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1 Introduction  

1.1  Introduction  

1.2  Historical Perspective  

1.3  Citizen Involvement  

 
This chapter meets the requirements of Goal 1 ñCitizen 
Involvementò of the Oregon Statewide Planning Goals. 

 
 

1.1 Introduction  

roundbarn 

In 1973, the 57th Legislative Assembly adopted Senate Bill 100 (ORS 197), known 
as the 1973 Land Use Act, which among other things created the Land Conservation 
and Development Commission (LCDC).  LCDC was charged with the responsibility 
to develop statewide planning goals  
and guidelines to guide local comprehensive planning.  Extensive work sessions and 
public hearings resulted in the adoption of 14 Statewide Goals and Guidelines to be 
used by state agencies, cities, counties and special service districts in preparing, 
adopting, revising and implementing comprehensive plans. 
 
The Harney County Comprehensive Plan was developed for the purpose of provid-
ing a guide for the conservation of Harney County's land resources.  It is a 
generalized long-range policy guide and decision-making tool, which will affect 
economic, social and physical development of Harney County.  It represents a public 
statement of the most desirable land uses projected for the years to come.  These 
policies and statements are based on inventories, physical and governmental 
limitations on development, projected needs and public attitudes. 

 
The Plan coordinates significant factors, which will influence the future development 
of Harney County while at the same time conserving those elements of the county's 
natural resources that are unique to the area. 

 
Partly in response to the state mandate, Harney County embarked on a planning 
program to develop an updated Comprehensive Plan.  In early 1978, the firm of 

Chapter  

1 
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Rodney R. Stubbs & Associates, Inc., was retained to assist the County in its 
planning efforts and to develop a document that fulfills the intent and purpose of the 
statewide goals and guidelines established by LCDC.  In October 1978, the planning 
division of Stubbs & Associates was purchased by Morgan, Ryan & Associates, Inc., 
which performed a majority of the work and completed the project. 
 
The Comprehensive Plan should be considered an official statement of Harney 
County.  The document sets forth goals, objective and policies to guide the future 
physical development of Harney County. 
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John S. Devine became 
the first prominent 
landowner when he 
established the White 
Horse Ranch on the east 
side fo the Steens 
Mountain. 

 

1.2 Historical Perspective  

 

The history of Harney County dates from the early 1800's when the first white man 
appeared.  These fur trappers and traders, among them Peter Skene Ogden, 
traveled Harney County around 
1826.  Wagon trains on their way 
to the Willamette Valley traversed 
the area during the 1840's and 
50's, but most of the permanent 
settlers or homesteaders did not 
arrive until after 1860.  Until that 
time, the Great Basin was the 
domain of the Paiute tribes, a sub 
tribe of the Shoshone. 

 
A series of floods in California 
during the mid-1860s and the 
passage of "No Fence Laws" which 
made owners of livestock 

responsible 
for the damage done by their animals unless enclosed by a 
fence, forced many stockmen into northern Nevada and 
southeastern Oregon.  Sporadic raids by Indians, however, 
discouraged a mass migration of ranchers into the area.  In 
response for protection of white settlers, Fort Harney, named 
for General William S. Harney, was established in 1867 to offer 
protection from Indian raids. 
 
In 1869, John S. Devine, became the first permanent 
landowner when he established the White Horse Ranch on the 
east side of Steens Mountain. 
 
In 1872, Peter French, the ñcattle kingò, established one of the 
largest organized cattle outfits known to the county. 
 
In 1873, Frank McCleod, moved 250 head of cattle from 
California to an area that is now located within the Burns city 
limits.  In 1877, Peter French and Dr. Hugh Glenn purchased 

land 16 miles north of the "P" Ranch, now the site of the "Round Barn." In 1879, the 
treaty between the Paiute Indian Tribe and the U. S. Government was concluded 
removing the final deterrent to full-scale settlement of Harney Basin by 
homesteaders. 

