











5,000 feet in elevation, and the wild land
ran flat for miles, dry and cracked

between the widely separated, stunted Cheszer.N e

clumps of vegetation. A pluvial lake staps Wl?h his

during the last ice age, the valley was now pack SHE Jor o

only a thin layer of volcanic soils covered Supphies et ine gd

sediments compacted into hardpan.’ Frenchglen 2_ <

Except for the indistinct track we Eeien al store gé

followed, it existed for us as a land so in the 1940s. f%

innocent of man’s intrusion it could have 25

been an island on Mars. The wind took g §
ol

advantage of the limitless space, and we
ate lunch in the van to avoid the dust.

It was impossible to recognize this as
the place David Shirk described as a
cattleman’s paradise. In 1873, when he
drove a large herd of cattle onto what was
then an unnamed plateau, he found tall
grass waving on the foothills and the floor
covered with white sage, good forage for
cattle. Shirk, foreman for a rancher named
John Catlow, named this new grazing land
after his employer.*

As the ranchers moved in, the area was
used primarily as range land for both
cattle and sheep. The lush grazing was
already showing signs of depletion when,

following the 1909 Homestead Act,
settlers began swarming onto the land.
By 1914 the population had grown to 500
— some accounts say 700 — and for a few
years Catlow Valley hummed with
activity. However, when a warmer, drier
weather cycle began, it soon proved that
the rich land could not produce without
readily available water. By 1920, the
census takers found only 178 people.
Now, only a few ranches remain.’

When we moved on, the dust got
worse. The vague track dissolved into a
fine powder that billowed chalk-white
behind us, and the wind worked to drive
alkali dust into our van. By late afternoon,
we were out of the alkali and we were
wondering about a place to camp out of
the wind.

On the horizon, like a mirage, we saw
buildings, the skeletons of poplars — and
corrals. Hooray! A ranch. There was life
on the planet, but it was much farther
away than it appeared. The desert night-
chill was coming down fast by the time
we arrived and found the place as empty
as the land around it.

Strange looking for a ranch, the
buildings were lined up in what, at one
time, had been fairly straight rows along
each side of the road. The fences were in
good repair, but most of the building walls
leaned crookedly in on sunken roofs. Only

you stay here, as long as you leave things
the way you found them and make certain
your fire is out.”

Later, I found little information about
the origin of the town, or why, even
though it is in the Catlow Valley, it was
named after the nearby Blitzen Valley.
Apparently, like so many small towns in
that country, it began sometime after the
1909 Homestead Act and just grew in
answer to the settlers’ needs. I found
Blitzen first anchored in history when the
post office was established April 10, 1916.
There had been a post office down in the
Blitzen Valley from 1888 until 1892.°
Perhaps, when the new post office was
established up on the plateau,
approximately thirty-five miles south, it
carried the name with it. In its glory days,
Blitzen boasted two stores, a hotel, a
saloon, a school and several residences in
addition to the post office. By the 1920s,
nearly all the settlers in Catlow Valley had
been starved out, and Blitzen remained as
the only settlement. It lingered on until
the last store shut its doors in November
1942.° The post office closed on January
31, 1943.°

The Blitzen Valley is named after the
Donner und Blitzen River, which flows

Until his killing in

1897, Peter French,

a couple of the buildings were clean and
well-maintained. One contained a wood-

left, supervised
ranching operations

burning cook stove and an old wooden on 200,000 acres
table with mismatched chairs. Our home in the Blitzen
for the night, it held the wind and dust at Valley and

bay, and the stove warmed us while it
cooked our dinner.

The wind calmed by morning, and we
went out to explore while our breakfast

surrounding area.

E A heated on the wood stove. The white car
é with its pluming tail of dust coming in
& from the direction we had yet to explore
‘;E i s surprised us. When it stopped by our van, Dr. Hugh Glenn,
g N we saw the logo on the car’s door. A game ¢ California
E L4 warden had come to visit. investor; provided
s — — ; In answer to my question, the warden the financial
In this 1970s photo, rancher Charlie told us we were in the ghost town of backing for Peter

Crump of Adel tends the rock-filled coffee French’s cattle empire.
can he so skillfully employed to coax an

eruption from Crump Geyser.

