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2 HISTORICAL CONDITIONS

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE

Bad as our prospects were yesterday they are worse today. It snowed all
night and day. If this snow does not disappear our express men will never
reach us…. There is a general gloom prevailing in camp with all in a
starving condition, so that plots are forming…. Should we not find
animals our horses will fall to the kettle. I am at a loss as to how to act. I
intend to take the nearest route I can discover into the Clammitte
Country.

-- Peter Skene Ogden, November 1826 (Binns 1967)

Two weeks after making this entry in his journal, Ogden led his “Snake Country

Expedition” into the upper Williamson watershed. Two months earlier they had left The

Dalles with a group of Warms Springs scouts, twelve other men, two boats, and a

hundred horses – many of which, they soon learned, turned out to be wild. He also

brought along his wife, Julia, and their two children.

They were to search for beaver, first in the “Sylvaille”

(Silvies) River country where Antoine Sylvialle had

reported many, and then down in what came to be known

as Klamath country, where Finan McDonald, the previous

year, had not found any at all. Many found it hard to

believe that Mr. McDonald’s reports were accurate, and

Ogden was sent to see for himself. Neither he nor

McDonald could have known that much of the Upper

Klamath Basin had for many years been included in one of

the larger Spanish land grants, and was therefore part of

California. It is entirely likely that, by the time McDonald

showed up, the region had already been trapped out by

Spanish or French trappers coming up from the south.

Regardless, Ogden’s expedition had little to no luck with

beaver until they worked their way down into the canyons

that cut through the Siskiyou Mountains.

The expedition did not start off too well, as we have seen,

and in the days before they crossed into the upper reaches

of the Klamath watershed, they had all come to be in

pretty poor shape. Several horses had already fallen “to the

kettle,” as had quite a few dogs. They had finally met up

with their expressmen, but when they found them they had

not eaten for fourteen days, and not had a drink for nine.

They were very nearly dead.

Beavers cannot be found in

the area today, but we know

that beaver inhabited the

area until roughly 40 years

ago (USFS undated).

Beaver depend on small-

diameter willow and aspen,

and the current riparian

vegetation (primarily

grasses) does not provide

adequate habitat for the

beaver. Beavers alter the

low gradient streams both

functionally and biologically.

Their dams reduce the

channel gradient, dissipate

water energy, allow

sediments to settle out, and

reduce peak discharge

during high flow events. The

ponds created by their

dams create habitat for fish,

amphibians, bats, and

waterfowl. Current riparian

conditions would not

support beaver

re-introduction at this time,

but it should be evaluated

further.
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When Ogden’s expedition reached the banks of the upper Williamson on the 28th of

November, they encountered a “strange fortified town in the river”:

It was composed of 20 tents built on the water, surrounded by water
approachable only by canoes, the tents built of large logs shaped like
block houses, the foundation stone or gravel made solid by piles sunk 6
ft. deep. Their tents were constantly guarded. They regretted we had
opened communication from the mountains. They said, “The Nez Perces
have made different attempts to reach our village but could not
succeed…. Now they will have your road to follow. We have no fire
arms. Still we fear them not.” They have only one horse. In winter they
live on roots. In summer on antelope and fish.

-- Peter Skene Ogden, November 1826 (Binns 1967)

In this remarkable passage, Ogden has documented a critical moment in the

transformation of native cultures in response to the arrival of Euro-Americans. These

cultures, and their associated economies, were rooted in a relatively detailed knowledge

of local landscapes, and of the capacity of those landscapes to produce the food and

shelter they needed to survive. Over centuries, native communities had evolved strategies

and patterns of use aimed at maximizing survival in this region, given the level of

technology they had at their disposal. Ogden encountered this native Klamath settlement

– built for safety’s sake in the middle of the Williamson River – at the precise historical

moment when the introduction of new technologies was fundamentally altering the way

native communities functioned internally, and the way distinct native communities

interacted with each other.

At this point in time, the Nez Perce, being closer to trading centers and Euro-American

settlements, already had access to guns and horses, making them dramatically more

effective in terms of both hunting and warfare. The Klamaths, when Ogden encountered

them, did not yet have access to these technologies, and so were at a dramatic

disadvantage with regard to ancient rivalries with neighboring tribes. But they were very

much “in the market,” so to speak, and as the description of their settlement indicates, the

presence of these new technologies was already changing the way they lived.

A decade later a group of French-Canadian trappers crossing through Klamath headed for

The Dalles would bring several native Klamaths along for the trip, and from then on the

Klamaths had substantially more contact with the world outside the Klamath watershed.

They began to make longer and more frequent forays, either for trade or battle, outside

their traditional territory. And within a decade or so, settlers from distant parts of the

world would begin to arrive in the watershed in significant numbers. The Klamath

watershed was, as they said then, “opened up.”

Indigenous Resources and Native American Subsistence

It is important to note that there was no single “Klamath Tribe” when Euro-American

explorers and settlers began to arrive in the Upper Klamath Basin. The native people of
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the basin, from the headwaters of the Williamson and the Sprague to the marshlands of

Tule and Lower Klamath Lakes, constituted a roughly homogenous language group,

largely due to topographical features that inhibited contact with other regions. But despite

the relative linguistic uniformity, there were many distinct communities in different parts

of the watershed. Modoc cultures inhabited the south and southeast, Yahooskin Paiute

inhabited the periphery to the north and east, and the Klamaths dominated territory in the

north and around Upper Klamath Lake. In the upper Williamson, the “Klamath Marsh”

band of the Klamaths maintained dense settlements along the banks of the Williamson

River and around the shores of Klamath Marsh. In the entire Upper Klamath Basin, the

total population of native people – including both Klamath and Modoc – has been

estimated at between 1,200 and 2,000 people. Out of this, approximately 800 to 1,200

were Klamaths. The Klamath Marsh band was the largest of the Klamath bands,

outnumbering all of the rest combined (Stern 1965).

