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Chapter 1. Introduction: Wallowa County, Oregon as a case of rural 
restructuring 
 

“Studies do build on other studies, not in the sense that they take up where the others 

leave off, but in the sense that, better informed and better conceptualized, they plunge 

more deeply into the same things.” – Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures 

 

In May of 2006, Wallowa County, Oregon was featured in the real estate 

section of The New York Times as an ideal rural location for urbanites looking to 

escape the crowded, unfriendly, and artificial environment of the city (New York 

Times, March 26, 2006: “Rugged, western, and still a bargain”). The article described 

the ongoing real estate rush in and around the former mill town of Joseph, fueled by 

“West Coast retirees and outdoor enthusiasts interested in rural living and easy access 

to hiking, fishing, hunting and other activities.” Recent in-migrants and absentee 

landowners interviewed for the article described the friendly, welcoming social 

environment where even Californians could feel at home among the locals. For readers 

looking to purchase their own rural retreat here, “Anything over $1 million will get 

you more acres than you are likely to want or need, unless you are bringing a cattle 

trailer along.”  

Several months after the publication of this article, a group of rural 

development experts traveled to Wallowa County to provide a rapid assessment of 

local threats and opportunities. Their final report, based largely on discussions with 

county residents, warned that  

dramatically rising land prices, coupled with the influx of developers and new 
residents uninterested in, or even hostile to, agriculture will reduce the 
agricultural/forestry land base, seriously threatening the viability of these 
sectors with cascading and far-reaching harmful effects across the county. 
(Wallowa County Economic Action Team 2007, p. 14).  
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Solutions offered included mandatory leasing of idled “productive”1 land, compulsory 

daylong educational workshops for new landowners covering traditional rural customs 

and land uses, and a “new owner” fee that would be waived if an in-migrant’s 

holdings continued to be used for agricultural or forestry production. 

The narrative implied by these indicators of rural change is a story of wealthy 

urbanites consuming a bucolic agrarian landscape, oblivious to the resentment they 

have sparked among local farmers and ranchers who stand ready to defend their 

traditions and way of life. In many ways, it is a story that has been told about the rural 

West for generations: resort development, exurbanization, and the consumption of 

scenic landscapes by the rich and famous inflames the fighting spirit of the 

independent, hard-working farmers and ranchers that inherited the West from their 

pioneer ancestors. This narrative, at least in terms of its application to contemporary 

Wallowa County, is also arguably wrong, or at the very least incomplete. Ownership 

of rural land by amenity seekers and part-time urban residents has undoubtedly 

accelerated since the early 1990s, and such changes have clearly created distress and 

anxiety among many long-time residents and agricultural producers. But the simple 

narrative of Wallowa County as a traditional agrarian society recently invaded by 

wealthy urbanites is called into question if we consider that some of the county’s 

largest private holdings have been owned by movie stars, part-time residents and 

wealthy urbanites since at least the middle of the twentieth century. Furthermore, 

                                                 

 
1 Throughout this work I use terms such as “productive” and “productivist” to refer to 

the production of agricultural and forestry commodities. I recognize, however, that 

other land uses not often recognized as “productive” may still produce things of great 

value, such as beauty, habitat for various plant, wildlife, and other species, space for 

recreation and study, as well as opportunities for learning and building social 

relationships. 
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many of those currently working to preserve “traditional” land uses in this remote 

rural community moved here from outside the county, even as many of those pushing 

to open up agricultural landscapes to upscale residential development are long-time 

residents and producers.  

Indeed, nearly any policy document, political stance, or narrative that claims to 

represent the sentiments of the community of Wallowa County as a whole presents a 

“crisis of representation” (Denzin and Lincoln 2003). The agricultural protectionist 

policy solutions outlined above were crafted by the Rural Development Assistance 

Team (RDAT), a group of academics that selected Wallowa County for a rapid 

appraisal. The policy recommendations provided in the RDAT report grew out of 

conversations between RDAT team members and Wallowa County residents, many of 

whom were themselves amenity migrants. In this context, one may be left to wonder 

who is really a member of the “local” community and what such interests might 

actually entail. As I argue in this study, conflicts in contemporary Wallowa County are 

not merely between “old-timers” and “newcomers;” rather such categories are objects 

of contestation in their own right. This body of work is an attempt to unravel some of 

the complex social dynamics at play in the transitioning rural landscape of Wallowa 

County. Such dynamics carry implications not only for the somewhat intangible realm 

of social relations (centered on concepts like “legitimacy,” “power,” and “constructed 

ideals”) but also for the very tangible, physical world of land, water, and residential 

spaces. 

My purposes with this study are multiple, reflecting both the interests of 

Wallowa County community members and my own academic interests. First, I attempt 

to assemble and analyze basic information regarding the trends and patterns of land 

ownership and land use change in Wallowa County. Questions for this component of 

the study include: What are the patterns of nonindustrial ownership change in 

contemporary Wallowa County? What is the history of land tenure and use in the 

county? What are the implications of contemporary ownership changes for land use, 
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access, and local land use politics? Beyond these fundamental questions, I also attempt 

to provide interpretation and analysis that situate contemporary Wallowa County 

within broader regional, national, and global trends in the management and use of 

rural space. Here I ask: How do we account for land use dynamics within the social, 

economic, ecological, and policy context of a remote, high-amenity rural landscape in 

the developed world? How do landowners and users themselves conceive of land and 

stewardship and how do these affect community outcomes? What does the Wallowa 

County case tell us about the changing roles of rural space within capitalist modernity?  

I suggest that this study makes several important contributions. First, it 

represents an in-depth and thorough case study in a field characterized by a large 

amount of theory but relatively few comprehensive place-based studies (McCarthy 

2005). Unlike many of the case studies that do currently exist, this approach pays 

close attention to historical context and links contemporary dynamics with themes that 

have been present for nearly a century and a half. Second, this study was conducted 

under the principles of participatory research, and provides both practical, policy-

relevant conclusions as well as conclusions relevant to scholarship on rural change in 

the developed world. Third, it brings together the closely related but generally separate 

literatures of rural sociology, rural geography, and first-world political ecology as 

means of framing and interpreting the complex dynamics change in remote rural 

communities and landscapes. 

 

The setting 

For the purposes of this study, I treat the entire 3,152 square mile geographic 

extent of Wallowa County, Oregon as a community, based on the county’s relative 

isolation, its general correspondence with the homeland of the Wallowa Band Nez 

Perce, and the strong county identity of contemporary residents. In doing so, I 

recognize both the multiple smaller-scale communities of place within Wallowa 

County as well as the broader communities of interest and identity which transcend 
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county boundaries2. Wallowa County is located in the northeast corner of the state of 

Oregon, bounded by Hells Canyon to the east, the Wallowa mountain range to the 

south, and deeply dissected hill and canyon topography to the north and west (figures 

1.1, 1.2). Wallowa County embodies many of the transitions characteristic of the 

contemporary remote rural American West, with its low population (2010 population: 

7008), historic economic dependence on wood products and agriculture, picturesque 

scenery, and changes in local demographic and land ownership patterns resulting from 

both economic restructuring and amenity-driven migration. Unlike rural western 

counties closer to urban areas, Wallowa County has not experienced a significant 

population increase in recent decades (cf. Otterstrom and Shumway 2003). Rather, 

2000 U.S. Census data show that demographic changes here are characterized by out-

migration of young adults and in-migration of adults of retirement and pre-retirement 

age (see chapter 3). Economic changes here mirror those across much of the rural 

West (Power 1996; Vias and Nelson 2006), with declining income from agriculture 

and forestry activities and a growing importance of service-sector employment and 

transfer payments (Christoffersen 2005). 

Wallowa County has experienced only a modest amount of the runaway 

residential development characteristic of exurbanizing regions; more prevalent are 

changes similar to those documented in other remote rural regions of the arid  

                                                 

 
2 Scholars have investigated the political dynamics of group identity, warning against 

unproblematic framings of the concept of “community” (Escobar 1999; Watts 2000). 

While the community concept has increasingly been seen as central to conservation 

and economic development projects worldwide, scholars are only beginning to explore 

the myriad ways in which membership in various communities of place, interest, and 

identity are contested and negotiated (Brosius, Zerner, and Tsing 1998; Belsky 1999). 
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Figure 1.1. Wallowa County, Oregon, showing locations of population centers and 
other features referenced in this study. 
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Figure 1.2. Topographic and natural features of Wallowa County referenced in this 
study. 
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Intermountain West. These dynamics, best-documented in the northern Rocky 

Mountains region (Gosnell and Travis 2005; Gosnell, Haggerty, and Travis 2006; 

Haggerty and Travis 2006; Gosnell, Haggerty, and Byorth 2007; Travis 2007; Yung 

and Belsky 2007) are characterized by the turnover of large tracts of farm, ranch, and  

forest land from landowners with close economic and cultural ties to agricultural and 

forestry production to a more diverse set of owners with weaker ties to production and 

greater interests in recreation, investment income, and the natural and cultural 

“amenities” associated with urban ideals of rural living. In Wallowa County this trend 

has been present in the county since at least the mid-twentieth century (see chapter 2) 

but has increased markedly since the early 1990s, and spiked with the real estate 

“bubble” of the early to mid 2000s (see chapters 3 and 6). The array of “amenity” 

landowners here includes retired professionals, “lone eagles” who work remotely via  

internet and telephone, wealthy entrepreneurs and businesspeople, and a number of 

individuals from urban middle-class backgrounds who were able to purchase modest 

estates on remote or unproductive terrain. In many cases, Wallowa County amenity 

landowners have taken ownership of properties with significant stewardship concerns, 

including forests that are overstocked or, alternately, had just been heavily cut prior to 

sale; established and spreading noxious weed populations; and a legacy of past land 

uses that have contributed to declines in watershed function (Waage 2003) (see 

chapter 5).  

Wallowa County is ecologically diverse, due to its extreme topographic 

diversity (figure 1.2); elevations here range from less than 900 feet at the bottom of 

Hells Canyon to nearly 10,000 feet at the highest peaks of the Wallowa Mountains. 

The upper elevations of the Wallowa range contain alpine meadows, subalpine 

grasslands historically dominated by perennial grasses such as green fescue (Festuca 

viridula), and subalpine forests of whitebark pine (Pinus albicaulis) and subalpine fir 

(Abies lasiocarpa). Below them in elevation lie forests dominated by Englemann 

spruce (Picea engelmannii), Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), lodgepole pine 
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(Pinus contorta) and subalpine fir. The somewhat drier forests lower on the mountain 

slopes and at higher elevations of the county’s hill country contain a mix of Douglas-

fir, western tamarack (Larix occidentalis), grand fir (Abies grandis) and ponderosa 

pine (Pinus ponderosa), with lodgepole pine occurring as isolated individuals, patches, 

or extensive monocultures (the latter particularly common following high-intensity 

fire). Forests on the lower slopes of the Wallowa range and across much of the 

county’s mid-elevation terrain are dominated by ponderosa pine, with Douglas-fir or 

other conifers as associates. Wallowa County ponderosa pine forests were 

characterized by open stands of large trees at the time of initial EuroAmerican 

settlement, but past harvesting, grazing, and fire control have transformed much of this 

forest type into dense, closed-canopied forest with higher proportions of shade-tolerant 

grand fir and Douglas-fir (Langston 1995). Small aspen (Populus tremuloides) stands 

are found scattered throughout middle and upper elevation forests.  

Extensive bunchgrass prairies exist at middle elevations (3000-5500 feet) on 

thin soils, most notably within the Zumwalt Prairie region of east-central Wallowa 

County. The steep and rugged canyon country of the Snake, Imnaha, Grande Ronde, 

and Joseph Creek drainages is typified by a mix of bunchgrass slopes and pockets of 

coniferous forest, the latter occurring mostly along drainages and north-facing slopes. 

The canyon bottoms contain a mix of species adapted to hot, arid environments, with 

hardwood trees such as netleaf hackberry (Celtis reticulata) common in riparian 

zones. Because of the county’s diversity of elevations and habitats, it is also host to 

one of the largest diversities of exotic invasive species in Oregon (Parks et al. 2005). 

These are more common in mid- to low-elevation habitats, especially on lands with a 

past history of cultivation or heavy livestock grazing. Problem invasive species 

include annual grasses such as cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) and medusahead rye 

(Taeniatherum caput-medusae) and perennial forbs such as goatweed (Hypericum 

perforatum), sulfur cinquefoil (Potentilla recta), leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula), 
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diffuse knapweed (Centaurea diffusa), spotted knapweed (Centaurea stoebe subsp. 

micranthos) and meadow hawkweed (Hieracium caespitosum), among other species3. 

 Fifty-eight percent of Wallowa County’s land base is owned and administered 

by public entities, primarily the Wallowa-Whitman and Umatilla National Forests 

(figure 1.1). Present-day land uses on Wallowa County’s private lands are dominated 

by farming, livestock grazing, and commercial forestry. Roughly 45,000 acres of land 

in the county are irrigated; these holdings are located primarily in the Wallowa Valley, 

which receives water from several of the major creeks and rivers draining the Wallowa 

Mountains and from Wallowa Lake (which is itself fed with mountain runoff). 

Irrigated farms are managed on a rotational basis that can include crops of wheat, 

barley, oats, alfalfa, grass hay, row crops, canola, or other frost-hardy species. The 

majority of the county’s approximately 600,000 acres of nonindustrial private land is 

agriculturally marginal due to a combination of poor soils, steep topography, high 

elevation, and a generally arid climate (average annual precipitation across most of the 

county is less than 20 inches). Seasonal grazing by beef cattle is the predominant 

contemporary use on these lands, with some dryland farming on areas with better soils 

and rainfall. Traditional commodity-oriented land uses are increasingly being replaced 

by, or occurring in concert with, less conventional land uses including value-added 

and niche agricultural production (e.g. grass-finished beef, specialty crop and seed 

production), private hunting preserves, and residential estates on which a variety of 

land uses occur (see chapter 5). 

Despite such changes, the symbolic value of production-oriented land uses 

remains strong within the county. At a countywide community visioning session 

conducted as part of the RDAT process described above, both “traditional” 

                                                 

 
3 See Parks et al. (2005) for a more complete inventory of invasive plants common in 

the Middle Rocky Mountains ecoregion. 
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agricultural producers and amenity-oriented in-migrants voiced support for the 

maintenance of a rural, agricultural identity as the centerpiece of their community 

vision. The vision statement resulting from this session includes several references to 

the importance of the county’s “working lands,” for example: “Together we value 

wide-open spaces and intact ranchlands. We create opportunities to carry agriculture 

and ranching forward into the next generation” (Wallowa County Economic Action 

Team 2007, p. 6). Unlike many gentrifying regions in the American West, Wallowa 

County doesn’t contain highly-developed recreational infrastructure; aside from a very 

small ski hill and a modest golf course, most of the recreation here is based on hiking, 

horseback riding, hunting, boating, and fishing. As described in chapter 4, a sense of 

“authentic” rurality is one of the major draws for amenity migrants. This helps 

explain, in part, the apparent consensus among community members regarding the 

importance of continued agricultural activities. 

Wallowa County is also unique among Western communities in the ways it has 

responded to complex social and economic challenges. As described in Waage (2000) 

and Christoffersen (in press), Wallowa County community leaders have pioneered 

innovative solutions to the “wicked problems” of contemporary environmental issues 

through collaborative and inclusive decision-making models. Some of the most 

prominent examples of this are the crafting of the Nez Perce-Wallowa County Salmon 

Recovery Plan, first completed in 1993 (Waage 2003), creation of the collaborative 

Natural Resource Advisory Committee in 1995, founding of the community-based 

natural resource management NGO Wallowa Resources in 1996, creation of a cross-

boundary weed management program, and watershed-scale projects (e.g. the Upper 

and Lower Joseph Creek watershed assessments) identifying, prioritizing, and 

implementing restoration and resource management activities across the county. 

Wallowa County has earned national recognition for its high level of community 

capacity and for its development of collaborative environmental management models 
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that attempt to achieve broadly-supported solutions to resource challenges across 

ownerships.   

 

Wallowa County in context 

To place this case study of Wallowa County in its proper context, it is 

instructive to review the existing body of literature on patterns and processes of rural 

community and land tenure change in developed capitalist economies. A large and 

robust international literature addressing the linked social, economic, and political 

transformations observed in rural communities across the developed world has 

emerged over the last three decades, although theoretical frameworks have not been 

well-integrated globally (Fielding 1998; Nelson 2001; Gosnell and Abrams 2009). In 

general, British (and, to a more modest degree, Australian) scholars have focused on a 

combination of macro-structural political economic analyses and theoretically rich 

sociological treatments of the intersections of class, contestations over space, and rural 

identity. American scholarship, on the other hand, has more often focused on 

quantitative demographic analyses and investigations of the motivations of rural in-

migrants associated with the phenomenon of “amenity migration,” with somewhat less 

engagement with sociological theory. For the purposes of this literature review, it will 

be necessary to consider several semi-overlapping concepts and their associated 

theories: rural restructuring, post-productivism / multifunctionality, rural 

gentrification, and amenity migration. 

 

Rural restructuring 

 “Rural restructuring” is an expansive concept used to refer to the diverse 

patterns of rural change stemming from realignments of relationships between the 

state, centers of capital, processes of production, and labor at the macro-level as well 

as specific political and economic responses and demographic trends at the local level 

(Nelson 2001). From a political economy perspective, scholars have described a 



13 

 

transition among developed capitalist economies from a mid-twentieth century Fordist 

production model, based on the large-scale and long-run production of mass 

commodities in which labor is well-organized and relatively stable and the state 

provides for general welfare through market regulation, to a post-Fordist model which 

emerged in the 1970s (Amin 1994). The latter is characterized by a neoliberal 

philosophy based on global sourcing of least-cost labor and regulatory environments, 

market (rather than state) regulation of production and distribution, and more flexible 

strategies of capital accumulation (Buttel 1992; Marsden, Murdoch, and Flynn 1993; 

Murdoch 1995; McCarthy 2004). The post-Fordist, or neoliberal, regime manifests in 

diverse ways across the rural landscape, but is generally characterized by declines in 

both employment and compensation in primary industries and manufacturing, the 

increasing prominence of service-sector employment, and increases in economic 

inequality (Lawson, Jarosz, and Bonds 2010).   

 Falk and Lobao (2003) argue that, due to the predominance of peripheral 

manufacturing sectors in rural areas, the largely urban setting of the “new” economy’s 

core industries (e.g. the high-tech sector), and the devolution or elimination of state 

welfare programs, rural areas are typically particularly hard-hit by changes associated 

with the post-Fordist regime. Throughout the West, this macroeconomic transition 

appears in the stagnant or declining economic condition of rural communities 

dependent on wood products, mining, ranching, and farming (Power 1996; Vias and 

Nelson 2006), leading many communities to search for new sources of income. As the 

economic activity in traditional primary or secondary industries declines, many rural 

communities have looked to tourism, real estate development, or socially undesirable 

industries such as prisons, meatpacking, or waste disposal as economic saviors 

(McGranahan and Beale 2002; Falk and Lobao 2003). While American agriculture has 

so far continued to receive generous state subsidies even in this neoliberal 

environment, global free trade agreements and consolidation of corporate processing 

and distribution networks have put many American producers at a disadvantage. 
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International agribusiness interests continue pushing “to phase out farm programs, 

eliminating supply management and driving down prices by exposing producers to 

worldwide differential labor costs” (McMichael 2003, p. 378). From an international 

trade perspective, 

global agribusiness, including firms with U.S. headquarters, is increasingly 
seeking out the least-cost suppliers of commodities on a global basis through 
multiple sourcing of agricultural inputs, strategic alliances, cross-border 
intersubsidiary movements of products, direct foreign investment, and other 
means of getting access to the cheapest sources of inputs into their processing 
and distribution industries. (Buttel 2003, p. 178-179) 

 

Buttel (2003, p. 179) predicts that, since Americans will continue to be fed cheaply, 

they “will thus be largely comfortable with the end of [domestic] agriculture and the 

(mostly irreversible) conversion of rural land into non-farm uses,” such as rural real 

estate, commercial centers, and vacation and tourist destinations4. Farmland and 

ranchland trends in the U.S. and elsewhere show a loss of mid-sized operations, with 

growth in smaller, largely non-productive properties and larger commercial operations 

(Wunderlich 1993; Hobbs et al. 2008). 

A parallel transformation has taken place within the forestry sector, with an 

increasingly globalized terrain of fiber production and the reorganization of vertically-

integrated timber industry structures in the U.S. into more flexible, financialized firms 

able to take advantage of multiple production- and consumption-oriented 

accumulation opportunities (Bliss et al. 2010; Kelly 2010). The results of such 

changes include a further distancing of managerial control from the locations of 

production, increasingly uncertain land tenure due to the liquid nature of forestland as 

                                                 

 
4 While trends in “local” and “organic” food consumption run counter to the 

globalizing tendencies in agriculture, these have so far had only a very modest impact 

on overall American farm production practices (National Research Council 2010). 
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an asset, and, in some cases, disinvestments in forestry infrastructure under the 

constraints of short-term accumulation strategies. In addition to macroeconomic 

drivers of change, public land policy shifts can strongly affect rural Western 

economies, with sudden and severe impacts on undiversified, primary sector-

dependent communities.  

At the same time, the fate of any individual rural community is not determined 

solely by national and international-level structural forces and policy changes (Lowe 

et al. 1993; Beyers and Nelson 2000; Wilson 2001). Important mediating factors 

include local-level responses, such as patterns of endogenous development and 

resource governance (Marsden 1998; Ray 1999; Gurran, Blakely, and Squires 2007), 

the particular characteristics of new populations, businesses, and landowners (Fitchen 

1995; Nelson 1997; Ohman 1999; Stockdale 2006), and the quality and accessibility of 

natural amenities such as open space, outdoor recreational opportunities, and scenery 

(Deller et al. 2001; Frentz et al. 2004; Mathur and Stein 2005; Saint Onge, Hunter, and 

Boardman 2007; Winkler et al. 2007). Because of factors such as these, rural 

restructuring manifests in varied ways across a diverse rural landscape. The 

community-level effects of restructuring are likewise more than simply economic, but 

affect family relations, gender roles, race and class relations, land uses, and 

community identity (Tauxe 1998; Tigges, Ziebarth, and Farnham 1998; Lawson, 

Jarosz, and Bonds 2010). In agricultural communities, restructuring is often 

experienced, in part, as a loss of family farm continuity due to the inability to 

successfully transfer farm ownership between generations. The challenges to 

successful intergenerational transfer are complex, but often boil down to poor 

economic performance of the farm itself, a broader rural economic decline that makes 

off-farm work harder to procure, and difficulties associated with allocating farm assets 

among multiple offspring (Strange 1988). In many cases, farms, ranches, and 

forestlands provide supplementary income sources, with off-farm wage work 

providing the core income and benefits to farm families. The gendered dimension of 
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this change is reflected in the common saying: “behind every successful rancher is a 

wife who works in town.” 

Hoggart and Paniagua (2001) argue that the term “rural restructuring” is often 

poorly defined, poorly theorized, and is frequently applied to contexts wherein 

something less than a major overhaul of economic, social, and governmental relations 

is occurring. They observe that the term tends to be used as a heuristic or shorthand for 

contemporary changes in nearly any aspect of dynamic rural communities. These 

concerns notwithstanding, the concept has clear relevance for linking observed 

changes at the local level with broader national and global transitions, and for 

allowing comparisons of rural locales across political and cultural contexts. As 

described in chapter 2, Wallowa County has undergone a significant transition in 

terms of its economy, social relations, and relationship to the state since roughly 1970, 

and to a large degree these changes are interlinked. While acknowledging the perils 

and frequent misapplications of the term “rural restructuring,” I use it in this study—

admittedly as shorthand—to refer to such interrelated changes at play in Wallowa 

County and across the rural West. 

 

Post-productivism / multifunctionality 

Scholarship on post-productivism and multifunctionality draws on some of the 

same theoretical elements as do treatments of rural restructuring, and shares with the 

restructuring literature a continuing struggle over defining the importance of structural 

“top-down” elements versus more “bottom-up” agent-centered forces. Scholarship 

employing the “post-productivism” framework, however, deals more specifically with 

changes in the use and governance of rural land rather than a focus on the rural 

community and rural economy more generally. The links between restructuring and 

land tenure change are strong; as Marsden, Murdoch, and Flynn (1993, p. 599) 

observe, “Disputes over land rights are of central importance in those countries or 
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regions where intensive Fordist agriculture is receding, giving way to new 

consumption-oriented demands for rural resources and amenities.”  

In the United Kingdom, a post-productivist transition (Lowe et al. 1993; Ilbery 

and Bowler 1998; Wilson 2001), has been observed across both agricultural (Wilson 

2005) and forest (Mather 1998) zones, resulting in an increasingly differentiated rural 

landscape (Marsden 1998). The post-productivist transition is seen to emerge from the 

interaction of multiple strands of influence, primarily changes in agricultural policy 

that de-emphasize national self-sufficiency in food production, increase support for 

agri-environmental activities and open productive lands to alternative uses (Marsden, 

Murdoch, and Flynn 1993; Shucksmith 1993), combined with an actor-oriented 

component in which class-based “rural idylls” motivate urban to rural migration as a 

means of taking advantage of more flexible livelihood opportunities within newly-

liberated rural space (Halfacree 1994; Cloke, Phillips, and Thrift 1998; Halfacree and 

Boyle 1998; Wilson 2001). While the drivers of the post-productivist transition are 

complex and the outcomes are spatially uneven, a consistent attribute of post-

productivist land use is “the de-emphasising of material production relative to other 

objectives” (Mather, Hill, and Nijnik 2006, p. 454). 

The concept of the emerging “post-productivist countryside” is set in contrast 

to the productivist agricultural phase, dominated by the Atlanticist Food Order that 

arose post-World War II in the U.S. and western Europe. The productivist phase was 

characterized by “the central hegemonic position of agriculture in rural society” 

(Wilson 2001, p. 79), and specifically by ongoing trends toward intensification 

(development and application of mechanical and chemical technology), concentration 

(fewer, larger farms responsible for bulk of production), and specialization (labor and 

farm product specialization) (Ilbery and Bowler 1998). These activities were 

historically guided by strong state support in the form of subsidies, technological 

development, and property rights laws that protected agricultural land and land uses, 

based on perceived scarcities of both food and productive farmland. Conversely, the 
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post-productivist regime is defined by diversification of rural land uses (including 

non-productive uses), the preservation and setting aside of land for environmental and 

recreational purposes, and a shift to “greener,” or more “sustainable,” production 

practices (such as organic farming and permaculture), often on smaller scales (Wilson 

2001, 2008; Mather, Hill, and Nijnik 2006), based on a perception of land and 

commodity surplus. 

The post-productivist transition model has been applied outside the U.K., most 

notably to the Australian countryside (Argent 2002; Smailes 2002; Wilson 2004; 

Holmes 2006), where Holmes (2002) finds important similarities in terms of 

population and land-use changes. Holmes, however, emphasizes factors such as 

“agricultural overcapacity, the emergence of alternative amenity-oriented uses, and 

changing societal values” (p. 380) as more important drivers of the Australian 

transition than national and international agricultural policy. American scholars have 

examined both macro-scale economic and policy drivers and the actor-oriented 

motivations for relocation and land purchase in theorizing rural transitions underway 

here, but the term “post-productivism” is rarely encountered, despite the growing 

importance of landowners and rural residents whose livelihoods and cultural 

backgrounds are independent of conventional productivist land uses. In the United 

States, such trends have been widely documented, including in California (Huntsinger 

and Fortmann 1990; Huntsinger, Buttolph, and Hopkinson 1997; Crump 2003; Walker 

and Fortmann 2003; Walker, Marvin, and Fortmann 2003), Colorado (Bartlett et al. 

