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John Charles Olmsted, son of 

Frederick Law Olmsted, Sr.

Ross Island Park

“If these islands can be obtained at a reasonable price by the city, 

their acquisition will unquestionably prove in the long run a very

profitable investment….the groves of trees on this island will be a 

source of pleasure to all who live, or have to pass, within sight of it 

on both sides of the river.”

John Charles Olmsted, 1903

1903 Olmsted Portland Park Masterplan



Sherry Ross Land Claim, 1848

Ross Island





DIFFERENT SCALES =

DIFFERENT ANSWERS

• Same 57 species

• Same Coarse Filter

• Different MMU
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East Island

Toe Island

Hardtack Island

Holgate Channel

Ross Island Archipelago

Photo Mike Houck

Oaks Bottom

Hardtack IslandLagoon





                                          Timeline

Ross Island has been an important resource for indigenous

peoples including the Multnomah, Wasco, Cowlitz, Kathlamet, 

Clackamas, Chinook, Tualatin, Kalapuya, Molalla, for time immemorial.

1850 Sherry Ross Homsteads Ross Island for grazing. Ross also ran a 

distillery turning out “Blue Ruin” Whiskey, “a fluid of high voltage”

1890 Ross Island was known as, “an enclave of proto-beatnik houseboat 

dwellers, where ‘liberated ladies played ukuleles for gentlemen who 

recited poetry.” *

1911 to 1924 Windemuth bath house and dance hall near downstream tip 

of Ross Island

1912, Emanuel Mische, park director develops a plan for Ross Island 

including a playfield and croquet and tennis courts. 



1926 “a syndicate of local bigwigs—from the dock commission, 

attorneys, and former governor set up Ross Island Sand and Gravel 

in a flurry of cozy deals with state and local regulators.”**

1926 US Army Corps of Engineers builds a berm connecting Ross and 

Hardtack Islands, creating a lagoon for gravel extraction and scouring a 

deeper channel to the west of Ross Island

1976 Robert Pamplin Sr. purchases Ross Island

1979 Portland City Council renews Ross Island dredging permit

1992-1998 Port of Portland contaminated material deposited in the lagoon

1999 Salmon listed as endangered under Endangered Species Act

 

*Nancy Gronowski, Portland Parks and Recreation

** Paradise Ross, Zach Dundas, Willamette Week, April 20 2010



2000 Salmon listed as Endangered and Metro and Portland pass 

resolutions to work toward recovery, not simply avoiding “take”  

2001 Ross Island Sand & Gravel ceases extraction at Ross Island due to 

salmon ESA listing and imports raw material from Columbia Gorge

And continues processing on Hardtack Island

2002 Ross Island’s permit is opened up by the state and a committee 

revises the reclamation plan.

2004 Ross Island ceases excavation and obtains raw materials in the 

Columbia Gorge but continues processing on Hardtack Island.

2011 Portland’s Big Pipe project is finished after 10 years and $1.4 

billion. Material is deposited in Ross Island lagoon.

2015 Harmful algal blooms appear as does one of Portland’s first severe 

“Heat Domes”



2015 Port of Portland donates approximately five acres of the 

downstream tip of Ross Island to the City of Portland. 

2022 Oregon Department of State Lands approves an “adaptive 

management plan” for reclamation and sets and end date of 2033,

 

*Nancy Gronowski, Portland Parks and Recreation

** Paradise Ross, Zach Dundas, Willamette Week



Emanuel Mische 1912 Plan

Includes Playfield, Croquet and Tennis Courts



Windemuth Bath House and Dance Hall

“The most popular resort in the city”

1911-1924 as a giant floating platform off 

the northern tip of Ross Island and featured 

a pool, dance pavilion that featured 

“Dances of Delight, and open air gym. 

It closed July 27, 1924 due to 

pollution in the Willamette River. 



1950’s Scheme Includes: World’s Fair, Football Stadium,Boating Lake, 

Baseball Stadium, County Fair, Livestock Coliseum, Yacht Harbor,



1960’s Portland Parks Plan



Aerial Photo of 

Ross Island – 1942

Oregon DEQ



Aerial Photo of 

Ross Island – 1957

Oregon DEQ



Aerial Photo of 

Ross Island – 1963

Oregon DEQ



Aerial Photo of 

Ross Island – 1980

Oregon DEQ



Aerial Photo of 

Ross Island – 1996

(during flood)

Oregon DEQ



1979 Reclamation Plan:

Create 135 Acres of Upland Forest

Fill Lagoon to -20 feet (was -130 feet)

20 Million Yards of Fill

350-foot buffer around 55 nest heron colony

Stakes to Monitor Erosion

No State-Mandated Goals or End Date

No Wetland Habitat

Viewed At South Waterfront



2000-2001

Ross Island Reclamation Plan Advisory Committee:

David Bragdon, Metro

Ann Hanus, Department of State Lands

Jim Rue, Ross Island Sand & Gravel

Ben Meyer, NOAA

Erik Sten, City of  Portland Commissioner

Mike Houck Urban Greenspaces Institute.

Facilitator: Pam Wiley

The committee revisited the 1979 Reclamation Plan and 

significantly changed the 1979 plan, including advising

against filling the lagoon.