Photo 2-1. Klamath Indian Camp (1902)

The native communities of the upper Williamson River watershed shifted their activities

with the seasons (Stern 1965). But the need to ensure adequate foodstuffs to last the long

winter months was a dominant concern throughout the year. During the spring and

summer months, food was harvested, and then processed to preserve it for later use. The
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Klamath Marsh band of the Klamaths relied on many different sources of food, including

fish, roots, berries, waterfowl, eggs, and mammals.

Also significant, perhaps, were various techniques that natives may have used to enhance

the productivity of desirable plant and animal species. Although very difficult to

document, it is likely that upper Williamson natives, like others throughout North

America used fire, in particular, to encourage open understory within forested regions, or

to flush game in grassland areas.

One of the most important food sources for all the Klamaths was the wocus, or yellow

pond lily, as evidenced by the fact that the month in which the wocus is harvested,

August, marks the beginning of the Klamath year (Stern 1965). Wocus grow on open,

shallow water within marshlands, and the Klamaths’ reliance on the wocus would seem

to indicate the presence of a substantial amount of appropriate wetland habitat in the

upper Williamson. Some estimates run as high as 10,000 acres of wocus-dominated

wetland in the Klamath Marsh area alone. The wocus ripened in late summer and early

fall, and often different tribal communities would come together to harvest the wocus in

reed or dugout canoes. The wocus could be eaten in a variety of ways, but much of it was

ground into flour and stored for winter use.

Photo 2-2. Wocus Harvest
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The other critically important staple for native communities was fish, and among the

various fish species they relied upon, the suckers were the most important. After an often

brutal and deadly winter, the suckers were the first to run in the spring. And as early

accounts indicate, these runs were often very dramatic in terms of numbers of fish. After

subsisting on the barest of rations, the arrival of the suckers, the first fresh food they had

seen in months, was a particular cause for celebration. Suckers were caught and eaten

fresh throughout the spring, and fish of all kinds, including salmon, were dried and stored

for use during the winter months.

As spring progressed and the fish runs played out, the large gatherings of people broke up

into groups of three or four families, which spread out over the territory, searching the

meadows for roots such as yampa root (Carum gairdneri), camas, arrowroot and others,

which were eaten fresh, or baked in stone-lined earth ovens for winter storage. They also

harvested tule and cattail roots, as well as the eggs of swan and other waterfowl. As

spring turned to summer, the wocus began to ripen, and people began coming together

again in anticipation of the harvest. While the women busied themselves with the wocus,

men headed into the high ground to hunt for mammals, or went out into the marshes to

hunt waterfowl. After the wocus harvest, the women joined the men in the higher ground,

harvesting huckleberries, serviceberries, currants, chokecherries, and wild plums. For the

most part, these fruits were dried and stored for winter use.

Given the population estimates cited above, it is reasonable to assume that there were

only 500 to 1,000 native people depending upon the resources of the upper Williamson

River watershed for their subsistence. Furthermore, there were, of course, no substantial

demands placed upon the watershed’s resources by outside markets, due to the absence of

the necessary transportation and communication technologies. Given these factors, it is

very likely true that the Klamath Marsh band of Klamath Indians lived a life of relative

abundance in the upper Williamson, except of course during the sometimes brutal

weather of the winter months, when conditions often imposed unimaginable hardships.

At times, it was no doubt a very difficult life by contemporary standards. And harvest

techniques like the mass driving of game or netting of fish certainly must have had some

transitory effect on the localized population dynamics of certain species. But in general

terms, the relatively low demand placed on the biological productivity of the watershed --

due to limited harvest technologies and limited access to broader markets – meant that the

anthropogenic depletion or degradation of resources within the watershed was, in all

likelihood, not a significant issue during the period preceding Euro-American settlement.

The Reservation

There is simply no way to accurately characterize the historical development of land use,

or the evolution of ecological conditions, in the upper Williamson watershed without

acknowledging the critical influence of the Klamath Indian Reservation. The upper

Williamson watershed is almost entirely within the boundaries of the reservation, which
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was established by treaty in 1864, and then dissolved ninety years later through a process

called “termination.”  A historical timeline is included at the end of this chapter.

Following a pattern that had been repeated throughout North America in the 18th and 19th

centuries, the arrival to Klamath country of settlers from other parts of the world resulted

in considerable conflict and bloodshed. Both the new arrivals and the natives understood

that it was not in their interest for the conflict to continue. There were significant

exceptions to this rule, including some settlers who sought to exterminate the natives, and

some natives who sought to do the same to the settlers. But eventually even persistent

warriors like the Modoc chief Sconchin would say, with considerable resignation, that

I thought that if we killed all the white men we saw, that no more would
come. We killed all we could, but they came more and more like new
grass in the spring. I looked around and saw that many of our young men
were dead and could not come back to fight. My heart was sick. My
people were few. I threw down my gun. I said, “I will not fight again.” I
made friends with the white man.

Stern 1965

And in 1857 James W. Denver, Commissioner of Indian Affairs, argued that

I know of no alternative to the present unsatisfactory and dangerous state
of things but the adoption of early measures for the extinguishment of
Indian title, and their colonization on properly located reservations….
The losses and damages to the government and to the citizens resulting
from another general outbreak on the part of these Indians would
probably fully equal, if not exceed, in amount what would be necessary
to buy out and colonize them….”

Stern 1965

For good or ill, the solution advanced was the designation of the reservation covering a

significant portion of the Williamson and Sprague River watersheds.

