














After getting married, Virginia and Jack found a used twenty-
four-by-twenty-four foot house that had been part of a Klamath
Falls housing project for loggers. They hauled it to the ranch and
set it up on a bare knoll above the lakebed. Jack and Virginia,
who raised four children in that house, still live there. Their sons
Tracey and Rocky now run the ranch; their grandson Patrick is a
ranch-hand; and their daughter Vickie, who studied greenhouse
management at college, runs the family greenhouse. Every
weekday all members of the Liskey clan who've been working on
the farm gather at Jack and Virginia’s house for their midday
meal. This family tradition started years ago, when Jack’s mother
still did the cooking.

The Liskeys have survived at farming by being diversified.
During the Depression, when cattle prices were “down to

nothing,” Jack’s mother built an incubator and raised 3,000 turkeys.

After starting their greenhouse business in the late 1970s, the
Liskeys channeled the geothermal water that heated their
greenhouses into dozens of shallow ponds, which they rented for
rearing tropical fish. The chemistry of the cooled-down, eighty-
degree water closely resembles the African streams where these
colorful fish thrive naturally; when mature, the tropical fish are
sold wholesale to distributors such as Walmart, to stock aquariums.
If they had had project water, the Liskeys would have planted
1,200 acres in grain last year; without the water, they only planted
150 acres. Their only available water is runoff from their
greenhouses, which they store in a cooling pond, then sprinkle on
their fields using a pivot and wheel line. Because geothermal water
is slightly salty, using it for irrigation is not a long-term solution.10

The Last Group of Tule Lake Homesteaders
(194610 1949)

When “the boys” came home from World War II, the B.O.R.

decided it was time for another Tule Lake homestead lottery. They

held the drawing in the Klamath Falls Armory, arranging for the

local high school band to provide music and a local radio station to

broadcast the results up and down the West Coast. Eighty-six

winners were picked from a big pickle jar that held the names of
1,305 applicants. Like all the other winners in lotteries held after
World War I1, Jess Prosser was a veteran: he had served in a field
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Top, on July 1, 1929, the Barton brothers irrigate rows of potatoes by
hand. They dug out the sides of the earthen ditch in the foreground,
allowing water fo flow along the furrows between their rows of potatoes.
They irrigated sixty-five acres of potatoes at Tule Lake that year. Below,
Olney Rudd, chairman of the Inter-Veterans® Service Council draws the
first name from the big pickle jar in the Bureau of Reclamation’s December
18, 1946, homestead lottery. Nelson Reed, chairman of the examining
board, just gave the jar a twirl to mix the capsules holding the names of
more than 1,300 applicants for the eighty-six Tule Lake homesteads.
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Five tractors pull five combines, harvesting a field of Lower Klamath oats in October of 1942. Murel Long drove the first tractor: be, his father,
and a partner were sharecropping this 1,000 acres of grain fields. Because of the weather, they had to ‘get the grain up” fast, so the Cox brothers sent
two combines to help. The canvas-covered sides of these combines, called ‘dog houses,” protected the jjig man” and the ‘sack sewers,” who filled burlap
sacks with harvested grain, sewed the sacks shut then shoved them down a chute to the ground.
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artillery unit in the Forty-first Division and was wounded in
action on New Guinea.

Jess’s new eighty-acre homestead was bare ground: no house, no
well, no lawn, no trees, no shrubs. All the homesteaders had to
‘start from scratch.” But “there was lots of cooperation,” Jess said.
“Neighbors would come over to help. We all worked together.”11

When Jerry and Frances Johnson won their homestead in
1946, they set up an old twenty-by-twenty foot army tent and left
their “town-worthy” car at the ditch rider’s house near the Malin
highway, using their tractor to get across the mud and snow to
their car. According to Frances, the post-
World War I homesteaders created a
community by working together and
raising their farm kids to have a work
ethic. When Jerry built a baseball
diamond for kids in a back pasture, no
one seemed to mind that the bases were
old cow pies.12

Some things had not changed: Jess
Prosser used a hand auger to dig a shallow
well for house water and, since he didn’t
have a backhoe, he dug his septic field by
hand. A friend helped him lay the
foundation for the tar-papered, single-
walled, military-style barracks that would
become his home. The government had
offered all homesteaders parts of the
barracks from the former internment
camp in nearby Newell, where almost
20,000 internees of Japanese ancestry had
been confined during the war. Jess cut one &%
barracks so it would fit onto a semi-truck, \‘”\\ ]
hauled it to his homestead and placed it |
on the foundation he'd laid, then “worked
it over” to make it livable for his wife and
one-year-old daughter.

