History of the Powerdale Hydroelectric Project

The origins of Powerdale began in the rather unusual context of providing electrical services for a rural area. In the early 20th century, electrification of rural areas with few families was normally eschewed in favor of providing public services to urban areas of higher population density.
 Bringing electricity to rural areas would not have been warranted by the profit margin as it was assumed electric service was beyond the financial means of most farming families. 

For the Hood River Valley, the difference lay in the impressive growth of the agricultural and commercial sectors of its economy. Indeed, 1910 was the year in which the Apple Grower’s Association, one of the most successful agricultural cooperatives in the Pacific Northwest, was formed, and Hood River Valley was being touted as producer of the “finest apples in the world.”
 
By 1917, Pacific Power and Light Company (PP& L) was providing service to 13 flour mills, and 21 food processing or canning facilities in the region. PP& L had become the valley’s dominant power provider two years earlier through the acquisition of another company formed by the forced merger of two warring utilities. The ever-expanding agricultural industry demanded ever-more electricity in the early 1920s, spurring PP&L to construct the Powerdale plant. 

In June 1922, PP&L’s board of directors decided to approve the construction of a new hydroelectric plant on Hood River. The Powerdale project was to replace earlier generating facilities operated by PP&L along Hood River and would provide power to the cities of Hood River and The Dalles, as well as surrounding rural areas.
 

Construction 

At the time of its construction, the 6,000-watt Powerdale generating plant, which was constructed near the site of the old generating facility, was called the “largest single power unit in Oregon.”
 The cost of construction was estimated at more than $1,250,000.
 
In contrast to the advanced technology of the power plant itself, construction was accomplished by rudimentary means that included steam-powered excavators, picks and shovels, and horse-drawn sleds to remove and/or transport excavated earth.
 Phoenix Utility Company of Portland provided construction supervision, with H. H. Schoolfield as construction manager and J. E. Shinn as construction superintendent.
 The Powerdale project payroll comprised 800 men before its completion in May 1923.
 
In the early construction phase, high water levels and flooding combined to damage some of the buildings and structures including forms for the dam piers, office buildings, and a cookhouse, and undercut areas that had been filled in preparation for further construction.
 
Dedication
The project was dedicated on May 10, 1923, just two days after the powerhouse received a coat of stucco over its brickwork walls. According to Luttrell, the project had been scheduled for completion in February that year, but a major winter flood delayed its opening. “Practically every leader in the Electrical business and many industrial leaders of the Northwest” were to attend the event, the Hood River News reported on May 4, just prior to the event. Prudence Talbot, daughter of PP&L president G. W. Talbot opened the Johnson valve, effectively throwing the powerhouse switch.


Growth in the 1920s
By 1924, the Hood River Valley had earned the reputation of being “one of the most electrified farming sections in the United States,” based on the significant numbers of irrigation pumping stations, refrigeration facilities, and electric poultry brooders. These benefits to the agricultural and commercial sectors of the economy and “many other labor-saving electrically-powered innovations were welcomed by the farmers and ranchers.”

Consumer costs by the end of the 1920s had been reduced to an acceptable minimum through increased efficiency in distribution systems and by making use of economies-of-scale philosophies in mergers and reorganizations within the industry. The growth of the power grid made possible the transmission of electricity between regions during periods of peak use/need, which helped regularize rates and stabilize service, all to the customer’s benefit. Pacific Power and Light’s interconnection of their lines with the Northwestern system at Condit helped the utility sustain full service during a long drought in late 1929.
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