The ratification of the Treaty of 1864, establishing what would come to be known as the

“Klamath Tribe,” and the resulting designation of the Klamath Indian Reservation,

marked a fundamental shift in land use and management in the upper Williamson

watershed. There emerged an explicit imperative to discourage traditional subsistence

strategies and encourage reliance on more intensive development of the watershed’s

natural resources. J. W. Perit Huntington, Superintendent of Indian Affairs for Oregon at

the time, explained that “[I]n determining the boundaries of the reservation, I sought

primarily to secure a tract of country which had local advantages for supporting a colony

of Indians by industrial pursuits…. (Stern 1965) And the Agents locally in charge of

supervising tribal affairs were guided by a mission “to promote the well-being of the

Indians, advance them in civilization, and especially agriculture….” (Stern 1965)
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The General Allotment Act of 1887

The General Allotment Act of 1887, sometimes referred to as the “Dawes Act,” is a good

example of a politically and socially-motivated decision that had dramatic, if unintended,

consequences with respect to the use and management of natural resources. And although

the Allotment Act was national in scope, its effects were particularly acute within the

upper Williamson watershed.

Since the ratification of the Treaty of 1864, the reservation had been a single political,

economic, and geographic unit, owned in trust by the federal government and managed,

to some degree, by cooperative arrangement between the Indian Service and tribal

leadership. In 1887 the federal government, in a law that was explicitly promoted as a

counterpart to the Homestead Act of 1862, passed the General Allotment Act. The object

of the act was to “individualize the Indian by assigning him a private tract, to be held in

trust for at least twenty-five years, and by granting him citizenship” (Stern 1965).

In addition to the profound impacts the Act had on the watershed’s basically communal

native cultures, this change also had fundamental implications for the management and

use of the watershed’s natural resources. The Allotment Act, like the Homestead Act

before it, was intended to foster self-sufficiency and other desirable character traits by

rooting individuals on their own bounded tracts of private property. But, again like the

Homestead Act, it didn’t always work out in practice because the Allotment Act also

allowed for the leasing, and eventually the sale, of the individual allotments. It also

allowed individual allottees to contract for the harvest of timber on their allotments.

The Reservation and Shifting Patterns of Land Use

Initially, there was a sincere conviction within the Indian Service that it would be

possible to establish a local agricultural economy based on field and row crops, including

beets, carrots, beans, turnips, peas, onions, and artichokes (Stern 1965). Joseph Emery, a

professor from the [Oregon] State Agricultural College, argued that while “I have not

been able to depress the mountains nor lower our altitude above the sea, yet I believe that

agriculture can be made a comparative success on the Klamath Agency…. If I had plows

to loan, I could set 100 Indians to work this spring tilling the soil” (Stern 1965).

Predictably, late frosts and summer droughts helped prove this impractical, and in 1867

Agent O.C. Knapp found it necessary to “urge upon the Department [of the Interior] the

uselessness of trying to make this an agricultural reservation…. The Indians should be

supplied with cattle and sheep, and they would soon become self-sustaining” (Stern

1965).

As we know today, the upper Williamson watershed is vastly more suited to stock raising

than row crops, and once the focus shifted to raising livestock, many natives took

advantage of opportunities to establish their own operations. By 1883, Agent Linus

Nickerson reported that there were “several” large Indian ranches, and that buyers from

as far away as San Francisco traveled to the reservation, offering as much as $40 a head
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(Stern 1965). By 1886 Agent Joseph Emery reported 1,485 head of cattle, 3,640 head of

horses, 340 mules, and 195 hogs (Stern 1965).

Logging, also, was an important component of the reservation economy from the very

beginning. The first mill was built in 1870, and right away enterprising natives began

felling timber and selling it at a profit, despite the federal government’s insistence that

they had no right to do so, based on a 1873 Supreme Court ruling which held that the

timber was owned in trust by the government, and not by the Indians. It was apparently

quite lucrative, as well, as evidenced by the fact that, when budget cuts threatened the

employment of the agency miller, the Indians decided to pay him themselves (Stern

1965). By 1896, the sale of timber was estimated to exceed a quarter of a million board

feet. Although certainly significant, these sales were exclusively local, and constrained by

the limited demand of local markets. Soon, with the coming of the railroad and the

passage of the General Allotment Act, logging activities in the upper Williamson

watershed would expand explosively, and timber harvest would dominate the local

economy and land use for nearly a century to come.

The Uplands: Timber Harvest

At the turn of the 20th century, the Klamath Indian Reservation contained one of the

single most extensive and high-quality stands of ponderosa pine to be found anywhere in

North America. The Reservation was estimated to hold up to eight billion board feet of

merchantable timber, and within the Indian Service there was considerable interest in

supporting the welfare of the native people, not to mention the Indian Service’s own

administrative budget, through the harvest and sale of these resources. There was also

substantial pressure to harvest an estimated billion board feet of timber contained within

a large privately-owned tract, later known as the “Long-Bell Tract,” which had been

carved out of the northeast corner of the reservation. But as was the case with timber

throughout Klamath country prior to the coming of the railroad and the passage of the

General Allotment Act, harvest feasibility and market value of the timber was severely

limited by the lack of any practical way to transport the timber to distant markets.

But in 1909, the Southern Pacific Railroad arrived at Klamath Falls. Because timber

companies had been preparing harvests and developing facilities in the years preceding

the railroad’s arrival, an explosive boom ensued as soon as the first train rolled into town.

E.H. Harriman, who controlled both the Southern and Union Pacific Railroads at the

time, saw Klamath Falls not as the end of the line, but as a stopping point on the way

north to a point near Crescent Lake, where the southern line would meet two others

coming from the east and west. Construction continued through Klamath Falls until it

arrived, in 1911, at a settlement called Kirk, at the southern end of the Klamath Marsh.

And there it would stop. For twelve years, until the fall of 1923, the railroads would be

caught up on an anti-trust lawsuit that would prevent further progress toward connecting

the northbound and southbound lines. For those same twelve years, Kirk would boom as

few other towns in the west had ever boomed before, as the Indian Service and private
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timber companies built their own temporary railroads out into every corner of the upper

Williamson watershed.