In 1946, the B.O.R. required that new
homesteaders have two years of farming experience, $2,000 in
assets to show they could “get on their feet,” own no more than
160 acres of land, and farm their land for five consecutive years.
Jess had been raised on a Kansas wheat farm, so he “knew what
farming was all about.” When he first came to the Klamath Basin
in 1936, he worked on a Tule Lake potato farm. He enlisted after
Pear] Harbor; but when the war ended, he headed back to Tule
Lake to work on a dairy and cattle ranch, getting up at four every
morning, every day of the week. He was out feeding cattle in a
snowstorm when his wife ran out and said he was a winner in the
homestead lottery.13

Eleanor Bolesta, also a winner in the 1946 lottery, was the first
woman to win a B. O. R. homestead. She was entitled to a
veterans’ preference because she served as a Navy WAVE for two
years; trained as an aviation machinist, she had worked in air
traffic at the Seattle Naval Air Station. Asked if she met the
B.O.R/s “head of the family” requirement, Eleanor said that she
worked to support her family while her husband was in a Navy
Hospital, where he was recuperating from combat wounds
received while fighting with the Third Marine Division on Guam.

Eleanor was raised on a small dairy farm on Whidbey Island;
her husband Chuck was mechanically minded and learned quickly
from more experienced farmers. Shortly after they got their first
crop of barley planted, before they had set up a barracks to live in,
Eleanor discovered she was pregnant. After harvesting their first
barley crop in the fall, they paid off the loan on their tractor and
bought a refrigerator, stove, and washing machine.

“It was an exciting time for all of us,” Eleanor later wrote. “The
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war was finally completely over, and everyone was eager to start a
new life. Because of our ages and experiences we all had a good
deal in common and we needed and found each other’s support
and help.” The Bolestas helped form a homesteaders club where
neighboring farmers could hold potluck get-togethers and
community events.

Eleanor still lives on her Tule Lake homestead and relies on the
income she gets from renting her land to a neighboring farm
family. Winning a homestead in 1946, Eleanor recently said, was
like a “miracle,” for it gave her security; last year’s water cut-off,
which left part of her land fallow, was
like a “nightmare.”4

People came from all parts of the
country to homestead at Tule Lake.
Some were from the local area, like the
Johnsons from Merrill. Many came from
other parts of the West Coast, including |
the Bolestas from Everett, Washington,
and the Palmers from Porterville,
California. A few came from a great
distance: Beaver City, Nebraska;
O’Donnell, Texas; and Arlington,
Virginia.15

Jess Prosser didn’t own his own farm
equipment his first year homesteading.
His neighbor, who first homesteaded in
1938, agreed to farm half of Jess’s land in
return for three-fourths of the potato
crop it produced; and he agreed to loan
Jess his tractor and combine in return for
Jess’s labor. This equipment loan let Jess
grow twenty acres of wheat and twenty
acres of alcise clover.

Jess’s first purchase was a used crawler
tractor to dig irrigation ditches; next he
bought a wheeled tractor for cultivating
and general farm work. Once equipped

PHOTO COURTESY OF TULELAKE-BUTTE VALLEY FAIR MUSEUM

On December 18, with his own machinery, Jess started
1946, the day she won  growing potatoes and “malt” barley, also

a veterans’ preference  called “beer barley” because it is used in
homestead, Eleanor brewing. Tule Lake has rich soil, Jess said,
Bolesta posed for a but only “hardy plants” do well there

photo on a tractor

because of the climate. He has grown malt
near Tule Lake: she

barley and russet Burbank potatoes every

was the first woman  year, since Tule Lake grows “some of the
towin a homestead  best in the country.” In 1956 he bought a
Jrom the Bureau of  “potato bulker,” a farm machine that
Reclamation. Eleanor  mechanically lifts potatoes from the field,
still lives on her so workers wouldn't have to pick the
homestead.

potatoes by hand and stuff them into
gunny sacks.

