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surveying and mapping more
than a mile of lower Mill Creek
from St. Mary’s Academy to
where the stream enters the
culvert at Thompson Park.

The result is a book of
hand-drawn maps of the
creek in 50-meter segments
featuring the rapids, deep
pools, vegetation and
obstructions.

He also performed tests on
water samples to determine
pH, temperature and
dissolved oxygen levels. These
measurements—combined
with the data on bugs found
in the creek—provide clues to
the health of the stream.

Because Mill Creek runs

Phil Brady’s ninth-grade
science students at The Dalles
Wahtonka High School will
conduct a field study of their
own on nearby Chenowith
Creek. The class will compare
their data with that recorded
on Mill Creek.

“This is earth science, not
rocket science,” says Dan.
“Adults and kids can get
involved. In my 3% years of
science in high school, I never
got outside. Now, teachers
are taking students to look at
the creek and helping them
reconnect.”

For Dan, a native and
longtime resident of The
Dalles, working on the project

through urban areas, rain and
snow runoff from roads and
other impermeable surfaces
flow into its water.

The natural riparian boundary—
trees and shrubs that filter sediment
and pollutants—remain in some
places along the creek, but there has
been impact on the banks over time.

Non-native locust trees brought
by early pioneers to make fence
posts still remain, as do sycamores.
Invasive plant varieties such as
blackberries and Ailanthus (Tree of
Heaven) are evident.

Signs of direct human impact
are all around, too. Dan noted a
half-dozen shopping carts in the
one-mile segment of creek. Other
debris included pipe, sack lunches,
grass clippings, wood planks, bricks,
tires, an old car frame and lots of
beverage containers.

Despite the human impact, signs
of beaver, otters, great blue heron,
raccoons and skunks have been
noted along the creek. Fish runs
include winter steelhead, coho and
fall chinook salmon, lamprey, and
rainbow and cutthroat trout.

Dan’s initial samplings of macro
invertebrates include crayfish, Juga
snails, miniature shrimp-like scud
and stoneflies.

The most dominant bugs are the
flatheaded mayfly and two varieties
of caddis fly, all of which are food

for trout.

Above, Dan Richardson identifies invertebrates on lower
Mill Creek, opposite page. Photos by Holly Griswold.

When the data is taken together, it
shows Mill Creek “is not in a pristine
state,” says Dan. “As an urban
stream, it is moderately impacted.”

Dan’s report—which will be
presented at a public meeting
October 4—will include the results
of his findings and a series of
proposed projects: things to watch
and suggestions to improve fish and
general riparian health.

Some recommendations—Ilike
removing the invasive Ailanthus—are
simple. Others are more complex.

“We can’t think in terms of easy
answers,” Dan says. “We need to
consider what makes long-term
sense regarding the health of the
stream. The goal is not to go back
to a natural state, but to start taking
a look at what we have and what we
can do to improve stream health.”

The survey already has helped
local schools and students, and has
begun to forge ties between them
and the watershed council.

Dan and Kate worked with Mark
Urness and his middle school students
at St. Mary’s Academy as part of
an environmental science unit last
spring. This year, the class will learn
bug anatomy by tying flies in the
classroom, then head to the section of
Mill Creek that borders their school
to help with more data collection.

has been both personally and
professionally gratifying.

The former journalist—who
served stints as a reporter, editor
of The Goldendale Sentinel and
publisher of the Gorge alternative
paper, The Current—now is directly
involved in the environmental issues
he once only wrote about.

“This is the stream I used to play
in,” he says. “Now, I work in my
backyard.”

Now that the study is complete,
Dan plans to continue his
participation with the watershed
council as a volunteer. He will
begin a master’s degree program in
environmental science at Portland
State University this winter.

“I'm excited to maybe one day
take my daughter to the creek—that
there will be access and places to
play,” Dan says. “There is a lot of
public land and public access. It just
needs a little loving care.” m

Anyone living or working in the
watershed can be a member of The
Dalles Watershed Council. Meetings
are the third Wednesday of the month
at 6:30 p.m. in the USDA conference
room, 2325 River Rd. Results of the
Mill Creek study will be presented at a
public meeting October 4, from 1 p.im.
to 3 p.m., at the Mid-Columbia Senior
Center, 1112 W, 9th St. For more
information, contact Coordinator Kate
Merrick at 296-6178, ext 119.
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