For several years before the railroad arrived at Kirk, there had been mounting pressure on

the Indian Service to offer reservation timber for sale. And although a few smaller sales

were made, forest managers within the Indian Service knew that the stumpage value – at

the time around $2.00 per million board feet – would go up considerably once the rails

were in place. These managers also resisted pressure from large timber companies to

offer sales in very large tracts, which they felt would encourage domination by the large

companies, resulting in reduced competition and lower revenues for the Tribes and Indian

Service administration. As it turned out, they were right on both counts, and over the next

two decades prices for reservation timber would rise dramatically. J.P. Kinney, who

served as one of the Klamath Agency’s foresters during the first decades of the 20th

century, claimed that

The increase in the prices received for pine stumpage on the Klamath
Reservation [during this period] is one of the outstanding facts in the
development of the timber industry in the Pacific Northwest…. There
was no comparable rise in stumpage prices bid for pine, Douglas fir, or
other species, throughout the northwest.

Kinney 1950

But even in those early days, there was considerable disagreement with regard to the

management and harvest of the timber resources. The management of Reservation timber

provides a good example.

J.P. Kinney and his colleagues took considerable pride in the prices they were able to

secure on behalf of the Klamath Indians. And although managers like Kinney believed

very strongly that they were acting in the best interest of tribal people, it also seems clear

that they did their best to accommodate the needs of timber harvesters. Kinney himself

attributes the high demand for Klamath timber, in part, to their avoidance of “any

restrictions that would be of secondary advantage to the Indians and yet would cause

substantial expense and considerable annoyance to those engaged in removing timber

from Indian lands” (Kinney 1950). On the other hand, Klamath Agency foresters

defended against accusations that they were abandoning sound silvicultural practices:

Through the cutting of trees close to the ground and the taking of tops to
a diameter of eight inches, or even less, if smooth and merchantable, the
timber was fully utilized. In western yellow [ponderosa] pine cuttings, all
slash was piled and burned where this could be accomplished without the
killing of so many young trees as to do more harm than good. From 70 to
90 percent of the merchantable volume was removed, depending upon
conditions existing on each area being cut over.

Kinney 1950
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Some critics of Agency harvest practices complained, sometimes bitterly, that “too much

of the original stand was removed in logging operations on Indian lands” (Kinney 1950).

The issue of harvest levels, like so many other issues, was complicated by the effects of

the General Allotment Act, which created a situation in which there was little incentive to

conserve timber resources on individual allotments. While average harvest levels of “70

to 90 percent” on unallotted lands might certainly be described as excessive, agency

foresters claimed that, when it came to individual allotments, they were often the voice of

restraint. On allotment lands, agency foresters claimed, individual allottees “desired, and

often demanded” that even more than that be cut (Kinney 1950).

So far we have seen how two main factors – developments in transportation technology

and transformations in land tenure systems – had a direct impact on resource use and

management, and thus on habitat conditions. The arrival of the Southern Pacific mainline

at Kirk, and the ability to build railroad lines quickly and efficiently into the upper

Williamson watershed, established for the first time a connection between the resources

of the watershed and distant urban markets where demand was seemingly boundless. And

the transformation of the reservation, through the General Allotment Act, from a single

legal entity into an agglomeration of relatively small fee simple holdings facilitated the

transfer of ownership – of both resources and the land itself – by way of free market

transactions. The latter change had particularly significant implications with regard to the

grazing and hay ground in the lower elevations of the watershed.

The Lowlands: Cattle Country

When as a boy I came to know Mamie, she was a plump jolly woman in
her forties, given to flowered tents of dresses, and big picture hats
flowing with gay ribbons. On a quiet night, her laughter still rings from
the rafters…. She had the best of both worlds, being white and Indian at
the same time.

Hyde 1971

Mamie Farnsworth was one of the many tribal members who, as a result of the General

Allotment Act, ended up property owners on the lush bottom ground of the upper

Williamson watershed. As we have seen, the upper Williamson watershed, and the

Klamath Marsh in particular, was a critically important area for Klamath Indians for both

spiritual and subsistence reasons, so that when allotments were made available, the

riparian meadows and wetlands of the upper Williamson were some of the first to be

allotted.

Mamie had a reputation as being shrewd when it came to money. She had quite a bit of it

which attracted the attention of a steady stream of suitors, earning her the nickname “The

Cleopatra of the Reservation.” She could work as hard as any man, and harder than many,

including her white husband Al, who “ranked close to being the laziest man in the world”

(Hyde 1971). She ran a tight cattle operation, and the homestead she built on the lower

end of Deep Creek was a “showplace” by anyone’s standards. Throughout the 1920s and
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1930s, Mamie bought up several of the adjoining allotments from fellow tribal members

who preferred life in the towns, and she maintained ownership until the end, except for a

fairly sizable upstream parcel that she gave, in a divorce settlement, to Al. Soon

thereafter Al sold the property – some say out of spite – to Mamie’s rival up the river,

Buck Williams, who by the 1930s had pieced together a good-sized ranch out of

allotments he had bought from various tribal members. Buck Williams’ ranch would

come to be known as “Yamsi,” after the mountain that dominates the local landscape.

As we have seen, cattle and other livestock production was, for short period during the

late 19th and early 20th centuries, the dominant economic activity pursued by natives on

the Klamath reservation. But as income to individual tribal members from reservation

timber revenues began to outpace income from agriculture, and as interest in the upper

Williamson country grew among non-Indian livestock producers, the grazing and hay

grounds of the upper Williamson gradually came to fall out of Indian ownership. Mamie

Farnsworth, along with Orie Summers and others down on the Klamath Marsh, was one

of a few significant exceptions to this rule.

It was work that can be thought of as craftsmanlike, both artistic and
mechanical, creating order according to an ideal of beauty based on
efficiency, manipulating the forces of water and soil, season and seed,
manpower and equipment, laying out functional patterns for irrigation
and cultivation on the surface of our valley. We drained and leveled,
ditched and pumped, and for a long while our crops were all any of us
could have asked…. We constructed a perfect agricultural place, and it
was sacred, so it seemed.