1989; Theobald, Gosnell, and Riebsame 1996), Indiana (Koontz 2001), Michigan 

(Erickson, Ryan, and De Young 2002), Montana (Haggerty and Travis 2006; Gosnell, 

Haggerty, and Byorth 2007; Yung and Belsky 2007), Ohio (Smith and Sharp 2005), 

Virginia (Kendra and Hull 2005), West Virginia (Nesbitt and Weiner 2001), and 

across broader multi-state regions (Gosnell and Travis 2005; Gosnell, Haggerty, and 

Travis 2006). 
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As in the rural restructuring literature, political and economic changes at the 

national and international scales account for only part of the post-productivist 

transition. Attention must also be paid to the ways that actors negotiate access to land, 

land uses, and rural identity (Shucksmith 1993; Burton 2004; Burton and Wilson 

2006). Lowe et al. (1993) point to differentiation in the countryside as a result of 

increased local autonomy following the decline of agricultural hegemony. Rural 

locales thus become “arenas of contestation” wherein class-based representations of 

rurality compete to define local landscape character through the regulation of 

development and land use. While political structures clearly play a role here, they are 

not determinative of ultimate outcomes at the local level: “A top-down causal 

argument, which portrays local areas as merely the passive recipients of general 

movements of capital (governed by ‘laws’ of uneven development), is inadequate” 

(Lowe et al. 1993, p. 210). Rather, structural change opens avenues for local rural 

spaces to be contested and claimed by various actors and organizations, leading to 

diversification of rural land uses across the landscape. 

 As a number of scholars have observed (Wilson 2001; Evans, Morris, and 

Winter 2002; Holmes 2002), changes in rural land ownership and use patterns are 

neither homogenous nor do they fit neatly into dualistic categories like “productivist” 

and “post-productivist.” Winter (1997, p. 370) argues that the much-hyped post-

productivist transition may have been overstated, at least in terms of its effects on the 

practices of agricultural producers in England:  

It is true that there have been shifts in policy emphasis, a fragmentation of the 
policy community, and winds of change in agriculture. But in concrete, on the 
ground terms this adds up, as yet, to very little. For most farmers it remains 
‘business as usual.’  

 

Likewise, Evans, Morris, and Winter (2002) contend that many of the changes 

identified as hallmarks of post-productivism are either poorly represented in practice 

or are easily accommodated within a conventional productivist regime. Wilson (2004, 
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p. 481) also questions to what degree post-productivism is merely “a theoretical 

construct in the minds of academics, rather than an expression of reality on the 

ground.” He points to the continued domination of rural landscapes by quintessentially 

productivist activities, as well as the persistence of productivist ideologies among rural 

land users (Wilson 2001, 2004). He furthermore critiques traditional (structuralist) 

approaches to studying the post-productivist countryside for their emphasis on 

exogenous forces, with “a heavy emphasis on the importance of the state and policies” 

and “a strong focus on the importance of macro-economic factors in actor decision-

making” (Wilson 2001, p. 85), neglecting the potential of endogenous forces—

including urban to rural migrants themselves—to induce change.  

 Some scholars have also taken issue with the term “post-productivism” as an 

assessment of rural landscapes in contemporary capitalist economies. Wilson (2001, 

2007), for example, argues that the movement away from a productivist agricultural 

regime may be thought of as a post-productivist transition, but that the end result is 

more accurately conceived of as a “multifunctional agricultural regime” characterized 

by increasing diversification within particular rural areas as well as differentiation 

between locales. Holmes (2002, 2006), citing important distinctions between emerging 

rural landscapes in Australia and Britain, argues that observed patterns of change are 

better interpreted as a “multifunctional rural transition” leading to various forms of 

“multifunctional rural occupance.” These forms of occupance represent something of a 

typology of Australian rural social/political contexts, including a productivist 

agricultural mode, a rural amenity mode, a pluriactive (mixed production and 

consumption) mode, a highly contested peri-metropolitan mode, a marginalized 

agricultural mode, a conservation mode, and an indigenous lands mode (Holmes 

2006). Each of these represents a unique mix of production, consumption, and 

protection values. 

The concept of multifunctionality, while capturing the diversification occurring 

at multiple scales across a number of rural regions, is hampered somewhat by multiple 
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conflicting meanings. What ties the diverse meanings and manifestations of 

multifunctionality together, argues McCarthy (2005), is that they all refer to cultural, 

environmental, or economic values that are put at risk by agricultural trade 

liberalization. Multifunctionality can be thought of as a descriptive or explanatory 

concept (Holmes 2002), as a normative term (Wilson 2008), or as a policy concept 

used to justify trade protections (Potter and Burney 2002; Hollander 2004). Wilson 

(2007, 2008, 2009) argues for multifunctionality as a normative concept, 

distinguishing between weak, moderate, and strong multifunctionality. While 

recognizing it as an ideal rather than an attainable outcome, Wilson defines strong 

multifunctionality as including “strong social, economic, cultural, moral, and 

environmental capital” (Wilson 2008, p. 368), and as typically based on a rejection of 

the intensive practices, highly-engineered products, and long commodity chains 

associated with contemporary globalized agribusiness networks. For the purposes of 

the present study, terms such as “productivist” and “post-productivist” are used in a 

descriptive and explanatory sense as a means of differentiating between different 

broad models of the relations between culture, economics, and land uses. Subsequent 

chapters in this study trace the precise outlines of the emerging “multifunctional” 

landscape in Wallowa County. 

 

Rural gentrification 

Theories of rural gentrification combine analyses of class-based constructed 

rural idylls with a focus on mobilizations of capital targeted to exploit potential areas 

of profitability. The rural gentrification literature is diverse, with ongoing debates over 

definitions and processes, but three themes are central: community change due to in-

migration of affluent populations; displacement of pre-existing residents; and 

investment in renovations or conversions of residential structures (Stockdale 2010). 

One strand within this literature draws upon the urban gentrification theory of Neil 

Smith (1979, 1984, 1996) and David Harvey (1974), interpreting gentrification as the 
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result of alternating cycles of investment and disinvestment in particular spaces as part 

of capital accumulation strategies at multiple scales. A separate strand focuses on the 

subjective motivations of the gentrifiers themselves. Travis (2007) uses the term “rural 

gentrification” in a somewhat separate sense to refer to patterns of amenity-driven 

land ownership change on large rangeland acreages beyond the limits of exurbia. 

In his application of urban gentrification theory to rural settings, Phillips 

(1993) considers three distinct motivations for gentrification: as a means of capital 

accumulation (consistent with Neil Smith’s “rent gap” theory); as a means of buying 

into a particular lifestyle; and as a means of reducing the burdens of “reproductive 

labour” (the raising of family). In his study of Gower in South Wales he found urban-

rural similarities in terms of the first two motivations, but differences in family labor 

patterns. Phillips’ later publications consider the ways in which the process of 

gentrification has important symbolic elements (Phillips 2002) imposed on a rural 

landscape already experiencing changes due to the declining importance of domestic 

agricultural production and weakening state support for traditional agricultural 

activities (Phillips 2005). Darling (2005) uses a similar framework to interpret rural 

change in the Adirondack region of New York, finding that a major difference 

between urban gentrification patterns and those in the Adirondacks relates to patterns 

of investment and disinvestment. Specifically, there is little evidence of disinvestment 

in the older rural real estate, and new investment is motivated by the increasing value 

of access to an external resource, that of the surrounding “wilderness.” She concludes 

that rural gentrification is not only distinct from urban gentrification, but that it is also 

diverse across the uneven terrain of rural environments.  

As in the two bodies of literature reviewed above, the scholarship on 

gentrification in general, and rural gentrification in particular, continues to struggle 

with the relative importance of structure and agency (Wittberg 1992; Phillips 2002). 

Neil Smith, David Harvey, and allied scholars draw heavily on Marxist theories of 

uneven development, interpreting gentrification as a structural phenomenon in which 
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the desires or motivations of gentrifying in-migrants are largely irrelevant except as 

epiphenomena of capital accumulation strategies. American scholars have produced a 

small amount of agent-centered literature on rural gentrification (Ghose 2004; Hines 

2007), and the amenity migration literature (reviewed below) places the subjective 

motivations of migrants themselves at the center of analysis. There are also a limited 

number of cases of integrative scholarship combining structural and agent-centered 

approaches, for example Sayre’s (2002) investigation of exurban sprawl in southern 

Arizona. Sayre portrays the rent gap as one component of a larger transformation of 

rangelands into subdivisions, involving a history of past land uses, real estate 

speculation, national demographic shifts, and specific land and tax policies. Also 

important in Sayre’s model is the role of “symbolic capital,” most importantly the 

iconography of ranching, which was profitably used in the marketing of ranchettes, the 

very developments pushing ranchers off the landscape. Hines (2010) interprets “New 

West” migration and resulting gentrification in southern Montana as a clash between 

industrial and postindustrial capitalisms.  

While urban gentrification theory focuses heavily on the creation and 

renovation of residential structures within dense urban neighborhoods, investigations 

of rural gentrification patterns demand attention to a broader range of influences. 

Urban gentrification theory largely presumes a separation between landlord and 

tenant, but in rural settings, landowners are frequently also residents, and therefore 

play multiple roles in the gentrification process. As Darling (2005) observes, access to 

surrounding public lands can play a role in rural gentrification processes on nearby 

private land. As discussed above, rural communities have experienced the effects of 

restructuring in ways that are quite different from the effects on urban areas, and 

continue to be buffeted by national- and state-level policy shifts. Rural areas have also 

been the subject of a unique set of ideologies on the part of a largely urban public, 

ideologies that include wilderness (Nash 1967), pastoral (Bunce 1994; Marx 2000), 

and frontier (Slotkin 1973, 1985, 1992; Smith 1978; Hines 2007) elements, among 
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others. Indeed, Nelson, Oberg, and Nelson (2010) highlight the importance of 

demographic shifts, investment in housing stocks, changing class structure, and 

changing cultural attitudes toward rural living as key elements in rural gentrification 

processes. The study of rural gentrification, then, must pay attention to the role of land 

tenure, particularly the mix of various forms of private and public land tenure that 

characterize many rural areas, the relationship of gentrification to rural restructuring, 

and the relationship between, and significance of, both material and symbolic 

motivations for gentrification.  

 

Amenity migration 

The voluminous literature on amenity migration, dominated largely by 

American scholars, overlaps somewhat with the bodies of work reviewed above but 

focuses more strongly on the patterns of and reasons for migration into scenic rural 

areas by affluent populations. In this sense it is most closely tied to international 

scholarship on counterurbanization (Sant and Simons 1993; Halfacree 1994; Dahms 

and McComb 1999; Mitchell 2004; Ferras 2007), which combines quantitative 

demographic analyses with investigations of the motivating factors of migrating 

populations. As Gosnell and Abrams (2009) observe, the amenity migration literature 

is a diverse and sprawling set in which terms such as “aspirational migration,” 

“lifestyle migration,” and the “back-to-the-land” phenomenon are used somewhat 

interchangeably with “amenity migration.” In this body of literature, amenities include 

both “natural and man-made features of rural areas” (Marcouiller, Clendenning, and 

Kezlor 2002, p. 516), such as natural scenery, historic structures, signifiers of rurality, 

appealing climate, and access to outdoor recreation. Moss (2006, p. 3) defines amenity 

migration as “migration to places that people perceive as having greater environmental 

quality and differentiated culture.” 

In the U.S., amenity migration has been sufficiently widespread over the past 

four decades to be a key determinant of rural population change (McGranahan 1999). 
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Several factors, including economic opportunities, have contributed to the “selective 

deconcentration” (Johnson and Cromartie 2006) of population in the U.S. documented 

since the 1970s (Johnson and Beale 1998). Importantly, however, many scholars have 

theorized that rural migration patterns are strongly affected by “footloose migrants 

consciously decid[ing] to move to less-dense settings with qualities they desire” 

(Nelson 1997, p. 418), in effect creating economic opportunities as they relocate rather 

than relocating in response to economic opportunities (Rudzitis and Johansen 1989; 

Power 1996). In particular, rural places showing population gains in recent years 

include those near metropolitan centers, those with interstate or commercial air 

connectivity to urban hubs, retirement destinations, high-amenity areas, and service 

sector-dominated communities (Shumway and Otterstrom 2001; Otterstrom and 

Shumway 2003; Johnson and Cromartie 2006; Rasker et al. 2009). At the same time, 

other rural areas have continued to lose population, particularly those that are remote, 

thinly-populated, and contain low levels of natural amenities (McGranahan and Beale 

2002). 

Rural counties in scenic parts of the West have experienced some of the 

highest rates of amenity-driven migration in the U.S., and these recreation- and 

retirement-centered counties have seen greater population growth than counties 

dependent on farming and mining (Jackson-Smith, Jensen, and Jennings 2006). So-

called “New West” communities tend to be characterized by a combination of in-

migrants from out of state and from metropolitan areas, high levels of college 

education, high levels of employment in tourism and FIRE (Finance, Insurance, and 

Real Estate), low levels of extractive industry employment, large seasonal housing 

stocks, and high housing prices when compared with more traditional “Old West” 

communities (Winkler et al. 2007).  

While high-amenity, recreation-oriented counties have experienced migration-

fueled population increases overall, migration trends are not evenly distributed across 

age classes. Those 55 and older, and to a lesser degree those between 30 and 40, 
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account for much of the in-migration to these counties. High amenity rural counties, 

like rural counties as a whole, continue to experience a net outmigration of young 

adults in the 20 to 30 year old range (Johnson et al. 2005). The demographic 

dimensions of amenity migration are important; as Travis (2007) observes, the “baby 

boomer” cohort that is poised to start retiring in large numbers in the years following 

the writing of this study was raised on a cultural diet of American West iconography. 

While various “rural idylls” have shaped patterns of migration and land ownership in 

the U.S. for centuries (Bunce 1994), the particular details of the baby boomer 

generation’s rural ideologies may prove to be important determinants of landscape 

outcomes as retirees choose to spend part of their “golden years” consuming scenic 

landscapes and performing cultural ideals of rural living.  

The amenity migration phenomenon cannot be analyzed in isolation from 

broader changes in both rural and urban economies. The advancement of 

telecommunications networks nationally and globally, combined with the decreased 

importance of physical presence in white-collar work, and the ease of physical 

transportation via well-maintained highways, interstates and rural runways has 

allowed some professionals to move away from the urban centers in which their work 

is physically located without leaving their jobs (Beyers and Nelson 2000; Smutny 

2002; Vias and Carruthers 2005). For many urban to rural migrants, retirees in 

particular, the disequilibrium in national housing markets in which rural real estate 

prices are often mere fractions of those in urban areas has fostered the phenomenon of 

“equity migration” (Walker 2003). Migration-driven population change can also 

precipitate economic changes within receiving communities. Nelson (1997) found that 

urban to rural migrants in the Pacific Northwest tended to rely more on non-earnings 

income and less on farm income than those that did not move over the five-year span 

of the dataset (1985-1990). He cautions, however, against lumping all newcomers into 

a single category; rather, “there appear to be at least two separate groups of 

nonmetropolitan newcomers: one with apparently high levels of economic means, and 
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one [often comprised of Hispanics] with more limited financial resources” (Nelson 

1997, p. 426; see also Nelson, Oberg, and Nelson 2010). 

While the trend of increasing amenity values in rural communities has been 

extensively documented, most of the scholarship to date has focused on amenity-

driven community change generally rather than amenity-driven land ownership 

change. The available evidence suggests important changes in land ownership 

patterns, with amenity-oriented landownership characterized by shorter tenures, more 

absenteeism, and, in some cases, smaller parcel sizes. In a study of the Corangamite 

watershed in southern Australia, Mendham and Curtis (2010) found a high rate of 

recent and anticipated amenity-driven turnover in rural land, with newer owners less 

likely to depend on farming for income, more likely to own smaller parcels, and more 

interested in recreation and conservation. Gosnell and Travis (2005), working in three 

Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado counties, found that nearly a quarter of all 

ranchland within the study area changed hands between 1990 and 2001, with over half 

expected to change hands within two decades. Amenity buyers accounted for over half 

of all documented sales, and over 60% of all acreage, in two of the three counties. 

Amenity ranch buyers were also the predominant type in Gosnell, Haggerty, and 

Travis’ (2006) study of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. While widespread 

fragmentation was not observed here, ownership and use patterns reflected a diverse 

range, from unfragmented landscapes dominated by traditional ranching operations to 

more fragmented, amenity-oriented landscapes. Huntsinger and Fortmann (1990) 

likewise reported increasing diversification in California oak woodlands, with an 

increase in absentee ownership, smaller parcel sizes, and shorter ownership tenures. 

Other studies on new rural landowners (see Chapter 5) suggest a pattern of increasing 

independence from participation in the kinds of conventional commodity production 

that have defined rural places for several decades. The incoming generation of 

landowners is, on the whole, more urban, better educated, more likely to be absentee, 

less likely to depend on food or fiber production as a source of income, and more 
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interested in environmental and aesthetic values than the commodity producers they 

replace (Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990; Koontz 2001; Bliss and Martin 2003; Finley, 

Luloff, and Jones 2005; Kendra and Hull 2005; Mendham and Curtis 2010).  

 

Synthesizing the rural change literature 

 Despite the wide spatial and conceptual span of the literatures reviewed above, 

several themes appear throughout, allowing for a broad synthesis of patterns of rural 

change in the U.S., the U.K., and Australia. Perhaps the most consistent and 

overarching theme is that of multi-scale differentiation (Marsden 1998; Kitchen 2000; 

Darling 2005; Phillips 2005; Holmes 2006; Wilson 2009). While acknowledging that 

rural places were never homogenous, it is clear that contemporary forces of change in 

the American West are creating a diverse and uneven landscape of rural spaces 

through a unique combination of factors. These include macroeconomic changes 

associated with trade liberalization and decreasing state regulation of production, 

meso-scale influences such as public land management policy shifts, state land use 

laws, and regional demographic patterns, and community-level patterns associated 

with endogenous development, migration trends, and local economic opportunities.  

Several scholars have suggested broad typologies to categorize and describe 

rural differentiation. For example, Marsden et al. (1993) describe four ideal types for 

rural areas in Britain: the preservation-oriented exurban “preserved countryside”; the 

“contested countryside” in which development and preservation interests clash; the 

“paternalistic countryside” dominated by large estates in search of economic 

diversification; and the “clientelist countryside” dominated by agriculture dependent 

on farm subsidies. Stauber (2001) offers his own take on four ideal types for rural 

America: urban periphery; sparsely populated; high amenity; and high poverty. Other 

rural typologies appear throughout the literature (e.g. Gurran, Blakely, and Squires 

2007; Hamilton et al. 2008; Rasker et al. 2009; Lawson, Jarosz, and Bonds 2010), 

typically based on factors such as connectivity to urban areas, economic 
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diversification, levels of amenity migration, and patterns of land ownership and 

development. 

In addition to this national- and regional-scale differentiation, a diversification 

is also occurring within many rural areas. For many rural communities, restructuring 

includes significant changes in the kinds of people that live in rural places and own 

rural land. This agent-driven or “bottom-up” dynamic, associated with 

counterurbanization, amenity migration, and amenity land ownership, carries with it a 

number of important implications. It often results in new local income streams and 

economic activities, with varying interactions with pre-existing economic structures 

(Power 1996; Ghose 2004; Slee 2005). It can result in significant changes to local 

politics, governance, and community identity as spaces formerly defined by particular 

productivist activities and populations transition to more complex and multifunctional 

assemblages (Fortmann and Kusel 1990; Lowe et al. 1993; Walker and Fortmann 

2003; Yung, Freimund, and Belsky 2003). It often means that conventional framings 

of “urban” versus “rural” interests grow inaccurate and obsolete, as long-standing 

functional relationships between city and countryside are transformed (Mormont 1990; 

Dwyer and Childs 2004). And as regards land tenure and use specifically, it implies 

diversification in the range of cultural and economic relationships with the land, the 

effects of which may influence local social, ecological, and economic dynamics 

(Haggerty and Travis 2006; Yung and Belsky 2007; Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 

2010). 

Thus, in investigating the changes underway in any given rural community, we 

are faced with a complex set of influences that act and interact at multiple spatial and 

temporal scales. As others have pointed out (Wilson 2001; Darling 2005; Gosnell and 

Abrams 2009), there is no singular process of “rural gentrification,” “amenity 

migration,” “rural restructuring,” or a “post-productivist transition” operating across a 

homogenous rural landscape. There are, however, some broad patterns that tie the 

experiences of diverse rural places together in line with particular trends, as the rural 
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typologies covered above suggest. Wallowa County, then, can be expected to have at 

least some characteristics in common with other rural landscapes that share its 

attributes, such as its relative isolation from urban hubs, its generally marginal 

conditions for agricultural and forestry production, its lack of net in-migration (in-

migration associated with counterurbanization is roughly balanced by outmigration, 

particularly of young adults; see Chapter 3), its highly scenic setting with abundant 

opportunities for undeveloped recreational pursuits (e.g. hunting, fishing, hiking, 

backcountry skiing, etc.), its historical dependence on wood products and agriculture 

combined with a transition to greater income from the service sector and from transfer 

payments, and its pattern of land tenure characterized by a mix of large private 

holdings associated with ranching, farming, and forestry production and extensive 

public holdings managed by federal land management agencies. 

An important point here is that Wallowa County cannot be seen as 

representative of all rural areas in the U.S., or even all rural areas in the Intermountain 

West. At a broad scale, Wallowa County’s relative isolation, scenic and recreational 

resources, past land-use history, and current economic structure differentiate it from 

rural areas that are better-connected to urban centers, less scenic, or reliant on different 

economic sectors. At a finer scale, the specific ways in which Wallowa County has 

been both socially constructed and conceived as an arena of investment—by the 

dynamic interplay of images, narratives, and capital circulating among county 

residents, tourists, realtors, investors, second-home owners, outfitters, advocacy 

organizations and the like—differentiates Wallowa County to some degree from 

otherwise similar counties such as Grant County, Oregon or Okanogan County, 

Washington. And Wallowa County’s community-level activity, particularly its strong 

history of building community capacity and taking proactive stances toward natural 

resource challenges, distinguishes it from rural locales that have not built this kind of 

community capacity. The lessons derived from this case study of Wallowa County are 

therefore most applicable to other scenic, remote, rural locales with an historic 
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dependence on primary and secondary natural resource-related economic activities, 

particularly those in which community members play active roles in attempting to 

manage the process of rural restructuring. There are a number of counties in the 

western U.S. that fit this description, though each of these will be subject to a 

somewhat unique set of influences based on its own set of social, economic, 

ecological, and political conditions.  

 

Framework for a case study of Wallowa County 

The work contained in these pages is, broadly, one of sociology (although it 

fits neatly within the field of geography as well). By this I mean, fundamentally, that 

this study is concerned with understanding the relationships between people, and 

between people and their physical environment, within the context of capitalism. As 

Giddens (1971) observes, the foundational sociologists were all concerned with the 

transformations in “traditional” forms of social life implied by the advancement of 

capitalism: Marx in the sense of alienation and class division, Weber in the sense of 

rationalization and disenchantment, and Durkheim in the sense of anomie and the 

transition to organic solidarity. Contemporary sociologists continue to take as a central 

concern the nature of social dynamics under a political, economic, and ideological 

system defined by the centrality of the “cash nexus” (Mazlish 1989). 

The classical political economists such as Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and 

Thomas Malthus, foundational sociologists such as Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, and 

more contemporary social theorists have all grappled with a common set of concerns: 

the relative importance of structure and human agency, the relationships between class 

and culture, and the connections between ideas and physical (even ecological) 

consequences. These themes are likewise central to the present study, as the above 

review of the rural change literature demonstrates. Indeed, any investigation of rural 

restructuring eventually runs up against similar kinds of questions: how important are 

strictly economic considerations in explaining patterns of rural change, and how 
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important are extra-economic or “ideal” considerations? How do class and culture 

account for the specific transformations observed in rural communities in the 

developed world? What are the relationships between class and culture and what are 

the specifically rural dimensions of these relationships? How are the dynamics of 

capital circulation and accumulation implicated, directly or indirectly, in accounting 

for environmental changes that can be measured in terms of, for example, expansions 

or contractions of various plant and animal populations, the distribution and use of 

water, or the production and distribution of waste? How do such ecological factors 

feedback to influence human social and economic dynamics? What role do particular 

ideologies of economy, society, and nonhuman nature play in affecting ecological 

outcomes? 

At a broad level, I attempt here to explore such issues through the use of an 

integrative framework that works across multiple scales. I draw primarily on the 

theory of structuration as developed by Anthony Giddens, with inspiration also taken 

from the somewhat parallel theories of Pierre Bourdieu. The works of Giddens and 

Bourdieu have in many ways focused on resolving the structure-agency divide by 

casting social structures and individual action as complimentary components of a 

dynamic system (Parker 2000). Bourdieu (1977, 1990), drawing on a detailed 

ethnographic study of Kabyle agriculturalists in Algeria, introduces the concept of 

“habitus” to explain how objective social structures are internalized and socially 

reproduced through action. As the name suggests, this is habitual action, the kind of 

day-to-day activity that over time aligns to determine an individual’s course in life. 

For Bourdieu, habitus is strongly class-based and draws on the often-subtle cues 

received during childhood that communicate reasonable courses of action and 

acceptable responses to varying contexts and opportunities. Habitus encompasses 

“principles which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 

objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at 
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ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them” 

(Bourdieu 1990, p. 53). 

Individuals are both constrained by their class-based habitus as well as 

empowered to modify these internalized structures through their activities. Under this 

framework, there is not a clear separation of “material” and “symbolic” interests; 

rather, these are co-constitutive and contingent upon social context. Indeed, forms of 

capital other than economic—for example, symbolic and social capital—may equal or 

exceed the importance of economic capital in influencing individual behavior in a 

given situation. These various noneconomic capitals derive their value from the 

specific social context or “field” within which they operate (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). 

For example, the iconography of ranching represents important symbolic capital in the 

American West (even when used in ways that are materially disconnected from actual 

ranching) because of the importance of cowboy mythology in the “field” of American 

culture (Sayre 2002). 

 Giddens’ theory of structuration (Giddens 1979, 1984, 1991) shares much 

with Bourdieu’s theory of habitus. Like Bourdieu, Giddens focuses on the ways that 

social structures are internalized and reproduced through action. He points to the 

importance of “practical consciousness,” the largely habitual and tacit level of social 

understanding, as a key mechanism through which patterns of social behavior are 

reproduced. While these socially-structured habits tend to remain unquestioned, 

Giddens also recognizes the importance of “discursive consciousness” and emphasizes 

the ability of actors to constantly monitor and reflexively respond to the outcomes of 

their actions, creating space for structures to be modified even as they are reproduced. 

This capacity for “reflexive monitoring of action” is a key characteristic of social 

systems, positing actors not as automatons that respond consistently to given stimuli 

(e.g. economic incentives), but rather as agents capable of adaptation to conditions 

within dynamic social environments. The concept of reflexivity implies that actions 

are both taken and monitored in light of self-conscious evaluations of prior experience. 
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Giddens draws strongly on the work of Erving Goffman, a theorist whose work 

is widely considered to exemplify a “microsociological” approach concerned with the 

details of interpersonal interaction, divorced from considerations of larger structural or 

“macrosociological” forces. Giddens rejects this micro/macro dualism, positing 

instead what he refers to as the “duality of structure,” in which the conscious activity 

of individual agents is both strongly informed by larger societal structures and 

reconstitutive of these structures: “According to the notion of the duality of structure, 

the structural properties of social systems are both medium and outcome of the 

practices they recursively organize” (Giddens 1984, p. 25). These structures can be 

classified as structures of signification, structures of domination, and structures of 

legitimation. Structures of signification are the discursive and narrative elements of a 

society that individuals draw on to guide action and, in acting, reproduce (possibly in a 

modified form). For example, in the current study the structures of signification of 

most interest include those relating to broadly shared ideals of land and property, 

rurality, community, and nonhuman “nature.” Structures of domination draw on 

allocative and authoritative resources, which refer to command over material goods 

(economic institutions) and command over people (political institutions), respectively. 