Blitzen. “Ranch hands come up and use
the corrals and a couple of the buildings
during roundup time,” he said. “It’s OK if

PHOTOS FROM “CATTLE COUNTRY OF PETER FRENCH,” BY GILES
FRENCH. COURTESY OF BINFORDS & MORT, PUBLISHERS, 1964.
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along its floor. During the Snake War of
1864, Colonel George B. Currey led his
troops across the stream during a furious
thunderstorm and named the river the
Donner und Blitzen, using the German
words for thunder and lightning. Today
the river is frequently referred to only as
the Blitzen."

Frenchglen was named after Peter
French and Dr. Hugh Glenn, the California
investor he worked for. French arrived in
the Blitzen Valley in 1872, and, until slain
by a settler on December 1, 1897, he
operated one of the largest and most
successful ranches in the valley. Ultimately,
his operation came to be known as the
French-Glenn Livestock Company.'?

I doubt there are any historical accounts
of Harney County that do not give space
to Peter French, Dr. Hugh Glenn, the
French-Glenn Company and the huge P
Ranch in the Blitzen Valley. However, like
the town of Blitzen, there seems to be no
record of when the first buildings came to
Frenchglen, which is located only a few
short miles from the P Ranch. On
December 1, 1926, the post office was

bR
Peter French built his
Sfamous round barn near
Diamond, north of
Frenchglen, to give his men
a covered place to work
horses during the long, cold
winters on the P Ranch.
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moved about fifteen miles from
Somerange to its present location in
Frenchglen. Apparently it remained
registered as the Somerange Post Office
until October 1, 1930, when the name was &
officially changed to Frenchglen. The
Frenchglen post office was closed in 1941,
then opened again March 20, 1947.5

Frenchglen owes its longevity to the
attraction of nearby Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge, which includes many
of the French-Glenn holdings that were
purchased by the federal government in
1935. As the refuge gained fame and
the spectacular vistas of nearby Steens
Mountain became known, visitors
discovered Frenchglen and the
Frenchglen Hotel.

The hotel was built in 1916 to
accommodate teamsters and stagecoach
passengers traveling between Burns and
Winnemucca and was extensively
renovated in the 1930s by the Civilian
Conservation Corps." Tucked in its grove
of poplars, with its screened porch and its
promise of hot coffee, it still seemed
ready to welcome the next string of
freight wagons from Winnemucca when
we arrived. I jokingly told the proprietor
that, after the alkali flats, I looked forward
to the public bath that every town in the
Old West offered.

He grinned in delight. “We have one!”
he said. “It’s not in town, but about a
quarter-mile south. You’ll see it, just right
off the road. A rancher owns it, but he
leaves it open to everyone, no charge.”

What a treat. The water came directly
from a warm spring housed in a
weathered, bone-gray building, and
constantly flowed through the four-foot-
deep pool. We soaked and swam a few

PHOTO FROM “CATTLE COUNTRY OF PETER FRENCH,” BY GILES
FRENCH. COURTESY OF BINFORDS & MORT, PUBLISHERS, 1964.

Looking down on Frenchglen from the
rim above town shows that it remains a
very small community.

Dating to1916, the Frenchglen Hotel is
now owned by the people of Oregon and
remains a favorite destination for travelers
to Steens Mountain and the Malheur
Wildlife Refuge. It has changed little since
this photo was taken in the 1960s.
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strokes, then scrubbed down and let the
layers of dust stream away.

Clean once again, we headed through
the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge,
north toward home.

Pat Paeper is a freelance writer
and amateur anthropologist living near
Corbett, Oregon.

Postscript:

During our visit, Charlie Crump spoke
fondly about a woman he was “seeing
over near Willow Creek.” We thought that
Charlie, the perennial bachelor, was doing
pretty well for a man in his late sixties.
And he was; at the age of seventy, Charlie
got married. The couple had nineteen
years together before his death in 1989.

