Forest Grove
By Elias Gilman
Forest Grove is a city of approximately 21,500 residents located in the Tualatin Valley in central
Washington County. The area was first populated by the Atfalati tribe, who lived mainly above the
floodplain of the Tualatin River, south of the present-day town center. The Atfalati were Kalpuya
people, who lived in the Willamette Valley and numbered about 15,000 at the time of contact with
EuroAmericans.
The earliest permanent white settlers were Alvin T. and Abigail Smith and Harvey and Emeline
Clark, who arrived in 1841. The Smiths would settle a mile south of the city center on a Donation
Land Claim. Their house, constructed in 1854-1856, is one of the earliest extant examples of
wooden-peg construction in Oregon.
In 1848, Tabitha Brown and Harvey Clark founded an orphan asylum for children whose parents
had died on the journey to the Oregon Territory. Rev. George Atkinson won their support in starting
an academy nearby, and in 1849 the territorial legislature granted its first charter to the new school,
Tualatin Academy. Five years later, the academy became Pacific University.
The name Forest Grove was adopted on January 10, 1851, by the Tualatin Academy Board of
Trustees.
The university brought some diversity to the area’s economy, and by 1870 a mere third of the
town’s 396 residents were employed in agriculture (in 1850, 77 percent of were farmers).
Rail service arrived in 1870, spurring development, but residents of Forest Grove refused to pay the
Willamette Valley Railroad $30,000 for a depot and the company built the station a mile south of
town. The town of Forest Grove was incorporated in 1872.
In 1880, the U.S. government oversaw the construction of the Forest Grove Indian Industrial and
Training School, the first off-reservation institution of its type in the nation. In 1885, following a fire
that damaged a number of its buildings, the school moved to a new location near Salem and was
renamed Chemawa Indian School.
An unincorporated community grew around the Willamette Valley Railroad depot south of Forest
Grove. Known as South Forest Grove, it was later dubbed Carnation after the flagship product of
the Pacific Coast Condensed Milk Company, which opened the state's largest condensery there in
1902. The company was lured by the confluence of easy rail transportation and plentiful dairy
suppliers. In 1900, Washington County boasted 2,302 farms, most of them clustered near Forest
Grove and Hillsboro, and was the third largest producer of agricultural products in the state. In
2010, Forest Grove had a population of 21,500. Part of this growth came from expanding
boundaries.
Carnation had a post office, a general store, a hotel, and other services. A streetcar service
between Forest Grove and the depot launched in 1906, but it soon lost out to automobiles; the
tracks were torn out in 1911. The Oregon Electric Railroad came to Forest Grove proper in 1908,
and the Southern Pacific Railroad followed in 1912.
Carnation lost businesses and residents over the next few decades. The condensery shuttered its
doors in 1929, and the post office closed in 1933. The Carnation Hotel, which had been converted
to apartments, was destroyed by fire in 1969, removing one of the last vestiges of the area’s former
success.
In the late twentieth century, Forest Grove attracted employment from technology firms such as
Tektronix. The company spun off as the Merix Corporation in 1994 and remains Forest Grove's
largest employer, with 10 percent of the city’s workers. At the turn of the twenty-first century,
healthcare and education employed a quarter of the town’s workforce.
Forest Grove has twelve buildings on the National Register of Historic Places and three National
Historic Districts: the Clark Historic district, located south of Pacific University on land once owned
by Harvey Clark; the Painter’s Woods Historic District, an area platted in the late nineteenth century

and sold as residential lots by R.M. Painter; and the Walker-Naylor District, west of Pacific
University on the Thomas Naylor and Elkanah Walker Donation Land Claims.
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