








Much of the former semi-arid grassland steppe in Baker and Grant Counties are today in the sagebrush
steppe and juniper woodland types. The Sheep Creek series (fig. 5) illustrates invading sagebrush and
encroaching juniper that began following heavy livestock grazing in the late 1800s (Burkhart and Tisdale
1976).

Grazing eliminated the fuels that carried periodic fires, which formerly kept the sage and juniper in check
(Shinn 1980). More recently, efforts at Federal, State, and local levels to suppress fires has reinforced the
effects of grazing, and the composition and structure of these ecosystems has been altered

The general sequence of woody plant encroachment was interrupted occasionally when sagebrush and
juniper control programs were undertaken in the mid-1960s. These programs included reseeding crested
wheatgrass and other species. This seeding, which was also practiced after wildfire, has tended to duplicate
the grassland steppe Watershed and forage conditions benefit from this practice, but extensive monoculture
does not provide high-quality wildlife habitat

On arid south-facing slopes of the "northside range" (north of John Day River), much of the former bunch-
grass types have given way to cheatgrass, which is able to endure the hot summer drought in the form of
seed

Deer concentrated on the south-facing slopes in winter and spring, which further depleted the remaining
stands of bitterbrush This condition was aggravated by several eruptions in mule deer numbers before the
middle of the 20th century (Cliff 1939, Einarson 1947) Since mid-century, grasshopper outbreaks have
occurred on these and northern foothill rangelands in the Blue Mountains. The insects have migrated on
occasion to nearby forested areas and damaged trees by eating foliage and tender shoots (Furniss and
Carolin 1977).
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Canyon lowlands
Canyon lowlands and foothills constitute the dissected landscapes along the Snake River
between Oregon and Idaho (Tisdale 1986) and its major tributaries, such as the Imnaha
and lower Grand Ronde Rivers. Deep canyons, often with sharp intervening ridges and
steep slopes, make up much of the north and east rim of the Blue Mountains uplands.

Depending on their orientation, side canyons and draws often will have north slopes of woody vegetation and
south slopes of grasses and forbs. Scattered woody vegetation at elevations above 500 meters usually is
ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir. Shrubs can be ninebark with occasional common snowberry or rose. Grasses
are usually Idaho fescue and perhaps Sandberg bluegrass.

South-slope grasslands are usually bluebunch wheatgrass, Sandberg bluegrass, cheatgrass brome, and rattle
brome. Forbs often are western yarrow, balsamroot, and Wyeth buckwheat. On very steep or rocky south
slopes, one might find Lewis mockorange (syringa), chokecherry, or serviceberry and perhaps some of the
other above-mentioned shrubs.

The introduction of cheatgrass brome to this region probably occurred between 1905 and 1910. In 1914, in the
first range survey of the Imnaha National Forest, cheatgrass was mapped in parts of only 12 sections.7 Within
25 years it had spread throughout the lowlands, occupying depleted areas once sparsely covered with native
rattle brome. Today cheatgrass brome is very common on all areas below 1000 meters. In recent years, two
warm-season perennials common to the southwest (red threeawn and sand dropseed) have effectively
occupied many sites below about 500 meters.

These deep valleys were once the winter quarters of the Nez Perce Indians. The first grazing of domestic
ungulates in the canyon lowlands began with horses of the Wallowa band of Nez Perce Indians, probably in
about 1750. By the time Young Chief Joseph was forced from the Wallowas in 1877, his band was running
between four and five thousand head of cattle and horses.8

Much of the friction between Indians and settlers centered on grazing trespass on winter range in this land-
scape system. Settlers were grazing cattle and horses along the Snake River and lower Imnaha River as early
as 1875. Sheep use began here in about 1890 and peaked in about 1920. At one time, Leonard Johnson
wintered 200,000 sheep in these canyons (Wentworth 1948). Homesteading activity included farming the
benches and flats along the river.

Since creation of the Hells Canyon National Recreation Area (NRA) in 1975 and the purchase of isolated
deeded ranch land enterprises, sheep and cattle grazing have diminished. Presently no domestic sheep graze
these lowlands and only three cattle companies are active. A number of private cattle operations still use
these lowlands in fall, winter, and spring, however. This is also winter and spring range for many thousands of
elk in the Snake, Chesnimnus, Sled Springs, and Wenaha wildlife units managed by the Oregon Department
of Fish and Wildlife (ODF&W).
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