In 1991, Charlie’s niece and her
husband purchased the ranch from
Charlie’s widow and now operate it with
the help of Leland Crump’s son, John. In
1995, the Crump Ranch received the
designation of Centennial Ranch, one
which has been owned and operated by
the same family for at least 100 years.

In 1973, the Frenchglen Hotel was
deeded to the state of Oregon. Designated
a State Heritage Site, it became a part of
the Oregon State Parks system.” The
bathrooms are still down the hall, and
dinners are still served family style.

Although battered and diminished by
time and vandalism, a few buildings still
show the location of the once-bustling
town of Blitzen.
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GETTING TO FRENCHGLEN

i I N

If you’re thinking how much fun it
would be to make the trip to Frenchglen,
think harder about how you plan to get
there, and allow most of a day’s driving
each way.

Lakeview is 171 miles from Medford
via Highway 140. Beyond Lakeview
the travel choices multiply. For those
uncomfortable with remote routes and
rough roads, reach Frenchglen via U.S.
395 and U.S. 20 to Burns — about 140
miles — and another sixty-three miles
south on Oregon 205 to Frenchglen
itself. Il

Or follow Highway 140 east from
Lakeview through Adel to Denio, Nevada
—about 100 miles — then take Oregon 205
north seventy-eight miles to Frenchglen.
Bureau of Land Management recreation
planner Trish Lindaman says she often
sees wild horses on this route, particularly
near the Nevada line. ll

For a more adventurous trip, turn north
at Adel and drive past Crump and Hart
lakes to Plush, about eighteen miles.
Follow the signs to Hart Mountain
Refuge. The pavement ends after fifteen
miles, and it is another fifty-two miles of
gravel to Oregon 205, then another 10
miles to Frenchglen. Snows can keep this
route closed into May, says Steve Clay of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.ll

And then there’s the route Pat Paeper
and her husband took by four-wheel
drive many years ago. BLM road 6106
leads north from Highway 140 about
twenty-one miles east of Adel and skirts
Guano Lake, then joins a network of back
roads and two-tracks, many of them
unmarked.

Although these back roads start drying
out in May, the BLM’s Lindaman warns
that it is still easy to get lost or stuck in
the back country, where cell phones don’t
always work.

_|M Easiest Driving Route
B Nevada Route
B Adventurous Route
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Before taking the back way into

Frenchglen, obtain up-to-date information

and maps at the BLM’s Lakeview
Resource Area office at (541) 941-2177
or the Burns District BLM office at
(541) 573-4400. For road conditions at
Hart Mountain, call the U.S. Fish and

Wildlife Service at (541) 947-3315.

Reservations are required at the
Frenchglen Hotel, and should be made
well in advance. The hotel season is
from March 15 to November 15. Call
(541) 493-2825 for information.
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anzanita. The syllables roll
off the tongue, recalling
the influence of Spanish
colonists on the character
of the Far West. In
California, Spanish names preceded
English names for plants and landscapes:
madrofia, pifion, toyon, chamiso, yerba
santa, yerba buena, chaparral. Plants
characteristic of the California Floristic
Province extend into Southern Oregon, but
north of the Umpqua River drainage, the
character of the landscape changes and few
plants bear Spanish names. Manzanita is
one that does.

Manzanita means “little apple” in
Spanish and refers both to the shape and
color of the fruit and its apple-like flavor.
Clusters of reddish-orange fruit ripen in
early autumn, offering a warm contrast to
the clean curves and cool green color of
the foliage. Chipmunks, ground squirrels,
birds and bears relish the fruit. In the fall in
manzanita country, bear scat is often
composed of a good percentage of partially
digested manzanita fruit,
indicating how much bears
rely on manzanita. The Latin
genus name for manzanita,
Arctostaphylos, actually
means “bear grapes.”

Native American peoples
of southwest Oregon
gathered the fruit in the
autumn to store through the
winter. Women made a
refreshing cider from the
pulp, and also used the tart
fruit to flavor bland foods.
Shasta Indians added dried
and pulverized manzanita as
a flour to acorn meal and
Takelman people added it to cooked sugar
pine seeds. Manzanita flour was also used
to sweeten the tart fruit of elderberries,
three-leaf sumac and wild plums.'
Euroamerican settlers used the flavorful
fruit to make jelly.

