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Few people remember the name Shirttail
Canyon — or get to see what’s left of it.
That was the name formerly given to the steepsided canyon on the Lewis River where
engineers in the 1920s chose to build Merwin
Dam, the first of three dams erected on the river.
What remains of the canyon, the name of which
has long since faded from use, can be seen from
the boat launch a few hundred yards
downstream. One day this week, anglers worked the river there while construction workers
worked on a new fish collection facility at the dam, which towers 323-feet
The three dams and reservoirs behind them — and the fishing and other kinds of recreation
associated with them — make a major imprint on the Lewis. The reservoirs together extend for
more than 35 miles and cover 20 square miles of what was once forest. In summer, the waters
are popular with boaters and anglers, and families flock to the campgrounds along the shore.
Sections of the Lewis have three distinct personalities.
Upstream of the reservoirs, the upper 50 miles of the Lewis are remote and wild, with hiking
trails leading past three picturesque waterfalls on the main channel and even taller ones on
tributaries. Hikers and mountain bikers flock to trails, and anglers cast at the clear pools below
the falls.
The middle section of the river holds the reservoirs and dams that generate the most electricity
of any local river.
The lazy lowest 20 miles of the river, below the dams, are dotted with homes, though Woodland
is the only city along the river. The lower river is popular with anglers (last week, four out of five
anglers in boats reported landing a prized fall chinook). The lower river is also home to the 258acre Eagle Island, which is preserved to protect one of the healthiest stocks of wild chinook
salmon in the lower Columbia region.
Because the upper Lewis flows through the Gifford Pinchot National Forest and PacifiCorp
Energy, which operates the dams, provides boat launches on all three reservoirs, the Lewis is
the region’s most accessible river.
But the electric heart of the river -- the dams and power houses -- are largely out of sight to the
public.
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Dam operators try to balance power, fish
Nobody understands the electricity-generating
soul of the Lewis better than Joe LaMere, the
production manager for PacifiCorp’s three dams.
LaMere’s office is a few paces away from the
operating room for the entire system, which is
located at Merwin. The operating room is
protected by several levels of security.
In the control room, 24 hours a day, at least one
operator surveys a wall of 15 big flat screens that
monitor river flows, weather and power
generation. Video cameras watch for uninvited
intruders into the area around the dams — largely
deer and raccoons. With a few keystrokes,
operators can start up generators miles away or
open spill gates on dams to raise the river level.
Operators have to balance demand to produce
electricity and the dams’ ability to hold back
waters that could flood downstream areas. In dry
periods, they must maintain an adequate flow for
fish spawning and migration.
“It’s really a complicated balance to manage all
the competing interests,” LaMere said.
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Joe LaMere, PacifiCorp’s Lewis
Buy Now
River production manager, walks
by a generator shaft at the Yale Dam
powerhouse.

“For recreation purposes, we do the best we can
to keep all three reservoirs as full as we can from
Memorial Day to Labor Day,” he said.
Under terms of its federal license, PacifiCorp must lower the reservoirs for the winter so they
can absorb storm runoff and minimize flooding downstream. Some people in Woodland were
highly critical of PacifiCorp.’s dam operations during the February 1996 flood, though the utility
said the flooding would have been much worse without its intervention.
Indeed, historical accounts show that the Lewis used to flood regularly before the dams were
put in.
A few hundred yards above the control room, Merwin Dam forms a graceful concrete arc
across Shirttail Canyon.
Workers are busy near the powerhouse at the base of the dam, installing a $50 million fish
collection facility scheduled to be done by May. Adult salmon swimming up the river will be
trapped there, and wild ones will be trucked around the dams and planted in the upper Lewis
watershed.
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The new fish-sorting building has a 1930s
architectural style to match the dam.
A $60 million smolt trap to catch and separate
juvenile fish at Swift Dam opened earlier this year.
Though the reintroduction of wild salmon and
steelhead is a new focus, PacifiCorp already
pays for operation of the three fish hatcheries on
the Lewis, another requirement of its federal
license.
A steady humming inside the Yale Dam
powerhouse is a reminder of the generators’
massive, 3-foot-thick spinning turbine shafts.
The generators are sometimes kept spinning
even when they’re not producing electricity so that
power production can be turned on more quickly.
“One of the values of hydroelectric is its ability to
start and stop quickly,” LaMere said.
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Although the dams are usually
Buy Now
operated from a control station at
Merwin, the Yale powerhouse has manual
controls such as the ones behind LaMere.

Operators can twist knobs on banks of control
consoles in the power house to operate the
generators if need be. “We maintain our ability to operate it manually,” LaMere said. “We don’t
just rely on pushing a button on a computer.”
PacifiCorp’s imprint along the Lewis is much larger than the dams and reservoirs. The utility
owns much of the land around the impoundments, about 10,500 acres in all.
“All of our property is managed as wildlife habitat,” LaMere said. A herd of seven cow elk and
one bull are frequently seen near the Merwin control house.
A total of 39 company employees, including four fish biologists, are spread out among the
dams. The utility has two clusters of housing for employees at Merwin and at Yale —where,
obviously, there’s electricity.
But there’s no electrical service at Northwoods, a remote community of cabins at the upper end
of Swift Reservoir. In contrast to the complex and highly technical operation of the dams, life at
Northwoods has a rustic simplicity.
A quiet life in winter
This time of year, life gets peaceful at Northwoods, a private development with 206 cabins at
the upper end of Swift Reservoir. It offers quiet fishing on the reservoir and hunting in the fall.
Only a few people stay there through the winter, including caretaker Jim West.
“It’s real unique up here,” said West, who has worked at Northwoods for 18 years. “After elk
season ends, it’s pretty isolated. There’s not many people around.”
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West and an assistant are responsible for
maintaining the roads within Northwoods and its
water system. Each residence must generate its
own electricity or use propane.
The homes at Northwoods range from rustic
cabins to elegant homes. Most of the owners live
in the Portland and Longview areas, West said.
“For Sale” signs are numerous — some cabins
have been vacant for four years, West said.
West keeps an eye out for prowlers. “We’ve
caught a bunch of people up here,” attempting to
break into homes while the owners are away.
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Jim West likes living at
Buy Now
Northwoods at the upper end of
Swift Reservoir, even though few others stay
through the winter.