Kittredge 1987

It was the 1930s and the Kittredge family had already set itself up on about 20,000 acres

of drained swampland in the Warner Valley, east of Lakeview, Oregon. So they knew

how to get it done. Bill Sr., the patriarch who had built the ranch, had relatives in

Klamath Falls, where the family sometimes wintered. On trips from the Warner Valley to

Klamath Falls, they crossed the upper Williamson River and traveled through the

Klamath Marsh.

Never one to miss an opportunity to buy more land, Bill Sr. began, like Buck Williams, to

buy up allotments around the Klamath Marsh from individual Indians. Eventually the

Kittredges acquired a good number of acres, extending from the big bend where the

Williamson River begins to turn south, out into the marshlands to Rocky Point and

Military Crossing, and north up until the marsh rises up to meet the timbered uplands. As

with their Warner Valley operation, a complex system of drains, pump stations, ditches,

and diversions allowed for control of the water table within the ranch boundary, and for

the optimization of productivity for cattle and hay production.

Like many ranches in the western United States, the operations of the upper Williamson

depended on a combination of private and public resources. The privately-owned bottom
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grounds were used for irrigated pasture or hay production, and often for feeding and

calving if the livestock remained in the country over the winter. There were also a good

number of leases on the Klamath Marsh used by upriver ranches for hay production.

These arrangements were established during the early part of the century when the

grasslands around the Marsh were Indian allotments, and most continued to be honored

after the hay grounds became either part of the Kittredge Ranch or the National Wildlife

Refuge (which was designated in 1961, see Historical Timeline at the end of this

chapter). Haying on the Refuge continues to this day, and management of the hay

grounds has become a significant issue in recent years.

Another important component of livestock operations in the upper Williamson was leased

summertime grazing in the forested uplands. Again, many leasing arrangements were

established while these uplands were either Indian allotments, or part of the unallotted

lands of the Klamath Indian Reservation. Leasing arrangement were also made with the

series of owners of the 87,000-acre tract of private land in the northeastern corner of the

Reservation, often referred to as the Long-Bell Tract. When the Reservation was

terminated in 1954, and the unallotted portion became the Fremont and Winema National

Forests, the leases continued to be honored, with their administration transferred from the

Bureau of Indian Affairs to the U.S. Forest Service. On the Long-Bell Tract, grazing was

continued up until the present day, with significant reductions in numbers and duration

taking place in the early to mid-1990s. The Forest Service, too, has paid closer attention

to grazing management in recent decades, seeking to address the tendency of livestock to

gather and linger near water sources, leading to disproportionate impacts to relatively

sensitive riparian and meadow systems.

Termination, The Refuge, and the National Forests

After the Termination of the Klamath Tribes in 1954, the marshlands south of Military

Crossing Road became the Klamath Forest National Wildlife Refuge (today the Klamath

Marsh National Wildlife Refuge). Since the Refuge was established, like Mamie

Farnsworth, Buck Williams, and Bill Kittredge before them, Refuge managers have

actively sought to expand the territory under their management. From 1989-1990

descendants of the Kittredge family sold the ranch holdings west of the Silver Lake

Highway to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, nearly doubling the size of the Wildlife

Refuge.

With such acquisitions, management emphasis has shifted from livestock and hay

production to relatively less commercial habitat values. The Refuge has become a highly-

valued destination for visitors interested in birding, sightseeing, and other recreational

activities. These shifts in management have had direct and indirect impacts on adjacent

agricultural operations, and in recent years concerns have been raised about the effect of

Refuge management on hydrologic and habitat conditions downstream of Kirk Reef.

These issues have become a significant source of conflict within and outside of the upper

Williamson watershed.
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In the late 1950s, as part of the Termination process, the unalloted forested uplands of the

former reservation were offered up for sale in eleven separate parcels. No bids were made

on any of the parcels, with the single exception of the Antelope Desert Unit, in the north-

central portion of the Reservation, which was bought by Crown-Zellerbach, and is

currently owned by Crown-Pacific, which manages it for industrial timber production.

The remaining unsold parcels were transferred to the U.S. Forest Service, to become the

Winema and Fremont National Forests. Today these lands are managed for multiple uses,

with a gradual transition in recent decades from commercial resource harvest toward

management for general forest health and other habitat-related values.

Conclusion

For about ten thousand years, the natural systems of the upper Williamson watershed

have functioned under the influence of human activities. For most of that time the

influence was relatively subtle, with some significant exceptions, like the use of fire.

During the late nineteenth and throughout most of the twentieth centuries, the influence

of human activities became dramatically more significant. Equally important is the fact

that the human activities themselves – whether economic, political, social or cultural –

became vastly more complex, functioning not just at the local scale, but at local, regional,

national, and even global scales simultaneously.

To the extent that these human activities and interactions resulted in negative impacts to

the functioning of natural systems we depend upon, it is critically important that we

attempt to understand those impacts with explicit reference to the general historical

context within which they occurred.

KLAMATH MARSH AND THE HYDROLOGIC REGIME

Klamath Marsh has always been a dynamic system, changing in size in response to local

climate changes. There is clear evidence in the historic record that the hydrology of

Upper Klamath Marsh and its associated effects on marsh plant communities was notably

different during the late 1800s from what it is today. Historically (i.e., late 1800s), water

levels were higher, there was a greater area of open water, willow thickets were more

prevalent, and the extent of the deep water wocus plant community was much greater

than is the case in present times (USFS 1998, USFS 1997, Weddel et al 1998). It is

readily accepted that human intervention with the landscape has played a role in these

changes. What is less clear is the extent to which natural climate cycles have played a

participating role in this change.

Many hypotheses have been put forth regarding the root cause of changes in the marsh.