Structures of legitimation are those related to legal institutions (e.g., private property 

law). In practice these three types of structures are not separate spheres but interlacing 

threads (Sewell Jr. 1992); the distinction is useful primarily as an analytic tool. 

The analysis presented here draws upon some of the basic tenets of Giddens’ 

theory of structuration, specifically: an attention to both “macro” and “micro” levels of 

sociological dynamics; a belief that these realms are united in a dynamic duality rather 

than being incommensurable scales at which to approach the study of social 

phenomena; a belief that structures do not exist independently of human action but, 

rather, that action reveals “structural properties” (properties that orient human 

behavior); and a belief that individuals, while embedded in structural networks not of 

their own immediate making, are nevertheless capable of agency and of reflexive 
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adaptation to their environments. These tenets distinguish a structuration-based 

approach from structural and functional approaches on the one hand, which tend to 

downplay human agency in favor of extra-human societal forms, and methodological 

individualist approaches, which tend to ignore structure or characterize it as the sum 

result of the actions of autonomous agents. For the present study this approach implies 

several tenets: the need to understand how structures affect, and are affected by, the 

practices of individual actors; the need to examine not only the social understandings 

that reside at the level of “discursive consciousness” but also those that are enacted 

through unexamined habits of action (“practical consciousness,” or in Bourdieu’s 

term, “habitus”); the need to explore the role of reflexivity in shaping the social 

dynamics within an individual case; and the need to make connections between what 

are often characterized as the macro and micro levels of sociological analysis. Within 

this approach, the understandings, discourses, and activities of “lay actors” are of 

central concern as active (structuring) social phenomena in their own right, not simply 

as the epiphenomena of external structural elements (Halfacree 1993). 

 

Methodology 

Burawoy (1998a, 1998b) aptly describes the dilemmas and apparent paradoxes 

confronting contemporary sociological inquiry. Long dependent on a positivist 

scientific model in which sociologists stood outside their object of inquiry and worked 

to reveal objective truths about the nature of human social relations, the field has since 

the mid-twentieth century turned to a more reflexive model in which the scientist is 

seen to be embedded in the very webs of relations s/he strives to study. In its later, 

postmodernist iterations, the latter approach has come to reject the validity of 

scientific truth-claims altogether, opting instead for the exposition of a diversity of 

internally legible, but externally incommensurable, narratives. The positive 

sociological tradition traditionally relied on probability-based methods such as the 

randomized survey or structured interview. Such methods are buoyed by power effects 
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(the power of statistical inference, for example) but “haunted” by context effects. 

Reflexive sociology, conversely, relies on methods characterized by intersubjectivity 

between researcher and researched (participant observation, for example). Such 

methods highlight context as central to the process of inquiry, but are troubled by 

issues of power. For example, reflexive methods are often accused of lacking 

explanatory power outside the immediate boundaries of the study. Burawoy’s answer 

to the dilemmas posed by these two models is the extended case study, a 

methodological approach that emphasizes reflexivity while nevertheless allowing for 

the engagement with, and advancement of, theory to result in more valid (that is, more 

true) understandings of the social world. Such truth-claims rely not on the Popperian 

positivist model with its focus on variable control and hypothesis-testing, but rather on 

a model more in line with Imre Lakatos’ (1970) theory in which knowledge claims can 

be considered to be progressive if they parsimoniously expand the range of 

relationships accounted for within an internally-consistent theory. 

A case study investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world 

context using multiple methods of data collection (Yin 2003). An extended case study 

(Burawoy 1998a) “extends” the investigation of a particular locality in four respects: 

the observer participates in and reflexively experiences the world of the observed; 

observations are extended over time and space, “allowing us to interpret those 

experiences as process” (Burawoy 1998b, p. 15); the local scale of analysis is linked to 

the extralocal in order to understand the structural aspects of specific phenomena; and 

the investigations engage with and work to reconstruct existing bodies of theory. Such 

inquiries are able to draw on a range of methods—including both reflexive 

observation and randomized surveys, for example—with the understanding that their 

limitations (whether related to context or power) are acknowledged and incorporated 

in the research design rather than brushed aside or, alternatively, used as justification 

for abandoning all hope of advancing theory. 
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The reflexive and integrative approach embodied in the extended case study is 

appropriate, perhaps even necessary, for examining a complex, multifaceted social 

phenomenon such as rural restructuring (Marcus 1995; Fitzgerald 2006), and as a 

method is particularly well-suited to investigate the structuration of social phenomena 

(Eliasoph and Lichterman 1999). While in this study I largely use a “flexible design” 

(Robson 2002), emphasizing researcher involvement in the place or phenomenon 

under study, an emphasis on qualitative data collection methods, and a lack of 

standard, routinized formulae for study and analysis, I do not limit myself to the 

“reflexive science” model as described by Burawoy (1998b). As detailed below, I 

draw on multiple methods in order to explore multiple perspectives on the Wallowa 

County case. These include: in-depth qualitative methods based on key informant 

interviews and analysis of interview transcripts; quantitative methods based on a mail-

administered survey of Wallowa County landowners; analysis of secondary data (both 

quantitative and qualitative), largely gathered from Wallowa County government and 

federal censuses of population and agriculture; historical research on land tenure 

patterns in Wallowa County from roughly the beginning of the nineteenth century 

until the present-day; and direct observation of community and land-use dynamics 

through approximately 16 months of residence in Wallowa County over the period 

2008-2010.  

I began this study not with a hypothesis but rather with a case; this study 

represents my attempt to understand the multiple facets of this case as a means of 

contributing to an understanding of rural community and land tenure change in the 

developed world at a more general level. Thus, it exemplifies an inductive (rather than 

a deductive) approach to knowledge-generation, in the sense that it advances theory at 

a general level by the close study of the particular. Rather than relying on the 

“empirical generalization” which is the hallmark of randomized quantitative research, 

flexible design research in general (and qualitative methods in particular) rely instead 

on “theoretical generalization,” in which “the data gained from a particular study 
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provide theoretical insights which possess a sufficient degree of generality or 

universality to allow their projection to other contexts or situations which are 

comparable to that of the original study” (Sim 1998, p. 350). Given that theories 

emerging from research of any sort must be, among other things, internally consistent 

as well as empirically valid with respect to the phenomenon under study (Goodwin 

and Horowitz 2002), the multiple methods relied upon in case study research play a 

crucial role in the verification of findings. 

This research was conducted in collaboration with Wallowa County 

community members under the broad tenets of participatory research (Kruger and 

Sturtevant 2003; Fortmann 2008). Participatory research emphasizes an interactive 

approach between researcher and community that responds to community-identified 

needs and the collaborative design of research processes and outcomes (Lassiter 

2005), in this case through collaboration with members of Wallowa Resources, 

NRAC, and other local stakeholders. Because of the high existing level of community 

capacity in Wallowa County, my role as researcher was largely that of “consultant” 

(Stoecker 1999), meaning that community members helped to frame and guide the 

research approach (including research questions), but were not actively involved in 

data collection, interpretation, or presentation of results. It is worth noting that there is 

broad diversity—even debate—over the meanings and best practices of participatory 

research, and by some definitions the process used here falls short of true participatory 

research (e.g., because of the distance between researcher and researched and the 

relative autonomy of the researcher throughout the analysis). Consistent with 

Stoecker’s (1999) guidance on aligning research skills and community needs, 

however, the approach utilized for this research met both my own skills as researcher 

and the interests of my community partners in collaborating on such a project.  
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Primary qualitative methods: Interviews and direct observation 

While not widespread within the standard forestry, range, and agricultural 

science literature, qualitative and ethnographic methods have gained prominence in 

recent years for their potential to integrate the diverse economic and non-economic 

forces at play in rural landscapes (Bliss and Martin 1989; Sayre 2004). These methods 

are standard fare in human geography, particularly scholarship emanating from the 

U.K. and Australia, as well as in the sociological and political ecology literature from 

all parts of the globe. In this study, primary qualitative methods used include key 

informant interviews and direct observation. 

Because qualitative methods tend to rely on purposive selection of key 

information sources rather than on random samples from discrete populations, they are 

often characterized as increasing the “depth” of analysis at the cost of sacrificing 

statistical power (Goodwin and Horowitz 2002). This depth is important in case 

studies of complex linked human and natural systems, particularly when multi-scalar 

driving forces and outcomes are difficult or impossible to capture with surveys or 

econometric analyses. As McCarthy (2002, p. 1297) contends,  

statistical analyses of localities never visited, aggregate quantitative portraits of 
regions, drive-through “fieldwork”, and formal legal interpretations will 
simply never adequately address the dynamics at the heart of most political 
ecology case studies…extended fieldwork using intensive case studies and 
ethnographic techniques offers the best hope of insight into such dynamics. 

 

The potential for qualitative research to provide “depth” includes several facets: it can 

include the common ethnographic goal of “thick description” (Geertz 1973), in which 

an unusual or interesting social setting is described in rich and thorough detail; it can 

include an understanding of the means by which particular parts of a system affect, 

inform, or relate to each other, in what has been called the ability of qualitative 

research to “go inside the black box” (Zussman 2004); it can include a level of 

phenomenon- or site-specific understanding sufficient for hypothesis testing 
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(Flyvbjerg 2006); it can help to expand on existing theory through the dialectical 

interplay of theory and empirical outcomes (Burawoy 1998a); and it can provide a 

means by which not only theories and results but also the explicit and implicit 

narratives underlying theoretical and methodological approaches themselves can be 

critically interrogated (Denzin and Lincoln 2003). The present study includes each of 

these facets to some degree, with particular focus on understanding the relationships 

between system elements and the application and reconstruction of existing theory 

through in-depth investigation of a particular case. 

For this study, 51 semi-structured key informant interviews were conducted 

with 70 individuals during 2008, 2009 and 2010. Interviewees were initially chosen 

through a random sample of landowners from the county taxlot database (see Klepeis, 

Gill, and Chisholm (2009) for a similar method). In May of 2008, 80 randomly-

selected landowners (40 each of landowners with in-county and out-of-county 

addresses) were sent recruitment letters asking for their participation in in-person 

interviews. Five of these letters were returned and unable to be forwarded (i.e., address 

information was incorrect). Thirteen interviews (representing 22 key informants) were 

ultimately conducted with recipients of this first recruitment wave. It should be noted 

that the purpose of this random sample was not to provide a statistically representative 

sample of landowners, but rather to avoid selection bias that might have occurred 

using the existing social networks of community partners (e.g. Wallowa Resources or 

NRAC). Following this first round, further interviewees were chosen selectively for 

their potential insights regarding the phenomenon of land ownership and land use 

change, based on a combination of snowball sampling from the initial interviewees, 

references from community partners, and contacts made through my residence and 

activity in Wallowa County over a three year period.  

Interviewees included both landowners and “land stakeholders,” those whose 

primary role (for the purpose of this study) was as a renter, property manager, 

extension or real estate agent, local government official, land use advocate, or who 
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played some other central role vis-à-vis landowners. With the exception of a single 

telephone interview, all interviews were conducted in-person, primarily on-site on 

landowners’ Wallowa County properties (or in town in the case of land stakeholders). 

Interviews were typically one to two hours in duration and were recorded and 

transcribed, then later coded using QSR International’s NVivo 8 software (one 

interview was not recorded per the request of the interviewee). In many cases, 

interviews with landowners also included a walking tour of the property, and in some 

cases also included a review of maps, management plan documents, or other 

secondary information. Because interviewees were granted anonymity and 

confidentiality, the names associated with interview excerpts in this study are 

pseudonyms5, and many details (e.g. job title, place of previous residence, location and 

layout of property) are left intentionally vague. The interview excerpts that appear 

throughout this study are given verbatim, except that false starts and verbal pauses are 

removed (unless doing so would result in the loss of important information). Interview 

questions covered a wide range of topics, but focused most intensively on land use 

patterns, management decision-making, and community interactions. A list of 

interview topics and prompts was used to guide the interviews (see appendix A) but 

not every question was asked of every interviewee, and additional questions were 

included as needed, consistent with the semi-structured interview approach. I also took 

field notes during or shortly following each interview, and these were used alongside 

interview transcripts as data sources (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995). 

Fifty of those interviewed were landowners whose private holdings within the 

county ranged from 39 acres to over 10,000 acres and the remaining twenty were land 

stakeholders. Of the landowners interviewed, twenty-seven can be considered to be 

                                                 

 
5 To further protect anonymity, the pseudonyms associated with individual 

interviewees are changed for each chapter in which their excerpts appear. 
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“amenity landowners” in line with Gosnell and Travis’ (2005) definition of amenity 

ranch owners as those who own land “for ambience, recreation, and other amenities, 

not primarily for agricultural production.” Twenty-three of the interviewees were 

“production-oriented” landowners, meaning that the production and sale of 

agricultural and forest commodities is important economically and/or culturally. Both 

seasonal (absentee) and year-round tenures, and both those that purchased their 

Wallowa County holdings on the open market and those that acquired their land 

through family channels (e.g. inheritance or purchase from family) were represented in 

the suite of landowners interviewed here.  

While the qualitative component of this research does not constitute a 

grounded theory study, I took some lessons from the grounded theory approach in 

terms of interview process, coding, and interpretation. Unlike conventional grounded 

theory approaches (e.g., Strauss and Corbin 1998), the epistemology I draw on does 

not presume that themes emerge from data as objective facts, but rather recognizes the 

interpretive, intersubjective nature of narrative analysis. This is consistent with the 

“constructed” grounded theory approach of Charmaz (2005, 2006), although I share 

some of Layder’s (1998) concerns about the micro-scale focus of even this version of 

grounded theory, as well as its tendency to leave out structural analyses that go beyond 

the conscious experience of individual informants (for my own purposes, I relied on 

multiple research methods to help fill in the gaps that would be created through the 

reliance on any single method). I depart most strongly from conventional grounded 

theory in that I begin not from a state of theoretical agnosticism but rather from a 

thorough immersion in relevant theory, and continue to engage with existing theory as 

themes are developed through the processes of coding and analysis. I see the 

relationship between inquiry, analysis, and immersion in existing theory as an iterative 

cycle rather than a linear process. 

In addition to key informant interviews, I frequently utilized direct observation 

(Yin 2003) as a research method. Because I lived as a community member in Wallowa 
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County for three months in 2008, six months in 2009, and six months in 2010, as well 

as during innumerable shorter-duration visits, I had abundant opportunities to use this 

method, both in informal settings (e.g., at the brewpub or coffee shop) and during 

formal meetings and community forums in which demographic and land ownership 

change were central concerns (e.g., planning commission or NRAC meetings). At 

times this bordered on a participant observation method (Yin 2003) due to my 

involvement in various community processes, but in general I acted as observer more 

often than as participant. In this study, direct observation primarily afforded 

opportunities for informal theory-testing by sharing and receiving feedback on insights 

and findings through conversations with community members. Direct and/or 

participant observation provides an important avenue for gaining the kind of 

“insider’s” knowledge of a complex social setting that is a hallmark of qualitative 

research (Burawoy 1998a, 1998b). In appendix B I offer reflections on my own role in 

this intersubjective process and on the ideas that I brought with me into the research 

context. 

 

Primary quantitative methods: Landowner survey 

I conducted a survey in early 2010 as a means of “triangulating” (Robson 

2002; Yin 2003) findings as well as providing frequency data for land ownership and 

land use trends across the county (see the survey instrument in appendix C). Findings 

from this survey both contribute knowledge to the current study and act as baseline 

information for future research. A three-wave mail survey (an initial full survey 

mailing, followed four weeks later by a reminder postcard, followed three weeks later 

by a second full mailing) was conducted between January and April of 2010, targeting 

nonindustrial private owners of at least 20 acres of Wallowa County land. The survey 

methodology can best be described as a modified Dillman approach (Dillman, Smyth, 

and Christian 2009). Addresses were randomly selected from the 2009 Wallowa 

County taxlot database, modified so that public, industrial, and institutional 
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landowners, landowners of less than 20 acres, and landowners who had already been 

interviewed for this study were removed and multiple holdings by a single landowner 

were consolidated into a single selectable entry.  

The total population of unique nonindustrial, nonpublic mailing addresses was 

946, of which 534 (56.4%) were addresses within Wallowa County and the other 412 

(43.6%) were outside Wallowa County. A total of 400 landowners were sampled for 

surveying; 238 (59.5%) were in-county addresses and 162 (40.5%) were out-of-county 

addresses. Eight addresses resulted in returned, unable to forward notices or the 

recipients were no longer landowners. Two hundred and ten surveys were returned, of 

which one was discarded because the total holdings were less than 20 acres. This 

yields an effective response rate of 53.3%. Of the surveys returned, 123 (58.9%) were 

from in-county addresses and 86 (41.1%) were from out-of-county addresses, 

suggesting that response rates were very similar for in-county and out of county 

respondents. It should be noted that not all surveys were completed in their entirety; 

for this reason, all statistics given are based on the proportion of respondents that 

answered the relevant question, unless otherwise stated. All statistical calculations 

were conducted using PASW Statistics 18 (formerly SPSS), and all p values are two-

tailed. 

 

Secondary data collection and historical research methods 

Secondary data sources (what Yin (2003) calls “documentation” and “archival 

records”) are important components of an in-depth case study. I used both qualitative 

and quantitative secondary data sources for this study. Qualitative secondary data are 

any existing textual or non-numeric information relevant to the study subject. For this 

study, secondary data such as newspaper articles and government documents were 

relied upon as source material for constructing the historical narrative given in chapter 

2. In addition, letters of support or opposition to specific land use proposals, which 

appeared primarily as letters submitted as part of county planning commission 



45 

 

procedures, were used extensively for research into community responses to nonfarm 

development proposals crafted under the provisions of House Bill 3326 (see chapter 

6). I used quantitative secondary data as part of my examination of broad trends in 

property turnover in Wallowa County as well as for contextual information such as 

county population, land ownership spatial patterns, migration trends, and agricultural 

statistics (see chapter 3). These data came from a number of sources: property sales 

files maintained by the Wallowa County Tax Assessor’s office; taxlot files maintained 

by the county’s Planning and GIS department; and composite data from the U.S. 

Census Bureau and National Agricultural Statistical Service.  

 

Conclusion 

Scholarship on amenity migration, rural gentrification, and the social and 

economic restructuring of traditionally resource-dependent rural communities has 

been ongoing for decades across much of the “economically developed” world. This 

study draws on the accumulated theory and knowledge of these previous 

investigations and, it is hoped, advances our understanding of such dynamics through 

the close and careful study of one particular transitioning community. Wallowa 

County is here presented as a case study of a rural community experiencing changes in 

land tenure and use as the result of economic restructuring and amenity-driven land 

ownership change. Throughout this case study I focus on nonindustrial landowners, 

and in particular on their identities as year-round or seasonal residents and as 

production-oriented or amenity-oriented in their motivations for owning and managing 

land. I draw attention to these admittedly problematic categories because they are 

central to local discourse about nonindustrial land tenure change. I believe, following 

Bell (1992), that concepts and framings important to rural community members are 

worthy objects of inquiry, however arbitrary and “constructed” they may be. 

Following this introductory chapter, this case study proceeds through five 

stages: the construction of an historical narrative tracing changes in land tenure and 
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use in Wallowa County over time; a review of existing secondary data describing 

specific trends in demographic change and land ownership patterns; an exploration of 

the social construction of land ownership, rurality and claims to legitimacy; an 

exploration of the relationships between land ownership and land use in a transitioning 

landscape; and an investigation of Wallowa County’s implementation of a specific 

state land-use policy as a lens through which to view the contestations over 

governance and land development. A final chapter synthesizes the themes from these 

explorations and provides lessons relevant to transitioning rural communities beyond 

the boundaries of Wallowa County. 
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Chapter 2. Land tenure and use history of Wallowa County 
 

“[A]ny history is always somewhat arbitrary and always at least partially a social 

construction.”- Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, “The discipline and practice of 

qualitative research”  

 

The construction of any historical narrative is an inherently problematic 

undertaking. A history is not simply an objective recounting of events, but in 

important ways reflects the standpoint of the historian and the economic and cultural 

environment in which the historian is embedded. Histories of the American West in 

particular suffer from a long legacy of uncritical narratives that serve only to 

reproduce dominant cultural tropes (Limerick 1987). The critical approach to history I 

adopt here entails attending to the relationship between standpoint and narrative; it 

attempts, as historian William Robbins (1997, p. 3) describes it, “to understand how 

our own cultural perceptions inform the way we view the past.” Acknowledging the 

inevitable partiality of histories and being willing to explore the problems that surface 

when attempting to create an historical narrative are first steps to a more critical—and 

more honest—engagement with the past. The history constructed for this case study is 

an effort to provide a coherent narrative of changes in the people, the land and the 

relations between them over roughly the past two to three centuries in the place now 

called Wallowa County. Such an undertaking is necessary in order to provide context 

for both the continuities and discontinuities in social, economic, and ideological 

structures represented by contemporary patterns of rural gentrification. I argue here 

that many of the themes apparent in contestations over land ownership and use in 

Wallowa County at the start of the twenty-first century have been present for nearly 

150 years, as individuals and social groups grapple with the multiple and conflicting 

meanings of land and land ownership within the context of a constantly-developing 

economic and social world linked to modernizing capitalism. 
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My source materials for this narrative, primarily existing histories, run the 

gamut of problematic accounting: some are burdened with the weight of cultural or 

religious presumptions; some are biased to reflect favorably on one social group or 

another; some suffer from incomplete or unsubstantiated information; and all are 

partial and in some sense “arbitrary” with respect to what details are included and 

what details are left out. In constructing this narrative I am in no way presuming to 

have risen above these dilemmas; however I attempt to remain critically aware of the 

shortcomings of each of these sources. 

 Before starting it is important to acknowledge that a number of excellent 

historical narratives focused on Wallowa County or the broader region have already 

been constructed, covering issues such as land struggles between white settlers and the 

Nez Perce (Josephy 1997; Waage 2000), early white settlement of the county (Bartlett 

1976, 1992; Bailey 1982; Barklow 1982, 1992; Wallowa County Museum Board 

1983; Beddow 1985; Barklow et al. 2003), and federal land management (Tucker 

1977, 1981; Langston 1995). While some of the stories included below have been told 

countless times before, the purpose of this historical review is not to repeat what has 

been adequately covered elsewhere; rather, what is most important here is to highlight 

the intersections between ideology, economy, the movement of people, and the land 

itself. In these intersections are found the lessons most relevant to modern-day issues 

of land ownership and land use dynamics.  

  

Land tenure and use among the Nez Perce 

Rendering a history of any North American indigenous cultural group is an 

inherently hazardous task. Cultural and linguistic divides, divergent means of 

preserving and transmitting stories (oral versus written), and generations of violent 

colonial encounters make much of the historical source material for groups such as the 

Nez Perce highly suspect. Even use of the name “Nez Perce” itself raises difficult 

issues: it is an Anglicization of the French “Nez Percé,” which was perhaps itself a 
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translation of the term “Choppunish” used by Lewis and Clark to refer to the people 

now known as the Nez Perce (McBeth 1908; Josephy 1983). All of these terms imply 

a practice of nasal piercing, something which may or may not ever have been common 

among the people now known as the Nez Perce, but which was not common for most 

of the historical period (Joseph 1981; Josephy 1997). In their native Sahaptian 

language, the people now known as Nez Perce self-identified as Nimiipuu (Nee-me-

poo), roughly “the people,” although the official name of the tribe today is “Nez 

Perce.” Because of this, and because it comports best with the majority of historical 

sources, the term “Nez Perce” will be used here. A word of caution is needed before 

proceeding, however: using the term “Nez Perce” may imply a longstanding political 

unity among the people of this ethnic group, but such was not generally the case. As 

many anthropologists and historians have pointed out (Walker 1968; Marshall 1977; 

Josephy 1997), Nez Perce political organization was normally a loose confederacy 

with authority dispersed among the chiefs of individual bands and villages rather than 

centralized in a single leader or head chief. This important point, which figured 

prominently in the history of relations between the Nez Perce and white colonists, will 

be discussed in more detail below. 

Describing patterns of land tenure and use among the Nez Perce is a difficult 

task made more difficult by two major sources of distortion: 1) an incommensurability 

between EuroAmerican expectations regarding land ownership and use and those of 

the Nez Perce themselves, based either in key cultural differences or in the colonial 

nature of encounters between the two cultures; and 2) the often unacknowledged 

transformations in Nez Perce land use between the period of early EuroAmerican 

colonization of the “New World” and the period of EuroAmerican settlement of the 

Interior Northwest. These sources of distortion affect, to greater or lesser degrees, the 

quality of information gained from the three major sources of information regarding 

Nez Perce land use: historical accounts, archeological evidence, and various forms of 

ethnographic study.  
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First source of distortion: misreading of indigenous tenure regimes 

EuroAmerican settlement of the Interior Northwest generally, and of the 

Wallowa country1 specifically, required first the extirpation of those already 

occupying the land. While the occupation of the Nez Perce homeland by white settlers 

or by armed state actors, and the treaties that followed, were the ultimate tools for 

separating indigenous populations from their native land, these advances required 

moral and legal justification. A pervasive justification was that indigenous people 

were not making productive use of the land and therefore had no legitimate claim to it. 

As Bromley (2000, p. 26) aptly describes it,  

Although the natives might have been roaming about on God’s commons, 
they were not considered serious landlords. After all, they had not planted any 
hedges or built any fences. Obviously (or so it seemed at the time), the Indians 
did not regard themselves as ‘landowners.’ 
 

Both historical and contemporary EuroAmerican accounts of Nez Perce land use in the 

pre-EuroAmerican settlement period emphasize the activities of hunting, fishing, and 

gathering of wild edibles, activities that appear not to involve significant labor in the 

production of subsistence (Marshall 1999). Such land uses were characterized by 

settlers and state actors as a waste of potentially productive land, and EuroAmerican 

expansion was justified under the argument that it would allow for superior land uses 

in the form of farming introduced domesticated crops and raising domestic livestock. 

As McCoy (2004, p. 36) observes,  

Anglo Americans often portrayed Nez Perce and Plateau Indian cultures 
through a lens of simplicity and ‘primitiveness,’…Portraying Nez Perce 
culture in this way eased the task of cultural dominance and also justified 

                                                 

 
1 Throughout this narrative I use the term “Wallowa country” to refer to the region 

encompassed by present-day Wallowa County prior to its political designation as a 

county. 
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actions taken by Anglo Americans to possess Nez Perce land, resources, and 
knowledge. 

 

Even setting aside the issue of the discursive marginalization of indigenous 

land uses as a tool of colonization, there existed (and perhaps still exists) a 

fundamental incommensurability regarding land use expectations and definitions 

between EuroAmerican and Nez Perce cultures. In fact the Nez Perce did engage in 

active management and cultivation of land (Marshall 1999), but this went 

unrecognized by EuroAmerican settlers because it was native plants rather than 

introduced domestic varietals that were cultivated, and because the primary land 

management tool—fire—was seen by many EuroAmericans as a threatening force of 

nature rather than a legitimate means of managing the landscape. Even anthropologists 

such as Walker (1968) and historians such as Josephy (1997) have described the Nez 

Perce as hunter-gatherers lacking the skills or tools of cultivation, failing to 

acknowledge the active role the Nez Perce played in transforming their surroundings 

to produce an environment that met their material and cultural needs. 

