Camp Meriwether
By Eric Schucht

Camp Meriwether is a youth recreational and educational facility in northwest Oregon on a nearly
800-acre forested beachfront property about twenty miles southwest of the city of Tillamook. The
camp is south of Cape Lookout and north of the Sand Lake Estuary. Established in 1926, it is
owned and operated by the Cascade Pacific Council—the regional chapter of Scouting America
(formerly Boy Scouts of America)—and is one of the oldest, continuously operating scouting camps
in Oregon. An estimated 3,000 scouts attend Camp Meriwether each summer season.

The Boy Scouts of America, established in 1910, was modeled after a scouting movement
developed by British army officer Robert Baden-Powell. His handbook, Scouting for Boys, provided
guidelines for character development and outdoor activities. Young boys formed unofficial troops
centered on the guide, and the Boy Scouts of America coordinated those groups across the United
States. The Portland Council, the predecessor of the Cascade Pacific Council, was formed in 1916
by a group of businessmen.

The council established a permanent summer campsite and lodge in 1918 in the Mount Hood
National Forest at the foot of Mount Chinidere on Lake Wahtum. Hundreds of scouts visited
annually until an unattended fire burned the barracks to the ground in 1925. No one was injured, but
the scouts needed a new site. Scout executive George H. Oberteuffer, "Chief Obie,” asked the
council for a larger, more accessible space.

The council approached Ernst A. Chamberlain, who owned property on the coast. In 1886, Ezra
and Hannah Chamberlain had established a homestead there with their sons Orlo and Ernst. The
site is covered in salal brush and contains a freshwater lake named for the family. The homestead
was on the traditional homelands of the Tillamook, whose descendants are members of the
Confederated Tribes of Siletz Indians. An unratified treaty and an executive order in 1855 removed
most of the Tillamook people to the Coast Reservation.

In 1890, a Norwegian-crewed full-rigged sailing ship, the Struan, was damaged in a storm and
crashed into the shore a mile south of Cape Lookout. The crew was rescued, but the ship was a
loss and locals salvaged the cargo. The Chamberlains built a small sawmill on the beach to process
the 1.2 million feet of pine lumber abandoned in the hull. The wood was used to build nearby barns
and homes.

Chamberlain donated 80 acres for the scout camp and sold the Cascade Pacific Council 408 acres
of his coastal property for $21,000. (The council’'s annual budget in 1925 was $24,000.) Aubrey R.
Watzek, chair of the camp committee, donated $5,000 for the down payment. The first buildings
were financed with the $6,000 insurance settlement from the fire.

Oberteuffer broke from scouting tradition and created one of the first scout camps in the country
organized under the unit system. Instead of rows of canvas tents on wooden frames in a central
location, scouts were divided among four smaller campsites: Bunyan, Lookout, Pirates, and Struan.
The camps were secluded from the main facility and each other and were connected by walking
trails. Each had different recreational and educational programs. On June 26, 1926, a caravan of 30
automobiles carrying 115 scouts and 10 adult leaders traveled from Portland for the first season at
what was then called the Boy Scout Camp at Sand Lake.

The camp proved popular, as attendance increased by 60 percent over the previous year at
Chinidere. The next season it was officially named after Meriwether Lewis. New campsites,
programs, and amenities were added over the years, and anchors, chains, and other relics from the
Struan were hauled into camp for display. In 1945, the council bought the rest of the Chamberlain
homestead (300 acres) and later constructed a second camping facility named after William Clark.
The council's summer program incorporates the history of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, as well
as the nearby Struan shipwreck.

Oberteuffer served as director for the first eighteen years of Camp Meriwether and as a Boy Scouts
of America executive for thirty-nine years before retiring in 1957. Under Oberteuffer, Camp
Meriwether gave individual Scouts the freedom to select from available educational and



recreational activities, prioritizing personal development and fun. His obituary reads: “It was at
Meriwether that Oberteuffer's western camping mystique won out over a rather formal, army-type
camp previously approved by Scouts’ leadership.”

Over the years, Scouts have earned merit badges for art, metalwork, chess, and public speaking
and participated in camp activities such as hiking, kayaking, wilderness survival, horseback riding,
stagecraft, and handicrafts.

In 2004, the camp unveiled a $4.5 million dining hall and a 700-seat campfire bowl built with a
$100,000 donation from businessman and camp supporter Douglas Mclver. That same year, a
one-quarter scale replica of Fort Clatsop was built as a memorial to teenaged staffer Christopher
Ray Kroker, who was fatally injured by an improperly loaded ceremonial cannon.
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