At first, Jess “flood irrigated.” After
using a tractor to cut the irrigation ditches, he used a hand shovel
to control the flow of water in the ditches: he would dig a small
earthen dam to stop the flow, then cut out the side of the earthen
ditch to direct the water flow to his crops. He soon switched to
siphons for his potato fields: dozens and dozens of curved metal
tubes siphoned water from elevated irrigation ditches into his
fields, filling deep furrows between rows of potatoes. When frost
was a risk, Jess and his sons spent most of the night setting and
resetting siphons to get the soil wet, since this created humidity
that kept potato leaves from freezing. In 1976, he started
sprinkling his potato fields with “solid-set” irrigation pipe—three-
inch-wide, forty-foot-long sections of pipe topped with
sprinklers—that could be left in the field all growing season.
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Above, a worker sacks
potatoes at harvest time
on Jess Prossers Tule
Lake homestead on
October 16, 1947.
Below, Dean Minnis
operates a horse-drawn
double plow on the bed
of Tule Lake in 1926.
Like other pioneer
farmers, he had to rely

This system more easily protects potato
leaves from frost and only requires a third
as much water as flood irrigation.
Showing the practicality a farmer must
have, Jess paid a few hundred dollars for
an old schoolhouse in the nearby town of
Tulelake, moved it to his farm, put on a
metal roof and has used it ever since as his
machine shed. Although he has added
two bedrooms and a bath, he still lives in
the military-style barracks he set up on

~ | his original homestead more than fifty

years ago. Farming “was a good life,” Jess
said, “but I never got rich.” His two sons
now do the farming. When they had
project water, they farmed nearly 700
acres, counting leased land.

Cutting off the irrigation water in April,
Jess said, was “a big surprise,” since he has
{ gotten project water every year for fifty-
| four years, and the patent to his land says
®4l he and his heirs will get project water
“forever.” And it is a big hardship since
his sons invested a lot of money in farm
equipment and recently built their own
potato cellar. Last fall, his sons spent $300
& per acre to prepare 110 acres of ground to
1 plant potatoes the following spring; they
é had to fumigate, disc, deep rip, sprinkle

and till. Without project water, the
Prossers had to rely on what well water
they could buy, so they could only plant
potatoes on eighteen acres of the ground
they had prepared.

Jess’s son John said, “we have always
been able to get by on one good season
every four or five years, when potato prices
are good. It’s been bad for five years. Last
year we had a really great crop, but terrible
prices.” If the irrigation water is cut off
when the price is good, he said, “we can’t
grow enough potatoes to make up for the
bad years.”

John is now president of the board of
the Newell Potato Co-op, the cooperative

PHOTO COURTESY OF TULELAKE-BUTTE VALLEY FAIR MUSEUM

Jess helped start in 1963 to market
potatoes for local farmers. Because of the
water cut-off, there was a 75% cutback in
the acreage of potatoes grown at Tule
Lake. If the co-op can’t provide potatoes to
its established buyers, John said, it could
lose these buyers, which would be “a major
long-term hardship.” They face the same
problem with malt barley: if they can’t
deliver the barley, they’ll lose their
established contracts.16

Last May, Klamath Basin farmers and
their supporters staged a “bucket brigade”
in Klamath Falls to symbolically protest
the cut-off of irrigation water; 10,000
people thronged Main Street as fifty
buckets of water were passed hand-to-
hand for a mile, then dumped into the
project’s main irrigation canal. The person
selected by the local community to dip the
first bucket of water was veteran homesteader
Jess Prosser. The front page of the local
paper featured a photo of Jess, then 85,
standing in the lake in his irrigation
boots—surrounded by photographers and
TV cameras—filling a bucket with water.17 &

Doug Foster is a writer and historian
living in Ashland.
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{ime Travelers

The Southern Oregon Historical
Society is part of the Time Travelers
program.