  The European tradition furthermore assumed that proper land management 

required the division of land into designated parcels owned by individuals or small 

families (Greenwald 2002), a vision that was at odds with traditional Nez Perce 

patterns of land tenure and social organization. The concept that land was something 

to be exclusively held, bought and sold was almost certainly alien to Plateau cultures, 

including the Nez Perce (Walker 1967; Trafzer and Scheuerman 1986; McCoy 2004), 

at least prior to the great cultural transformation in which large numbers of Nez Perce 

adopted EuroAmerican cultural orientations toward land. This does not mean that the 

Nez Perce were unconcerned with issues of access to land. Indeed, territory probably 

represented as much of a source of armed conflict between the Nez Perce and other 

tribes as it did for their conflicts with EuroAmericans (Chalfant and Ray 1974). 

However, the relationships between individuals or various social groups (families, 

villages, tribes, etc.) and the land they considered home were defined in ways that 
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diverge sharply from property relations under contemporary capitalism. Walker (1967, 

p. 14) summarizes the anthropological record regarding property in land among the 

Nez Perce: “the evidence lends little if any support to the exclusiveness of ownership 

so characteristic of Euro-American culture and increasingly so of contemporary Indian 

cultures of the area.” Many early EuroAmerican accounts of Nez Perce land use must 

be viewed with caution because of this failure to understand the indigenous system of 

land tenure. 

 

Second source of distortion: changes since EuroAmerican settlement of North 

America 

Throughout the Americas, significant changes to indigenous cultures occurred 

in the wake of early European exploration and settlement, and these changes often 

spread far in advance of the physical presence of those of European descent (Mann 

2006). The three most important transformative factors were imported diseases, the 

introduction of firearms, and the introduction of the horse (McCoy 2004). Diseases 

like measles and smallpox were especially deadly to native populations and spread 

quickly among the highly mobile Interior Northwest tribes, decimating even those that 

had little or no direct contact with Europeans or EuroAmericans (Baird, Mallickan, 

and Swagerty 2002). In 1782, more than two decades before the Lewis and Clark 

expedition embarked on the “Journey of Discovery,” smallpox had already spread 

throughout the Columbia River drainage from sources near the coast or on the east 

side of the Continental Divide, and epidemics of this and other diseases irrupted 

periodically in the years prior to EuroAmerican settlement of the Northwest (Trafzer 

and Scheuerman 1986; Robbins 1997). The demographic consequences of these 

diseases were extreme (Robbins 1997), and likely changed patterns of inhabitation and 

subsistence prior to early EuroAmerican exploration and documentation. 

Firearms influenced patterns of hunting and warfare and ultimately 

transformed the ways in which indigenous and EuroAmerican populations interacted 
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(McCoy 2004). The horse revolutionized activities such as travel, trade, hunting and 

warfare, and transformed both social organization and land uses among indigenous 

people. According to Baird, Mallickan, and Swagerty (2002, p. 1), the Nez Perce may 

have acquired the horse around 1730, and “As a result, Nez Perce culture became 

more mobile and many of their traditional political structures were dramatically 

changed.” For example, many Nez Perce began traveling seasonally to the northern 

Plains to hunt bison and consequently adopted some of the Plains cultures’ customs. 

Indeed, the Nez Perce’s “basic, plateau-type culture of early times was so modified by 

late plains influence, that many investigators have erroneously classified the Nez 

Perce as a plains tribe” (Chalfant and Ray 1974, p. 62). Additionally, some village 

sites in rugged areas inaccessible to horses were abandoned in favor of more 

accessible areas with adequate forage (Tucker 1981; Womack 2005). 

It is fair to say that the political organization, land and resource practices, and 

even the home territory of the Nez Perce were all dramatically changed by these three 

factors, so that the conditions observed by EuroAmericans in the 19th century were 

significantly different from those that existed just a century earlier. Yet early 

EuroAmerican settlers often failed to recognize the degree to which the indigenous 

cultures they contacted had been revolutionized by these forces.  

 

Land tenure and use patterns among the Nez Perce prior to EuroAmerican settlement 

With the above discussion serving as a strong caveat, it is possible to draw 

some broad outlines of traditional patterns of Nez Perce land use and tenure (with 

“traditional” defined as prior to EuroAmerican settlement of the Northwest but not 

necessarily prior to European and EuroAmerican influence). The Nez Perce were the 

largest ethnic group within the multiethnic Plateau culture (Chalfant and Ray 1974), 

which included tribes such as the Cayuse, Walla Walla, Palouse, Yakima, and 

Umatilla. In the years just prior to EuroAmerican settlement of the Interior Northwest, 

the Nez Perce occupied a home territory of approximately 27,000 square miles of 
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rugged semiarid terrain in what is now Idaho, eastern Washington, and northeastern 

Oregon, and they frequented a much larger territory that included portions of the 

northern Great Plains, Great Basin, Cascade and North Cascade mountain ranges, and 

Willamette Valley (Walker 1967).  

Archaeologists and anthropologists have noted a range of Nez Perce land 

inhabitation and use patterns, varying in terms of function, population size, length of 

annual residence, and importance. Walker (1968) differentiates camps and villages, 

the former defined by the holding of usufruct rights only over a seasonally-inhabited 

location by a group of individuals and the latter defined by “permanent vested rights 

of ownership regardless of temporary absence, use or disuse” (p. 10). Villages 

contained from 10 to over 200 people, with most villages consisting of one or a few 

extended family groups. Several villages within a common river drainage constituted a 

band according to Walker (1968) and Slickpoo and Walker (1973). According to 

Josephy (2007, p. 8-9),  

The composite band…was as high as political unification went among the 
villages. The people as a whole comprised an ethnic identity because of 
cultural and linguistic similarities, a common background, and blood and 
marital interrelationships. But there was no head chief, permanent council, or 
political organization that could speak for all of them, and even the leaders of 
the bands and composite groups could not force individual members to go 
along with the majority. Though unity on important matters was often 
achieved, the autonomy of each village and of each band was paramount. 

 

 The band level of organization is significant in that “in the period immediately 

before [EuroAmerican] contact it was the highest level of permanent political and 

social integration” (Walker 1968, p. 14). However, Slickpoo and Walker (1973) 

identify one higher level of integration, that of “regional confederations,” composed of 

multiple bands within a geographic area. Chalfant and Ray (1974, p. 92) state that  

the degree of cohesion within any division varied not only in terms of 
historical time, but also according to the particular function the group was 
engaged in at any given time. Thus a state of war with another tribe, or the 
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gathering together of bands at root harvesting season, would give rise to a 
cohesion among the bands of one group not otherwise demonstrated.  

 

The introduction of the horse may have led to the creation of higher-level social 

structures, such as multiband groupings formed for the purposes of aggressive or 

defensive warfare or for hunting bison on the plains to the east (Walker 1968). 

However, consolidated leadership above the band level was generally absent, at least 

until such higher-level authority was vested in certain individuals by the American 

government for purposes of discipline and for treaty negotiations (Slickpoo and 

Walker 1973). Prior to this change, social power, including power regarding access to 

land and resources, was broadly distributed throughout Nez Perce society rather than 

hierarchically concentrated. 

A land tenure system similar to that of contemporary capitalist societies, based 

on individual ownership of specified, delineated parcels of land, was absent from 

traditional Nez Perce society. Rights of exclusivity were recognized, but these did not 

accrue to individuals for land and resources in general; rather these rights accrued to 

organized groupings for specific constructed improvements. According to Walker 

(1967, p. 8), “substantial research shows overwhelmingly that [territorial claims by a 

given ethnic group] did not carry the right to exclude others from the use of fish, 

game, or other resources located in the territory.” He goes on to say that “there can be 

no question of aboriginal ‘tribal’ ownership of resources in most cases…Instead, 

families, villages, and occasionally, bands may be said to have possessed stewardship 

over certain resources such as fishing sites.”  

Chalfant and Ray (1974) concur that use of particular resources, such as large 

camas (Camassia quamash) grounds, were open to several allied tribes, such as the 

Cayuse, Umatilla, and Yakima, along with the Nez Perce, just as the latter were free to 

use buffalo-hunting grounds within the territory of the Flathead tribe without gaining 

prior permission. While individual villages had customary hunting and fishing areas 

and summer camp sites, these were not exclusively held and were routinely used in 
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common with Nez Perce from other villages and bands, and in some cases with other 

allied tribes. There was at least some level of communal ownership, for example of 

weirs in particularly important fishing sites (Chalfant and Ray 1974). Personal 

property was largely limited to “horses and accoutrements” and fish traps (Chalfant 

and Ray 1974, p. 106). Possession of individual small fishing stations was determined 

by the active use and maintenance of traps (that is, ownership as such was solely 

usufruct). Allied Plateau tribes, the Cayuse in particular, were often granted rights of 

access to resources in the Wallowa country (Chalfant and Ray 1974). 

 The two basic aspects of tenure within Nez Perce society are an individual’s 

right to exploit any resource and their right to dispose of products of their own labor 

(Marshall 1977). In his research, Marshall (1977) did not find any evidence of 

exclusivity of resource locales, at least within the tribe, although there was apparently 

an expectation of gaining approval before utilizing resources on the territory of 

another tribe. What Walker (1967) calls “stewardship” existed in the form of the care 

of particular sites and therefore the right to control access to them. The level of 

exclusivity was a function of the level of labor put into improvement of the site; for 

example, permission was required to fish at places where extensive improvements had 

been constructed, but “temporary campsites could be established anywhere” (Marshall 

1977, p. 115). In this sense, permission to use a site was really permission to access 

the improvements, not to access the land per se (Marshall 1977). Exceptions included 

particularly important salmon netting areas and some portions of important camas 

grounds. Resources that were the least concentrated had the least amount of access 

control. Strong community norms against the wasting or degradation of resources 

were enforced through a variety of sanctions ranging from “Public remonstrance and 

shaming” to ostracism, including “denial of food or coresidence with the offending 

party” (Marshall 1977, p. 116).  
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 Seasonal movement 

Walker (1967) contends that the sharing of resources across tribal or ethnic 

lines among Plateau peoples served to maintain resiliency in the face of variable 

resource availability over time and space. By traveling over a wide area and exploiting 

a variety of resources (and therefore moving across the home territories of numerous 

different tribes), the Nez Perce and other Interior Northwest tribes gained a measure of 

insurance against the inter- and intra-annual variability in key resources such as 

salmon runs. Walker (1967) refers to this pattern as “mutual cross-utilization of 

economic resources.” The Nez Perce were historically “one of the most mobile tribes 

of the Northwest,” (Walker 1967, p. 9); the seasonal and interannual variations in the 

availability of their principal source of sustenance, anadromous fish, required them to 

move throughout the year and to change their patterns of movement based on the 

timing and amount of resource availability in any given year. The annual pattern of 

Nez Perce movement is often referred to as the “seasonal round” as movement across 

the landscape was synchronized with the availability of fish, plant, and animal 

resources throughout a variety of habitats and across a wide range of elevations 

annually. However, these patterns of movement were more complex than the term 

“seasonal round” suggests; while residence and activity was concentrated in the 

protected, lower-elevation canyons during the winter, with the onset of warmer 

weather individuals and groups would travel across an area of thousands of square 

miles, engaging in activities as diverse as bison hunting on the plains, salmon fishing 

on the lower Columbia River, and harvesting of camas in scattered moist meadows. 

The seasonal round of the Nez Perce included specific activities for men and 

women during each part of the year. The early spring Chinook salmon indicated the 

beginning of the spring cycle (McCoy 2004). During this time, men engaged in fishing 

activities while women were responsible for drying harvested fish. Salmon were the 

most important fish species to the Nez Perce, though they also relied heavily on 

steelhead, trout, eels, and whitefish, with lesser reliance on sturgeon, suckers and 
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squawfish (Chalfant and Ray 1974). The Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers were 

important summer fishing locations for the Wallowa Band, with prominent fishing 

camps near present-day Joseph and Troy, Oregon. There were also some large 

communally-owned weirs on the Wallowa River near Joseph (Chalfant and Ray 

1974). Acquisition of fish resources was the single most important activity for the 

subsistence of the Nez Perce people. Fish are believed to have constituted at least 50% 

of the Nez Perce diet (Walker 1967; Marshall 1977). Marshall (1977) estimates that 

the tribe as a whole consumed approximately two million pounds of salmon annually. 

Other fish species were used largely to supplement those times of the year when no 

salmon were returning to spawn and stocks of dried salmon had been exhausted. 

Spring also signaled the beginning of the buffalo hunt season. The Nez Perce’s 

frequent and sometimes lengthy (6 to 9 month) excursions east of the continental 

divide to hunt bison on the plains are believed to have begun following their 

acquisition of the horse (Josephy 1997). Antelope were also hunted on these eastern 

forays (Chalfant and Ray 1974).  

When the spring salmon run ended (or was made inaccessible due to spring 

runoff), women traveled to higher terrain for the harvesting of camas and cous 

(Lomatium cous) tubers, wild carrots (Perideridia gairdneri), onions (Allium spp.), 

and other plants. Marshall (1999) argues that this activity should not be seen as 

“gathering” but rather as a form of horticulture due to the fact that the Nez Perce 

actively managed these “gardens” of important plants through their extensive use of 

fire and through selective harvesting of important plant species. For example, camas 

bulbs less than two centimeters in diameter would be replanted rather than harvested 

(Marshall 1999) and harvests took place following seed maturity, facilitating the 

replenishment of camas populations (Marshall 1977). In addition to the above-

mentioned foods, the Nez Perce depended on “serviceberries, gooseberries, 

hawthornberries, thornberries, huckleberries, currants, and chokecherries. Pine nuts, 
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sunflower seeds, black moss, and pine bark were also eaten.” (Slickpoo and Walker 

1973, p. 30).  

Of the large variety of plant species used by the Nez Perce, the two most 

important were camas and cous. They were abundant (in part due to the active 

management of the Nez Perce themselves), able to be stored for long periods upon 

being roasted, and easily procured. On the last point, Marshall (1977) notes that 

between 50 and 90 pounds of bulbs could be collected by an individual in a single day. 

Referring to the nearby Palouse, Trafzer and Scheuerman (1986, p. 7) state, “In a good 

field, a woman could gather enough camas in three or four days to feed a large family 

for an entire year.” As with the Palouse, it was usually Nez Perce women who 

performed the work of root-digging, which they did with sticks called “tuqes” 

(Marshall 1977), digging 12 to 18 inches into the soil to reach the bulbs. The major 

plant foods were also highly nutritious; Marshall (1977) notes that, after cooking, 

camas bulbs have higher calories and protein per pound than steelhead trout or beef 

liver. Chalfant and Ray (1974) identify important cous-gathering locations for the 

Wallowa Band along the Tucannon River and near present-day Enterprise, Oregon.  

As the summer progressed, both men and women would move into higher-

elevation terrain to follow important game species such as deer and bear and to harvest 

fruits such as mountain huckleberries that ripened in late summer (huckleberries are 

another important food species whose populations were increased through the use of 

anthropogenic fire). They would return to lower elevation river valleys in the fall to 

harvest fall salmon runs and prepare winter camps with dried foodstuffs and firewood. 

The preparation of caches with dried meats, fruits, and vegetables was an important 

strategy for Nez Perce subsistence; these were drawn upon throughout the lean winter 

season. The fall was a time of intense activity, with hunting of deer, bear, and elk, 

small mammal trapping, and the harvest of fall salmon runs (Chalfant and Ray 1974).  

Hunting occurred throughout the year, with the pursuit of deer peaking in the 

fall combined with some summer and winter activity. Marshall (1977) estimates that 
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fifteen to thirty percent of the Nez Perce’s annual subsistence was composed of game 

resources. Elk, mule deer, whitetailed deer, bighorn sheep, mountain goat, moose, and 

black bear were the most important of the hunted species whose ranges coincided with 

the Nez Perce homeland. Hunting was generally conducted either through the 

“ambush” technique or the “drive” (Marshall 1977). In the ambush, animals were 

taken at important locations such as salt licks; in a drive, one party would drive an 

animal toward a trail where hunters waited. Families generally, though not always, 

wintered in the same localized villages each year; these were located in the warmer, 

lower-elevation canyons of the Snake, Salmon, and Clearwater Rivers and their 

tributaries. Winter activities included important social functions such as education, the 

relation of oral histories, and visiting families as people lived off the stored surplus of 

the previous seasons. Some deer hunting also occurred during this time to supplement 

the food prepared during the warmer months (Chalfant and Ray 1974).  

As Lewis and Anderson (2002, p. 4) observe, the mistaken notion that 

indigenous populations “were environmentally benign, incapable of influencing the 

productivity and availability of natural resources” has been widespread among 

anthropologists, ecologists, historians, and the general public. The Nez Perce, like 

most Native American tribes, used fire extensively to create conditions favorable to 

their continued existence. Reports of early white explorers in northeast Oregon were 

filled with observations of anthropogenic fire, usually described by the immigrant 

whites in terms of destruction and waste (Robbins and Wolf 1994; Langston 1995). 

Womack (2005) recognizes four common uses of fire among the original inhabitants 

of what is now Wallowa County: driving game; clearing protected areas around camps 

and villages; encouraging the growth of forage, berries, or other important plants; and 

clearing travel routes. Indeed, as Womack (2005, p. 15) observes, “At the time of 

entry of the first white settlers, the grassland forest mosaic of the Blue Mountains and 

more specifically, the Wallowa country, was in large part a managed landscape.” Even 

waterways were actively managed; Walker (1967) describes the alteration of stream 
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and river courses to optimize fishing success through the construction of weirs and 

fish walls. 

 It is also likely that the Nez Perce caused significant changes to their local 

environment through the impacts of their large horse and, later, cattle herds. It is 

estimated that the Nez Perce Tribe as a whole possessed 10,000 horses and 2,000 

cattle by 1860 (Indian Claims Commission 1967 in Waage 2000), and in 1875 Captain 

Whipple noted that the Wallowa Band brought 2000 to 4000 horses with them during 

their summer encampment in the Wallowa Valley (Bartlett 1976). It is unclear to what 

extent changes in native grasslands were caused by cattle and horses belonging to the 

Nez Perce or those belonging to colonizing white populations. As Waage (2000) 

points out, there is at least some evidence of localized impacts prior to white 

settlement, and the acquisition of domestic grazing stock may also have altered 

general land use practices among the Nez Perce. For example, this change may have 

encouraged a more extensive use of fire as a means of securing forage for horses and 

cattle (Robbins 1997).  

 

Changes in Nez Perce land use with colonization 

 

“A preacher came to us, Mr. Spalding. He talked to us to learn, and from that he 

turned to be a trader, as though there was two in one, one a preacher and the other a 

trader. He made a farm and raised grain and bought our stock, as though there was 

two in one; one a preacher the other a trader.” – Eagle from the Light (Tip-pee-il-lan-

ah-cow-pook), at the 1855 treaty negotiations2. 

 

                                                 

 
2 Quoted in Slickpoo and Walker (1973, p. 109). 
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Prior to EuroAmerican settlement of the Interior Northwest, Nez Perce culture 

and land uses had already been transformed by contact with the technologies, diseases, 

and animals introduced by immigrant white populations; further change arrived as 

whites began settling within Nez Perce territory. The story of territorial contestation 

between whites and the Wallowa Band of the Nez Perce is an important one, not only 

because of the revolutionary changes in populations and land uses that resulted, but 

because it provides important insights into the relationships between economy, 

ideology, and land among both whites and Nez Perce. Further, it illustrates the ways 

that power was mobilized to extinguish one set of human-land relationships and 

impose another in its place.  

The historical period of greatest interest here, roughly 1805 to 1877, was a 

time of massive transformation for the United States. Events in the Wallowa country 

reflected dynamics occurring across the broader American West as a young nation 

attempted to establish a transcontinental empire and position itself as a global 

powerhouse. This was a massive project that required not only Americans themselves, 

but also their ideologies, markets, social relations, and land uses, to be spread across 

the landscape and connected in a vast continental network. For this to occur the 

continent had to be made legible, that is it had to be explored, mapped, and surveyed. 

It had to be prepared for colonization by removing the existing inhabitants or 

confining them to isolated, undesirable locations. And it had to be connected in ways 

that facilitated the development of markets. The events that transpired in the Wallowa 

country during this period must be looked at in the context of these larger territorial 

projects and not simply as isolated interactions between whites and natives. 

 

Early EuroAmerican exploration of the Wallowa country 

Thomas Jefferson’s proposal for an expedition to cross the newly-purchased 

Louisiana territory, what would become Lewis and Clark’s “Corps of Discovery,” was 

a crucial early step in making the western portion of the continent legible to the young 
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America. In 1805 the Lewis and Clark expedition passed near, but did not enter, 

present-day Wallowa County, its route lying north in present-day Washington state. 

The expedition did, however, spend considerable time in the company of the Nez 

Perce, whom they called the “Choppunish.” From these they inquired about the range 

and numbers of this and other tribes, learning of the “Wil-le-wah” Band, the 

population of which they estimated at 500 (Chalfant and Ray 1974). The Wil-le-wah, 

or Wallowa, Band was also known as the Wellamotkin Band and, later, the Joseph 

Band. Chalfant and Ray (1974) note that the strong leadership of Old Chief Joseph 

(Tuekakas) and, later, his son Young Chief Joseph (Hin-mah-too-yah-lat-hekht), along 

with a fierce love of homeland and relative isolation from the rest of the tribe, gave 

some stability to the identity of the Wallowa Band during the period of white 

settlement of Nez Perce territory. The home territory of this band roughly corresponds 

to present-day Wallowa County. The Wallowa Band was known as a powerful group 

within the Nez Perce tribe, possessing large numbers of horses and cattle. They 

wintered in the protected canyons of the Snake, Imnaha, and Grande Ronde Rivers and 

Joseph Creek. The higher elevations of the Wallowa Valley and surrounding uplands 

were used primarily during the summer season for their excellent fishing, hunting, and 

root gathering (Chalfant and Ray 1974).  

In the years following the Lewis and Clark expedition, more white explorers 

would cross into portions of present-day Wallowa County, though it would be several 

decades before any would visit the Wallowa Valley itself. Horner (n.d.)3 reports that 

                                                 

 
3 Much of the historical source information for this and other histories of Wallowa 

County (e.g. Bartlett 1976; Nokes 2009) comes from the “Horner Papers,” an 

unpublished manuscript by the former Wallowa County historian John Harland 

Horner, better known as Harley Horner. The Horner papers represent some of the 
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whites from the Wilson Price Hunt expedition, commissioned by John Jacob Astor to 

build a trading post at the mouth of the Columbia, may have traveled along the west 

side of the Snake River in Hells Canyon, in present-day eastern Wallowa County. 

Other accounts give their route as south and west of the Wallowa country (Josephy 

1997). Captain Benjamin L.E. Bonneville and his men, on a mission to bolster 

American representation in the British-dominated northwest beaver trade, made an 

arduous climb out of Hells Canyon in February of 1834, descending into the Imnaha 

Valley where they received the same generous hospitality from the resident Nez Perce 

noted by earlier white explorers in Nez Perce territory (Horner n.d.; Josephy 1997). 

Nez Perce guides then led Bonneville’s party to the junction of Joseph Creek and the 

Grande Ronde, where they met Tuekakas, the leader who would later come to be 

known as Old Chief Joseph (Josephy 1997). Tucker (1981) asserts that fur trappers 

from the British Hudson’s Bay Company worked in present-day Wallowa County 

prior to and following Bonneville’s journey. He also references reports that HBC 

maintained a trading post on Lost Prairie, in the northern reaches of present-day 

Wallowa County, as late as 1850. 

 By 1836 the Americans had started to make inroads into the British-dominated 

Interior Northwest, with Marcus and Narcissa Whitman establishing a protestant 

mission at Waiilatpu near present-day Walla Walla, Washington and Henry and Eliza 

Spalding establishing a mission within Nez Perce territory near present-day Lapwai, 

Idaho. These followed on the heels of earlier missionary settlements in the Willamette 

Valley (Josephy 1983). As missionaries to the Nez Perce, it was the Spaldings who 

first attempted to spread the Christian faith—as well as EuroAmerican ideals of land 

ownership and use—among members of the Wallowa Band. Henry Spalding may have 

                                                                                                                                             

 

richest information about the native and early non-native inhabitants of the Wallowa 

Country, but some of the information contained within is difficult to verify.  



65 

 

been the first non-native person to see the Wallowa Valley when Timothy, Old Chief 

Joseph and other Nez Perce took him there in July of 1839. Besides remarking on the 

abundance of fish and signs of wildlife (including wolves and “Grisle Bear”), Spalding 

was apparently impressed enough with Wallowa Lake that he named it for himself:  

Pass around this plain nearly to the E. end of the Snow Mt. & turn L. to the 
Lake (Spalding lake) the sight of which has paid me for my journey. It is a 
most beautiful body of water, I should judge 6m. long & 3 broad. S. end bound 
in by the snow toped Granite Mts. & the N. by a rolling hill of granite 
boulders, through which the outlet passes swiftly in a large stream 30 yards 
wide coming up to our horses sides. (Spalding 1958, p. 271).  

 

Spalding summed up his visit to the Wallowa country in two sentences: “On the whole 

I consider this a delightful & desirable country for a Christian settlement & may the 

time soon come when the Snakes [enemies of the Nez Perce] shall be Christianized so 

that it can be safely occupied. Probably it would be frosty.” (Spalding 1958, p. 272). 

More than just acting to transform the theological, economic, and land-use 

systems of the natives they lived amongst, missionaries in the Pacific Northwest were 

also active boosters and facilitators of white—specifically American—immigration to 

the region (Robbins 2005). By the early 1840s a steady stream of EuroAmericans was 

making its way west into the Willamette Valley from points eastward, establishing a 

strong presence in what had been largely British-dominated territory (Robbins 1997). 

The 1846 Oregon Treaty setting the boundary between British and American territory 

at the 49th parallel largely settled the issue of contested British and American claims to 

the Northwest, but America still had strong interests in “taming the wilderness” and 

transforming the Northwest into both an active component of a domestic capitalist 

network as well as a potential node in international trade with nations of the Asian 

continent (Smith 1950). 
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Settlement of the Interior Northwest and treaty-making 

The changes in Nez Perce land tenure that accompanied white settlement of the 

Interior Northwest are interesting in their own right, and additionally speak to the 

powerful relationship between culture and land use. The land uses and tenure patterns 

introduced by the incoming whites may appear unremarkable because they mirror 

contemporary conditions across the developed world. However, the transformation 

from indigenous to EuroAmerican land use patterns was no less than a revolution. The 

bedrock principles of land tenure under the capitalist agricultural regime imported to 

the American West by EuroAmerican immigrants was characterized by Worster 

(1992) as consisting of: 

1. The commoditization of land, wherein the value of land is considered to 

correspond to its market value. Central to this view is the concept of the 

interchangeability of various parcels of land; that is, at any time a given 

plot of land can be exchanged for an economically equivalent plot of land 

or for other commodities through the common currency of money. 

2. Individual land ownership based on the ideals of entrepreneurialism. This 

principle found its clearest expression in the delineation and deeding of 

discrete parcels of land to individual landowners. 

3. The valorization of risk-taking as a progressive force, including taking 

risks with environmental change.  

Changes in land use, for example from the cultivation and gathering of native 

plant species on common lands to the growing of market commodities on individually-

owned, clearly delineated farmlands, did not come in isolation but rather were 

intertwined with larger economic and theological structures. EuroAmerican 

missionaries, settlers, and government agents brought with them strong normative 

views of religion, property relations, social organization, and distinctive land use 

patterns and attempted to instill these in the indigenous people they encountered. 

