






Feature 

By 1908, settlement along the Klamath River at Klamath Falls and 
agricultural activity on the fertile bottomlands had pushed the wild plum to 
the rimrock and canyon country at the wild fringes of the Klamath Basin. 

was alternately hot and dry and cold and 
dry. The newly established Extension 
Service was actively searching for species 
that might be grown profitably in the 
chier areas of the Far West. What better 
source than a species that was native to 
the region and for which farmers and 
ranchers had a high regard? 

The cultivation of a native fruit in the 
Far West was a strong depmture from the 
usual practice of introducing fruits, 
vegetables and grains traditionally 
cultivated in Emope and eastern Notth 
America. In fact, of species indigenous 
to North America north of Mexico, few 
have become impmtant commercial 
crops. Most of the fruits, vegetables and 
grains that we purchase at the grocery 
store had their migins in one of the major 
agricultural regions of the world: South 
America, Mexico, Southeast Asia, 

China, Western Asia, and the Eastern 
Mediterranean. 

The possibility of using the native 
western species of plum in hybtidizing 
new varieties had occurred to Luther 
Burbank, the well-known Califmnia 
horticulturist. His records show that two 
vmieties he introduced were in pmt 
derived from the Pacific plum. Burbank 
gave a glowing account of these 
hybridization results: "Some of the most 
beautiful and highest flavored fruits 
which I have ever seen have been 
produced. These vary in color from 
almost pure white to light yellow, 
transparent flesh color, pink, light 
crimson, scm·let, dm·k crimson and 
purple; in form round, egg shaped or 
elongated-oval; trees both upright and 
weeping, enormously productive, and in 
one or two cases the fruit, by hundreds 

The world's only wild plum winery is located at the base of the 
sagebrush-covered Wamer mountains south of Lakeview. 
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of experts, has been 
pronounced the best plum in 
flavor of any in existence. 
Most of these selections are 
extremely productive." 
Unfottunately, the Pacific 
plum hybrids produced by 
Burbank have been lost.6 

The Extension Service went 
a step futther than Burbank by 
experimenting with many 
vmieties of native-growing 
selections. Both local plum 
gatherers and botanists 
observed a great variation in 
the flavor of geographically 
distinct groups of plums. The 
great California botanist 
William Lynn Jepson noted: 
"In the coast ranges and 
central Sierras I have never 
seen Prunus subcordata with 
an edible or nem·-edible fruit. But in 
Modoc and Siskiyou counties the shrubs 
bear abundantly a bright red, roundish 
plum, which is used freely for preserving 
and highly praised for the manufactured 
product. These plums are certainly very 
beautiful. They are of a fine crimson 
color and I saw shrubs in the Wm·ner 
mountains loaded with them. At the same 
time I saw shrubs of a sub-race ripening 
two weeks later a reddish fruit , much 
more bitter and little used by the 
settlers."7 

In this century, a number of orchm·d 
plantings were established in Southern 
Oregon and Northern California, 
including a large orchard planted nem· 
Lakeview in the 1930s by E.A. Rugg, a 
Lakeview jeweler, and his wife. A few of 
these old orchard plantings survive, but 
the only orchm·d remaining in commercial 
production today is Stringer's Orchard, 
located along Highway 395 between 
Lakeview and Alturas. The orchard is an 
heirloom, a testament to the possibility of 
growing locally adapted native fruit, even 
in the high desert along the Oregon­
California border. 

The family-run business stands in a 
dramatic western setting. Row by orchm·d 
row the land slopes up and east towm·d 
the steep escarpment of the Warner 
Range. To the west, waterfowl glide into 
the silvery basin of Goose Lake. Deer 
browse the margins of the orchard, and 
coveys of quail start up from the tall grass 
along the fence line. The clean scent of 
sage pervades the clear air. 

Roy and Joanne Stringer purchased the 
orchm·d in 1975 from Jack and Virginia 
Perkins Hinton. The land had been in the 
Perkins family for almost a century. In 
the early 1940s, the Hintons took cuttings 
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In Stringer 's Orchard, branches heavy with plums frame the nearby 
Warner mountains in September. 

The exotic wild plum occupies a small 
commercial niche, providing the basis 

for wine and 
preserves at 

Stringer's Orchard 
south of Lakeview. 