Increased stocking levels of timber affecting evapotranspiration rates and timing of

runoff, increased sedimentation rates resulting from grazing and road building, fire

suppression (which allows peat to develop), and water diversions for irrigation are a few

examples of human activities that may very well affect water levels in the marsh. When
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investigating these hypotheses, it is important that natural climate variability be taken

into account.

One of the earliest descriptions of the marsh, by Williamson and Abbot in August 1857,

described the marsh as “a strip of half submerged land, about twelve miles long and

seven miles broad … covered by clumps of tule and other aquatic plants separated by

sheets of water” (USFS 1997).

An even earlier description from Captain John C. Fremont in December of 1843,

describes the marsh in the vicinity of Military Crossing as follows (as cited in USFS

1998). “The point on which we were encamped forms, with the opposite eastern shore, a

narrow neck, connecting the body of the lake with a deep cove or bay which receives the

principal affluent stream, and over the greater part of which the water (or rather ice) was

at this time dispersed in shallow pools. Among the grass, and scattered over the prairie

lake, appeared to be similar marshes. It is simply a shallow basin, which, for a short

period at the time of melting snows, is covered with water from the neighboring

mountains; but this probably soon runs off and leaves the remainder of the year a green

savannah, through the midst of which runs the river Tlamath (sic), which flows to the

ocean, winds its way to the outlet on the soutwestern side.”

Map 2-3 illustrates the areas of the upper Williamson River subbasin that were covered

by Government Land Office (GLO) notes and maps in 1892 and 1893. Map 2-2 and Map

2-3 show the historic GLO maps overlain onto current day USGS quadrangle maps

(Military Crossing and Wildhorse Ridge quadrangles). GLO notes associated with these

maps indicate the edge of open water at an elevation of 4,515 feet in the vicinity of

Military Crossing, where water depths were observed to be between 2 to 4 feet (USFS

1997). The GLO information was recorded when water levels were at their lowest during

the course of the year, suggesting that this area of open water was permanent. Coville

estimated that in 1902 the marsh contained a solid growth of 10,000 acres of wocus

(Coville 1904 from Weddell et al 1998). This is indicative of a large area of water too

deep for emergent vegetation to develop, as wocus prefer water depths from

approximately 3 to 8 feet (USFS 1997). An example of a wocus plant community is

shown in Photo 2-2, a historic photo of the wocus harvest. Coville provided the following

description of the wocus plant community.

The plant is so vigorous and has such a habit of growth as usually to
occupy an area suited to it to the complete exclusion of other
characteristics and conspicuous marsh plants, such as tule and cattail.
Certain plants associate themselves habitually with the waterlily [wocus],
but these plants are for the most part submerged in the water, are
inconspicuous, and subsidiary in their relationship to the waterlily, and in
no effective or important way contest its spread. The principal of these
latter plants are bladderwort (Utricularia vulgaris), mare’s tail (Hippuris

vulgaris), and pondweed (Potamogetan natans) and other species.

Coville 1904 from Weddell et al 1998
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A 1912-1913 report prepared by the Bureau of Indian

Affairs (BIA) estimated the area of the marsh at 30,000

acres and described it as being “engulfed with water at all

times” and covered with tule, slough grass (Beckmannia

syzigachne), and wocus growths (BIA in Clyde-Criddle-

Woodward, Inc. 1976 as cited in Weddell et al 1998).

Average water depths in tule and wocus areas were

estimated at less than two feet, with channels of greater

depth located throughout the marsh. A ring of wet meadow

community dominated by sour marsh grass was also

observed (BIA in Clyde-Criddle-Woodward, Inc. 1976 as

cited in Weddell et al 1998). Map 2-2 and Map 2-3 show

that the marsh of the late nineteenth century, in many

places, extended far beyond its current boundaries. The

GLO maps also show sizeable willow thickets, particularly

where streams enter into the marsh.

According to climatic records (described in detail in

Section 2), many of the historic descriptions were recorded

during a cool/wet climate cycle, which began in the early

1900s and lasted until approximately 1916). In contrast,

the period between 1916 and 1931 was a warm/dry climate

cycle characterized by drought. The effects of this drought

period on the marsh are telling. For example, USFS (1997)

reported that Big Springs Creek completely dried up

during a drought in the early twentieth century. A narrative

report during this time period (circa 1930) describes the

drought as follows:

[The marsh is in] a sad state. Ranchers and
livestock men were compelled to put down wells
and otherwise provide water. Grasshoppers and
rodents plagued the then dry marsh. It was
possible to travel by saddle horse and automobile
over much of the present marsh area.

USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 1960 as cited in
Weddell et al 1998

From the mid-1920s to 1930 (during the known period of drought) the quantity of

permitted irrigated land acreage in the upper Williamson River basin (i.e., above

confluence with the Sprague River) increased from less than 1,000 acres to

approximately 10,000 acres (Risley and Laenen 1999). This significant increase in

irrigation may have been a result of an increase in land available for agriculture due to the

Kirk Reef

Some sources describe Kirk

Reef as a natural control

structure for water levels in

Upper Klamath Marsh

(USFS 1998, USFS 1995a)

and there is some debate

as to whether it was

lowered in the past with the

intent of lowering water

levels in the marsh. In their

Big Bill Watershed Analysis,

USFS (1998) indicated the

reef was lowered around

1908 by an estimated 5 to

10 feet from its estimated

historic elevation of 4,528

feet mean sea level (USFS

1995a).

However, in a separate

Watershed Analysis, USFS

(1997) states that “channel

morphology upstream from

the control point at Kirk

does not support the idea

that any potential

modification of the Kirk Reef

had affected marsh surface

elevation.” Whether or not

Kirk Reef was intentionally

lowered is still a question;

however, there is no readily

observable evidence to

support the idea that

modifications to the Kirk

Reef have affected water

levels in the marsh.
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marsh drying up, or it may have been the result of an increased need for irrigation due to

drier conditions.