It surprises some people to learn that
manzanitas are members of the heath
family, which includes such moisture-
loving species as thododendrons and
huckleberries. When manzanitas flower
in early spring, the family relation is
apparent. The small pink and white flowers
closely resemble heather blooms. Since
manzanitas are among the first of the
native plants to bloom, hummingbirds
and honeybees seek them eagerly.
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As summer comes, manzanita’s
adaptations to drought become
more obvious. Manzanita leaves
have a thick surface layer that helps
prevent moisture loss. The plant
holds its leaves canted away from
direct sunshine, lessening the heat
load on the leaf. Manzanitas also
have roots able to penetrate small
cracks in rock and draw out
moisture unavailable to many
other species.

Like many chaparral plants,
manzanita is fire-adapted. Wildfire
assists manzanita in its competition
with conifers. Unchecked by fires,
conifers will overtop and shade out
shrubs. Fire opens the landscape,
allowing manzanita seeds to
germinate and spread. Numerous
species of manzanita also resprout
from the base after fire consumes
the aboveground portion of the
plant. Rapid growth from an
already-established root system

gives these manzanitas a head start in
dominating fire-cleared ground.

Since fire ensures the long-term
continuity of many manzanita stands, it
is not surprising that the shrub evolved
mechanisms to encourage fires. The
manzanita’s branching pattern produces a
large volume of small twigs — what fire
specialists call “fine fuels.” As the twigs
die in the interior of the plant, they remain
attached to the shrub. In a fire, they ignite
quickly and burn fast and hot. As they
burn, manzanitas also release a volatile gas
that gives the fire an explosive quality. A
hillside of manzanitas can burn quickly,
with up-slope fire velocities exceeding the
speed at which a person can run.

Manzanita: the “little apple”

by Donn L. Todt and Nan Hannon

The manzanita’s cheerful
[flowers and colorful orange
bark obscure the fact that this
hardy plant encourages wildfire
as a part of its survival strategy.

Because of their volatility,
manzanitas may be a fire hazard
when growing in dense stands
close to homes at the rural-urban
boundary. In these situations,
thinning reduces fire danger. Pruning the
small, dry branches from the interior of the
manzanita reduces its flammability and
accentuates its intrinsically beautiful
structure. &

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt serves as
horticulturist for the city of Ashland.
Anthropologist Nan Hannon is education
coordinator for the Mail Tribune.
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FRIENDS
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Mr. and Mrs. Robert Bills, Medford

Dome School, Cave Junction

PATRON
Verdell S. Coleman, Medford
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DIRECTOR
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FRIENDS
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Dale A. McCay, Jacksonville
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Dr. Emmy Lou Merriman,
Central Point
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Medford
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Jean Smith, Central Point

Paul Sotos, Ashland
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Mr. and Mrs. Edward Bennett,
La Quinta, CA
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Mr. and Mrs. James C. Hayes,
Medford
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Mr. and Mrs. Robert Nelson, Medford
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June Slay, Riddle

Mr. and Mrs. Gordon Stephenson,
Grants Pass
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Mary A. Trim, Medford
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Mr. and Mrs. Jack Day, Medford
Ramona Kearns, Medford
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Mr. and Mrs. Tony Ramsey, Medford
*Lois Smith, Central Point

Mr. and Mrs. Steven Swartsley,
Medford

Dr. and Mrs. John Traynor, Medford
*Claude-Marie Ward, Ashland

PIONEER/FAMILY
*Winifred Birdseye Becker,
Spokane, WA

*Mr. and Mrs. Bill Breeden, Medford
Mrs. Monte Campbell, Eugene

Members’ and Donors’
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Mr. and Mrs. C.H.
Herman, Medford

*Mr. and Mrs. John D. Hopkins,
Applegate

Julia Ann Horton, Medford
Robert W. Sage, Medford

PATRON
Mr. and Mrs. Ivend Holen, Medford

*Sue Smead, Medford
Joan D. Williams, Medford

Dr. and Mrs. Kenneth E. Wyatt,
Sidney, BC

PIONEER/PATRON
H. L. Bush, Medford

Dorene Cantrall Fisher, Sisters

Mr. and Mrs. Roy G. Kimball,
Medford

Mr. and Mrs. A.E. Piazza, Medford

CURATOR
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*Dr. and Mrs. Laurence Ware,
Medford
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Mr. and Mrs. Bob Dreiszus, Talent