In summer, the Eagle Cliff Store across the road
from Northwoods supplies groceries and
outdoors gear to campers heading up the road
into the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. It also supplies bigfoot searchers from time to time.
“Through the years, they’ve come up and stayed at the store,” West said. “It’s amazing how
many people are really into that stuff.”
Though no one’s spotted a bigfoot yet, wildlife encounters aren’t unusual in the area. One
afternoon several years ago, a bear sow and two cubs walked through the store’s parking lot,
West said. Two months ago, a cougar was spotted near one of the Northwoods cabins.
“We see a lot of bobcats,” he said. “In the winter, bobcats are all over the place.”
In winters of heavy snowfall, people donate hay and he leaves it for the elk. “There would be 150
of them eating,” he said.
It’s typical to get two or three feet of snow at Northwoods, which is at 1,000 feet elevation.
Skamania County keeps the road from Cougar plowed — most of the time. But West has fired
up his snowmobile to drive the 20 miles to Cougar, the nearest town, after a 7-foot snowfall
covered the road.
Technology has made the region less isolated. Three years ago, cell phone reception reached
the area.
One appeal of living at Northwoods is the dock — though it can be high and dry when
PacifiCorp drops the reservoir level in fall and winter to store flood waters or during inspection
or maintenance on the dam. West described residents’ support for the utility as “probably 5050. A lot of the boaters are upset because they pull it down.”
PacifiCorp drops Swift more than the lower reservoirs because it’s a first line of flood
protection, said company spokesman Tom Gauntt.
Another concern is the winding Road 90, which is the quickest way to reach Northwoods. It’s
the only way there in winter because other roads aren’t plowed. “The big thing people want is
the road improved coming up,” West said. “For years it’s been hard to get even a fog line put
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on the road.”
The Forest Service has agreed to eventually turn
over maintenance of the road to the state and
Skamania County.
West likes to explore the upper Lewis River
valley: the waterfalls and the forests along Road
93. “There’s timber up there that’s eight feet on
the stump,” he said.
As the rainy/snowy season sets in, West, a
bachelor, is happy to be where he is.
“I don’t have any plans to go away,” he said. “It’s a
little piece of heaven up here. It’s definitely God’s
country.”
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The lower Lewis, below the dams, is popular with
anglers.

The Lewis River
Length: 110 miles
Source: The North Fork Lewis flows out of the snowfields and glaciers on the northwest flank
of Mount Adams. In summer, hikers can get there via Divide Camp Trail 112 and the Pacific
Crest Trail, to a point where you can hop across the river.
Name: The river is named for Adolphus Lee Lewis, an early Woodland-area settler — not for
Meriwether Lewis, the co-leader of the Corps of Discovery.
An oddity: Actually, there are two Lewis Rivers. This story is about the North Fork Lewis, the
much larger one with three dams. The smaller East Fork Lewis flows into the North Fork just
south of Woodland only 3.5 miles above where the joined rivers enter the Columbia River.
Dams and reservoirs:
• Merwin Dam was completed in 1932. It and the lake behind it were named for T.L. Merwin,
vice president of the Northwest Electric Co., which built the dam. Merwin Dam is 314 feet tall
with 1,300 feet of crest length. Its three generators can generate 136 megawatts of electricity.
Lake Merwin behind the dam covers 4,000 acres and is 14.5 miles long. There’s no public
access to the top of Merwin Dam, though visitors to the nearby park can get a partial view. A
better view is possible by walking upstream from the boat launch below the dam.
• Yale Dam, named for a community in the Lewis River Valley, was completed in 1952 and is
323 feet tall with a crest length of 1,230 feet. Its two generators can generate 134 megawatts of
electricity. Yale Lake covers 3,800 acres and is 10.5 miles long. Most of Yale Dam is out of
sight even to boaters on the river below it. In summer, the public can picnic by Yale Saddle
Dam, a smaller structure that traverses a saddle between two hills just north of the main dam.
• Swift Dam was completed in 1958 and is 512 feet tall with a crest length of 2,100 feet. It’s
named for Swift Creek, which flows off Mount St. Helens into the reservoir. The reservoir covers
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4,680 acres and is 11.5 miles long. It has three generators with a total output of 240
megawatts.
A power canal 3.2 miles long connects Swift Dam with the Swift No. 2 powerhouse, which is
owned by the Cowlitz PUD. Its two generators have a total output of 66.8 megawatts.
The public is usually allowed to walk several hundred yards off of Forest Road 90 to get out on
Swift Dam, where fishing can be good.
Recreation: PacifiCorp provides boat launches on all three reservoirs that are open yearround and campgrounds that are open in summer only. For more information, see
http://www.pacificorp.com/about/or/washington.html.
The upper part of the Lewis flows through the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. The most popular
hiking trail on the upper Lewis passes three major waterfalls. For information, see
http://www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/giffordpinchot/recreation/hiking/recarea/?
recid=31580&actid=50.

The Series
This is the fourth article in our series about local rivers and what makes them unique.
Stories about the Coweeman and Elochoman rivers will appear in the coming weeks.
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