2002 Plan 4.5 Million Cubic Yards of Fill

Don’t fill the lagoon

Create Wetland, Riparian and Shallow Water Habitat

Complete by 2013 (later revised to 2023)

Fill required = 50x “Big Pink”



2002 Reclamation Plan



Big Pipe: Completed in 2011, the Big Pipe Project took a generation to build – 

20 years – and $1.4 billion. CSOs have been nearly eliminated, dropping by 94 percent 

to the Willamette and 99 percent to the slough, significantly improving river health.  

To eliminate 100 percent of CSOs, the project cost would have doubled without a 

significant increase in improving river health.   14 Feet in Diameter and 3.5 miles long.

Big Pipe:

Portland paid Ross Island to accept materials 

from the Big Pipe project.  Good news, it saved

Portland money, but………..

Another flaw in the restoration plan,  Ross 

Island was not ordered to secure fill. So, they 

sat and waited for fill, thereby delaying 

restoration.  And, they charged for it.  



Mike Houck arranges a kayak trip for the Oregonian Editorial Board

 



Entire editorial board writes individual follow up editorials calling for completing 

restoration and public ownership

…including David Reinhard!



Multiple environmental impacts on the islands



Ross Island Sand and Gravel’s Jim Rue, Department of State

Lands Director Ann Hanus and Mayor Vera Katz visit the island

Photo Mike Houck



Revised Donation, October 2006)

A = Immediate 45-acre donation (2006)

B = Additional 15-acre donation after restoration is completed (2013)

Previous donation line (2003)
--------



Revised Donation, October 2006



Mike Houck, Travis Williams and Bob Sallinger

with Dr. Robert Pamplin, Jr at Portland City Council

at formal transfer of 45 acres to the City

Dr. Pamplin presents Ross Island rock

to commemorate the donation

Portland City Council

Dr Pamplin testifies before City Council





Envisioning Ross Island

    Urban Greenspaces Institute, Audubon Society of                    
Portland* and Willamette Riverkeeper

* Bird Alliance of Oregon









Principles for Future of Ross Island 



What becomes of the Hardtack Island Processing Plant?
   





Key aspects of the 1979 plan: 

Create 135 acres of new upland forest 

Fill the lagoon to a uniform depth of -20 feet, leaving 138 acres of open 

water

Lack of detail: The plan did not include specific state-mandated 

reclamation goals, monitoring program, or end date

Full implementation was estimated to require importing around 20 

million cubic yards of fill material. 

Did not call for creating any wetland habitat

Oregonian editorial calling for 

Slow, no wake zone for Holgate 

Channel and Ross Island Lagoon



Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) appear in 2015, same

year as a severe heat dome, posing health threat to humans, 

their pets…..

.....and fish and wildlife

Turkey Vultures feeding on dead salmon

Photo Mike Houck



Human Access Project advocates for a 

           flushing channel  to address algal blooms

               2025 City Club Research Committee 

                    Launches Ross Island Study 

                         Report Due Early 2026                                 



Proposed  Flushing Channel

Eagle Nest

Port of Portland contaminated cells 

Contaminated Cells



Alternatives to Flushing Channel:

Destratification using mechanical mixing systems

Diffuse aeration mixing with bubble curtain

Aeration mixing with bubble curtain

Cold waster pumping

Surface cooling without destratification with pump

Immobilization of phosphorus with flocculents



Nature is dynamic! Where herons nested in 1979

eagles nest today.  Any management of the Ross

Island Archipelago must take that into account.  

Where eagles nest today herons or egrets may nest 

in future years. 

Viewed At South Waterfront

Photos Mike Houck



Ross Island---Holgate Channel---Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge

                            Ecological Complex

160-acre Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge

Photos Mike Houck



What Now?

Owner Robert Pamplin Jr. under federal investigation for selling Ross Island to his own 

company's employee pension fund for $10.8 million in 2022. 

A subsequent settlement with the U.S. Department of Labor forced Pamplin's company 

to reacquire the island and repay the pension fund with interest.

The Oregon Department of State Lands (DSL) has proposed a $2.9 million fine against 

Ross Island Sand & Gravel for failing to complete reclamation of the lagoon and 

surrounding uplands after mining ended in 2001

The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) has filed liens totaling over 

$156,000 against the company for unpaid cleanup costs related to its former headquarters.

The International Union of Operating Engineers filed a lawsuit alleging that Ross Island

Sand & Gravel withdrew from a union pension plan in 2023, leaving a $1.9 million 

withdrawal liability.

In August 2025, Old Republic Surety Company was granted a default judgment of over 

$629,000 against multiple Pamplin entities, including Ross Island Sand & Gravel 

Ross Island Lagoon site for depositing Portland Harbor Contaminated Sediments? 

              





Urban Greenspaces Institute’s Objectives:

Bring the entire Ross Island Archipelago into public ownership

Ensure Ross Island Sand & Gravel (or other owner) finishes reclamation obligations

Establish, restore and manage a Ross Island Archipelago---Holgate Channel---Oaks 

Bottom Wildlife Ecological Complex 

Any solution to algal  blooms must ensure the ecological integrity of all the islands, 

protect bald eagle nesting sites, and ensure continued restoration  

Manage human activity to protect habitat and nesting activity for eagles, herons 

and other fish wildlife

Focus on Adaptive Management, recognizing nature is dynamic, where herons nested

eagles now nest. Climate change will impact the islands and management must

account for a more intense flooding regime and species changes.
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