LIFETIME
*Robert M. Hight, Medford
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ANNUAL SPECIAL CONTRIBUTIONS
CONTRIBUTORS FUND Gold Diggers’ Guild of the
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MEMORIALS
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Peggyann Hutchinson
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GENERAL COLLECTION
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Ralph Emerson Hibbs
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Ann Moore

Marian T. Place
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Ben Truwe

Charles T. Sears
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Southern Oregon Historical Society
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SOUTHERN OREGON
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
FOUNDATION
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Contributors

Mr. and Mrs. Robert Bills
Mrs. Mary Delsman

Circles of Giving
Cheryl Breeden
Dr. and Mrs. A.L. Clay
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WILLIAM BYBEE

A man of prominence and mystery

illiam Bybee

was a pioneer,

an adventure

seeker, a

landowner
and a shrewd businessman
who liked nothing more than
to turn a profit. But this man
who figured so prominently in
Jackson County’s history was
once indicted for the murder
of a distant cousin.

At the peak of Bybee’s
influence in the Rogue Valley,
his family was one of the
county’s largest landowners.
The empire included about
7,000 acres in Jacksonville,
Rogue River and along
Antelope and Evans creeks.'

While historians hail Bybee
as Jackson County’s first land
baron, they also remember
him for raising livestock and
as owner of a fording and ferry service
in the late 1850s that crossed the Rogue
River at the current location of Bybee
Bridge at TouVelle State Park.

From 1878 to 1882, Bybee served two
terms as Jackson County sheriff. During
his heyday, Bybee also operated a resort
at Evans Creek and a placer mine in
Josephine County, grew mission grapes in
Jacksonville and built one of the longest
mining ditches in Southern Oregon. He
reportedly owned most of the hogs in the
Rogue River Valley for a forty-year
period, moving up to 600 animals at a
time through the Siskiyou Mountains to
mining camps in California and Nevada.?

Traveling through rough terrain was
nothing new to Bybee. In 1851, at the age
of twenty-one, he joined a wagon train,
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106 N. Central Ave.
Medford, Oregon 97501-5926

by Jamee Rae

The Bybee House on Old Stage Road, built in 1868 on the land
of a former thoroughbred race track, has been named to the

National Register of Historic Places.

left his home state of Kentucky and
headed west. The pioneer stopped briefly
in California, then traveled north to
Portland before settling in Southern
Oregon in 1854.

That same year Bybee met and married
Elizabeth Ann Walker, the daughter of
Captain Jesse Walker. In 1855, Captain
Walker died and left about 2,000 acres of
undeveloped land in Jacksonville to the
couple. This real estate was the
foundation of Bybee’s fortune.

Elizabeth bore eleven children. Six
died before or during their teens. None of
the surviving three sons — James William
(Billy), Francis (Frank) or Robert —
married or had children. Daughters Effa
and Minnie married and raised families.
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William Bybee married
Elizabeth Walker in 1854,
and a year later inherited

2,000 acres from his
father-in-law.

But two William Bybee
mysteries remain: Did he
shoot and kill his cousin,
Thomas T. Bybee, in cold
blood in 18867 Records
show that at the time of the
murder, Bybee was awaiting
trial for shooting that same
cousin in the leg. The
Josephine County grand jury
declined to indict on the
murder charge, but the cloud
of suspicion against Bybee remained. And
why did Bybee sell off all his assets,
leaving only his Jacksonville home at the
time of his death? While there are no
records indicating bad investments, some
believe Bybee was forced to sell his
holdings because he had overextended
his assets.

Elizabeth died at the age of sixty-one,
after forty-five years of marriage. William
was seventy-eight when he died at his
Jacksonville home in 1908.

Jamee Rae is a local freelance writer;
editor and proofreader. She does business
as “Writing For All Reasons.”
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