For many years, 
Harry and David 

bought the 
orchard's crop 

for jam. 

from the wild plum thickets that grew 
abundantly on the ranch land, and grafted 
them to tree stock.8 Today the Stringers 
grow ten selections of the Klamath plum, 
with different flowering and fruiting 
times. Some of the trees are fifty-year-old 
selections planted by the Hintons; most 
are more recent plantings. The diversity 
provides a good hedge against the perils 
of weather and disease. 

In 1983, under new ownership, Harry 
and David discontinued its preserved fruit 
processing operation and canceled its 
order for wild plums.9 The Stringer 
family needed to find something to do 
with their tons of plums. Roy and his son 
John had some experience making 
homemade wines, and had been pleased 
with the results of their winemaking 
experiments with wild plums. They 
decided to build a wild plum winery in 
the old barn on the orchard property. 10 In 
1985, they bottled more than seven 
thousand gallons of wild plum wine from 
the 1984 harvest; in 1986, more than 
11 ,000 gallons. The 1986 bottling won a 
bronze medal at the Los Angeles County 
Fair. '' Dry and sweet Stringer wines have 
been highly praised by food critics. Food 
writer Linda Eckhardt called Stringer's 

wild plum wine one of the top ten foods 
in the United States.'2 

At one time, Harry and David, the Bear 
Creek Corporation subsidiary in 

The Klamath plum helped nourish 
Native American families ; furnished 
sustenance for immigrants; provided 
sauce and jam for pioneer settlers, 
fatmers and ranchers; and has now 
become one of the few native Western 
fruits to enter the mat·ket economy. Each 
fall , as the wild plums 1ipen in orchards 
or in remote ravines, the harvest resonates 
with history.li! 

Medford, purchased the Stringers' entire 
crop each year to make their wild plum 
jam. In the best years, Hany and David 
purchased more than fmty tons of wild 
plums, at a premium price of 65 cents 

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and 
anthropologist Nan Hannon of Ashland 
harvest Klamath plums each fall for their 
wild plum jam. 

a pound. They made and sold Klamath 
plum jam under their own label, as 
"Wild 'n Rare Wild Plum Preserves." 

(CONTINUED NEXT PAGE) 

Gfreservin9 t~ose Gfrecious Wild Gffwns 

Long-time residents of Southern Oregon For a S 
Mrs. Rugg's _ Weeter w1·1d P'• 

Jam and Northern California stay pretty closed- Ui 1Um Jam 
Wild Plum mouthed about the locations of their favorite ash and drain fr · 

- . he its grind the Klamath plum thickets. But if you can find a ~h.opped, pitted fruit~~ To 10 cups of 
After removu~g t co%rse' knife. To wild plum patch to pick in eru·ly September, JUtce. Mix thorough! ~ ~14 cup lemon 

wild plums W!t a dd 5 cups of here are two recipes for making J·am with sugar and cook y Wtl 12 cups of 
h 4 P

s of plums a t sti . over moderat f 
eac 0~ ~ll before putting ~n ° your harvest. In the 1930s, Mrs. E.A. Rugg B ~rtng frequently, Until e 1eat, 
sugar. M!X ~ n while cookmg. developed a jam recipe for fruit from the i rt~g to a rolling boil fo~t~ar d~ssolves. 
cook, and st!: ofte 1 sa full rolling orchru·d that she and her husband owned near n stx ounces of fi tad . ne nunute. Stir 
After the frub!t retat~~:e minutes. Lakeview. Her method yields a tart jam with continue to stir whzfe :~~t pectin and 
boil, cook_ a ou l seal. Use only good consistency. We've also developed a for three orfiour · otlmg the mixture tc ~ h nunutes 0 · . 
Place in 1ars al recipe for a sweeter, thicker jam that reac es the sheet· r Untzl )am 
firm pl~!ms. preserves the rich color of the furit. clean Jars and se:? stage. Pour into hot, 
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Wild plums ripen 
in late August 
and early 
September. They 
are about the size 
of large Bing 
cherries. 

. Dqnn and I have come home from 
~~·with an abuqdance of wild plums 
that will become jam, gathered n~ places 
c,alled,Fandango -Pass, Swan Lake and _ 

~ Surprise Valley: Splitting ~d seedin ~e . 
. plums with paring knives, we sit on tlie/ 
oeck Jooking out' over the: Cascades. Across 
thos~ mountains, nearly due east of 

: ·AShland, I first tasted wild plum jam. 
"' Many times a year in the 1950s we went 

. , ,.,...,.,- .. - Medford Jo Klamath Falls to visit our 
t"''·i'<~tliPr'• fami.J.y. Our green Packard threaded 

of the Greensprings, the Rogta~ 
and out of view as we · 

IJII~~~netl:>ru1_ ffi!d~, finally -Vanishing as the 
i>l'llltli••.fn1rli"t thickened and absorbed us. The land • 

fla~ened and we passed through an endless ' f 
scin~ ·of pine, a stretch we often slept' . 