Following this period of drought, there was a long

wet/cool climate cycle that extended from the early 1930s

to the mid-1960s. A 1955 USFWS report described the

marsh as containing 9,900 acres of shallow marsh and

15,000 acres of deep marsh (USDI Fish and Wildlife

Service 1955, as cited in Weddell et al 1998). This

description of marsh conditions is very similar to those for

the marsh at the beginning of the 1900s, both in overall

acreage and habitat types. The comparison between these

two time periods is notable because the period from the

early 1900s through the 1940s was a period of substantial

agricultural development within the marsh area (USFS

1998). This agricultural development included the

construction of the Kittredge Canal, a major water

diversion feature that was dug during the 1940s (Walt Ford

pers. comm. 2004). The purpose of the Kittredge Canal

was to move water west of Military Crossing Road from

both the Williamson River and the Big Cholo (a tributary

of the Williamson).  Historically, neither theWilliamson

nor the Big Cholo had a defined river channel that

extended to Military Crossing Road.  Instead, the channels

ended and the waters spread out to form a marsh.  The

abrupt end of the Williamson River and its historic

conditions are shown on Map 2-2 (Walt Ford pers. comm.

2005).

Another significant alteration to Klamath Marsh was the

construction of two large parallel ditches on the northwest

side of Upper Klamath Marsh.  This canal system

employed two large diesel powered pumps that facilitated

moving water from the north end of the marsh to the south

end of the marsh during the spring high water season. This

allowed for cattle grazing of the north marsh area. Later in

the year, when water levels were naturally lower, a

secondary canal diverted water back to the north end in

order to irrigate pasture grasses and provide water for cattle (Walt Ford pers. comm.

2004). Although the refuge stopped this practice in the 1990s and the pumps have since

been removed, the ditch system still remains (Walt Ford, pers. comm. 2004).

Historic Fish Distribution

Historically, especially

during particularly wet

periods, redband trout may

have been able to access

marsh tributary streams

such as Sand Creek (west),

Scott Creek (west), and Big

Springs Creek, and possibly

Hog and Yoss Creeks

(USFS 1998 and USFS

1997). Tributary streams of

the Williamson River above

Klamath Marsh, such as

Jackson, Irving, Sand

(east), and Deep Creeks,

may also have been, at

least partially, accessible to

fish, and probably provided

spawning habitat for

redband trout during wet

climate cycles (USFS

1997).

Deep Creek, the only

tributary perennially

connected to the Williamson

River, is still accessible to

redband trout and may

provide some spawning

habitat (USFS 1997).

Redband trout would have

likely used the marsh area

for juvenile rearing habitat

and also as a feeding area

for adults, except during late

summertime, when water

temperatures would

probably have been too

high.
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A new warm/dry cycle began in the mid-1960s and has

continued to the present day (although there may have

been a brief cool/wet cycle during the late 1990s). As in

previous years, it appears this climate trend may be

affecting water levels in the marsh. A 1975 Draft

Conceptual Plan for the Klamath Forest Wildlife Refuge

provided the following description of refuge lands:

…present refuge vegetation is dominated by
dense stands of hardstem bulrush, [while] open
water-vegetation interspersion is virtually
non-existent with an estimated 10 percent of the
marsh consisting of open water.

Anon. 1975 as cited by Weddell 1998

Current marsh conditions are reflective of this general

1975 description. Open water on the Refuge is limited,

and is primarily confined to Big and Little Wocus Bays

in the south, with excavated canals providing some

additional area. Several areas of the Refuge, previously

used for pasture in the north end of the marsh, have

since been converted from grazed pasture to tule and

cattail marsh (Walt Ford pers. comm. 2004). Water is

now diverted to this area through the Rock Island

diversion structure, the Refuge’s primary diversion

structure for delivering water to various sectors of the

marsh.

It is difficult to determine, with any accuracy, how the

marsh habitats have changed in size over the course of

the past century because habitat descriptions/

classifications are not consistent from one document to

the next. In general, it is clear that there has been a shift

from deep-water, wocus dominated plant communities

to shallower, emergent vegetation communities. It is

also clear (as shown in Map 2-2 and Map 2-3) that water

levels are lower, which has decreased the overall size of

the marsh, regardless of habitat type. Well log data have recorded long-term groundwater

elevation fluctuations of as much as twenty feet within the marsh during the twentieth

century, with seasonal fluctuations of one to two feet (Leonard and Harris 1974 as cited

by USFS 1997). Based upon the climatic cycles, it is possible that the current, dry marsh

condition may not be static, and that wetter conditions may likely ensue when the climate

cycle shifts again to a cool/wet cycle. The following quote from USFS (1997) sums up

this climatic cycle and its effects on marsh conditions:

Historic Fish Distribution,

Continued...

Based on the potential

historic use, it is likely that

there were different stocks

of redband that used

different tributaries for

spawning. This may have

resulted in a higher degree

of genetic diversity among

upper Williamson redband

than currently exists today.

The loss of access between

lakes, marshes, and

streams has been noted as

a problem common to

systems containing Oregon

basin redband trout, with

the result being an

interference of migratory life

histories and diminished

gene flow between

populations (ODFW 2004b).

Numerous water diversion

structures and irrigation

canals have been

constructed over the course

of the 1900s. These

features may preclude use

of some historic redband

trout habitat, even when/if

the local climate shifts back

to a cool/wet cycle and

overall water levels are

higher.

Other native fish species,

such as Miller Lake lamprey

and the Klamath large-scale

sucker, may also be

similarly affected.
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The consequence of climate variation on the marsh is biologically
profound. Because of the low topographical relief of the marsh, wet and
dry era environments are drastically different. During wet periods marsh
production is dominated by forms such as phytoplankton, submerged and
floating-leafed aquatic plants, and aquatic fauna such as fish. Drought
cycles favor emergent aquatic vegetation and wetland plants which
support more terrestrial fauna.