Henry Spalding recalled,  



67 

 

When [my wife and I] arrived, the nation was exceedingly miserable, filthy, 
and insolent. Not a foot of their land in cultivation, without a hoe, plow, or 
cow; depending upon roots, fish and game; without letters, without law, or a 
knowledge of the Sabbath or redemption. (Baird 1999, p. 28)  

 

This connection between religion and land use was not lost on Kate McBeth (1908, p . 

46), who noted that Spalding “felt he was as much a missionary when planting or 

hoeing his corn and potatoes, as when translating the book of Matthew into the native 

tongue.” Indeed, one of Henry Spalding’s primary concerns as missionary was to 

transform the Nez Perce from a mobile people dependent on fish, wild plants and 

game to settled farmers dependent on introduced plants and livestock. He was happy 

to report that in 1842, due to his teachings, 140 Nez Perce had cultivated between one-

quarter and five acres each, eight owned plows, and a few more were raising sheep, 

hogs, and cattle (Josephy 1997). 

Nez Perce interest in adopting Christian beliefs and practices waxed and waned 

over time, and levels of conversion were often uneven within the Nez Perce ethnic 

group. Many Nez Perce willingly embraced Anglo-American religion as a means of 

tapping into the apparent economic and military power of the whites (Walker 1968). 

This trend began as early as 1831, five years before the Spaldings established a 

mission in Nez Perce territory, when a party of three Nez Perce and one Flathead 

traveled to St. Louis to learn more of the Christian faith about which they had already 

heard so much4. It was this remarkable act that motivated the American Board of 

Commissioners for Foreign Missions to arrange for the Whitmans, Spaldings, and 

other missionaries to establish missions in the Interior Northwest (Josephy 1983). 

                                                 

 
4 Walker (1964, 1968) makes the case that some aspects of Christianity, in highly 

modified form, had diffused throughout Nez Perce society in the years prior to white 

settlement of the region.  
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Once settled, missionaries tended to groom individual tribal members for conversion 

and to act as models for the rest of the tribe. Old Chief Joseph of the Wallowa Band 

was himself one such chosen model, and was one of the first within the Nez Perce 

tribe to formally adopt the Christian religion (McBeth 1908).  

EuroAmerican missionaries such as Whitman and Spalding could only 

effectively spread their religious, economic, and land-use gospel to the extent to which 

they were seen as legitimate by members of Northwest tribes. When the potency of 

white practices appeared to be in question, the result could be violent, as evidenced by 

the 1847 “Whitman massacre” in which Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, three adopted 

children, and nine other whites were killed by Cayuse who believed they were being 

poisoned by Whitman’s medicine (the medicine was more effective in treating white 

measles victims than the more susceptible natives). This event was also precipitated by 

increasing anxiety among the Cayuse and other tribes about the mass in-migration of 

whites to the region and the missionaries’ role in facilitating this movement (Josephy 

1997). As time went on, the question of allegiance to EuroAmerican beliefs and 

practices would come to sharply divide Interior Northwest tribes, the Nez Perce most 

of all. 

As EuroAmerican population and influence in the region continued to grow, 

the decentralized nature of Nez Perce authority became a barrier to the colonial 

project. Missionaries and representatives of the American government found it 

necessary to centralize authority within the tribe to help establish EuroAmerican 

systems of social governance and to facilitate negotiations over land and access to 

resources. This was first attempted 1842 when Henry Spalding and Indian Agent 

Elijah White instructed the Nez Perce to select an individual to represent the tribe as a 

whole (Josephy 1997). The “legal fiction that the Nez Perce linguistic grouping was a 

single political unit with acknowledged tribal leaders who could represent the tribe as 

a whole” (Walker 1968, p. 45) was constructed to consolidate authority and, 
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ultimately, facilitate the transfer of power over land and natural resources from 

indigenous to American hands.  

 The first formal treaty between the U.S. government and the Nez Perce was 

negotiated in 1855, with Washington territorial governor Issac Stevens and 

superintendent of Indian Affairs for Oregon Territory Joel Palmer representing the 

interests of the United States. The 1855 treaty negotiations were a multi-day affair in 

which thousands of Nez Perce, Walla Walla, Cayuse, Yakima, Umatilla, and members 

of other tribes were present. The Nez Perce reservation that resulted from these 

negotiations contained approximately 7,250,000 acres, roughly half of the traditional 

Nez Perce homeland, and included all of the Wallowa Band’s territory (Chalfant and 

Ray 1974). Fifty-eight Nez Perce chiefs, including Old Chief Joseph, were reported to 

have signed the treaty (Tucker 1981). While the treaty established a discrete area of 

land as the exclusive domain of the Nez Perce, it also reserved to the tribe the right to 

access all “usual and accustomed” fishing locations as well as to hunt, collect wild 

fruit, graze cattle and horses, and build shelters for fish and meat curing “upon open 

and unclaimed land” (Tucker 1981, p. 90). The government in turn was obligated to 

prevent the entry and settlement of reservation lands by whites as well as to provide 

cash payments and the construction of various improvements: schools, blacksmith 

shops, flour and saw mills, and the like. Traditional Nez Perce lands outside the 

established reservation would be opened to white settlers and prospectors. 

While the 1855 treaty afforded the Nez Perce a large territory and recognized 

the importance of traditional land uses, white officials continued to insist that natives 

adopt EuroAmerican models of land ownership and use. A key component of the land 

tenure vision imposed on the Nez Perce by the immigrant whites was the dissolution 

of common property regimes in favor of individual private holdings. Washington 

territorial Governor Issac Stevens, during the 1855 treaty negotiations with the Plateau 

tribes, described the government’s vision for transforming land uses among the Nez 

Perce and neighboring tribes:  
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On [eastern U.S. reservations] the land was all in common: there were one or 
more larger fields for the tribes but no man had his special field: the Great 
Father and his cheifs [sic] now think that is not good: the Great Father said, the 
white man has his farm, his cattle and his horses; the red man shall have his 
farm his cattle and his horses; the Great Father says that when on that tract of 
land an Indian has his field, that field should be his…We want you and 
ourselves to agree upon tracts of land where you will live; in those tracts of 
land we want each man who work to have his own land, his own horses, his 
own cattle, and his own home for himself and his children. (Slickpoo and 
Walker 1973, p. 92) 

 

Government agents hoped to break the Nez Perce and allied tribes of their 

propensity for movement across the landscape, and, like the missionaries, wanted to 

exchange the Nez Perce’s dependence on wild fish, game, and plants for dependence 

on European crops and livestock. Not one for understatement, Idaho territorial 

governor Caleb Lyon appealed, in response to Chief Lawyer’s call for the U.S. to 

fulfill its treaty obligations to the Nez Perce,  

Persuade your people to cultivate the Soil, for by its cultivation you shall not 
know hunger. The Government wants you to think it honorable to work with 
your hands. Labor is the straight trail that leads to pleasant places full of wheat 
and corn and potatoes instead of Kowse, Kamas and bitter root; where the cow, 
the sheep and hen take the place of the buffalo, the deer and the curlew; and 
melons and fruit that of weeds and thorns. Idleness and a roving predatory life 
is the crooked trail that leads over the barren sage plains of want to the rocks of 
starvation, and ends in the fearful precipices of diseases and death. (Baird 
1999, p. 12) 

 

 These imperatives were not received uncritically by members of Northwest 

tribes, many of whom held to traditional land use and tenure ideals even in the face of 

sustained pressure by white agents. While whites portrayed land as a commodity, 

something whose worth could be calculated and exchanged for other commodities, 

many Plateau tribal members saw their homeland as possessing an unquantifiable 

value. The notion that land is worth more than the sum total of its economic potential 

was expressed by Walla Walla Chief Peopeomoxmox:  
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You have spoken in a round about way; speak straight. I have ears to hear you 
and here is my heart. Suppose you show me goods shall I run up and take 
them? That is the way we are, we Indians as you know us. Goods and the Earth 
are not equal; hoofs are for on the Earth. I do not know where they have given 
lands for goods. (Slickpoo and Walker 1973, p. 104) 

 

This same sentiment, of a homeland valuable beyond any material compensation, was 

reflected in the Wallowa Band’s later refusal to leave their traditional home, and in the 

story Young Chief Joseph told about his father’s dying instructions to him: 

He said… “Always remember that your father never sold his country. You 
must stop your ears whenever you are asked to sign a treaty selling your home. 
A few years more, and white men will be all around you. They have their eyes 
on this land. My son, never forget my dying words. This country holds your 
father’s body. Never sell the bones of your father and your mother.” (Joseph 
1981, p. 15) 

 

The American government’s obligations to the Nez Perce under the 1855 treaty 

went largely unfulfilled. The most glaring example of this was the inability or 

unwillingness of the government to prevent widespread settlement, prospecting, and 

exploitation of resources within reservation boundaries following the discovery of 

gold in the Lewiston, Idaho area. By September of 1861 an estimated 5,000 to 7,000 

whites resided within reservation boundaries, and this number jumped to 15,000 by 

the summer of 1862 (Chalfant and Ray 1974). The Washington territorial legislature 

went so far as to establish three separate counties on reservation land, and began to 

“set into action the political machinery of the counties” (Chalfant and Ray 1974, p. 

408). As whites continued to infiltrate the reservation with impunity, “Nez Perce 

livestock was appropriated by the whites, lands fenced and cultivated by Nez Perce 

were forceably [sic] taken and occupied by whites, or the Indians [sic] improvements 

torn down and burned.” (Tucker 1981, p. 106). 

The government’s response was to press the Nez Perce to cede 90% of their 

1855 reservation, leaving them with a small spread of land centered near Lapwai, 
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Idaho. In 1863 the U.S. government, this time represented by Calvin Hale, S.D. Howe, 

and Charles Hutchins, entered a new round of treaty negotiations with the Nez Perce. 

The proposed diminished reservation excluded all of the land along the Salmon River 

and the entirety of the reservation within the state of Oregon, which constituted the 

homeland of the Wallowa Band. This time around, all of the chiefs whose lands were 

excluded from the proposed reservation—including Young Chief Joseph, who had 

taken over chieftainship of the Wallowa Band in the wake of his father’s declining 

health—refused to sign, while those nearest Lapwai, led by Chief Lawyer, agreed to 

the new arrangement. Bitter disagreements among the bands during the 1863 

negotiations prompted Nez Perce Chief Big Thunder to announce, “The Nez Perce 

nation no longer exists” (Chalfant and Ray 1974, p. 189). Although it had not gained 

the acquiescence of several significant bands, government agents saw the 1863 treaty 

as a success, as they had procured the signature of the designated Nez Perce 

representative, Chief Lawyer. Upon learning what had transpired at the treaty 

negotiations, Old Chief Joseph reportedly tore up a copy of the 1863 treaty, along with 

his beloved copy of the New Testament, and initiated a process of planting stakes 

around the Wallowa country to demarcate his band’s home territory. These markers, 

known locally as “Joseph’s Dead Line” (Horner n.d.), signified Joseph’s attempt to 

claim the Wallowa Band’s traditional homeland using symbols whites would 

understand. 

 Following the 1863 treaty negotiations, the Nez Perce would increasingly 

bifurcate into two distinct subcultures: one that embraced Christianity, attempted to 

become landed farmers on the Nez Perce reservation, rejected traditional language and 

dress in favor of those of the EuroAmerican culture, and another that held onto 

traditional religious beliefs, saw farming as a desecration of the land, and continued to 

live on traditional lands outside the reservation. After 1863 the former would become 

known as the treaty bands and the latter as the non-treaty bands, the heathens, or the 

Dreamers. The non-treaty bands were centered largely in the Wallowa country 
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(Slickpoo and Walker 1973), which became the locus of conflict following the 1863 

treaty council5. To the non-treaty bands the 1863 agreement became known as the 

“thief treaty,” and Lawyer was accused of selling to the Americans land that he had no 

authority to dispose of. The fact that the Wallowa country was never signed away by 

the bands occupying it was recognized by numerous government agents and military 

officers assigned to handle the situation in the Wallowa, including Indian Agent John 

Montieth, Captain Steven Whipple, Major Henry Clay Wood and even the General 

who led the Army’s eventual campaign against the non-treaty bands, O.O. Howard 

(Horner n.d.; Bartlett 1976; McWhorter and Bordin 1983; Josephy 1997).  

While most whites and natives at the local level understood this fact, the 

federal government asserted that it had settled its claims with the Nez Perce. After all, 

Chief Lawyer consented to the 1863 reservation deal, despite his lack of authority 

regarding the Wallowa Band and their home in the Wallowa6. In the words of Young 

Chief Joseph, 

                                                 

 
5 According to McWhorter and Bordin (1952), the five bands comprising the non-

treaty faction in 1877 were, in decreasing order of size, Chief Joseph’s band from the 

Wallowa area, White Bird’s band from the Salmon River area, the Looking Glass band 

from the Clearwater River, Toohoolhoolzote’s band from the Salmon-Snake river 

divide, and a band of two Palouse groups led by Chief Hahtalekin and Husishusis 

Kute. 
6 Chalfant and Ray (1974, p. 46) note that Lawyer’s acceptance of a leadership role for 

all of the Nez Perce was based, at least in part, on the teachings of the first designated 

leader, Ellis, “an Indian who had been schooled and Christianized by the Hudson’s 

Bay Company,” and who was appointed head chief of the tribe in order to enforce a 

“code of laws” developed by Indian Agent Elijah White. They conclude, 

parenthetically, “The question as to whether there was ever a head chief of the Nez 
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Suppose a white man should come to me and say “Joseph, I like your horses, 
and I want to buy them.” I say to him, “No, my horses suit me, I will not sell 
them.” Then he goes to my neighbor and says to him: “Joseph has some good 
horses. I want to buy them, but he refuses to sell.” My neighbor answers, “Pay 
me the money, and I will sell you Joseph’s horses.” The white man returns to 
me and says, “Joseph, I have bought your horses, and you must let me have 
them.” If we sold our lands to the Government, this is the way they were 
bought. (Joseph 1981, p. 16) 
 

Following the 1863 treaty dispute, and the division within Nez Perce society 

that resulted, agents of the U.S. government increasingly worked to isolate and 

marginalize the non-treaty bands. While members of the treaty bands were left with 

unfulfilled promises from two separate treaties, they at least enjoyed a relative level of 

security compared to members of the non-treaty bands who were suddenly cast as 

outlaws in their own homes. As missionaries and government agents applied pressure 

to the treaty Nez Perce to fully give up their traditional religion, cultural practices, and 

land uses and adopt those of the whites, the non-treaty bands held ever more tightly to 

the Dreamer (or Washani) religion7 with its proscription against plowing and fencing 

the soil (Walker 1964). According to McWhorter and Bordin (1952, p. 78-79),  

One of the greatest defects of the Dreamer faith proved to be the poetic 
sacredness with which the earth was guarded against the desecrating plow. The 
Dreamers believed that every need of the Indian in his primitive state had been 
provided for in the earth’s finished form as it was left by Hunyahwat [deity or 
creator] and any marring or changing by man was sacrilege…The Chieftancy 
of the earth was to be kept inviolate. 

                                                                                                                                             

 

Perce Tribe is somewhat controversial. Certainly there was never such a head chief 

during the treaty-making period of 1855-1868, least of all Chief Lawyer” (p. 256). 
7 This was not a purely indigenous faith but a nativistic revival that combined aspects 

of pre-Christian religious beliefs with rituals and concepts gathered through contact 

with British and American whites (Walker 1964, 1968). 
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Other accounts (e.g. Langston 1995; Josephy 1997; Marshall 1999) establish 

that the Nez Perce were not opposed to all forms of human management of the 

landscape, as their extensive use of fire attests, but were specifically disturbed by the 

act of plowing the soil. Many treaty Nez Perce, those that adopted Christianity and 

other aspects of white culture, were willing to become farmers, but those in the non-

treaty bands continued to view plowing and other soil-disturbing activities as 

sacrilege. The prophet Smohalla was quoted as saying, in a sermon to followers of the 

Washani faith: 

You ask me to plough the ground! Shall I take a knife and tear my mother’s 
bosom? Then when I die, she will not take me to her bosom to rest. You ask 
me to dig for stone! Shall I dig under her skin for bones? Then when I die I 
cannot enter her body to be born again. You ask me to cut grass and make hay 
and sell it and be rich like white men! But how dare I cut off my mother’s hair? 
(Trafzer and Beach 1985, p. 316)8 

  

Resettlement of the Wallowa country 

Whites did not begin to frequent the Wallowa country in any large numbers 

until the 1870s. Some historical materials give reports of white miners and stockmen 

in the Wallowa Valley in the 1860s, and the mountain man A.C. Smith was reported to 

have spent the winter of 1868 with Nez Perce in the canyon of the Imnaha River 

(Bartlett 1976). A comprehensive government survey of the valley wasn’t initiated 

until after the 1867 ratification of the 1863 treaty which diminished the Nez Perce 

reservation to a small area in northwest Idaho (Bartlett 1976). There were reports of 

                                                 

 
8 Note that Smohalla was not a member of the Nez Perce tribe but rather of the 

Wanapum, another Sahaptian-speaking Plateau tribe. McWhorter and Bordin (1952) 

make the case that the Nez Perce Dreamers accepted much, but not all, of Smohalla’s 

prophecies. Most notably, they did not embrace the notion that deceased indigenous 

people would rise up from the grave as part of a mass overthrow of white invaders. 
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Nez Perce pulling up survey stakes and rolling away cornerstones as surveyors worked 

in the Wallowa country (Horner n.d.). 

Most of the early white settlers in the Wallowa Valley arrived from the Grande 

Ronde Valley region to the west, in the vicinity of present-day La Grande, Oregon. A 

series of dry years that made stockraising in that area difficult may have triggered 

some of the initial forays into the Wallowa Valley (Bartlett 1976). White settlement of 

northeast Oregon had accelerated in the 1860s and 1870s following the discovery of 

gold in and around the Blue Mountains, spurring a spike in cattle and sheep ranching 

to feed a growing population of miners (Robbins 1997). Range conditions on the 

Columbia Plateau quickly deteriorated in the face of sustained and unregulated grazing 

pressure (Robbins 1997), so it is no surprise that whites were soon eyeing the 

unexploited resources of the Wallowa country. 

 James Tully, a white stockman from the Grande Ronde Valley, made a visit to 

Wallowa Valley in 1871 in search of better forage. He and his brother Erasmus 

returned the following spring to settle in the valley, bringing with them three hundred 

cattle and horses (Tucker 1981). Another stockman, James Masterson, also settled in 

the valley in 1872 and these three were followed by at least 22 others who spent part 

or all of the winter of 1872-1873 in the valley (Western Historical Publishing 

Company 1902). The Tullys “considered the Wallowa country of no agricultural 

value, hence did not attempt the cultivation of the soil, neither did Masterson, who 

took a claim nearby. They wished the land merely as a place to build corrals for their 

stock” (Western Historical Publishing Company 1902, p. 474-475). In an 1872 letter 

to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, agent Monteith reported that “During the past 

season about one hundred white men have moved into the [Wallowa] valley for the 

purpose of settling and raising stock” (Slickpoo and Walker 1973, p. 178). In this 

same letter, Monteith laments,  

It is a great pity that the valley was ever opened for settlement. It is so high and 
cold that they can raise nothing but the hardiest kind of vegetables. One man 
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told me that the wheat was frozen after it was in the milk. It is a fine grass 
country and raising stock is all that can be done to any advantage. It is the only 
fishery the Nez Perce’s [sic] have and they go there from all directions…If 
there is any way by which the Walowwa [sic] Valley could be kept for the 
Indians I would recommend that it be done. (Slickpoo and Walker 1973, p. 
180). 

 

Monteith had been called to the valley to mediate a conflict between members of the 

Wallowa Band and the white settlers that the Band was surprised to find occupying the 

valley when they returned in August during their seasonal round. 

The fate of the Wallowa country was still unsettled as of 1873. While the 

Wallowa Band apparently made no hostile moves toward the white settlers, the 

combination of anti-Indian sentiment on the part of some whites, sensational 

journalism in local and state newspapers, and the bruising Modoc war in southern 

Oregon created an atmosphere of fear that led settlers to make preparations for battle 

(Bartlett 1976). A March 1873 meeting between Indian Agent Monteith, Oregon 

Indian Superintendent T.B. Odeneal, white Wallowa Valley settlers, and the Wallowa 

Band impressed upon the government agents both the importance of the Wallowa 

country to the Band and the injustice of the 1863 treaty that removed their homeland 

from their control (Ray 1974). The government agents concluded, “If any respect is to 

be paid to the laws and customs of the Indians, then the treaty of 1863 is not binding 

upon this Band” (Chalfant and Ray 1974, p. 201).  

In April of 1873, word came from the Department of the Interior that the 

Wallowa Valley would be designated “for the exclusive use of [the Wallowa Band] 

Indians and that white settlers be advised that they are prohibited from entering or 

settling in said valley” (letter from H.R. Clum, commissioner, to T.B. Odeneal, 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Salem, OR; Western Historical Publishing Company 

1902, p. 476). Under this order, whites would be paid for the improvements they had 

made and their land claims would revert to Nez Perce ownership. An appraising 

commission in June found 87 white settlers in the valley, whose total improvements 
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amounted to $67,860 (Bartlett 1976). On June 16, 1873 President Grant signed an 

executive order designating part of the Wallowa country as a reservation “for the 

roaming Nez Perce Indians in the Wallowa valley” (Bartlett 1976, p. 32) and the rest 

as open to white settlement, though an error led to the reservation being placed in the 

lower valley closer to the existing white populations, with the non-reservation area in 

the upper valley still frequented by the Nez Perce (Josephy 1997).  

In support of the white settlers, Oregon governor Lafayette Grover penned a 

plea to the Secretary of the Interior to rescind the order, force the Wallowa Band onto 

the Nez Perce reservation in Idaho and allow whites to occupy the entire valley. While 

recognizing that the Wallowa Band never consented to the 1863 treaty, Grover argued 

that under the 1855 treaty the valley had become the property of the tribe as a whole, 

property which the tribe, as represented by Chief Lawyer, had ceded in 1863. He 

additionally made the unfounded claim that “JOSEPH’S BAND DO NOT DESIRE 

WALLOWA VALLEY FOR A RESERVATION AND FOR A HOME…This small 

band wish the possession of this large section of Oregon simply for room to gratify a 

wild, roaming disposition and not for a home.” (Western Historical Publishing 

Company 1902, p. 479, emphasis in original). As part of his argument against the 

reservation, Grover noted that two incorporated companies, the Wallowa Bridge and 

Road Company and the Prairie Creek Ditch Company, had already been established in 

the valley. 

For two years settlers existed in a state of uncertainty, not knowing if or when 

they would be told to abandon their homesteads. In the spring of 1874 the Indian 

Bureau decided not to enforce the executive order, and announced “the whole valley is 

now open for settlement by the whole people” (Letter from Senator James K. Kelly to 

James H. Slater; Western Historical Publishing Company 1902, p.481). The order 

establishing a reservation was officially rescinded by Congress on June 10, 1875 and 

signed on June 16. While this act may have resolved the issue for white settlers and 

government agents, it did not for the Wallowa Band, who continued to insist that they 
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never relinquished their rightful claim to their homeland. As Chalfant and Ray (1974) 

point out, the arrangement of the reservation, even had it been honored by the U.S. 

government, would not have adequately provided for the needs of the Wallowa Band. 

While it contained some of the Band’s lower-elevation winter village sites in the 

northern canyon country, it contained relatively little of the higher-elevation valley 

country that was of great importance in the summer season.  

The dispute surrounding the expulsion of the Wallowa Band from their native 

territory centered not only on familiar issues of race and culture, but also on issues of 

land use patterns. While the white settlers, by and large, occupied their well-delineated 

properties throughout the year, the non-treaty Nez Perce occupied various parts of 

their homeland seasonally and used land in common. This led to characterizations of 

the Wallowa Band “roaming” across the “public domain” (Horner n.d., p. 111-112) 

and, as illustrated above, allowed some whites to misrepresent the Band’s interest in 

the valley as based purely on a desire to “gratify a wild, roaming disposition.” Indian 

agent John Monteith expressed his frustration with the Wallowa Band’s land uses in 

an 1874 letter to A.C. Smith:  

Again last fall I informed them that unless they settled down and commenced 
farming they could not expect to retain possession of any portion of the valley. 
They said they did not want the valley for farming purposes but for that of 
hunting and fishing. I replied that that was not sufficient, that the Government 
expected more of them. Still they refused. (Bartlett 1976, p. 37). 

 

It is questionable, however, whether the non-treaty Nez Perce would have fared any 

better had they heeded the white agents’ imperatives to become settled farmers. 

Mirroring a pattern all too common throughout early American history, the Nez Perce 

saw their designated reservation lands reduced drastically upon the discovery of 

resources deemed valuable to whites.  

 Federal troops were stationed in the Wallowa Valley in the summer of 1875 

following the dissolution of the reservation for the Wallowa Band. Relations between 
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the Nez Perce and white settlers remained tense, and on several occasions after the 

federal forces left the valley, the settlers “panicked and sent for troops, who hastened 

into the valley, found the scares unwarranted, and left after chiding the settlers” 

(Josephy 1983, p. 117). By 1876, Joseph and his band were insisting that whites leave 

the valley. This ultimatum came after a series of incidents, including disputes over 

winter grazing in the Imnaha canyon, the killing of a Nez Perce man, Wilhautyah, by a 

white settler without subsequent justice being served, and the introduction of boat-

based fish harvesting by whites on Wallowa Lake (Bartlett 1976). Tensions between 

the Wallowa Band and white settlers nearly came to war in September of that year, 

following threatening statements made by a pair of settlers. In late 1876 a commission 

formed at the urging of General O.O. Howard to settle the issue of the non-treaty 

bands recommended that the Wallowa Band be moved onto the Nez Perce reservation 

in Idaho, by force if necessary (a policy that agent Montieth had advocated for several 

years). 

Chief Joseph and the Wallowa Band continued to advocate for their right to 

remain on the homeland that they had never signed away. McWhorter and Bordin 

(1952, p. 156-158, quoting Major H.C. Wood) report that at an April 20, 1877 council 

in Walla Walla between the non-treaty bands and representatives of the American 

government, Joseph’s brother Ollokot produced a “crude but accurate sketch” of the 

lands claimed by his people, “embracing the Grande Ronde, Wallowa river and 

Imnaha rivers.” He furthermore reports that General Howard “agreed to endorse this 

map.” Major Parnell referred to such a map, apparently drafted by Old Chief Joseph 

following the 1855 treaty negotiations and later handed down to his sons: 

It was a novel specimen of draughtsmanship, if I remember correctly. It was on 
a peculiar piece of paper or parchment of a muddy yellow tinge, about sixteen 
or eighteen inches square, the ink being of a pale green color; the geography 
was delineated by natural history; for instance, the Wallowa Lake was 
represented by a single ink line showing the boundary line, and a crude 
drawing of a fish in the center; the mountains were represented by the figures 
of deer; the Wallowa River by a zigzag line, with trees here and there along its 
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length. The wagon-road was probably the most peculiar and interesting part of 
it, a double column of very small circles running the entire length of the valley 
was the impression we received at first glance, the circles not larger than a 
pin’s head; but upon closer inspection the circles were found to be incomplete; 
they were minute representations of horse-shoes, indicating the impress of the 
shoe upon the soft earth. (Chalfant and Ray 1974, p. 184). 

 

The ultimate fate of this map is unknown, but it is clear that any recognition of this 

claim by agents of the U.S. government was short-lived. 