. ilirougb on the corded back seat of the 
• 0 .. 

by Nan Hannon 

Packard. The sage scent of the klamath 
Basin awakened us. We popped up, hoping 
ro see pelicans as we crossed the Klamath 
Rivo/ northeast of Keno. Sometimes we saw 
antelope. Silent and alert, they looked back 
at us, then turned and disap~ed, taking 
with them some secret we warited ' 
to know. 

In Klamath Falls, the brick buildings witp 
their rough facades did not look · 'e1l0me. 
Instead of the smooth, maternal eurv~s -of 
the JC Penney store in Medforcl7 where our 
mother bought us anklets and saddle· sboes, 
the Woolworth building rose up old· and 
masculine. The differences made us quiet, 
until we caught the first sight 0I our Aunt 
Bemardine waving d<;wvn at us ~tn the 
casement window of the ap~ent on the 

second floor of. file Keystone 
Building, which our great 

,. uncle, E.J..Murray, built in the 
1920s_to ·house his newspaper, 

the .KlFlath Herald. • 
Th~apartrnent subdued usr 

agai , with its salutany smell of 
fuririture polish and the soft, 
inSistent ticking of the mantel . 

? 

clock in its painted glass case~' 
' .our father told us that when he was . 

seven, the carefully wrapped clock bad 
rested in the suitcase under his feet for 

PHaro BY DONN L. TOOT 
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the entire train journey moving his family 
from upstate New York to the Klamath 
Basin. We understood that time was the 
family's one treasure, measured out 
steadily by the slightly dented pendulum. 

Wtld plum jam came from inside the 
grain-painted door of the pantry where 
our Aunt Bemardine stored the strange 
and dangerous foods adults liked. 
Horseradish from Tulelake, where our 
Uncle Francis and Aunt Isabel farmed. 
The brandy our great-uncle Ed used for 
the sauce on Christmas fruitcake. Squat 
jars of marmalade ill" which curls of 
orange peel floated in eerie suspensh'>n 
next to tall jars of ghostly wax beans. The 
hot mustard that Bernardine made with 
vinegar, egg yolks and sugar. Coconut, 
currants, coffee, bitter chocolate, nutmeg, 
green tea. To my sister Kate and me, who 
favored mashed potatoes, rice pudding 
and milk darkened with Nestle's Quick, 
these foods were a mistake. 

The wild plum jam particularly 
peiplexed us. The first sweet taste gave 
way to strong, alarming, smoky flavors. It 
tasted nothing like the safely sweet grape 
jelly our mother made in the canning well 
of our stove at home. When Auntie Ber 
broke out the wild plum jam in honor of 
our visit, we preferred chewing on bits of 
the disc of white paraffin that sealed the 
jam jar. We claimed the little puck of wax 
dislodged by the prod of a kitchen knife. 
The paraffin had the comforting smell of 
our crayons, and a white, neutral taste. 
Soft and malleable, it conformed to our 
teeth. We refused bread and jam. The jam 
tasted poisonous; the bread was not the 
kind our mother bought at Fluhrer's 
Bakery in Medforci. We crawled under 
the long oak trestle table, chewed wax, 
and half-listened to adult stories. 

In 1910, at the age of sixteen, 
Bemardine pinned up heF hair and went 
to tea~h school for the children of 
ranchers in the Swan Lake Valley, 
northeast of Klamath Falls. There she 
found a wild plum thicket growing in the 
rocks along the base of the Modoc Scarp. 
Our family picked that patch for decades 
after. My aunts and grandmother, my 
mother and my cousins, made wild plum 
jam to serve with rabbit and venison, with 
geese brought down over the lakes and 
marshes, with beef raised at Fort 
Klamath. Wild plum jam became a 
treasured gift received by cousins, sick of 
ranch life, who had moved away from the 
Klamath Basin. The¥ were grateful fer 

SOU THE RN OREGON HERITAG E TODAY 

the fla:vor of home, sweet 
and astringent. 

