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SUMMARY

The objective of this study was to gather information on the land use history of
the Arid Land Ecology (ALE) Reserve so that current ecological research could be
placed within a historical perspective. The data were gathered in the early 1980s by
interviewing former users of the land and from previously published research (where
available).

Interviews with former iand users of the ALE Reserve in Benton County,
Washington, revealed that major land uses from about 1880 to 1940 were
homesteading, grazing, oil/gas production, and road building. Land use practices
associated with grazing and homesteading have left the greatest impact on the
landscape. Disturbed sites where succession is characterized by non-native species,
plots where sagebrush was railed away, and sheep trails are major indications today
of past land uses. Recent estimates of annual bunchgrass production on ALE do not
support the widespread belief that bunchgrasses were more productive during the
homesteading era, though the invasion of cheatgrass (Bromus tectorumy}, Jim Hill
mustard (Sisymbrium altissium), and other European alien plant species has altered
pre-settiement succession patterns.
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The roads built in the early 1900s (roads are clearly indicated on a 1917 U.S.
Geological Survey topographic map) on ALE, and surviving in part today, may
approximate early routes. Because ALE has been closed to the general public since
the 1940s, only limited road-building has occurred since that time with the exception of
firebreak construction and the Bobcat Canyon Road (Figure 3), built by V. O.
McWhorter about 1936. Remains of roads not maintained after 1967 can be readily
discemed. In many cases, these roads have now been colonized by sagebrush.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The major land uses of ALE from the late 1800s through 1940 were winter sheep
grazing, homesteading, gas drilling and production, and road building (Table 1).

Winter sheep grazing was the most prominent use of the land for profit. A total
of 9000 to 15,000 sheep were grazed annually during November, December, and
January. Some spring grazing and penning in conjunction with lambing and shearing
took place at the iower elevations near Benson Ranch. Feed plants for sheep
included winteriat, species of bluegrass and wheatgrass, and cheatgrass. Land use
practices associated with grazing included railing sagebrush and suppiementing
water supplies with cisterns or irrigation troughs. Succession in these areas is
characterized by non-native plants, particularly cheatgrass.

Iable 1. A Summary of Land Use Practices Employed on the ALE Reserve, 1890-1940

_fandUse = __ Practice Emploved
Homesteading building, dryland farming

irrigation

Haymaking with bunchgrass
Winter/spring Grazing control, construction
sheep grazing of sheep watering areas

Penning areas

"Railing" sagebrush

Winter grazing

Gas wells Building, pipe maintenance

Road building Road construction and
offroad travel

15

Presence of foundations; relic
stands of rye; ditches; large stands
of introduced plant species

None

Dnft fences, identifiable water
troughs

Identifiable "pens” dominated by
cheatgrass or tumble mustard

Square plots where shrubs are
absent or infrequent

Horizontal trail lines, especially
on steeper slopes

Old pipelines; presence of relic
plants or artifacts; old wells

Identifiable roads or trails;
presence of cheatgrass in tracks



Homesteading was practiced from about 1890 to 1940. Only a fow farming
homesteads situated near a reliable source of water remained for many years.
Homesteaders raised sheep, cattle, and hogs and practiced some dryland farming for
feed purposes. Bunchgrass was sometimes cut into hay and used for feed as weli. At
Benson Ranch, where water was abundant, alfalfa was raised. Succession in
homesteaded areas depended on the availability of water. Formerly irrigated areas
often support large populations of Jim Hill mustard, chickweed, and stork's bill in
addition to cheatgrass. At Snively Ranch, black rye has assumed a greater degree of
dominance within the last 10 years.

Water severely restricted grazing and resulted in overuse of some areas. Lack
of surface water was a problem, especially on the best grazing territory. Virgil
McWhorter constructed about five cement cisterns throughout his grazing territory and
had water brought in from the Columbia River to fill them. Other grazers were less
affected by a shortage of water, using irrigation troughs, springs, or streams.

In 1913, a well dug on ALE revealed the presence of natural gas. Full-scale
operation of the gas field began in 1929 and ended in 1940. Twenty-four wells were
dug with the main gas field located in the southwest quarter of TWP 11N, R26E.
Roads were identifiable on ALE before homesteading began. A well-used Indian trail
runs across Benson Ranch to Rattiesnake Springs; the current road probably follows
this old trail somewhat.

Research conducted on ALE since the late 1960s sheds some light on the
climatic, edaphic, and ecological factors that determine the susceptibility of shrub-
steppe lands to disturbance. Recovery rates appear to depend on the susceptibility of
a given soil to erosion (either wind or water) as much as frequency or type of land use.
New questions have aiso been raised by the knowledge gained in this effort. in
particular, comparisons of successional rates on ecologically disparate sites may
provide insights into how recovery of shrub-steppe lands may be predicted.
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