USFS 1997



Upper Williamson River Watershed Assessment

FINAL – June 2005 Page 29
Section 2 –Historical Conditions

HISTORICAL TIMELINE

1848: Oregon Territory is established (USFS 1998).

1850: Oregon Donation Land Act is passed, whereby each adult United States citizen

could get 320 acres of free land in the Oregon Territory (USFS 1998).

1864: Central and Eastern portions of the basin were set aside as the Klamath Indian

Reservation under the Klamath Indian Treaty of 1864. The treaty set aside 1,196,872

acres for the exclusive use of Indian peoples, and had the affect of removing Indians from

about 20 million acres so that they could be used for non-Indian settlement and

agriculture (USFS 1998).

1880s and 90s: Settlers, sheep herders, and timber companies begin to have a notable

affect on timber resources, particularly on west side of the basin (USFS 1998).

1893: Unclaimed forestlands on west side of basin were set aside as part of the Cascade

Range Forest Reserve, under control of the Department of the Interior. Objectives

centered on restricting settlement, regulating sheep grazing, wildfire suppression, and

timber resource preservation (USFS 1998).

1900 to 1940: A large percentage of marshes and wetlands located on private lands were

converted to agricultural uses during this time (USFS 1998).

1902: Crater Lake National Park was established “as a pleasure ground for the benefit of

the people of the United States” (Greene 1984:99 as cited in USFS 1998).

1902: A study by Coville (1902:728 as cited in USFS 1998) estimated Klamath Marsh to

contain approximately 10,000 acres of solid growth of wokus. Wokus (water lily)  seeds

were an important food staple of the native peoples.

1903: Starting in 1903, grazing on Forest Reserve lands is regulated through use of a

permitting system, which controlled the numbers of animals and season of use (USFS

1998). A similar system was put in place for the Klamath Reservation; however, effective

regulation was more difficult and came later. According to Winema National Forest

(1998), “the historical affects of grazing throughout the Williamson River Watershed are

apparent today. Grazing has reduced or eliminated hardwood communities that are

associated with live water sources, either developed or natural. Water diversion, to both

drain wetlands and irrigate pastures, has contributed to lowering of water tables, changing

plant communities, and reducing the extent of riparian plants and natural wetlands.”
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1905: Cascade Range Forest Reserve lands transferred to the Department of Agriculture

and managed by the newly formed Forest Service (Winema National Forest 1998). Forest

lands were initially included as part of the Crater National Forest, then the Rogue River

National Forest, and ultimately the Winema National Forest in 1961 (Winema National

Forest 1998).

1909: Commercial timber harvest on National Forest, Klamath Reservation, and large

privately owned timberlands becomes significant with the arrival of the Southern Pacific

Railroad, which opens the Klamath basin to outside markets (USFS 1998).

1918: Approximately 13,000 head of Indian-owned cattle and 30,000 head of non-Indian

privately owned cattle were located on Klamath Indian Reservation lands (Moore

1945:4-5 as cited in USFS 1998). Trespass of non-Indian sheepherders and ranchers was

common practice starting in the 1860s through the thirty’s (USFS 1998).

1918 to 1958: More than 4.4 billion board feet of virgin timber was harvested from the

Williamson River watershed (USFS 1998).

Mid-1920s to 1930: The quantity of permitted irrigated land acreage in the upper

Williamson River basin (i.e., above confluence with the Sprague River) shows a notable

increase from less than 1,000 acres to approximately 10,000 acres during this time period

(as interpreted from Figure 18 of Risley and Laenen 1999). Little to no increase in

permitted acreage occurs after this period until the mid-1950s.

1929 to 1948: Lamm Mainline Railroad serves as a common carrier for several lumber

companies within the basin. The railway crosses Skellock Draw and could pose potential

difficulties for future watershed restoration activities in this area. Portions of the historic

railway are eligible for the National Register of Historic Places (USFS 1995).

Mid-1950 s to 1980: The greatest rate and overall change in irrigated agricultural acreage

took place during this time period (Risley and Laenen 1999). Irrigated acreage changed

from a little over 10,000 acres at the beginning of this period to approximately 52,000

acres at the end of the period (as interpreted from Figure 18 of Risley and Laenen 1999).

1954: The Klamath Termination Act of 1954 terminates federal supervision over the

property of the Klamath Tribe. Adult members were given the option to hold their

interests in common under state law or converting them to cash. Through an election held

in 1958, 77 percent of tribal members decide to convert their assets to cash. Proportionate

shares of tribal assets were acquired by the federal government. Approximately 144,000

acres remained as tribal member lands held in trust by the U.S. National Bank of Portland

(USFS 1998).
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1960: Most virgin timber stands have been harvested from the Williamson River

watershed. Emphasis shifts to second growth stands on private and newly created

Winema National Forest lands in 1961. Overall volumes are much lower than in the past

(USFS 1998).

1961: Winema National Forest is established from forestlands under other National

Forest management (USFS 1998).

1961: Klamath Forest National Wildlife Refuge is created (USFS 1998).

1969: Remaining Klamath Tribe members with land holdings elect to terminate the trust,

and in 1974 the lands became part of the Winema National Forest (USFS 1998).

1970s through mid-80s: Timber harvesting increases within the Williamson River basin

once again. The Yamsay Tract (also known as the Long-Bell Tract), owned at the time by

Weyerhaeuser Company, was heavily harvested during this time (USFS 1998).

1986: Klamath Tribes were restored as a federally recognized tribe; although, reservation

lands were not. Treaty rights to hunt, fish, trap, and gather plants were retained on former

reservation lands. The Klamath Tribe also play a role in protection of cultural sites,

maintenance of plant collection areas, maintaining unrestricted use of summer camps,

and for access to religious sites (USFS 1998).

1990s: Timber supplies become tighter within the basin, resulting in private landowners

playing a more prominent role in supplying harvestable timber than in the past (USFS

1998).
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