 

 
 

Pioneers settled Harney County during the 1860ôs as they 
traversed the land in covered wagons pulled by horses and 
oxen. 
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The cattle ranching industry in Harney County employed many 
buckaroos, as they would move the cattle to market and around the 
large rangeland areas. 

 

During the late 1870's and early 1880's, the 
community of "Burns", in then united Grant 
County, continued to grow.  On January 22, 
1884, "Burns", named after the Scottish poet 
Robert Burns, was officially recognized. 

 
By the end of 1888, Burns had a population 
of 250 and several businesses including two 
mercantile stores, blacksmith shop, meat 
market, drug store, harness & saddle shop, 
livery stable, barber, land office, school, 
church, jeweler, two newspapers, two hotels, 

three saloons, three physicians, two carpenters, a race track, two lawyers, a sawmill, 
surveyor, furniture store, mortician, hardware store, and a brewery. 
 
Those years saw more settlers move into southeastern Grant County.  The 
population reached 3,000.  The difficulties experienced in travel and personal safety 
from this part of the county to the county seat of Canyon City during the two to four 
day trip was one of the factors responsible for the convention at Harney City in 
November, 1888, to offer instructions to an Oregon State legislator for the division of 
Grant County.  On January 
6, 1889, state legislator G. 
W. Gilham introduced a bill 
in the Oregon State 
Legislature entitled "A Bill 
for an Act to Create the 
County of Harney." The bill 
passed and Harney County 
was born on February 25, 
1889. 

 
Harney City was designated 
as the temporary county 
seat pending the outcome of 
an election to establish a 
permanent site.  Burns became the county seat in 1890, winning the election by six 
votes over Harney City.  Harney City didn't give up the fight easily, though.  The 
election was appealed to the Supreme Court.  The Burns townspeople raided 
Harney City shortly thereafter and stole the county records and established them in 
Burns.  In 1892, the Supreme Court ruled that Burns was indeed the winner of the 
election. 
 
This period saw growth in Harney County influenced by the Homestead Act, the 
Desert Land Act, and the Stock raising Homestead Act.  Homesteading reached its 
peak in the early 1900's when land speculators brought people from the Midwest to 
take advantage of the Homestead Act.  Many who tried to "dry-farm" on some of the 

 

Peter Frenchôs Round Barn, constructed in 1870s 
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arid unclaimed land of the Harney Basin and the windswept expanses of the High-
desert country met with little success.  By 1920, many had left discouraged and 
disappointed.  Some, however, managed to obtain land with water suitable for 
grazing, and by working for established ranchers until their herds reached a size that 
could support a family, were able to establish a permanent home in the high country. 

 
A reflection of the success or failure of homesteaders in the establishment of rural 
communities in Harney County is beneficial.  A townsite with a post office and 
merchandise store, sometimes a saloon and livery stable sprang up around pockets 
of population.  Many like The Narrows, Berduge, Albritton, Harriman, Evergreen, 
Harney City and Wellington are only names on a map today.  Others like Riley, 
Fields, Frenchglen, Drewsey, Lawen, Princeton, and Crane continue to support a 
post office, gas pump, and sometimes a general merchandise store.  But the events 
and circumstances channeled growth into one area of the County - Burns, and into 
the adjoining mill town of later years, Hines.   

 
The lumber mill, established by the Edward Hines Lumber Company of Chicago 
assured the Burns/Hines area of the most concentrated population in Harney 
County.  While the Burns/Hines area was afforded the conveniences of modern 
America in the early 1900's, the rest of Rural-Harney County did not receive 
electricity until 1957. 
 
Today, as in years past, agriculture and timber production make up the mainstay of 
the Harney County economy, and barring any significant changes, they will continue 
to remain prominent in the future. 
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The State of Oregonôs County boundaries as they existed in 1865.  At this time, Harney County was 
the southern part of Grant County with the County Seat being located in Canyon City.   
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1.3 Citizen Involvement  

 

Harney County has had an extensive system and program for Citizen Involvement in 
this Planning Process.  The County Planning Commission was approved by LCDC 
to serve as the Committee for Citizen Involvement on June 27, 1975.  A Citizen 
Involvement Program was adopted in December 1975.  It was approved by LCDC 
on January 23, 1976, with suggestions for expanding the program. 
 