The non-treaty bands were given thirty days9, beginning on May 14, 1877, to 

gather their thousands of head of stock, dissemble their lodges, and move 

themselves—children, the old and frail and all—onto the much-reduced reservation 

near Lapwai. During the exodus, much of the Wallowa Band’s livestock was lost due 

to thievery by whites or during the perilous crossing of the swollen Snake River10 

(McWhorter and Bordin 1952; Tucker 1977; Josephy 1997). The Wallowa Band and 

other non-treaty bands met at the rendezvous site of Tepahlewam near present-day 

Grangeville, Idaho and camped there through the middle of June in preparation for a 

sorrowful move to Lapwai. On June 14, a group of four young Nez Perce, three men 

and a woman, sought retaliation for past wrongs by killing white settlers in the Salmon 

River area. These actions sealed the fate of the non-treaty bands; within a few days the 

various chiefs, Joseph and Ollokot included, would all join in a defensive war against 

the white settlers, traders, government agents, and military regulars and volunteers (as 

well as a number of treaty Nez Perce who assisted the military as scouts and soldiers) 

                                                 

 
9 The Palouse bands were given thirty-five days to account for the extra distance they 

would have to travel. 
10 Tucker (1977) speculates that the Indian Service had planned for exactly this result, 

as a means of draining the non-treaty bands of their prime source of power and 

independence, namely their horses and other stock. 
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that had pushed them from their home. What followed was a four-month running 

battle covering 1,400 miles in which the non-treaty bands managed to come within 

forty miles of their destination, the Canadian border, before surrendering to American 

troops.  

Because the present investigation is a land-use history of a specific place, 

rather than the history of a people or a military history, the details of the “Nez Perce 

wars” will be left to writers such as McWhorter and Bordin (1952), General O.O. 

Howard (1972), Slickpoo and Walker (1973), H.A. Howard (1978), Josephy (1997), 

and West (2009). This is one of the most fascinating stories in Western history, and 

among the most tragic. After eight years as prisoners of the United States, during 

which time the non-treaty captives were mostly kept in Fort Leavenworth and in 

unfamiliar, malaria-infested parts of Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma), 

Congress finally appropriated money to move the remaining non-treaty members 

(those who hadn’t perished from the inhumane conditions of captivity) to their native 

Northwest. At this point, however, they were split between two reservations, largely 

along religious lines: those who accepted Christianity (specifically Presbyterianism) 

were allowed to live with their fellow Nez Perce on the reservation in Idaho; those 

who held to their native religion, including Young Chief Joseph, were taken to the 

Colville reservation near Nespelem, Washington to live among strangers (Chalfant and 

Ray 1974). The history of Nez Perce treatment at the hands of the whites led Walker 

(1964, p. 18) to conclude, without exaggeration,  

Acceptance or non-acceptance of Christianity had become involved in 
territorial and political disputes and its acceptance had come to mean approval 
of the reduced reservation, the U.S. government and Euro-American culture in 
general. Those holding the opposite view were eventually subject to military 
coercion and where this did not work, exile or death. 

 

Members of the Wallowa Band, residing on the Nez Perce, Colville, and 

Umatilla Reservations, continued to frequent the Wallowa Valley seasonally to take 
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part in activities such as fishing, hunting, and grazing of stock for several decades 

after their expulsion (Western Historical Publishing Company 1902), despite attempts 

on the part of many local settlers to ban their access to “usual and accustomed” places 

(Hulse in Belew 2000). Chief Joseph returned to the county in 1899 and again the 

following year in an unsuccessful effort to secure a portion of the Wallowa country for 

the Wallowa Band. The Wallowa County Chieftain summed up the local sentiment 

towards this proposal: “Chief Joseph must stay where he is on the Colville reservation 

and everybody in Wallowa County is glad of it. Now if the annual pilgrimage of the 

different tribes can be stopped we will be twice as glad” (Coffman 1984, p. 61). 

 

Early EuroAmerican land tenure and use 

 

Visit now the wild Wallowa, 

 There no more the braves are seen 

Decked in feathers, beads and wampum, 

 Dancing on their native green. 

But you’ll hear the plowboy’s whistle, 

 Ere the sparkling dew is dry, 

And the stroke of sturdy woodsmen 

 Ringing through the forest nigh. 

 

- From “Legend of the Wallowa” by May Chamberlain11 

 

                                                 

 
11 Quoted in Western Historical Publishing Company (1902, p. 676). 
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Just as several sources of distortion diminish our ability in the present-day to 

accurately assess the land use and tenure patterns among the Nez Perce prior to white 

settlement, we are also hampered to some degree in our ability to understand early 

EuroAmerican settlement patterns in places like the Wallowa country. In this case it is 

not so much the paucity of historical accounts that cloud our historical vision (though 

this is sometimes an issue); more important is the influence of a set of mythologies 

about western settlement and early rural existence, mythologies that are so interwoven 

into received narratives about America that they can be difficult to see, much less 

untangle. There is a fountain of historical material on the EuroAmerican experience in 

agriculture and forestry in Wallowa County (Western Historical Publishing Company 

1902; Bartlett 1976; Barklow 1982, 1992; Riggle 1983; Beddow 1985; Barklow et al. 

2003; Kooch 2005). While these narratives provide some very important insights into 

certain aspects of the county’s history, there is also much that remains untold. 

Published historical accounts tend to focus on a particular time period, roughly 1870 

through 1910—the time when much of the county passed from the federal domain into 

private hands and when a lack of infrastructure meant that inhabitants had to be 

extremely self-reliant—and on a particular subset of those who owned land in the 

county, namely white farm families whose livelihoods depended on what they could 

make the land produce. There has been far less published on the history of the county 

from roughly the Great Depression onward and, more importantly, very little on the 

land speculators, timber corporations, real estate brokers, financiers, investors and 

others whose connection to the land was less personal and more strictly financial but 

who had a tremendous influence on the land and people of the county throughout its 

history. Along the same lines, the local historical canon generally omits stories about 

the lives of non-landowning wage workers and their families. There has also been 

relatively little investigation of the lives and activities of ethnic groups other than 

whites and Native Americans—the African-American loggers of Maxville, the Basque 

shepherds in Wallowa County’s canyon country, and the Chinese Miners in Hells 
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Canyon, for example—though this is beginning to change with the work of the 

Maxville Heritage Interpretive Center and scholarship by Nokes (2009). 

There are a number of reasons that certain narratives dominate local histories. 

Unlike settled farm families, land speculators generally didn’t keep written accounts 

of their experiences in the county, or if they did these have largely been lost to 

historians. The language barrier may have prevented the stories of immigrant 

populations such as the Chinese from being passed along to the present-day. Perhaps 

more importantly, however, the stories that get told and re-told tend to be those that 

match the predominant mythology in some way, those in which the lives and 

experiences on display align with what the storytellers already believe, or want to 

believe, about their pasts and themselves. For example, in his attempt to illuminate the 

1887 Snake River massacre of Chinese miners by Wallowa County gang members, 

Nokes (2009) reported that local historians were reluctant to tell stories that reflected 

negatively on the community. Said one historian: “People in the early days came to 

make homes. These are the kind of people I’m talking about, the ones who came and 

settled, a fine bunch of people” (Nokes 2009, p. 157). A more complete account of the 

county’s history would also be more complex. 

This is not to imply that the independent farm family wresting a meager living 

from the soil was not an important part of Wallowa County’s history. In the early 

decades of EuroAmerican settlement of the Wallowa country, thousands of individuals 

and families struggled against conditions that are almost unthinkable today, using the 

most primitive of tools, in hopes of securing a basic livelihood. These stories are a 

central part of the county’s history, and it is not my intention to give them short shrift, 

but rather to highlight the fact that not all of the county’s history can be summed up in 

the narrative of the homesteading farm family. To focus solely on these hardy families 

would be to obscure the fact that the county’s history has been influenced not only by 

settled landowners, but by a range of actors with diverse interests in the county’s lands 

and resources. 
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 For the purposes of this account, the land ownership and land use history of 

Wallowa County can be divided into four parts: settlement (roughly 1877-1900), 

expansion (roughly 1900-1920), consolidation (roughly 1920-1970), and 

differentiation (1970 to the present day).  

 

Settlement, 1877-1900 

The new residents, landowners, and visitors that populated and made use of 

Wallowa County following the expulsion of the Wallowa Band of the Nez Perce 

engaged in a variety of activities, including farming, ranching, mining, timbering, and 

wage labor associated with a range of industries. Early EuroAmerican immigrants to 

Oregon were initially drawn to the lush, well-watered valleys west of the Cascade 

Range. A combination of remoteness, difficulty of access, and short growing seasons, 

as well as the “clouded title” created by disputes over land tenure between the U.S. 

government and the Wallowa Band of the Nez Perce, meant that the Wallowa country 

was among the last places in the Northwest to be settled. Permanent white settlement 

of what is now Wallowa County began in the early 1870s, but expanded significantly 

following 1877 and the expulsion of the Wallowa Band from their ancestral home. 

In the wake of the 1877 dispossession, the Wallowa country typified the 

situation throughout the western U.S. in that the federal government claimed 

ownership of all lands, and sought to dispose of these lands to private individuals and 

corporations. The Homestead Act is the best-known instrument for disposal of the 

public domain, and although it was of major importance in the settlement of the 

Wallowa country it was by no means the only mechanism used. In addition to the two 

avenues for patenting available under the Homestead Act (five years’ residence with 

improvements and a filing fee or six months’ residence and a per-acre purchase price), 

settlers could also gain title to land through pre-emption. This latter avenue was an 

option on lands that had not yet been surveyed; it acted to protect squatters’ rights on 

up to 160 acres. In addition, the Timber Culture Act, which allowed for a land patent 
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in return for the planting of trees on treeless ground, and the Desert Lands Act, which 

allowed for patenting of up to 640 acres of arid land, were other land disposal policies 

occasionally used to claim particularly dry parts of the Wallowa country. In the early 

twentieth century, the Timber and Stone Act was used to block up large areas of 

forested ground for private timber companies (Langille 1904). 

Rather than representing a single policy narrative, the history of western land 

disposal is permeated with conflicting notions of the aims and purposes of disposition 

and settlement. As several Western historians have pointed out (Shannon 1945; Smith 

1978; White 1991; Robbins 1997; Hine and Faragher 2000), there were a multitude of 

reasons for transferring public land into private hands, including: 

- To raise revenue for the federal government through the sale of public land; 

- To raise revenue for the states through the sale of public land granted to the 

states for land grant universities and other purposes; 

- To act as a “safety valve” for the overcrowded cities of the eastern U.S. that 

were experiencing labor conflicts; 

- To help a young America colonize contested territory and establish claims of 

legitimacy against the British; 

- To spur the building of interstate railroad lines, wagon roads and other 

transportation routes; 

- To encourage the growth of mining, timbering, and other industries in the 

lightly-settled West; 

- To fulfill a Jeffersonian vision of independent farm families distributed across 

the landscape;  

- To fulfill a Jacksonian vision of “manifest destiny” whereby the white race 

would take possession of the breadth of the North American continent. 

- As part of a political strategy by northern Republicans to recruit westerners in 

alignment against the pro-slavery South. 
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Then as now, these multiple and conflicting drivers of public land disposal remain 

generally unacknowledged, in part because of the pervasive power of the yeoman 

myth. According to Smith (1978, p. 170),  

Opposition to slavery, the safety-valve theory, and the labor theory of property 
were still but subsidiary parts of the case for the Homestead Bill as it was 
presented to Western voters…The strongest appeal of the homestead system to 
the West, an appeal which touched the deepest levels of American experience 
in the nineteenth century, lay in the belief that it would enact by statute the fee-
simple empire, the agrarian utopia of hardy and virtuous yeomen which had 
haunted the imaginations of writers about the West since the time of 
Crèvecœur. 

 

Public land disposal laws such as the Homestead Act were based on a number 

of questionable assumptions. If the goal was to foster a landscape of independent 

farmers whose land was purchased through sweat and toil and who could provide for 

their families through the produce of their land, the disposal laws fell far short. Indeed, 

historian Fred Shannon (1945, p. 54) goes so far as to say, “In its operation the 

Homestead Act could hardly have defeated the hopes of the enthusiasts of 1840-1860 

more completely if the makers had actually drafted it with that purpose uppermost in 

mind.” One implicit assumption of the Homestead Act and related laws was that 160 

acres was an adequate size for a farm, regardless of environmental conditions. While 

this may have been a reasonable assumption for the humid Midwestern U.S., water 

was of such vital importance in the arid West that its presence or absence was 

determinative of the amount of acreage needed to support a family. In particular, lands 

that, because of their soil, slope or lack of irrigation, were better suited to livestock 

grazing than the growing of crops needed to be much larger than 160 acres in extent in 

order to support a family.  

A second assumption underlying public land disposal laws was that once a 

farmer patented title to a spread of land, he or she would then continue to own the land 

and till the soil. In practice, patented land entered the marketplace as a commodity, 
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and like all land its market value was highly contingent upon its location and 

environmental attributes. Perhaps the clearest illustration of this was in the widespread 

use of so-called “dummy” homestead filers who were used to help corporations 

accumulate landed estates (this occurred in the Wallowa country to some extent during 

the establishment of the corporate timber estate, as described below). By all accounts, 

speculation in patentable lands was widespread throughout the Wallowa country in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Even legitimate homesteaders often sold 

their properties once they “proved up.” Patterns of farm size in Wallowa County over 

time show that the 160-acre farm was quickly the exception rather than the rule as the 

region continued to be settled (figure 2.1). West-wide, public land disposal laws were 

much more effective at enriching the fortunes of existing railroad, timber and cattle 

empires than at providing relief to urban strife in the East or fostering a yeoman-

dominated landscape. Shannon (1945) estimates that only one in ten acres patented 

through the various disposal laws went to independent families that stayed on the land. 
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Figure 2.1. Trends in number of farms and average farm size in Wallowa County, 
1900-2007. Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture. 
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Dynamics of land and community in the Wallowa country reflected the diverse 

influences of the economic opportunities associated with land and what it could be  

made to produce, policy direction associated with the various public land disposal 

laws, and culturally-specific livelihood and accumulation strategies within a particular 

ecological context. Viable land uses for early settlers were somewhat limited by the 

Wallowa country’s short growing season, harsh winters, uneven topography, and  

isolation from outside markets. Most of the initial agricultural activity centered on 

stock raising; sheep and cattle were brought into the county by the hundreds in the 

early 1870s (Horner n.d.; Bartlett 1976), and movement of people and livestock was 

facilitated by the completion of a bridge over the Wallowa River in 1873. Settlers cut  

hay and grew a limited range of crops on their patented lands, relying on the abundant 

forage of the open range to supply feed for their stock throughout much of the year. 

Sheep and cattle were seasonally moved to higher or lower elevations in response to 

temperature and forage availability. The following excerpt from an 1898 Wallowa 

Chieftain article on the Paradise region describes how early settlers used the 

topographic diversity of the region as part of their livelihood strategies: 

Nearly every settler has a few head of cattle and hogs to which he feeds most 
of his hay and grain, which pays better than hauling the same to a market 40 
miles distant. Paradise, in fact, is truly a stock-raising country. The deep 
canyons of Joseph and Deer Creek furnish a large amount of winter range, 
while the uncultivated highlands and timber land furnish summer range. In 
case of an exceptionally long and severe winter, the stock-raiser can fall back 
on the supply of hay which is ever on hand. (Barklow 1992, p. 259) 

 

Across the Wallowa country, lands best suited to farming—areas with deep 

soils and access to water—were patented first (Barklow 1992), followed by less fertile 

farm ground, heavily forested areas, and then finally the deep, rocky canyons best 

suited to sheep and cattle grazing. Large areas of the county were still unpatented as of 

1902 when President Theodore Roosevelt made the first withdrawals of public domain 

land for what would become the Wallowa Forest Reserve. As early as 1876 good 
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homesteading land in the Wallowa Valley was becoming scarce, and incoming whites 

began settling away from the valley, including “in the country that lay north of present 

day Wallowa” and “on the hill land that lay adjacent to the valley” (Bartlett 1976, p. 

50).  

The available evidence suggests that early EuroAmerican settlers in the 

Wallowa country were a diverse lot. Bartlett (1976, p. 60) describes one early white 

resident, Winslow Powers, who moved to the valley “for the sake of his health, after 

having farmed successfully elsewhere.” Bartlett describes him as “a little older and a 

little more affluent” though more affluent by the standards of the time meant “merely 

that his family possessed a cook stove, a sewing machine and perhaps a few more 

tools than the other early settlers.” Horner (n.d., p. 437) notes that “some of the early 

settlers were professional men” including doctors, pharmacists, college professors and 

other professional types, who grew tired of their day to day lives and came to Wallowa 

county “for their health, etc.” Many of those that immigrated to the Wallowa country 

in the late 1800s were single men (as well as a number of single women), and many 

had previously tried their hand farming, ranching, mining, homesteading, or logging in 

other western regions. It is no surprise, then, that for many the Wallowa country 

turned out not to be their permanent home, but simply a place to make a living for a 

short time. 

In the early years of white settlement of the Wallowa country, the natural 

bounty of the area provided amply for peoples’ subsistence needs, but the raising of 

income was difficult, forcing settlers to take part-time or seasonal wage work outside 

the Wallowa area at sawmills and other operations (Josephy 1997). Bartlett (1976) 

describes early Wallowa settlers working for wages in nearby areas such as 

Summerville, Oregon and Walla Walla, Washington to earn cash for needed purchases 

and improvements. According to Horner (n.d., p. 438), these men earned between 

$1.25 and $4.00 for a sixteen hour day working the fields around Walla Walla and the 

Palouse country.   
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Land use activities in the early years of EuroAmerican settlement centered on 

local production needs, since market accessibility was still very limited by a lack of 

transportation infrastructure. According to an 1886 letter composed by William P. 

Samms in order to solicit funds for a Friends (Quaker) church in the Wallowa Valley, 

the Wallowa country then contained six sawmills and two planing mills. He also noted 

that “Best deeded land convenient to school with good rail fence 7 or 8 rails high, a 

house outbuildings springs and running water can be bought for $10 to $20.00 per 

acre”12 (Horner n.d., p. 240). Western Historical Publishing Company (1902, p. 487) 

reports that in 1889,  

there were then three sawmills in the valley, a shingle mill and a chop mill, and 
that many fine orchards were being set out, also that a number of ditches had 
been dug by agriculturists as an assurance against possible dry seasons, and 
that several mining claims were being developed near Lostine, which then had 
a population of about one hundred. 

 

By the turn of the century, small sawmills were found scattered throughout the county. 

These were almost entirely used for local needs, primarily sawing lumber and shakes 

for houses, barns, and other structures or to supply the needs of local mines. Export 

markets for lumber did not exist in the area until the extension of the rail line into the 

county in 1908. For a time, homesteaders looking to expand agriculture on their 

forested properties would use a combination of burning and cutting to remove 

standing timber, with some paying as much as forty dollars an acre to have it cleared 

(Riggle 1983). 

The Wallowa country was initially seen by whites as profitable only for stock-

growing, but by the late 1870s a few settlers were experimenting with the cultivation 

of grains and vegetables. In 1897 the county reported the production of 240,000 

                                                 

 
12 This would equate to approximately $235 to $470 per acre in 2010 dollars. 
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bushels of wheat, 80,000 bushels of barley, 48,000 bushels of oats and 16,000 bushels 

of rye (Western Historical Publishing Company 1902). The following year, citizens of 

the county reported 35,175 acres of tillable land, 112,917 acres of non-tillable land, 

7,617 horses and mules, 15,873 cattle, 89,550 sheep and goats, and 5,551 swine 

(Western Historical Publishing Company 1902). 

As familiar patterns of farming and stock-raising were being applied to the 

Wallowa Valley and other fertile parts of the Wallowa country in the late 19th century, 

the area’s mountains and canyons were being scoured for mining prospects. Deep in 

Hells Canyon, along present-day Wallowa County’s eastern boundary, miners were 

extracting gold and copper through fairly primitive placer techniques. Those that 

located and developed these early mining claims were primarily white, but a wave of 

Chinese miners followed in their wake, reworking claims that were considered played 

out by white miners. Relatively little is known about these early Chinese miners, and 

less would be known were it not for the “Chinese massacre” of 1877 in which a group 

of horse thieves from the Imnaha area murdered between 31 and 34 Chinese miners 

upstream of the confluence of the Snake and Imnaha Rivers. From scholarship on this 

event (Nokes 2009), we know that these miners worked in the employ of the 

Lewiston-based Sam Yup company, which brought laborers from China to work 

mining claims along the Snake River. According to Nokes (2009, p. 32), “Mostly men, 

[the laborers] came to earn enough money to support their families, mired in grinding 

poverty back home. They didn’t require much, maybe a few hundred dollars, to retire 

in their home villages.” These laborers were part of a much larger community of 

Chinese immigrants to the American West in the late 1800s that took part in some of 

the most dangerous and physically taxing mining and rail-building projects on offer. 

For example, in 1870 over 60% of the miners in Oregon were Chinese, as were nearly 

60% of miners in the Idaho territory (Nokes 2009). 

Hells Canyon and other nearby lower-elevation canyons such as the Imnaha 

and Joseph Creek canyons—formerly the winter home of the Wallowa Band of the 



94 

 

Nez Perce—were also seen as valuable winter range for cattle and especially sheep13. 

In Wallowa County, the profitability of sheepherding depended on access to large 

areas of range throughout the year, control of predators such as wolves, coyotes, and 

cougars, and the availability of cheap labor. Shortly before the turn of the century, 

sheepherders began to exploit the rich fescue grasslands of the high Wallowa 

Mountains, and by 1907 these high-elevation ranges were showing signs of severe 

overgrazing (Strickler and Hall 1980). A 1904 report estimates “260,000 sheep and 

3,000 cattle and horses” (Clarke and Langille 1904, p. 3) used the Wallowa Mountains 

(including those parts of the range in Baker and Union Counties) during the summer. 

A 1908 Forest Service report found some high-elevation ranges in the Wallowas “so 

much reduced in carrying capacity that they have been rendered practically valueless 

for grazing purposes, and the original palatable plants…have been succeeded by 

weedy annuals or by perennial species that are of little or no forage value” (Sampson 

1908 in Strickler and Hall 1980, p. 2). A similar loss of vegetative cover on the 

bunchgrass ridges of the Wenaha Reserve was reported by Allen (1906). 

The first-come, first-served basis for allocating forage resources on open range 

led both to fierce disputes between ranchers as well as to ecological degradation. 

Sheep, an important commodity for local settled families, far outnumbered beef and 

dairy cattle in the early decades following EuroAmerican settlement. The mountains 

and rangelands of northeast Oregon also offered attractive resources to itinerant 

herders, some recent arrivals from California and Southern Oregon, refugees from 

                                                 

 
13 Rowley (2000, p. 99) explains, “As competitive grazers, sheep had many 

advantages over cattle. They used browse as well as grasses and could survive on 

eating snow as a water source. Sheepherders directed their flocks to areas not easily 

found by freely roaming cattle. Sheep provided revenue both from their meat and from 

the sale of wool, which often enjoyed tariff protection from foreign imports.” 
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overstocked ranges in search of undepleted forage. Others were wage-earners working 

for out-of-county operations, whose claims to local forage resources were considered 

illegitimate by landed settlers (Langston 1995). By the late 1890s tensions in Wallowa 

County, as elsewhere, grew violent over cattle and sheep competing for the same 

rangeland. The Dunham brothers, two sheepherders in the Day Ridge area just south 

of the Grande Ronde River, were threatened with death by an anonymous “vigilante” 

group if they ran sheep in certain parts of the area. A letter they received read, “You 

are also warned not to take your sheep on any winter range that has heretofore been 

used or claimed by any settler as a winter range for his cattle or horses. If you do, you 

will be shot your hay burned and your sheep killed.” (Horner n.d., p. 411). In 

September of 1895 the Dunhams’ hay, all 75 to 100 tons of it, was indeed burned, 

presumably by those affiliated with the same vigilante outfit.  

Wallowa County as a political entity was created on February 11, 1887, carved 

out of what was previously Union County. That same year, the town of Enterprise 

sprang into being as the result of outside investors, the Island City Mercantile and 

Milling Company, looking to be given property within the county in exchange for 

locating there (none of the existing towns were willing to agree to such an offer). All 

of the incorporated towns of present-day Wallowa County (Wallowa, Lostine, 

Enterprise, and Joseph) were established prior to 1900, as was the town of Flora, along 

with several smaller population centers of which little evidence now remains (Bailey 

1982). Forty-two separate schools had been established within the county before the 

turn of the century, covering nearly all corners of the county, including the Wallowa 

Valley, the Imnaha canyon, upper Joseph Creek, and the northern reaches of Lost 

Prairie and Grouse Flat (Barklow 1992). Troy, Imnaha, and several other small towns 

were established shortly after the turn of the century; at that time the majority of the 

county’s population still lived outside the four major valley towns of Wallowa, 

Lostine, Enterprise, and Joseph (figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2. Population for Wallowa County, 1890-2010, including population of the 
four major towns, population outside of these four towns, and total population. Source: 
U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

By the turn of the century, the young Wallowa County was already starting to 

feel buffeted by swings in the wider national economy. A nationwide economic 

depression raged in the period of 1893 to 1896, and Wallowa County was heavily  

affected. Coffman (1984) reports an “exodus” of families from the county, as well as 

the shuttering of the Island City Mercantile and Milling Company, the business to 

whom the young town of Enterprise owed its existence. James Burleigh, editor of the 

local newspaper The Aurora made the dark prediction that “The winter of 1893-4 will 

go down in the pages of history as the starving time” (Coffman 1984, p. 39). Just a 

few years later, in 1899, promising economic conditions—including plans for a rail 

extension into the county from Elgin, mine prospecting along the Snake and Grande 

Ronde Rivers, and high wool prices—caused real estate prices in some parts of the 

county to double in six months (Western Historical Publishing Company 1902). 
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More than simply making a living from grazing or cultivating the land and 

reaping its natural bounties, early white settlers set about to transform their new home; 

they engaged in the production of an environment that met their economic needs just 

as the Nez Perce produced an environment that provided for their own needs. For 

incoming whites, producing an environment to their liking meant controlling the 

distribution of water through construction of irrigation ditches and installation of 

dispersed stock ponds, clearing forests and draining swamps to make way for 

agriculture, and reducing populations of unwanted species, including predators such as 

wolves, cougars, and coyotes. In the years prior to World War I, the Forest Service 

paid a full-time hunter whose sole job was to track and shoot bears, cougars, bobcats, 

coyotes, and other potential livestock predators (Tucker 1981), and both the federal 

and state governments would share in predator control in the coming decades. 

Likewise, ground squirrels, which were a nuisance to stockmen because of the holes 

they dug, were killed through poisoning and other means. The first proposal to come 

before the newly-created Wallowa County court in 1887 was a petition for the county 

to pay a bounty of two cents per ground squirrel tail or scalp (Western Historical 

Publishing Company 1902)14. In the coming decades, the county would pay out 

bounties for animals such as coyotes, bobcat, lynx, and cougar (Bentz in Belew 2000). 

The April 29, 1909 Wallowa County Chieftain contains the following details on a 

scalp bounty law:  

There shall be paid by the State of Oregon and the counties thereof...the 
following bounties: each coyote or coyote pup, $1.50; for each gray wolf or 
black wolf, $5; for each gray wolf pup, black wolf pup, timber wolf or timber 
wolf pup, $2.50; for each bobcat, panther or cougar, $10. 
 

