











Chester Corry: “Mr. Lithia Park™

" ISTORICALLY, ASHLAND HAS BEEN A TOWN OF UNIQUE
visionaries with the ability to make things happen, people

: like Chester Corry, the aty’s parks superintendent for

thlrty ~three years. “Without him,” says current parks
 superintendent Ken Mickelsen,

- “the 100-acre Lithia Park would |
t be what it is today.”® ’
Born in Columbia, North ,

- Dakota, in 1906, Corrygrewup
 on his fathers orange grove in

~ Glendora, California. In 1930,

-~ he graduated in landscape

. architecture from Oregon

Agricultural College (now :
~ Oregon State University) and in |

- 1931, he met and married Doris |

% Gardner, a young teacher. His

- landscaping positions at Mount

~ Lassen National Park, then

= Porﬂand Lambert Gardens,

- gave him the experience to

- become Ashland’s assistant

‘parks superintendent in 1936.
~ When the Corrys arrived in

,Ashland most of the land
 beyond the lower duck pond

~ was nothing but a wilderness

- following Ashland Creek up the

- rugged canyon. Corry’s job was

 to develop the plans laid out by -

- John McClaren, designer of San

- Franciscos Golden Gate Park, who had been commissioned by the

: ‘c1ty of Ashland. However, the Great Depression held the country

- in its grip, and the city couldn't afford to hire a crew. But that

v didn’t stop Chet. The Corrys moved into a small house inside the

7 park and the one-man crew rolled up his sleeves and got to work.

- According to his wife, “Chet had a calm personality, but there

~ was a twinkle in his eye. He tackled anything that happened with

~ confidence.”2 With help from New Deal-era Works Progress

~ Administration and National Recovery Administration crews, he

5 relandscaped the Chautauqua area and developed the new

~ nineteen-acre parcel donated by the C.-W. Roots. ~

~ In 1937, Corry became parks superintendent-a job he

 cherished. He combed the hills for plant specimens, dug holes,

planted, pruned, created tumbling falls, gentle rapids, bndges, a
’, nursery, a playground and aZ00.
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Chet Corry enjoys the scent of a flower toward the end of a long career
that left an indelible mark on the landscape of Ashland’s beautiful
Lithia Park.

“We couldn't afford tractors,” Corry later recalled. “We did it the
hard way—by hand.”

After a time, the Corrys moved into another house inside the
park. Their little daughter Janet took naps with a zoo fawn and

basked in the park’s magical
surroundings. Doris taught
school. The Corrys
. participated in community
8 and church activities, but
their lives mainly centered
on the park and its needs.

The late councilman
David Kerr claimed, “The
council voted to fund
whatever Chet Corry needed
because he was a man of
integrity who did his
homework.”

Corry and the park
survived floods, snow,
draughts, vandalism,
servicemen’s pranks; the
1960s counterculture, huge

. crowds, geese wandering
P4 into town, and zoo animals’
antics. (Corry was once
locked in the monkey cage!)

According to Lois Walker,
longtime Medford resident,
“Chet Corry loved the park.
He was ‘M. Lithia Park’!
Everyone raved about the wonderful work he was doing.”

Chet Corry retired in 1969 and spent his remaining years as a
consultant until he died in 1989. Evidence of his handiwork can
still be seen today in the older rhododendrons throughout the park.
He may be gone, but the park winds still whisper his name. &

Molly Walker Kerr is a Medford freelance writer, whose childhood memories of
Lithta Park spurred her to later become a Medford parks cammis;ioner:

ENDNOTES:

1. Interview with Ken Mickelsen, Ashland parks superintendent, June 1989
; and 17 November 2000.
2. Interview with Doris Corry, 23 June 1989.
3. Medford Mail Tribune, 13 January 1980.
4. Interview with Ashland City Councilman David Kerr, author’s father-in-
law, in 1964.
5. Interview with Lois Walker, author’s mother, 26 September 2000.
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