The County has developed and used an extensive agency involvement program.  
Interagency meetings have been held to discuss planning for the Steens Mountain 
Area and several joint work sessions with the cities of Burns and Hines to work out 
planning work programs.  Representatives of numerous agencies have been active 
members of the various advisory bodies to the Planning Commission. 

 
The major thrust of the Citizen Involvement Program has been the creation of four 
advisory committees to the Planning Commission.  These committees included: The 
Agricultural Advisory Committee, dealing with Goal 3; the Forestry Advisory 
Committee, dealing with Goal 4; the Goals 5 & 8 Committee; and the Hodgepodge 
Committee, dealing with all of the remaining LCDC Goals.  The members of these 
committees are listed in the acknowledgement page at the beginning of this 
document.  For all committees, however, involvement of many people other than the 
official members was always extensive. 
 
Public meetings by the Agricultural Advisory Committee and the Planning 
Commission were held in August 1978 to present to the Citizens the background 
material then prepared and to gather their opinions about the County's future. 
 
The Citizens of Harney County have had an extensive role in developing this 
Comprehensive Plan, and it is the County's policy to continue the opportunity for this 
involvement into the future. 
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2 Physical Characteristics  

2.1  Location  

2.2  Climate  

2.3  Geography and Geology  

2.4  Natural Hazards and Limitations  

2.5  Natural Resources  

2.6  Water Resources  

2.7  Wildlife Protection Plan  

2.8  Historic and Scenic Resources  

2.9  Natural Areas  

 
This chapter meets the requirements of Goal 5 ñOpen Spaces, 
Scenic and Historic Areas, and Natural Resourcesò, Goal 6 ñAir, 
Water and Land Resources Qualityò and Goal 7 ñAreas Subject 
to Natural Disasters and Hazardsò of the Oregon Statewide 
Planning Goals. 

 

 

2.1 Location  

 
Harney County is the largest county in Oregon and encompasses 10,132 square 
miles (6,506,240 acres).  It is situated in the southeastern portion of the state and is 
bordered on the east by Malheur County, to the north by Grant County, to the 
northwest by Crook County, on the west by Deschutes and Lake Counties, and on 
the south by the State of Nevada. 

 
Harney County is largely rural in nature with the largest urban area being the towns 
of Burns, the County seat, and Hines, immediately south of Burns.  There are other 
"rural" communities throughout the county accounting for smaller concentrations of 
the population. 
 
Public lands (federal, state, and county) account for about 77 percent of the land 
area in Harney County.  The remaining 23 percent is in private ownership, consisting 
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mainly of farms and forests.  Approximately 73 percent of the County is in federal 
ownership, 84 percent of which is administered by the Bureau of Land Management, 
10 percent by the U. S. Forest Service, and about 2 percent managed by the 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

 
About 4 percent of the County is owned by the State of Oregon; about 96 percent of 
the state-owned land is administered by the Land Board and 2 percent by the 
Highway Commission.  The State of Oregon Fish and Wildlife Department 
administer the remaining land owned by the state. 
 
Approximately 1 percent of the County is owned by the County, Burns, and Hines 
and consists of County and City Parks, municipalities, and road rights-of-way. 
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2.2 Climate  

 
The climate of Harney County is semi-arid with long, rather severe winters and short 
summers, which have a high proportion of clear, sunny days.  Temperatures at 
Burns for January, which are typical of the open valleys, averages 25 degrees 
Fahrenheit (F.), in July it is 70 degrees F., and for the year it averages 47 degrees F.  
In the north central part of the Malheur Basin (elevation 4,666 feet), the January 
average is 22 degrees F., in July it is 60 degrees F., and for the year averages 40 
degrees F.  At P-Ranch Refuge, near Frenchglen, the January average is 30 
degrees F., in July it is 66 degrees F. and for the year it averages 48 degrees F.  
The frost-free period extends from the last day in the spring with a minimum 
temperature of 32 degrees F. or below to the first day in the fall with a minimum 
temperature of 32 degrees F. or below. 
 