                                                 

 
14 This petition was rejected due to the relatively small number of petitioners (22 in 

all) and the poor financial condition of the newly-created county. 
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The first dam at the foot of Wallowa Lake was constructed in 1884, and the 

combination of subsequent dams, along with the construction of irrigation ditches and 

other engineered changes to the county’s waterways, had and continue to have impacts 

on local salmon runs and other aquatic species (Waage 2000). In these ways and many 

more, EuroAmerican settlers made implicit or explicit decisions about their 

relationship to their newly-claimed home including which resources and land uses 

were worthy of protection and which were not. Their land use decisions were intended 

to increase crop and livestock production, reduce environmental risk, and provide 

security for investments of money, time, and other resources. Beyond this, 

environmental transformations had the effect of erasing the legacy of the prior 

occupants, the Nez Perce, and of inscribing the Wallowa country with a new culture’s 

claims of legitimacy. 

 

Expansion: 1900-1930 

The first decades of the 20th century were a transformative time for Wallowa 

County as it transitioned from an isolated frontier to an exporter of forest and 

agricultural commodities and the site of massive changes in land tenure and 

ownership. With these changes came heightened interest on the part of capitalists from 

outside the local region who saw in Wallowa County the potential for lucrative 

investments, particularly in mining and timbering. The county saw its greatest spike in 

population during this time, increasing from 5,538 residents in the 1900 census to an 

estimated 11,695 in 1917 (Coffman 1984). Areas of the county outside the Wallowa 

Valley were still growing, but the greatest population increases were seen in and near 

the established towns (figure 2.2). Many of the county’s in-migrants were drawn by 

specific wage opportunities in logging, rail building, and mill work, rather than by the 

promise of becoming landed farmers. 

In 1902, the Roosevelt administration made the first withdrawals of public land 

from disposal in Wallowa County for the purpose of creating “forest reserves.” 
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Initially authorized in 1891, forest reserves were envisioned as a protective measure 

against the rapacious practices of timber companies, who tended to take only the best 

trees and leave the remaining forest in poor condition (Wilkinson 1992; Steen 1991). 

In 1905 the Wallowa Forest Reserve was established on 747,200 acres in and around 

the Wallowa Mountains, including those portions of the range in neighboring Union 

and Baker Counties (Tucker 1981). Further Wallowa County withdrawals were made 

over the next five years, including withdrawals associated with the Chesnimnus, 

Imnaha, and Wenaha Forest Reserves. By 1908 the Chesnimnus and Imnaha Reserves 

had been consolidated with the Wallowa and these were renamed the Wallowa 

National Forest (Tucker 1981). Additional lands were added to or released from 

reserve status until 1928 when the boundaries of the Wallowa National Forest largely 

stabilized. The Wenaha National Forest, in the northern reaches of Wallowa County, 

was consolidated with the Umatilla National Forest in 1920 (Tucker 1940). 

The entry of the federal government as a major landowner in Wallowa County 

set in motion a number of changes, the implications of which would not be fully 

realized until nearly a century later. Rangers in the young Wallowa and Wenaha 

National Forests largely worked to meet the needs of local landowners and resource 

users by attempting to regulate grazing access to what had previously been open 

range, protecting timber stocks from fire, and providing timber to local mills (Tucker 

1981, Langston 1995). Grazing activities on federally-owned forestlands were 

eventually regulated following the transfer of the nation’s “forest reserves” to the 

Department of Agriculture in 1905 and the establishment of the U.S. Forest Service in 

that same year, although for several years enforcement was nearly impossible due to 

the small number of forest rangers patrolling such an immense area of land. Even 

when violations were discovered, penalties were very light (Tucker 1981). The 

establishment of federal control over grazing on reserved lands was strongly supported 

by local irrigation-dependent farmers, who saw a threat to their livelihoods in the 
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unregulated grazing and associated watershed deterioration that characterized the open 

range period (Langston 1995). 

Local stockmen were also generally supportive of a federal role in regulating 

grazing (Strickler and Hall 1980), and a proposal in 1916 to privatize grazing lands in 

the Imnaha area was strongly resisted by local ranching families (Tucker 1981). This 

show of local support for federal land management was due to the range deterioration 

and insecurity of tenure associated with unregulated grazing on public domain lands, 

and because federal grazing fees were typically far less than those on private ground 

(Bright and Powell 2008). Additionally, Forest Service allotments were soon 

established according to ranchers’ possession of “base” private lands, thereby favoring 

local landowners over itinerant or non-landowning ranchers. Protection of local 

stockmen was a general policy of the young Forest Service; for example, one 

justification given for establishing the Wenaha Forest Reserve was “To protect the 

local sheepmen of southeastern Washington and northeastern Oregon from the 

nomadic herds from distant points” (Kent 1904, p. 12). In practice, establishment of 

the forest reserves ended the open competition for forage that characterized the first 

come, first served policy of the open range, but it did not immediately reduce 

overgrazing. In the first years following establishment of the federal reserves, total 

animal numbers actually increased, and agency managers operated under the premise 

that any stubble left at the end of a season represented less than full utilization of 

range resources (Langston 1995). The ecological effects of increased herd numbers 

were less salient in the unusually wet years of the 1920s than in the 1930s when more 

typical rainfall patterns returned. 

The railroad connecting the Wallowa Valley with Union County and markets 

beyond reached Joseph in 1908 (Bailey 1982). This “precipitated a minor boom” 

(Coffman 1984, p. 84) in population and business activity and helped spur the 

development of an export-oriented timber industry. Previously, Wallowa County 

residents had to contend with the challenges of getting their agricultural produce to 
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market. While much of the county was known as productive wheat country, there was 

no viable way to transport large quantities of grain to outside markets prior to the rail 

extension. This was at least part of the reason that hogs were so prevalent in the early 

years of Wallowa County; they became the mechanism by which grain could be 

converted to a mobile commodity (Thiel in Belew 2000). Hogs continued to be a 

major component of Wallowa County’s agricultural economy through the 1930s, with 

farmers on both fertile valley properties and drier, more remote spreads often raising 

hogs as part of a diversified farm. With the extension of rail lines down the Wallowa 

Valley, the county was for the first time well-integrated into the national and 

international market network. The result, besides expanded opportunities for local 

farmers, was that “Events and decisions in faraway places…increasingly integrated 

Oregon’s natural world with distant markets” (Robbins 1997, p. 82) as outside capital 

grew interested in Wallowa County as an arena of investment. 

Around the turn of the century, as rail connectivity began to tie Wallowa 

County to outside markets, larger timber interests began to look to the county’s 

abundant supplies of pine as a lucrative resource waiting to be extracted15. Large 

sawmills were established along waterways such as the Minam River and along the 

rail line itself, and these were supplied largely with old-growth ponderosa pine from a 

mix of Wallowa National Forest land, newly-acquired company land, and 

nonindustrial private lands (mostly farms). The Minam River was used as a 

transportation corridor for moving logs from the thickly-wooded backcountry to mills 

                                                 

 
15 Much of the information for this section comes from a document provided by the 

Wallowa History Center entitled “The Early Years of Wallowa County Railroad 

Logging,” the author of which is unknown. As with the Horner papers, the veracity of 

information in this document is difficult to evaluate, but it represents one of the only 

existing sources on the topic. 
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near present-day Minam. Logs were amassed in great flotillas in the Minam river 

channel; an upstream dam was opened every one to two days, releasing a torrent of 

water that would push the logs downstream toward the mill. Work associated with this 

form of log transportation was exceedingly dangerous, as men had to constantly move 

out onto the floating, moving log masses to break up logjams (sometimes using 

dynamite) and push timber into the moving channel (Riggle 1983).  

 While much of the county’s early corporate timber estate was assembled 

through the purchase of land or timber rights from farm families that had made an 

honest effort to wrest a livelihood from the soil (Highberger 2001), some portion of it 

was acquired through the use of “dummy entrymen” or “locators.” These were 

individuals working in the employ of timber companies, paid to file claims on public 

land that would then be transferred to the company, or independent agents who would 

file claims only to sell the standing timber and default on the patent. Though illegal, 

such practices were widespread throughout the West during the era of public land 

disposal (Hill 1968; Hine and Faragher 2000). Timber speculators left little written 

history behind, but we can catch a glimpse of their activities through the eyes of other 

Wallowa County settlers and visitors, as illustrated by the following story from an 

early resident in the Smith Mountain area west of the town of Wallowa: 

Father was a surveyor, and later, when guys started coming in to homestead 
and take timber claims, he would meet them at the stage at Minam and locate 
their claims for them. Most were young businessmen from Boise, Portland, and 
even Seattle who would be interested only in using their timber rights and not 
spend the time to “prove up” on the homesteads. They would sell the standing 
timber to big lumber firms and pay Father by selling him the stump land at a 
very reasonable price…That way Dad acquired most of all our rangeland and 
eventually acquired lots of stock and rented pasture and looked after the stock 
of men from Elgin and many from the valley. (Wallowa History Center 
January 2008 Newsletter #9, “Homesteading on Smith Mountain Wallowa 
County, Oregon” by Marion Fisher Mecklem.) 

 



103 

 

Further evidence for the influence of timber speculators is provided by the remarks of 

H.D. Langille, a government inspector who reported on the proposed Chesnimnus 

Forest Reserve in 1904: 

At the time this withdrawal was made timberland locators were rushing into 
this district for the purpose of securing all of the timbered tracts, presumably in 
the interest of an eastern syndicate represented, it is alleged, by one Mosely, of 
Spokane, Washington. Upon learning these facts I wired a request for the 
withdrawal. The prompt action which followed prevented a large number of 
entries, and stage loads of intending locators were recalled before reaching 
their destination. Many claims had been located previously but, as later 
developments show, the promoters of the scheme became disgusted because of 
this interruption of their plans and apparently failed to provide the necessary 
funds to the locators, with the result that almost all of the locations in the main 
timber belt have lapsed through failure on the part of the applicants to make 
final proof. The withdrawal and the presence of Government agents in the field 
gave credence to the fear that all entries would be carefully investigated and, as 
a result, the coveted lands were forfeited16. (Langille 1904, p. 3-4) 
 

Two geographic areas of particular interest to timber companies were the 

plateau country north of Enterprise and the heavily forested private lands north and 

east of Wallowa, roughly in the vicinity of Smith Mountain and Promise. Early timber 

companies in the area included the George Palmer Lumber Company, the Nibley-

Mimnaugh company, Bowman-Hicks, and the Eastern Oregon Lumber Company. The 

George Palmer Company operated largely in the area east of the Wallowa River 

upstream of its confluence with the Grande Ronde, and set up several company 

logging camps in the woods where loggers and other company laborers lived. In 1918 

the company established Camp Five, a 250-man logging camp containing a sawmill, 

                                                 

 
16 Langille also noted that, unlike the timber claims in the area, “Most of the 

homesteads are occupied by actual settlers, and those which are not are held by 

stockmen for range purposes.” 
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roundhouse, and cabins along Howard Creek (Highberger 2001). This camp lasted 

until the sale of the Palmer Lumber Company to Bowman-Hicks. 

James Mimnaugh, a Union County, Oregon businessman who would later 

become the president of Nibley-Mimnaugh, began purchasing forestland in the county 

as early as 1901. Between 1908, when the Nibley-Mimnaugh mill was built in 

Wallowa, and 1922, the year of James Mimnaugh’s death, the company laid eighteen 

miles of railroad into the timber north of town. The Nibley-Mimnaugh mill had an 

annual capacity of ten million board feet17 and supplied markets in Utah, Idaho, and 

the eastern U.S. (Gaston 1912). After Mimnaugh’s death, the mill and timber holdings, 

along with those of the George Palmer Lumber Company and the Grande Ronde 

Lumber Company (a combined land mass of approximately 125,000 acres in western 

Wallowa County), were sold to the Bowman-Hicks Lumber Company. 

While the Nibley-Mimnaugh, George Palmer, and Grande Ronde companies 

were all locally-based (either in Wallowa County or neighboring Union County), 

Bowman-Hicks and the Eastern Oregon Lumber Company were the first out-of-state 

companies to develop timbering operations in Wallowa County. The heightened level 

of logging and milling activity attracted in-migrants to Wallowa County throughout 

this period of activity, and Kansas City-based Bowman-Hicks went so far as to bring 

in some of their woodsmen from the company’s operations in the South. This led to 

the unique makeup of Maxville, Bowman-Hicks’ replacement for Camp Five located 

sixteen miles north of Wallowa in Bishop Meadows. The town of Maxville was 

composed of both EuroAmerican and African-American loggers and their families. 

Maxville’s peak population was around 400, and contained segregated housing, 

schools, and baseball teams (Highberger 2001). The activity of Maxville and other 

                                                 

 
17 A March 4, 1911 Wallowa County Chieftain article reported that twelve sawmills 

around the county produced an annual output of 30 million board feet. 
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logging camps of the era created new markets for local farmers and for hunters 

contracted to supply meat to the logging camps. Bowman-Hicks not only oversaw 

their own in-house logging camps but also purchased logs from “gyppo” or 

independent loggers in the region. In his memoir, Don Riggle recounts, “There was a 

time in Wallowa County when the woods were full of gyppo loggers with horses” 

(Riggle 1983, p. 51).  

Though spatially segregated within the town of Maxville, black and white 

woodsmen often worked together, cutting large, straight ponderosa pine which was 

then skidded by horse to the railroad and loaded by steam donkey onto the train 

(Highberger 1997). The town went into decline as timber prices sank during the 1920s. 

In the midst of the Depression, a number of farm families moved from surrounding 

homesteads to Maxville where they found “an open school and empty houses, and 

they were able to trade labor for rent” (Highberger 1997, p. 17). Maxville officially 

dissolved in 1933, although some families continued to live in the town through the 

1940s. 

The Eastern Oregon Lumber Company, also headquartered in Kansas City, 

began purchasing property in the timbered region north of Enterprise in 1909. The 

company assembled around 42,000 acres by 1914 and built a rail line along the course 

of the present-day State Highway 3 between Enterprise and Lewiston (Tucker 1981). 

At least ten separate logging camps, including housing, stores, and in some cases 

schools, were located within EOLC’s holdings near Davis Creek, Swamp Creek, and 

Sled Springs (Barklow 1992). The EOLC mill opened in Enterprise in November of 

1915, much to the delight of local businessmen and boosters. The Wallowa County 

Chieftain happily predicted,  

The coming of the East Oregon Lumber Company…will mean the bringing of 
thousands of dollars of eastern money into the county every month…Perhaps 
more important than all else, it will bring in new families of the most desirable 
character, persons of means and education, who will enrich the social life of 
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the community and help build up the city to be the center of all that is best in 
the county. (Coffman 1984, p. 92-93) 

 

The mill had a 35 million board foot annual capacity, and was supplied by a mix of 

EOLC lands and Wallowa National Forest timber sales (Tucker 1981), including some 

very large sales in the Sled Springs area (Griffin 1917). A total of 131.5 million board 

feet of federal timber in the vicinity of Sled Springs was purchased and cut by EOLC 

over a twelve year period (Langston 1995). The mill burned to the ground in August 

of 1919, reopening the following May. By October of 1920, the company announced a 

20% wage cut as a means of staying afloat. The mill shuttered in the fall of 1921 

“pending an improvement in market conditions” (Coffman 1984, p. 109). It reopened 

in 1922 with reductions in operations and employment and continued to operate in fits 

and starts for the next several years, finally shutting down for good in 1929. By this 

time the company had exhausted the prime timber from its own holdings north of 

Enterprise, but in the years it was operating it had helped to establish Enterprise as the 

center of commercial activity in the county (Tucker 1981). 

A number of other sawmills operated within the county during the first decades 

of the 20th century, but all fared poorly in the 1920s as markets in the eastern U.S. 

were supplied more cheaply with lumber from southern forests. After a boom-bust 

cycle in the homesteading of agricultural lands, Wallowa County’s timber boom was 

also short-lived and relatively little cutting or milling activity took place during the 

1930s. During this brief period of activity, however, the populations and land uses of 

the county were transformed. Hundreds of thousands of acres of timberlands—some 

old homesteads, some poised for disposal from the public domain—were consolidated 

in the hands of local and, increasingly, non-local timber companies. Millions of board-

feet of old-growth ponderosa pine were cut across public and private ownerships 

annually, and thousands of loggers, mill workers, railroad workers, other laborers and 

their families came into the county, many of them staying in the area once the timber 

wave had crested.  
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Early twentieth century farm families in Wallowa County had the advantage 

over the previous generation of a rail connection to outside markets. This level of 

connectivity also meant, however, that local producers were increasingly subject to the 

sometimes perilous influences of national and international markets. Many Wallowa 

County farms during the early decades of the twentieth century were still highly 

diversified, raising vegetables, fruits, grains, sheep, hogs, poultry, dairy cattle, and 

sometimes beef cattle. Much of this was to provide for the immediate needs of the 

farm family, but farmers were not interested in mere subsistence. Then, as now, their 

two marketable commodities were what they could make the land produce and the 

land itself.  

By the end of the new century’s first decade, nearly all of the county’s 

potential agricultural ground had already transferred from the public domain to private 

hands. Land still available for patent was largely too high, too cold, too rocky, too 

steep, too dry, or had soil that was too poor to allow for anything other than perhaps 

seasonal grazing. These were lands that could not support the development of landed 

independent farmers, at least not under the current disposal laws. For several years 

beginning in 1910, homesteaders were allowed to file on National Forest land that met 

basic agricultural standards, including some lands on the Wallowa National Forest. 

Around a hundred in Wallowa County took advantage of this opportunity, most of 

them selling to stockmen upon perfecting their claims. By 1918, according to Tucker 

(1981, p. 266), “but 5% remained on their original claim.” While similar statistics are 

not available for homesteaded lands as a whole, it is clear that the selling of 

homesteaded lands, either immediately upon patent or after a trial period of 

agricultural activity, was extremely common. For those that remained on their deeded 

acres or newcomers who purchased at market prices, their livestock operations often 

relied on access to lands outside of their deeded holdings. As time went on, even some 

of these dry, steep, and unproductive grounds were patented, reducing the free forage 
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available to sheep and cattle ranchers (Beddow 1985). What wasn’t disposed of 

largely ended up within the federal forest reserves. 

Mining activity continued to expand along the Snake River and its tributaries 

in Hells Canyon. In 1901 a group of investors from the Midwest purchased a series of 

copper mining claims at the confluence of the Imnaha and Snake Rivers and the 

following year incorporated as the Eureka Mining, Smelting and Power Company. By 

1903 the town of Eureka, on a bar along the Oregon side of Hells Canyon, had sprung 

up in preparation for extensive mining activity. Eureka contained a general store, 

boarding house, and a population of one to two hundred people (Simon-Smolinski 

2008). The successful operation of the Eureka mines—and therefore of the town 

itself—depended on the viability of boat traffic up and down the treacherous Snake 

River from Lewiston, Idaho. Company officers pressured the federal government to 

facilitate river traffic on the Snake by removing boulders at key rapid sites, but such 

work was not done before the company ship Imnaha sank on a run upriver in 1903 

(Simon-Smolinski 2008). Problems continued to plague the company and Eureka was 

ultimately a boondoggle that lasted only a few years without ever achieving its 

promised fortune.  

World War I drew large numbers of individuals and families out of the county 

for either military service or work in war-related industries in places like Portland and 

Seattle (Coffman 1984). The county population dropped 16%, from an estimated 

11,695 in 1917 to 9,778 in 1920. The 1919 school census found “fewer children 

enrolled in the county schools than at any time since 1914” (Coffman 1984, p. 107), 

which meant that many of the families that had left the county at the start of America’s 

involvement in the war were not returning following the end of hostilities. This same 

school census also showed a shift in population within the county from the farms to 

the towns (Coffman 1984). For agricultural producers remaining in the county, the war 

brought greatly increased prices for wheat and other commodities, and new 
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technologies allowed them to farm marginal grounds more productively (Coffman 

1984). 

 

Consolidation: 1920-1970 

As the century progressed, changes in Wallowa County increasingly came to 

mirror dynamics taking place across rural America as a whole as numerous, widely 

dispersed family farms producing a diversified mix of products came to be replaced by 

fewer, larger farms, each producing a smaller number of commodities for national and 

international markets (Danbom 2006). Local producers both reaped the benefits and 

bore the hardships as these markets swung in response to international trends and 

events. By the time the Great Depression hit Wallowa County, residents had already 

experienced economic hard times for nearly a decade (Coffman 1984). The collapse of 

the county’s young timber industry in the 1920s sent hundreds of families looking for 

work elsewhere, and many of those who left the county to support the war effort, 

either at home or overseas, never returned. The Jeffersonian dream of independent 

farm families existing happily on 160 acre spreads was unattainable in some of the 

more marginal parts of the county, particularly as the Great Depression took its toll on 

agricultural commodity prices. Curry and Thompson (1999) report that a number of 

farm families in the county’s northern section left for good during the Great 

Depression, paying off local debts with title to their lands. The 1920s saw the failure 

of some of the county’s largest and oldest businesses, as well as a proliferation of 

chain stores replacing locally-owned grocery, retail, and drug stores (Coffman 1984). 

The county’s population declined to 7,814 by the end of the decade. This reflected 

trends underway across rural America as a whole, driven largely by a falloff in farm 

commodity prices following the end of the war. Even before the Great Depression, the 

nation had experienced heavy migration from countryside to city as homesteaders and 

farm families sold out, moving in search of the better economic and cultural 

opportunities that urban areas promised (Danbom 2006).  
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Even as many were leaving rural America, others were coming in. 

Sheepherders from the Basque region of Spain, fleeing economic hard times in their 

home country, found opportunity working in the remote canyon country of Wallowa 

County. Basque sheepherders had been working in the Hells Canyon region since 

1910, and while many worked only a few seasons in the county before moving on, the 

Malaxa, Egana, Martiartu, and Onaidia families settled in the county after acquiring 

the Cherry Creek Ranch in the 1940s (Simon-Smolinski 2008). Wallowa County 

sheep ranchers often sought out Basque labor to handle the difficult task of 

shepherding bands of sheep for months at a time on the remote rangelands of the 

Snake, Imnaha, and other canyons. Like other local producers, Basque families in 

Wallowa County depended on a mix of private and public lands at different times of 

the year. An entry in The History of Wallowa County, Oregon describes how the 

sheepherders of the Cherry Creek ranch utilized a range of local environments across 

the county for their operation in the mid-1900s: 

They wintered their sheep at the Cherry Creek and Deer Creek ranches from 
November to June, then herded them, by foot, to Basin Creek the first seven 
years, later to Day Ridge some 50 miles away…Another 38-40 mile trek 
through the valley and up the mountain to Stanley Ranger Station for summer 
grazing…In August they herded the lambs to Wallowa where they were 
shipped to precontracted buyers. The men stayed in summer camp with the dry 
ewes, then made the long trip back to Cherry Creek. (Wallowa County 
Museum Board 1983, p. 87) 

 

With the exception of the Malaxa, Egana, Martiartu, and Onaidia families, little 

historical material remains about the large numbers of Basque laborers that 

contributed to the success of Wallowa County sheep operations throughout the 

twentieth century. Like early Chinese miners in Hells Canyon, these individuals 

largely had transitory presence in the county, did not own landed property, and were 

culturally distinct from the white majority, thus rendering their stories mostly invisible 

to white storytellers. 
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As the century advanced, beef cattle numbers in the county continued to climb 

while sheep numbers fell (figure 2.3). Several factors were responsible for this trend, 

the most important being the growing labor costs of sheep tending relative to cattle 

ranching during a time of slacking demand for wool and mutton. Itinerant 

sheepherders from the Basque region of Spain continued to be employed on short-term 

contracts in Wallowa County for decades to come, but as economic opportunities 

improved in Spain these Basque workers increasingly chose to remain in their home 

country (McGregor 1980). General agricultural trends over the twentieth century show 

farms becoming less diversified, with farm operations increasingly dominated by a 

few major products, primarily beef cattle and frost-hardy grains such as wheat and 

barley. The county’s once-thriving dairy industry went into decline beginning in the 

1960s; the Wallowa County Creamery Association disbanded in 1971 after 40 years in 

business (Steele in Belew 2000) and the county’s last creamery closed in 1980. An 

ever-greater proportion of on-farm production was devoted to sales rather than to farm 

family consumption, particularly as farm family size declined and increased 

mechanization led to increasingly specialized farms dependent on high capital inputs 

rather than high labor inputs. 

The Monument Ranch, straddling the Upper and Lower Joseph Creek 

watersheds, illustrates the changes in land ownership and use patterns typical of the 

mid to late twentieth century. The 42,000 acres of public and private ground that now 

make up the ranch were once a series of six separate ranches originally homesteaded 

between 1900 and 1920. Each of these homesteads had its own grazing allotment on 

neighboring public land that effectively increased the size of the operation. In the early 

decades of the twentieth century these were diversified farms that yielded a variety of 

products for on-farm consumption (including pigs and dairy cattle), but farm income 

was largely based on sheep. The elevational range of these ranches, along with their 

access to water and productive bottomlands, allowed the owners to rotate livestock 
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Figure 2.3. Cattle and sheep numbers, Wallowa County, 1910-2007. Source: U.S. 
Census of Agriculture. 

 

through a variety of habitats seasonally. These various private holdings and their 

associated allotments were consolidated between the 1920s and 1960s, and ownership 

changed hands several times throughout the 1970s. During this time, herds of beef 

cattle replaced bands of sheep and the ranch was expanded with the addition of the 

nearby Hunting Camp allotment (Kooch 2005). Structures from the former 

homesteads and farms are presently used as cow camps for seasonal use by permittees. 

 Intra-county migration in the 1930s continued to favor the incorporated towns. 

The general intra-county population trends in Wallowa County show a consistent 

pattern: early settlement was dispersed throughout the county, but over time more and 

more of the population came to be concentrated in the largest towns, with fewer 

families living permanently on rural lands (figure 2.2). In particular, the valley towns 

of Wallowa, Enterprise, and Joseph came to house the bulk of the county’s population, 

while smaller towns north of the valley diminished or vanished altogether. Those 

families that did stay “on the farm” increasingly farmed larger and larger spreads as 
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technological improvements and market pressures made smallholder farming 

economically unviable. 

The town of Flora illustrates well many of the population changes within the 

county. First platted in 1897, Flora’s official population peaked in 1920, with the town 

serving a population of 1145 in the Paradise, Lost Prairie, Grouse, Flora, and Mud 

Creek areas (Bailey 1982). “North end” residents at the time were largely farmers on 

spreads of a few hundred acres, trying to make a living growing crops and raising 

livestock on mostly non-irrigated ground in a place with harsh and often early winters. 

Flora served the surrounding area with a newspaper, general store, flour mill, hotel, 

bank, and a schoolhouse that had a total of over 100 students (first through twelfth 

grade) and eight teachers at its height in the mid-1920s (Curry and Thompson 1999). 

The population of the county’s north end plummeted for several decades during and 

after the Great Depression as farm families left and properties were consolidated. The 

town of Flora suffered as well; with a diminishing rural population to serve, 

businesses began to shutter, and the high school held its last class in 1961 (Barklow 

1992). 

The events of the 1930s, including a nationwide depression as well as the dust 

bowl conditions that plagued much of the West, created an opening for a greater 

federal role in regulating rural land ownership and farm production practices. The 

New Deal included a new social contract for agricultural producers, asking them to 

exchange a degree of autonomy for a greater level of security, and farmers’ adoption 

of New Deal programs in Wallowa County, as across the country, was widespread. 

The three primary mechanisms of federal intervention in agriculture were crop price 

supports, limitations on acreage devoted to particular crops, and refinancing of farm 

mortgages to help prevent an epidemic of farm foreclosures (Danbom 2006). The New 

Deal also brought huge investments in rural electrification as well as improvements in 

the nation’s public lands. From 1933 to 1941 the Wallowa National Forest hosted 

Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camps every year except for 1938. CCC crews 
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built roads and trails, fought fire, constructed lookout towers, strung telephone line, 

installed campgrounds, and built Forest Service facilities, among other things. While 

the first year’s crop of CCC crews in Wallowa County were mostly comprised of local 

young men, in the coming years crews would be brought to Wallowa County from 

Illinois, Minnesota, Massachusetts, Georgia, Alabama, and other parts of the country 

(Tucker 1981). 