Year after year, 
Bemardine kept making her 
jam, somehow changing 
from the soft-haired sixteen­
year-old to 0ur tart, seventy­
year-old aunt. Was it 
possible she was the same 
person? And what about 
Uncle Ed? The stories the 
adults told of Uncle Ed 
pulling a revolver on the 
depmty sheriff in a dispute 
over ownership of the 
Herald's press did not match the frail and 
gentle old man who walked down the 
street to Sacred Heart Church to hear 
Mass every morning, who gave us nickels 
and religious medals as coins of equal 
value. Did he still keep a loaded C0lt in 
one of the drawers of the marble-topped 
dresser where he kept his wsary? 

Under the table, refusing wild plum 
jam, we began to consider how it was for 
Bemardine to go at sixteen to teach at 
Swan Lake. To board with strangers. To 
go thmugh snow to a cold clapboard 
building to kindle fire in the stove before 
the pupils came. To fold her hands like a 
lady among the rough men on the stage 
skidding down Topsy Grade to the next 
school she taught. We began to consider 
Uncle Ed, an orphaned Irish immigrant, 
heading west where a resolute man might 
make his fortune. We thought of our 
father, young like us, guarding the 
suitcase of time ou the hopeful journey 
from a green farm to the alkali land his 
family would abandon. What did he think 
when he stepped off the train, into the 
scent of the sagebrush? Did his first 
breath tell him this was not home? 

Here it first occurred to us that 0ne 
place is different than another. Here we 
first recogni!led that the people and 
objects so familiar to us had their pasts, 
stories we could repeat but not 
completely understand. Here we learned 
that history always c0ntains a 
mysterious center which can never be 
truly entered. Forty years later, we make 
wild plum jam with the fnives, the 
bowls, the spoons, the potholders, the 
aprons handed down to me by people 
whose lives have a mystery that I cannot 
explain, as wild plum jam has a taste 
that I can never quite :name. I 

Downtown Klamath Falls in the 
1920s: the city had a distinctive feel, 
tinged with the scent of sage. 

Bernadine Hannon at Swan Lake 
Valley, 1910. 

The Keystone building, at 117 North 
Eighth Street in Klamath Falls, was 
built to house E.J. Murray's 
newspaper, the Klamath Herald. 
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MedfordS Other 
Federal Building 

by Margaret Watson 

T
he Federal Building," I said. 
"You know, the old Federal 
Building, down on West Sixth 
and Holly." 

Ah, history! The opportunities for 
humility are endless. If you have lived 
around here for a while, you know to call 
it the old post office. 

A post office is an important structure 
in Oregon history. Many towns dot the 
map merely because they had a post 
office. Early in its history, a soapbox 
purportedly served as Medford's first 
mailbox. J.S . Howard, the "father of 
Medford" served as "postmaster, mayor, 
express agent, store keeper and general 
poh-bah of the crossroads." ' Medford 
began to make effmts to "meet the 
requirements of the regulations regarding 
sidewalks, street lights, street signs and 
house numbers" to get a federally 

Following an extensive restoration 
completed in 1996, the U.S. Court House 

reveals some of the exterior details 
designed into the building in 1914. 

recognized post office in 1909.2 Local 
support was intense. A reporter for the 
Medford Daily Tribune wrote in 1910: 

The land about is as studded with 
natural resources as the jeweled collar 
of a great lady of leisure is sprinkled 
with gems . ... Will the growth of 
Medford continue? Yes, if the spirit of 
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progress rules the future .... 
And progress means a united 
effort for the up-building of 
the city and the development 
of resources-not the wasting 
of energy in factional fights , 
or in discord-but a long pull, 
and a strong pull, and a pull 
altogether. 
As a result of local efforts, 

Congress allocated money for 
the construction of a post office 
and courthouse. In March 1911, 
Bert and May Anderson and 
W.C. and Flossie Green donated 
their propetties as a site for the 
structure. By 1914, Oscar 

Medford 's first post office cost only $110,000 to build 
in 1915, and was the city's mail center unti/1965. 

Wenderoth, supervising architect of the 
U.S. Treasury Department, had designed 
an imposing three-story brick structure for 
Medford. J.T. Dugan of Seattle was the 
official contractor for the building, which 
cost $110,000. 

The post office originally had three 
grand entrances facing West Sixth Street. 
Granite stairs cascaded down to street 
level. Ornamental cast-iron light fixtures 
highlighted the entryways. The first floor 
was laid with marble, and the 
wainscoting, trim and some desks were 
constructed of Oregon pine. A federal 
courtroom anchored the second floor, 
flanked by government offices. 

