
Out there is part of OSU’s history
Some of Oregon State University’s deepest 
historical roots are in these lands near 
Paisley in south-central Oregon. Much of 
the territory in this photo — taken through 
a smoky haze from summer wildfires — was 
part of the federal land grant that helped 
little Corvallis College become the state’s 
first government-supported institution of 
higher learning.

Those who pay attention to university 
history know that OSU celebrates Oct. 
27, 1868 as its birthday — hence the 
15-month-long OSU150 celebration  
(oregonstate.edu/150) that will culminate 
next fall — because that’s Charter Day, the 
day Corvallis College received Oregon’s 
land-grant charter under the Morrill Act  
of 1862.

Congress passed the act and President 
Abraham Lincoln signed it to encourage 
more education, economic development 
and military preparation in developing 
areas. It granted states federal land to sell 
so the proceeds could support the founding 
or growth of a service-oriented college in 
each state.

As was the case throughout much of the 
nation, most of the federally-owned parcels 
in Oregon State’s land grant had been 
taken by force or economic coercion from 
indigenous people who had lived on them 
for centuries. 

Oregon’s Morrill Act lands were scattered 
across the southwestern quarter of the 
state, with one of the largest contiguous 
parcels at Paisley. The area in the photo is 
part of the ancestral homelands of what 
are now known as The Klamath Tribes: the 
Klamaths, Modocs and Yahooskins.

Each state was left to decide which city 
would be home to its land-grant college. 
That resulted in an extended political battle 
in the Oregon Legislature, as boosters of 
the Corvallis location fought off bitter chal-
lenges from rivals in Eugene and elsewhere.

While the money raised by selling the 
granted parcels certainly didn’t solve all 
of Corvallis College’s financial woes, it did 
help sustain the tiny “College on the Hill” 
so it could eventually grow into the major 
university we know today. q
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