The average annual precipitation ranges from under 10 inches for the lower areas to 
more than 40 inches in the headwater areas (higher elevations).  It is about 11.0 
inches at Burns and 12.0 inches at the P-Ranch within the Refuge.  At all the 
stations, the low precipitation months are July, August and September.   

 
 

 2.2.1 Climates of Selected Drainage Basins 
 
1. Silvies River Basin 
 
The Silvies River Watershed's climate is characteristic of high plateau regions (Map 
__  ).  The average growing season is about 72 days.  The mean temperature is 43 
degrees F. Frost is expected any month of the year.  Outward from the Burns area 
the temperature decreases and the elevation and precipitation increases. 
 
2. Silver Creek Basin 
 
The climate of the Silver Creek Basin Watershed is generally the same as the rest of 
Harney County.  In this area, the Squaw Butte Experimental Station compiles the 
only comprehensive precipitation records.  The forest area in the Ochoco National 
Forest has considerably higher annual precipitation than other areas in this zone. It 
is estimated that this area should have an average annual precipitation of 20 inches. 
 
The humidity in this area is generally low.  It fluctuates between nighttime and 
daytime.  The mean temperature is about 44 degrees F. and ranges from 100 
degrees F. in the summer to 0 to -30 degrees F. in the winter. 

 
3. Alvord Basin 

 
The precipitation in the Alvord Basin Watershed ranges from 7.46 inches at 
Andrews, to 18 inches or more in the Steens Mountain.  Minor precipitation is 
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The Alvord Desert in southeastern Harney County 

provided in the spring and summer through rains and thunderstorms.  The majority is 
in the form of snow during 
 the winter months. 

 
The mean temperature at Andrews, Oregon is 48.9 degrees F.  It ranges from sub-
zero temperatures in the Steens Mountain to temperatures over 100 degrees F. on 
the valley floor.  Again, the humidity is low in this area with occasionally high winds.  
The high temperatures, high winds and low humidity provide 60 or more inches of 
evaporation each year. 
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4. Catlow Valley Basin 

 
Catlow Basin Watershed has a precipitation record similar to that of the Alvord 
Basin.  Precipitation ranges from 8.68 inches at Blitzen to 18 or more inches in the 
Steens Mountain, with the majority in the winter months. 

 
The mean temperature is 44.6 degrees F. at Blitzen, with extremes from -50 degrees 
to -60 degrees F. at higher elevations.  The high temperatures range from 100 to 
105 degrees F. in the valleys.  Evaporation is 60 inches or more, caused by high 
winds, low humidity and warm temperatures. 

 
 

5. Blitzen River Basin 
 
P-Ranch and Malheur Refuge weather stations provide the best records of 
precipitation in the Blitzen River Basin Watershed.  The climate of this area is 
generally pleasant. 
 
Extremes in temperatures range from -35 degrees F. at the higher elevations into 
the 100's on the valley floor.  In 1964, killing frosts were recorded every month 
except June and July.  The humidity is quite low in this area, with high winds.  The 
evaporation ranges up to four feet annually. 
 
