endless progression of switchbacks) to feel the ocean 
breezes on a hot day, or to fill the back of a pickup with a mound 
of snow to take back to campus. On rare days of extremely clear 
air, one can still see the ocean and several Cascades peaks from 
the same spot on the mountain.

Visitors hike or bike up and down the many trails, traversing 
creeks and discovering waterfalls. They fall in love there, watch 
the stars, run races and even get married there.

Back on campus, a lucky few who have a west-facing window 
in a high room, might be able to look out and peek at the peak 
that has remained an unchanging backdrop for a university and 
its town. q
Ann Kinkley is the Oregon Stater’s associate editor for alumni 
news, history and traditions.

In 1946, thousands of people parked row upon row of automobiles near 
the top of the mountain for the Marys Peak Shrine Trek.
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