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Description of Place

Present day Marcus is a small town of about 175
people, located on State Route 25, five miles north of
Kettle Falls. The town stretches along a bluff on the
east side of Lake Roosevelt, sandwiched between the
lake on one side and the highway, a branch line of
Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railroad, and an impos-
ing hill on the other. 

The original town of Marcus, located below the bluff
and for most of the year now covered by the backwat-
ers of Grand Coulee Dam, holds the distinction of
being the oldest town in Stevens County. In 1860 when
winter threatened the International Boundary Commis-
sion as they were surveying the boundary between the
holdings of Great Britain and the United States, the
British contingent chose a site two miles north of the
Hudson’s Bay Company post, known as Fort Colvile,
for their winter quarters. They constructed a village of

about 25 solidly built log buildings. This served as their
headquarters until 1862 when they moved on. A couple
of enterprising merchants moved in to the abandoned
Boundary Commission facilities and began providing
supplies to miners who flocked to the area both north
and south of the border in search of gold; this included
300 Chinese miners who placer mined along the
Columbia River. One of the merchants, Marcus
Oppenheimer, became the namesake of the town in
1883. Marcus was a lively trading post. Goods were
brought north by wagon freighters, some 250 miles
from Walla Walla or Wallula. 

In 1864 the Oregon Steam Navigation Company
dispatched Captain Leonard White from their Oregon
office to Fort Colvile to oversee the construction of a
steam ship. The steamship Forty-Niner, dominated
trade and transportation traffic to the upper reaches of
the Columbia from the landing at Marcus, then known
as White’s Landing, until 1879 when the gold played
out, the steamship was dismantled and population of
the town dwindled to only four permanent residents. 

Once the Canadian Pacific Railroad was built in 1885
Marcus was again an important link in a chain supply-
ing goods from Spokane to Revelstoke BC, 300 miles
to the north. When the Great Northern Railroad Com-
pany reached Marcus with their lines in 1901, a bridge
was built west across the Columbia River and Marcus
became an important rail junction with lines running
north to Canada and west to Republic and Oroville.
The town grew rapidly to its all time high of 3,000
people.

In 1933 the building of Grand Coulee Dam promised to
bring prosperity and hope to the nation. One of the

consequences of the building of
the dam was the creation of a
large reservoir necessitating the
relocation of the people living
along the river. The lake created
behind Grand Coulee Dam
would bury the town of Marcus

under 60 feet of water.

The federal government
purchased the homes in old
Marcus and put them up for
bid. People who wished to
live in the new town site
purchased a home and had
it moved to the new loca-
tion. Moving a house to the
bench took about three
days and the moving ex-
pense was often more than
the selling price of the
house. Fifty percent of the
homes in present day
Marcus were moved from
the old town site.

New Marcus was planned
and platted by federal engi-
neers as a “Model Town”
to be an example for all of
the other towns to be relo-
cated. With its broad boule-
vards and central town
park, their design legacy
has ensured Marcus is still
one of the loveliest towns
around. Riding a wave of
optimism for the new town,
Mayor Sonny Horn trav-
eled to Washington DC at
his own expense in 1936-
37 to procure $135,000 in
federal funding for a new
school building for the new
town of Marcus. Proud to

possess the finest gymnasium in the region, the school
and its town played host to many activities over the
next 30 years.

By 1971 it was apparent the town would not recover
from the move. The population of the town had shrunk
to a point where it could no longer keep the school
open. The school passed into private hands and eventu-
ally burned in 1989, but true to its past, the town of
Marcus has purchased the school ruins and the sur-

rounding grounds, once again claiming its central park
and moving ahead with plans to salvage the gym-
nasium, and turn it into an event pavilion for the
region.

Each spring the drawdown of Lake Roosevelt allows
part of the old town to reappear. Building foundations,
streets, and sidewalks, much of them covered by sand
and gravel can once again be seen. Old timers still
remember that once there was a general store, two
grocery stores, meat market, barber shop, two hotels,
three beer halls, hardware store, real estate office,
confectionery, theater, livery stable, bank, hospital
doctors, dentist, a railroad roundhouse and other
structures now lost to the past.

Tourism Initiatives

Present day Marcus with its peaceful and serene
atmosphere consists of approximately seventy-two
homes, a town hall, community building, general store,
Post Office, the Phoenix Foundry and a Center for the
Arts. Still this small community manages to host much
of the region each fall at its annual Cider Fest. What
began as a fundraiser for the local fire department
inspired by the cider presses made at the Phoenix
Foundry and the abundance free fruit from “old home-
stead”, apple trees dotting the hillsides along the river,
has grown steadily. The Riverview Ladies Club contin-
ues to provide their popular homemade pies, but the
popularity of the fresh pressed cider has led several of
the town fathers to create a one of a kind, “Rube
Goldberg” style cider press that is an attraction in its
own right.  Streets throughout the town also bear the
names of varieties of apple. 

Just below the town on the river is a public swim beach
with a dock and 27 unit National Park Service camp-
ground. Each summer residents of nearby Canada and
Colville regularly spend weekends here. Water levels
on the west side of the campground drop quickly to the
original river channel making it attractive for fishermen
as well.

Impact

Tourism is thought to be generally beneficial for the
residents of Marcus. Quantitative data to support this
assessment and to determine the magnitude of the
benefit are, however, lacking. Hard data for tourist
numbers during high and low seasons also have not
been collected. The impact of the existing numbers of
tourists on the physical environment is minimal.