If you have a yearning to travel,
here is your chance to visit great

museums in 42 states across

the country. Look for the

Time Travelers logo. All
you have to do is show your
Southern Oregon Historical
Society membership card to
receive this special benefit.

Please call Membership

oordinator Susan Smith at
(541)773-6536 for a brochure
on the museums participating in
this program.




by Donn L. Todt and Nan Hannon

EBRUARY IN THE ROGUE

Valley teeters on the edge of spring. The

weather seesaws between wet Pacific
storms and the early preludes to spring
warmth. Off the back porches of older
homes throughout the valley, rainwater
seeps through rooftop mosses and drips
onto decaying leaves lodged in porch-side
shrubs. Between storms the sun warms the
emergent green shoots of bulbs and lights
up the tidy green scallop-shaped foliage of
sweet violets. The violets (Viola odorata)
already show a sprinkle of flowers that may
be white or pink but usually display their
namesake color. By Valentine’s Day, if
warmth holds, the delicate sweet scent of
violets perfumes dooryard gardens
throughout the Rogue Valley.

Though the scent is delicate, the plant
itself is less so, having pioneered its way
into many of our domestic landscapes and
parks, expanding its range into the
environments it prefers: summer-shaded
nooks with plenty of spring moisture.
Sweet violets, like most of us, are from
elsewhere, native to such far-flung places as
Europe, Africa, Eurasia, and the
Himalayas. Though the plants are
sometimes intentionally planted or
transplanted, often they just appear on their
own. If we create a shady environment,
they will come. If we build houses and
plant trees and shrubs, they eventually
create shady areas that serve as violet
habitat. If the once-sunny lawn thins in the
shade, soon we are mowing violets. Many
arrive as stowaways on nursery stock or
with transplants from neighboring gardens.
In older neighborhoods violets are as
common as housecats.

Sweet violets have many of the qualities
we associate with weeds. They originate in
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the Old World, have a high reproductive
rate, have multiple methods of regeneration
and have pronounced colonizing abilities.
However, with their low stature, tidy
foliage, and fragrant flowers, they hardly
seem bothersome enough to be called
weeds. Yet one measure of a weed is an
ability to adapt to and persist in human-
altered environments. Violets
camping just off the porch
have made a close
accommodation. They are
“domestic” not in the sense
of being bred, but by way of
their association with our
homes. Sweet violets are a
part of our companionable
household flora and active
participants in the ecology of
the expanding communities
in which we live and garden,
and have been since pioneer
days in Southern Oregon.
Violet flowers and leaves
are edible. Today cooks use
them for color and interest
in salads, or candy them for
confections and cake
decorations. But in pioneer
times, women gathered the
abundant violet leaves in late
winter for teas and tonics.
Violet flowers and leaves

The juice of it on sleeping eyelids laid

Will make a man or woman madly dote

Upon the next live creature that it sees.

contain large amounts of
vitamin C and vitamin A, and after a
winter without fresh fruits and vegetables,
pioneer families especially needed vitamin
C, which the human body doesn't store.
Over more than 2,000 years, herbalists
have found many other uses for violets.
During the Middle Ages, Europeans
believed that violets could inspire passion.
Shakespeare frequently mentioned violets
in his plays. In 4 Midsummer Night's
Dream, they are used as a love potion, and
in Hamlet, violets are strongly associated

with fair Ophelia. Because violets bloom in
time for Valentine’s Day, they are often
gathered in nosegays to give to friends and
sweethearts. Their slightly drooping,
delicate flowers became symbols of shy
love, modesty, and fidelity in the Victorian
“language of flowers,” in which a bouquet
could speak volumes. Sweet violets make
sweet gifts to loved ones on February 14. &

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and anthropologist
Nan Hannon garden in Ashland.
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