Map 1 ïHarney County, Sub-basins   
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The Donner und Blitzen River near Page Springs just east of Frenchglen 

 

 

The Donner und Blitzen River runs through the south-central area of Harney County. 
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2.3 Geography and Geology  

 
The Malheur Lake drainage basin lies in the southeastern part of Oregon, and 
encompasses most of Harney County.  It is bounded on the south by the State of 
Nevada, on the west by the Goose and Summer Lake drainage basins and the 
Deschutes drainage basin, on the north by the John Day drainage basin, and on the 
east by the Malheur drainage basin and the Owyhee drainage basin.  The drainage 
basin area is 9,965 square miles.  An additional 1,613.5 square miles of Harney 
County lies within the Malheur River Basin to the east.  The area consists of a 
number of independent but contiguous watersheds, of which the most important are 
the Silvies, Silver, Donner und Blitzen, Guano-Catlow, and Alvord drainages, 
mentioned earlier. Also, a small area, drained by Rincon Creek, slopes toward 
Nevada.  The basin measures about 160 miles from north to south and 100 miles 
from east to west. About 81 percent of the basin lies in Harney County, nine percent 
in Lake County, with smaller areas lying in Malheur, Grant and Crook Counties. 

 
Elevation within the basin varies from a minimum of 4,025 feet in the Alvord Desert 
to a maximum of 9,670 feet on Steens Mountain.  The lower elevation lies adjacent 
to and east of Steens Mountain. 
 
The Malheur Lake basin is fed by three separate stream systems - the Silvies River, 
Silver Creek, and the Donner und Blitzen River - and by a number of smaller creeks 
that usually are intermittent.  The Silvies River is the longest with a length of about 
180 miles from its headwaters in the Strawberry Range.  Emigrant Creek is the 
largest tributary, joining the Silvies River at river mile 29.  Silver Creek drains the 
northwestern part of the Malheur Lake drainage basin.  It has a length of almost 80 
miles from its headwaters on Big Mowich Mountain.  The Donner und Blitzen River 
and its major tributary, the Little Blitzen River, have a total length of about 72 miles, 
draining the western slope of Steens Mountain.  All of the streams have steep slopes 
in the upper elevations and flatten out to rather gentle slopes from approximately 50 
miles above their mouths.  The Silvies River and the Donner und Blitzen River are 
tributaries to the Malheur Lake while Silver Creek is a tributary to Harney Lake.  The 
Guano-Catlow area and the Alvord Desert constitute closed basins within the larger 
Malheur Lake "Closed Basin."  Drainage is internal except for the small area draining 
into Nevada. 

 
Rocks forming the Malheur Lake drainage basin are principally volcanic lava flows, 
associated airborne materials, and sedimentary deposits mixed with volcanic. 

 
Older metamorphic slate-like rocks and granites intrusive form the extreme northern 
portion of the basin.  The larger valleys all have thick unconsolidated alluvial and 
lake bed deposits. 
 



Harney County Comprehensive Plan 

Chapter 2 ï Physical Characteristics, page 24 

 

Mann Lake is located on the east side of the Steens Mountain.  The east side of the Steens represent 
the steepest slopes found in this area.  The Steens form the largest single mountain mass in the basin. 

 

 

Lava flows more than 4,000 feet thick are exposed along the east side of the Steens 
Mountain, a tilted fault-block land mass with its steepest slopes along the east side.  
The Steens form the largest single mountain mass in the basin. 
 
Three physiographic divisions make up the Malheur Lake drainage basin; the Blue 
Mountains north of Burns, the High Lava Plains in the central portion, and the Basin-
Range south of Diamond.  Elevations are between 4,000 and 4,600 feet in valleys 
and range to 9,670 feet on the Steens Mountain. 
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The Buena Vista Field Station is part of the Malheur 
National Wildlife Refuge and is located in south-central 
Harney County near Highway 205. 

 

2.3.1 Basins and Valley Lands 
 
The major "closed basins" are the Harney, Catlow and Alvord Basins.  These basins 
are between 4,000 and 4,600 feet elevation. 
 