By 1939, the vision of Medford's 
growth had been sustained. The old post 
office had outgrown its space and a north 
wing expanded the operations. Louis A. 
Simon, supervising architect, and W.G. 
Noll, superintendent, designed the 
addition to match features of the original 
structure. However, windows replaced two 
of the front entrances, and the granite 
steps became a porch with steps 
descending to the east and west of the 
central entrance. The modernized interior 
had a new floor, and steps ascended to the 
second floor directly in front of a window. 
Much of the original Oregon pine trim 
was removed. By 1965, even these efforts 
could not keep pace with Medford's 
growth. A new post office was constructed 
on Eighth Street, and the old post office 
became obsolete. 

In the early 1990s, a new vision for the 

building culminated in a restoration, 
which returned much of the main floor 
entrance and lobby to their miginal 
grandeur. The entire structure was 
seismically upgraded, sporting new 
mechanical and electrical components. 
Communications and energy conservation 
measures, unheard of in 1916, made work 
in the twenty-first century possible. 
Expanded office areas and public meeting 
rooms gave the old building new life. 

The 1910 Medford repmter who 
envisioned the land about as a jeweled 
collar was not too far off. What has 
increased, probably beyond his wildest 
dreams, is the population. Some bemoan 
the growth, but perhaps the newest and 
greatest natural resource in the valley is its 
people, newcomers and oldtirners, who 
can on occasion "pull altogether" and 
carry some of the best of the past into the 
future-like the old federal building-oops­
the old post office. 

The building now houses offices for the 
U.S. Magistrate and other federal 
agencies. It was rededicated November 7, 
1996, as the James Redden United States 
Court House in honor of the federal judge 
and former Oregon treasurer, attorney 
general and legislator. ~ 

Margaret Watson is the curator of Hanley 
Farm for the Southern Oregon Historical 
Society. 

ENDNOTES 
l. Medford Daily Tribune, July 1908. 

2. Medford Mail Tribune, 3 February 1984. 
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busy Highway 62, one 
north of Eagle Point. Travelers 
may wonder who lived in this 

deserted and lonely dwelling, and old­
timers ponder the fate of the old house 
that has stood proud and strong for more 
than 129 years. 

The house is called the "Wood House" 
after Marvin Sylvester Wood, who built it 
in 1870. The lumber for the house came 
from the Deskins Mill above Prospect 
because Marvin believed the 
timber along the upper 
Rogue River to be 
stronger. In 1876, 
Marvin married Susan 
Griffith, and soon the 
home fires burned 
bright and the sound 
of children echoed in 
the rooms upstairs. 
Marvin and Susan had 
three children, Mayme, 
Ora and Walter. 

Walter, above, battled state highway 
builders to preserve the home his mother 
Susan, right, and father Marvin had 
shared since 1876. 
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was a He wasn't mean or ornery 
or even homely, but he didn't believe in 
getting too close to a razor, so he grew a 
beard that covered most of his face and 
hung down well below his chin. People 
began calling him "Old Whiskers" and 
"The Hermit." Walter raised whiteface 
cattle, along with horses, goats, chickens, 
and turkeys. 

In 1949, state engineers decided the 
route for Highway 62 would have to pass 
right through the Wood House. When the 
state condemned the home, Walter went 
into a rage. No amount of money would 
make it right to destroy the house his 
father had built. After much debate, the 
state agreed to move the house to the 

other side of the proposed 
highway, facing the 

opposite direction. In 
later years, Walter 
would sit on the old 
wrap-around porch 
and watch the cars 
go by, or shuffle 
along the edge of 
the highway to 

Eagle Point for a sit­
and-spit gab session 
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children in their sturdy nineteenth-century 
Eagle Point home, shown here with Susan 

and son Walter in the front yard circa 1898. 

with the local boys. "Old Whiskers" died 
in 197 4 and the house and property 
eventually sold to a man in California. 

Over the years, the Wood House has 
captured many hearts. It is one of the most 
often-painted and photographed structures 
in Jackson County. It has been featured in 
magazines and newspapers, and its 
lonesome portrait graces many walls. 

Today the house is no longer sound, the 
aged wood is loose and splitting, and the 
braces are ready to fall. The boards creak, 
and in winter the howling wind whips 
through the open windows. Take your 
pictures without delay because soon, very 
soon, the house may come tumbling 
down.'ll 

Barbara Hegne is curator of the Eagle 
Point Museum, a descendant of the Wood 
family, and author of twenty-five books 
and booklets on local history. 
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