Pluvial lakes occupied these basins during the Pleistocene period, and lacustrine 
sediments underlie the basin floors.  An outlet near Princeton drained the Harney 
basin until it was blocked by a Pleistocene lava flow.  The highest-level lake 
subsequently drained to the east over this lava and down the Malheur River.  Post-
glacial climate changes resulted in the recession of lake levels to the present day, 
fluctuating remnant, Malheur and Harney Lakes.  Characteristics of the valley floor 
soils are related to older lake terraces and lakeshore deposits, recent lakebeds, and 
alluvium deposited by the streams traversing the valley floor.  A high proportion of 

the Harney Basin is wetlands, due to 
water spreading for irrigation and 
fluctuating lake levels.  Soluble salts 
have concentrated in sediments of the 
evaporating lakes, resulting in the 
excessive alkali on main soils. Lakes 
also once occupied Catlow, Alvord and 
many of the smaller basins.  Catlow 
Valley has conspicuous shoreline traces 
high on the escarpment that forms the 
east side of the basin.  The lake was 
much deeper than in the Harney Basin 
and it apparently disappeared much 
earlier.  The soils are generally well 
drained and not saline. 
 
 
2.3.2 Lava Plains and Plateaus 
 
The major part of the basin is underlain 
by Miocene to Recent Age Lava flows 
and interbedded tufaceous sediments.  
The northern part of the basin has 
smoother terrain with less relief than the 
southern part.  Fault block basins are 
present throughout the lava plains, and 

steep escarpments mark fault traces.  To the south, greater structural deformation 
and displacement along major faults has occurred, resulting in typical basin and 
range topography.  Older crystalline and metamorphic rocks are exposed along the 
east-facing scrap of the Pueblo Mountains. 
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2.3.3 Sagebrush-Covered High Elevation Plateaus and Mountains 
 
The main areas of high elevations shrub-grasslands are the Hart Mountain highlands 
Beatty Butte, the Steens Mountain uplift and Trout Creek Mountains.  Similar soil 
areas are found in grassland-shrub area marginal to the forestlands in the Blue 
Mountains.  These higher elevations have soils with darker, slightly acid surface 
layers, reflecting some increase in the effective moisture. 

 
The effects of glacial activity are apparent on Steens Mountain and to some extent 
on Hart Mountain.  Cirque basins and the U-shaped Kiger Gorge dominate the crest 
and east escarpment of Steens Mountain.  Glacial deposits are present on the upper 
slopes of these highlands and on some plateau surfaces about 6,000 feet. 
 
 
2.3.4 Forested Uplands 
 
The forested uplands are located in the north end of the basin and are a part of the 
Blue Mountains.  The forest is predominately open stands of Ponderosa Pine with 
some Douglas Fir and White Fir.  Thickets of Juniper and Mountain Mahogany 
occupy exposed ridges.  The forested areas are not mapped, but most of the soils 
appear similar to Klicker, Hall Ranch, Laycock, and related series as mapped in the 
John Day Basin. 
 
This area is used for summer grazing, timber production, and big-game habitat.  This 
watershed is the major source of runoff used for meadow irrigation and for 
maintaining waterfowl habitat in the water deficient Harney Basin. 
 
 
2.3.5 The Steens Mountain 
 
The summit of the Steens Mountain is 9,733 feet above sea level - the highest point 
in Oregon, which can be reached by car.  The mountain is a giant fault block that 
raises abruptly almost 5,000 feet above the surrounding desert lands of 
southeastern Oregon.  This elevation change occurs within a horizontal distance of 
approximately three miles.  The mountain was shaped by glaciers more than a 
million years ago and contains some of the most striking examples of glacial action 
found on the North American continent. 
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Kiger Gorge is one of the most 
dramatic landscapes of the Steens 
Mountain. 

 

 
The area displays numerous unusual topographic features, as a result of volcanism, 
faulting, glaciations, and wind and water erosion.  Topography varies from flat 
deserts, rolling foothills and deep canyons to steep rugged escarpments.  The 
varying topography is one of the main attractions offered the sightseer, naturalist, 
and photographer.  
 
 

 

Big Indian Gorge is another very dramatic feature found in the Steens 
Mountain. 

 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