 The onset of the Second World War created the beginnings of a resurgence in 

agricultural prices, and also set in motion forces that would transform the population 

and land uses of the county:  

Defense plants in large cities began enticing an already depleted population to 
leave the county two years before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and 
industry, ground down by the extended depression, had long since departed. In 
the towns demolition replaced construction while, in the surrounding areas, 
hillside farms became abandoned homesteads. (Coffman 1984, p. 124) 

 

The 1943 school census showed the lowest student population since record-keeping 

began in 1912 (Coffman 1984). As was the case with the First World War, out-

migration during the war was greater than return migration following the close of the 

conflict. Wallowa was one of only four Oregon counties to lose population during the 

1940s (Coffman 1984). As the number of county farms declined, the average farm size 

continued to grow (figure 2.1). By the late 1960s the deeded acreage in a typical 

Wallowa County farm was larger than the equivalent of ten 160-acre homesteads. 

Following the large-scale abandonment and consolidation of outlying farms 

and homesteads in more marginal areas, Wallowa County saw its first significant cases 

of absentee ownership of range and agricultural lands. Eugene Palette, a movie and 

television actor in the 1910s through the 1940s, assembled an estate of roughly 3,000 

acres along the Imnaha River beginning in 1937. According to the Wallowa County 

Chieftain (Oct. 23, 1969),  

Palette feared a ‘revolution’ and selected this remote Oregon site as his 
‘fortress’. He had his own sawmill, slaughter house, freezers, canning house, 



115 

 

gas station, light plant, water works, and a huge concrete warehouse where he 
laid away an incredible store of foodstuffs and equipment. 

 
Hunter (in Belew 2000, p. 128) reports that Palette was fortifying against the “yellow 

peril.” 

 Another famous actor, the Western star Walter Brennan, purchased a large 

spread of ranchland along the Imnaha and in the Zumwalt Prairie region in the 1950s, 

making Brennan perhaps the county’s first large-scale amenity landowner. Less well-

known, but nevertheless wealthy, individuals from California and western Oregon 

who saw the opportunity to assemble private estates in a scenic, low-priced market 

also became interested in Wallowa County in the 1950s and 60s. The motivations of 

these early amenity buyers were diverse, but they were often attracted by opportunities 

for investment, by the use of agricultural land as a tax shelter, and many were 

genuinely attracted to the scenic rural atmosphere of Wallowa County. Like many of 

today’s amenity buyers, these landowners tended to reside only seasonally on their 

rural estates and hired ranch managers or leased out any agricultural or livestock 

production that took place. The 1960s also saw a small influx of farmers from rapidly 

urbanizing parts of the country, to whom Wallowa County agricultural land prices 

were a bargain. 

After the 1930s Wallowa County ranchers got their first taste of what was to be 

a continual struggle to maintain or increase their access to public lands within a tenure 

system subject to changing political winds at the national level. A 1936 Wallowa Sun 

article describes a local ranching advocate’s reaction to national calls to reduce 

western livestock numbers, including “the almost unbelievable position recently taken 

by J.N. Darling, former chief of the biological survey, that practically the entire 

western range livestock industry should be wiped out through denial of public grazing 

permits in the interest of wild life and soil conservation” (April 23, 1936, “Mac Hoke 

Flays Attacks on Range Stock Industry”). The State of Oregon also increased its role 

as Wallowa County landowner in the post-war years. In 1953 the Oregon Game 
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Commission initiated the purchasing of land near Troy and Eden for winter elk range. 

Tucker (1981, p. 226) noted that by 1962, “only a few ranchers still retain ownership 

of land in the winter game range area.” 

After a period of relative inactivity during the Great Depression, the local 

timber economy picked up somewhat in the 1940s and new corporate players entered 

the scene, most importantly the New Jersey-based J. Herbert Bate Company, which 

purchased mill and timberland holdings from Bowman-Hicks in 1945. A yearlong 

strike shut down operations at the mill in 1962 and 1963, and on Valentine’s Day 1964 

the Bate Company announced permanent closure of the mill. The company’s 

announcement cited declining revenues due to competition from imported lumber as 

the chief reason for the mill’s closure (Wallowa County Chieftain, February 20, 1964, 

“Shut down of Bate sawmill announced”). The Bate Company quickly sold the 

Wallowa mill and its forest holdings to the multinational timber corporation Boise-

Cascade, which dismantled the mill. Boise Cascade continued to purchase timberlands 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s and eventually amassed 150,000 acres within the 

county, becoming the county’s largest private landowner. 

The post-war years heralded significant changes for management of the 

county’s public lands. Following the massive nationwide timber harvests on private 

land to support the war effort, national forests across the country were tasked with 

providing a steady supply of logs to private industry (figure 2.4) (Hirt 1994). This 

placed public forests in a central role for providing local employment and created new 

alliances between the federal agencies and large timber companies. The new model for 

public lands-based rural development was one in which federal land management 

agencies supplied raw material inputs to industry, which then provided jobs to rural 

people (Kennedy, Thomas, and Glueck 2001). Wallowa County federal forestlands, 

like those across the country, continued to be managed to replace high-value, but 

slow-growing and complex older forest with more regulated and efficient younger 
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forests, and for many years timber harvest levels outpaced the capacity of the land to 

produce new volume (Langston 1995; Christoffersen 2005).  

 

 

Figure 2.4. Wallowa County timber harvest, 1962-2008. Source: Oregon Department 
of Forestry. Note: NIPF = nonindustrial private forests. 

 

Since the early years of the twentieth century Wallowa County has looked to 

tourism and recreation as potential economic powers, and even prior to 1900 a small 

tourist economy, based largely on boat tours of Wallowa Lake, was in existence. 

Horner (n.d.) notes that in 1933 there were as many as 500 elk hunters in the 

Chesnimnus (upper Joseph Creek) area in a single day, having come from all over the 

western U.S. and overseas. The hunters included “Judges, Doctors, Dentists, 

Merchants, and one man from Germany” who had come over “to kill an Elk in 

Wallowa County” (Horner n.d., p. 275). That there were even elk to be hunted in 1933 
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was testament to the success of an elk reintroduction program which began in 1912, 

repopulating the county with elk from Wyoming after game numbers were decimated 

by early hunting (Tucker 1981). The Wallowa Mountains have also long been an 

important recreation destination. As early as 1934 the U.S. Forest Service closed 

portions of the lakes basin area in the high Wallowas to sheep grazing in order to 

provide forage for recreationists’ horses (Tucker 1981).  

The kinds of countywide tensions regarding the costs and benefits of 

developing an outdoor-oriented tourist economy that are prevalent in modern-day 

Wallowa County have been present for decades, as attested to by a June 19, 1930 

Wallowa Sun editorial titled “Tourists and Dollars,” written as an appeal to local 

farmers and ranchers to embrace the economic development potential of tourism: 

…there is concrete proof, even at this early date, that tourists not only praise 
but come again. That they not only spend money but that many of them locate 
and aid in developing the country whose scenic charm and potential wealth 
won their admiration…We need more industry to provide employment. We 
need more economical production and better prices for wheat and wool and 
butterfat. We need material farm prosperity for those who braved the 
wilderness and reclaimed the soil from the forest. But may we not learn a 
lesson from Quebec and Los Angeles and let the tourist bring to us the very 
thing we lack, in exchange for that which we have in abundance and hold of 
little worth? 

 

This theme would continue for decades to come, with frequent calls by county leaders 

and businesspeople to foster a more developed tourist industry in the county as a 

counterweight to the unstable swings of the timber and agricultural sectors. A 1964 

Wallowa County Chieftain article promoting the establishment of the Wallowa Scenic 

Development Corporation, published just as the Bates mill announced its permanent 

closure, argued that Wallowa County’s tourist economy could rival that of Bend, 

Oregon: 

The closure of the mill in Wallowa and the planer in Joseph make it more 
important than ever that something be done here at home to earn and keep 
more dollars here at home. Most people agree that the most available resource 
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for exploitation is the tourist that comes to Wallowa County for six months 
each year. Here is a source of dollars that does not depend on price of finished 
lumber nor on the price of hay or grain. (February 20, 1964, “Possibilities of 
development in county may take up much slack”) 

 

 The Wallowa Mountains and Hells Canyon area were considered for National 

Park status multiple times, including a 1929 proposal focused on the Wallowa range, 

followed by a 1939 proposal that included the Wallowa Mountains, Hells Canyon and 

the Seven Devils range in Idaho. In each case, jurisdiction over these lands remained 

with the U.S. Forest Service, although much of the Wallowa range was designated as a 

Primitive Area in 1930 and, subsequently, as Congressionally-designated Wilderness 

following the Wilderness Act of 1964 (Tucker 1977). Hells Canyon received National 

Recreation Area status, including significant Wilderness Area designation, in 1975 

and as part of the preparations for this establishment the federal government acquired 

through eminent domain a private inholding at risk of subdivision18. Proposals to tap 

the hydroelectric potential of the Snake River in Hells Canyon had been floated since 

the 1940s, and in 1955 Idaho Power Company received federal approval to construct a 

three-dam complex. Brownlee Dam was completed in 1959, Oxbow in 1961, and 

Hells Canyon Dam in 1968 (Tucker 1977).  

 

Differentiation: 1970-present day 

 Since the 1970s a constellation of factors has affected land tenure and use in 

Wallowa County, including: changes to public land policy that increased attention to 

broad societal environmental values by reducing forestry and grazing activities; a 

                                                 

 
18 The condemnation of private land for the recreation area was met with anger 

throughout Wallowa County, and the event continues to loom large in local discourse 

surrounding land tenure and relations with the federal government. 
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trend toward greater environmental scrutiny of the environmental impacts of private 

land uses; the 1980s-era farm crisis, which impacted local producers across Wallowa 

County and the nation as a whole; changes in the agricultural and livestock industries 

that has consolidated power in the hands of processors and corporate agribusiness at 

the expense of smaller producers; and growing trends in absentee and amenity-

oriented private land ownership. The corporate industrial model of rural development 

described above began to fall apart as increasing processing efficiencies meant ever 

fewer jobs per board foot milled. The rise of organized interest groups, particularly 

those associated with the environmental movement, brought regional and even 

national interests to bear on local land use decisions.  

While these kinds of influences were felt across rural America as a whole, the 

1970s marked the beginning of a period of increasing differentiation as rural places 

began to take on multiple roles outside of conventional food and fiber production. The 

particular attributes of various rural locales—their proximity to urban areas, 

recreational opportunities, mix of public and private land tenure, and unique social and 

economic conditions—created an uneven terrain for migration, land ownership 

change, and capital accumulation opportunities. The sum result of these changes is 

that land uses across the county have become more complex as the trajectory of rural 

land use patterns is no longer toward increasing integration into mass commodity 

markets. Rather, a more diverse array of landowners has staked claims to space in 

Wallowa County even as a greater range of interests has been recognized as having a 

legitimate right to influence what happens on private (and public) lands as a whole. 

A suite of environmental laws passed in the 1960s and 1970s, most 

importantly the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), the Endangered 

Species Act of 1973 (ESA), the Clean Water Act of 1972 (CWA), and the National 

Forest Management Act of 1976 (NFMA), provided leverage for both local and 

extralocal stakeholders to intervene in public, and in some cases private, land 

management. The full impact of these policies in Wallowa County was felt when 
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spring, summer, and fall Snake River Chinook salmon runs were ESA-listed in 1992, 

summer steelhead runs in 1997, and bull trout in 1998. The result of these listings was 

a halt to public land timber sales for nearly two years and the consequent closure of 

two of the county’s three sawmills, with the third shuttering for good a decade later 

(Christoffersen 2005). Grazing operations were also affected, as legal protections for 

salmon spawning beds (redds) have led to increased federal oversight of livestock 

impacts on riparian zones.  

Federal environmental policies have affected county land use patterns in other 

ways as well. Listing of the prairie plant Spalding’s Catchfly (Silene spaldingii) in 

2001 has provided another avenue through which federal conservation agencies and 

citizen advocates have increased their role in governing land uses on private and 

public lands. Reintroduction of the Canadian Grey Wolf into Idaho in the 1990s was 

successful enough that wolves have since migrated west into Wallowa County and in 

2010 several instances of calf depredation occurred. Such heightened regulatory 

requirements and increased risk, along with larger economic changes in commodity 

markets related to consolidation of meatpacking and distribution industries, have 

decreased margins of return for Wallowa County cattle producers. Enforcement of 

CWA provisions led to the modification or relocation of several cattle feedlots within 

the county that were found to have been polluting local waterways. At the state level, a 

voter-approved ballot initiative banning the use of dogs for hunting of cougar and bear 

led to lowered hunting activity and greater predator populations. This trend, combined 

with several years of drought, impacted local elk numbers and led to a reduction in elk 

hunting, a major economic activity during the fall “shoulder season” (Christoffersen 

2005). 

 Timber harvest activity on federal forestlands within the county has slowed 

significantly since the early 1990s, precipitated by a combination of legal challenges 
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to proposed projects, sharp reductions in agency staff, and weak local markets for 

wood products19 (figure 2.4). This slowdown came at a time when scientists were 

beginning to document the severity of poor forest health conditions in the Blue 

Mountains and calling for an aggressive program of thinning and fire reintroduction to 

reverse the effects of decades of high-grading, clearcutting, and fire suppression 

(Mutch et al. 1993; Johnson et al. 1995). Following the designation of Hells Canyon 

National Recreation Area, sheep ranching within the canyon was phased out in order 

to protect native Bighorn Sheep which were at risk of disease contracted from 

domestic herds. 

 In line with national trends, forestlands once owned by vertically-integrated 

corporate timber companies have been sold to timberland investment firms, in this 

case the Timber Investment Management Organization (TIMO) Forest Capital 

Partners, which took ownership of Boise-Cascade lands in 2004. While this new 

landlord has continued to engage in forestry activities, the corporate structure of 

TIMOs such as Forest Capital raises questions about longevity of tenure and the 

possibility of timberland conversion into non-forestry uses such as residential real 

estate (Bliss et al. 2010). Another new ownership trend is the emergence of the private 

conservation tenure. Since 1984 The Nature Conservancy has purchased over 36,000 

acres, primarily of prairie lands in the Zumwalt area. This organization has continued 

to graze cattle at a conservative level, but management activities focus on biodiversity 

preservation and ecological restoration. The period between 1990 and the date of this 

writing (2010) has also seen significant turnover in nonindustrial private ranches, 

farms, and forestlands across the county, driven by a combination of challenges to 

                                                 

 
19 As Langston (1995, 2006) documents, these weak local markets were in part the 

result of past overcutting of valuable old-growth ponderosa pine, leaving a legacy of 

more disease- and insect- prone true fir in local forests. 
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intergenerational transfer and the rise of scenic rural land as a consumptive asset. 

Among other effects, this has caused the market value of rural land to spike, far 

exceeding its productive value (figure 2.5). The causes and implications of 

nonindustrial land turnover will be explored in detail in the coming pages. 

 

 

Figure 2.5. Per-acre farmland prices for Wallowa County and the U.S. as a whole, 
1900-2007, converted to constant 2007 dollars. Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture. 

 

Overall economic changes in the community have included the emergence of 

the art sector, particularly bronze casting, as a strong economic force, growth in the 

tourism industry, and an increase in the proportion of county income composed of 

transfer payments (figure 2.6). Wood products employment declined sharply with the  

closure of three county sawmills since 1994, and relatively high-paying and high-

benefit manufacturing jobs have been replaced largely by lower-paying and low- or 
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no-benefit service sector jobs (figure 2.7). Demographic implications of these 

economic trends include the outmigration of younger working class families and in-

migration of retirement-aged couples and individuals (Christoffersen 2005). Such 

dynamics are consistent with changes across rural America as whole, as restructuring 

has led to declines in primary and secondary sector employment, the increasing 

importance of the service sector, and demographic trends that favor in-migration of 

older adults and outmigration of young adults (Vias and Nelson 2006; Nelson, Oberg, 

and Nelson 2010; see also chapter 1). 

 

 

Figure 2.6. Transfer receipts (including dividends, interest, and rent) as percentage of 
total income for Wallowa County and Oregon, 1969-2008. Source: Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, Regional Economic Information System. 

 

The sum result of these dynamics is a local sense of loss of access to land (both 

public and private), to natural resources and associated employment, to power 

(specifically the power to govern local land and resource decisions) and, consequently,  
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a.  

 

b.  

Figure 2.7. Trends in number of jobs in farm employment, manufacturing, and 
agricultural, forestry, and fishing services (a) and in services, retail, and finance, 
insurance, and real estate (b), 1969-2008. Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 
Regional Economic Information System. 
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loss of the ability to maintain land uses that have come to characterize the county’s 

identity for the past 130 years. For many long-time local residents, these changes are 

experienced as a series of attacks by “outsiders:” government bureaucrats, the largely 

urban state and national electorate, corporations with headquarters in distant office 

buildings, regional, state, and national environmental interest groups, and amenity 

migrants and second home owners from urban areas who lack a sense of local history. 

In an ironic twist, some local multi-generational residents, descendants of those that 

forced the Nez Perce from their Wallowa home, have reacted by adopting a 

sympathetic Nez Perce identity: 

Now we have another invasion of newcomers who have designs on our land. 
But, once again, they first have to remove another cruder culture composed of 
ranchers, cowboys, and loggers so that this scenic land can become a tourist 
mecca and playground for urban dwellers seeking escapement from the rat-
race of their concrete jungles. Will these environmental elitists succeed in their 
plans and will this last vestige of America’s true western culture survive? 

We are losing the battle incrementally. Every time a water right is usurped, a 
grazing right is cancelled, another mill is closed, another initiative is passed, or 
another bureaucracy is created that tramples on our property rights…there is 
another nail in our coffin. We are definitely outnumbered…which is why the 
Indians lost their effort to remain here. Will a future generation attempt to 
restore our lost, genuine western culture out of remorse, as is happening to the 
Nez Perce? (Van Blaricom 1996 in Waage 2000) 

 

Despite the challenges such changes have raised, they have also helped to 

foster a more collaborative spirit to respond to contemporary land and resource issues, 

as described in chapter 1. Over a century after being forced out of their home, the Nez 

Perce Tribe has returned to the county in significant ways, implementing an active 

salmon restoration program, taking ownership of private lands in the lower Joseph 

Creek canyon, and sharing their cultural heritage with the community through an 

annual dance and feast, the Tamkaliks celebration. 
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Conclusion 

One way of synthesizing the patterns of change in Wallowa County over the 

past two hundred years would be to interpret them as a more or less linear trajectory, 

beginning with the common-land tenure system of the Nez Perce, moving to an 

agrarian capitalism of the homestead era in the wake of the Nez Perce dispossession 

and resettlement of the county by EuroAmerican populations, followed by an 

industrial era of corporate timber harvesting and agricultural mechanization, and 

ending with a post-industrial rural landscape characterized by competing claims on 

lands, resources, and activities. Such a narrative would not be entirely incorrect, but it 

would mask the fact that common themes regarding the relationship between people 

and the land have repeated themselves throughout these eras. At no point do these 

alternative conceptions of the human-land relationship show signs of being resolved, 

indicating that the history of land tenure in this particular place is characterized as 

much by tension as by a linear progression.  

The first model of the human-land relationship is based on the premise that 

access to the benefits of land is earned through labor. This concept, articulated most 

famously by John Locke, formed the heart of the Jeffersonian agrarian vision and, 

ultimately, public land disposal laws such as the Homestead Act. As Strange (1988) 

and Freyfogle (2003) point out, the opportunity to acquire private property in land 

through the sweat of one’s brow was a key component of American democracy that 

distinguished it from the oppressive feudal regimes of Europe. Yet from scholarship 

on the tenure patterns of the Nez Perce, this was apparently not an unfamiliar concept 

in their pre-EuroAmerican settlement culture. While private property as we now know 

it was absent, rights of exclusivity did exist, arising not from mere “possession” but 

rather from the amount of labor invested in a particular site or improvement. As in the 

early American legal framework, where no labor was invested in land, no rights of 

exclusivity were recognized, at least among allied bands and tribes. While the 

Lockean theory of ownership was crafted in large part to legitimize bourgeois private 
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property in the face of monarchic claims on land, its ideal has continued to live on in 

American legal and moral definitions of private property. In Wallowa County, this 

ideal resurfaces in the context of competing claims of legitimacy in a gentrifying 

landscape. 

The second model is the ideal of localism and the access it allows to common 

lands. Common lands were apparently the norm among the Nez Perce, and residence 

in a particular village—or membership in a particular band or tribe—conferred rights 

of access to local lands and resources. A common land tenure system without adequate 

access control existed in the early years of EuroAmerican resettlement of the Wallowa 

country, but as competing graziers ran too many animals on fragile grasslands, and as 

timber companies attempted to exploit land disposal laws to their benefit, the federal 

government intervened to regulate access via the U.S. Forest Service. In its early 

years, the agency maintained an explicit policy of favoring local communities and 

resource users in allocating rights to forage, timber, and other resources (Wilkinson 

1992). While common property tenures largely ceased to exist following the 

imposition of capitalist social relations by EuroAmerican settlers (and following the 

regulation of access to federal forestlands by the U.S. Forest Service), the notion that 

residence in the “local” community should confer privileged access to lands across a 

range of tenures persists to the present day. As described in chapters 4, 5, and 6, the 

ideal of localism continues to animate community negotiations and contestations 

regarding land and its regulation.  

A third model is the idea of land as a commodity, interchangeable with any 

other commodity through the common medium of money. This represents the most 

well-developed (i.e. unfettered) form of capitalism as applied to private land, and was 

a key component of the land tenure vision imposed on native populations by 

immigrant EuroAmericans. There is no evidence that such a conception existed among 

the Nez Perce prior to colonization, and even following EuroAmerican settlement of 

the Interior Northwest adoption of this vision by northwest tribes was uneven and 
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incomplete (recall Peopeomoxmox’s insistence that “goods and the earth are not 

equal”). Nor was this vision clearly articulated in America’s public land disposal laws, 

which, taken together, represent a contradictory array of messages regarding the 

relationship between labor, land, and capital. While the commodity model is 

apparently near-hegemonic as a moral and legal basis for private property regulation, I 

suggest that its discursive power and moral legitimacy become somewhat diluted as 

the process of rural gentrification highlights contradictions between the multiple 

meanings of land. 

Finally, a fourth model runs through this land tenure history, that of a 

particular place as an irreplaceable homeland. In a sense, this can be thought of as the 

inverse of the previous model, as a rejection of the reduction of land to a market 

commodity. It appears most strongly in the Wallowa Band’s struggle to remain on 

their native soil, in Old Chief Joseph’s entreaty to his son to “never sell the bones of 

your father and your mother,” in Young Chief Joseph’s attempts to establish a means 

of returning to the Wallowa, and in the activities of the present-day Nez Perce Tribe’s 

Wallowa Homeland project. Yet it also appears, increasingly, in the discourse of 

contemporary non-tribal Wallowa County residents as they struggle against a 

multitude of influences threatening to separate them from the land. As the Van 

Blaricom editorial excerpted above suggests, and as McCarthy (2002) observes, even 

within the core of social groups that appear to trumpet neoliberal ideologies lie 

tensions over the directions and outcomes of unfettered capitalism. This theme will be 

explored in greater detail in the coming chapters. 

 It bears repeating that these four models are not aligned in a chronological 

sequence from pre-modernism to contemporary neoliberal capitalism, despite the fact 

that the commodity vision of land has clearly displaced the others within the political 

and cultural setting of modern America. As the following chapters illustrate, the 

multiple meanings of land, and of land’s relation to capital, labor, localism, and 

identity, remain in a state of ongoing tension in contemporary Wallowa County. As 
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this study moves to consider the negotiations and contestations over land and its uses 

under the forces of rural restructuring, themes of local legitimacy, the relationship of 

rural land to capitalist modernity, and the diverse means by which different social 

groups make claims on land continue to play central roles. 
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Chapter 3. The contemporary context: exploring patterns of demographic and 
land ownership change 
 

“Are there any more country families still working hand in hand 

trying hard to stay together and make a stand? 

While the rows and rows and rows of houses come creepin’ up on the land 

where the cattle graze and old grey barn still stands, 

are there any more real cowboys in this land?”  

– Neil Young, “Are there any more real cowboys?” 

 

 Changes in the ownership and use of rural land represent crucial, but 

understudied, components of rural restructuring. In Wallowa County, land tenure 

dynamics have been of great concern to the local population, as evidenced by letters to 

the editor in the local newspaper as well as their prominent place in the RDAT 

community visioning process (Wallowa County Economic Action Team 2007). Land 

plays a central role in the lives of many rural community members, representing not 

only an important component of the local economy, but also serving as a basis for 

personal and community identities. Demographic and land ownership changes 

associated with amenity migration and rural restructuring can throw long-standing 

patterns of land use, access, and control over local resources into disarray, with 

implications for community well-being. This chapter profiles the contemporary land 

ownership context in Wallowa County through analyses of secondary and primary 

demographic, land transfer, and land ownership data. The first section of this chapter 

focuses on demographic and land ownership trends in Wallowa County roughly over 

the period 1995-2009, answering the two separate but related questions of who is 

moving to Wallowa County and who owns land in Wallowa County. Data used to 

answer these questions come from a variety of sources, primarily the U.S. Census, 

Wallowa County taxlot and sales databases, and the 2010 Wallowa County landowner 
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survey. The second section provides a broad typology of Wallowa County landowners 

and maps the spatial extent of their holdings. 

 

Who is moving to Wallowa County? 

The most recent census data on age-specific migration trends come from the 

2000 U.S. Census. The census provides a snapshot of county-level in- and out-

migration trends through its “long form” questionnaire which was distributed to 

roughly one out of every six households in 2000. Long form respondents were asked 

whether they lived at the same address five years ago (i.e., 1995) and, if not, where 

they lived in 1995. Figure 3.1 shows the number of people in each age-class that 

moved into or out of Wallowa County between 1995 and 2000, indicating whether in-

migrants previously lived in a metropolitan or nonmetropolitan area and whether out-

migrants moved to a metropolitan or nonmetropolitan area. Based on census figures, 

an estimated 1,360 people migrated into Wallowa County between 1995 and 2000, 

with 60.7% of them originating in metropolitan counties and 39.3% originating in 

nonmetropolitan counties. An estimated 1,819 people migrated out of Wallowa 

County during this same time period, with 60.6% moving to metropolitan counties and 

39.4% moving to nonmetropolitan counties. The Wallowa County population is 

overwhelmingly composed of non-Hispanic whites, and contemporary migration 

patterns have had a modest effect on ethnic and racial composition. According to U.S. 

Census Bureau figures, Non-Hispanic whites comprised 97.5% of the Wallowa 

County population in 1990, 95.7% in 2000, and 94.5% in 2010. Hispanics of any race 

accounted for 1.3% of the population in 1990, 1.7% in 2000, and 2.2% in 2010. Native 

Americans accounted for 0.6% of county population in 2010, roughly the same as in 

2000. 

The total population of Wallowa County has been relatively stable over the 

period 1930-2010, remaining within the range of 6,000 to 8,000 total residents (figure 

2.2). Despite the county’s picturesque scenery, abundant wildlife, and opportunities 
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for outdoor recreation, it has not experienced the kind of population growth associated 

with more well-developed recreation and amenity economies (e.g. Deschutes County, 

Oregon, Blaine County, Idaho, Missoula County, Montana or Okanogan County, 

Washington). The relative stability of Wallowa County’s total population masks 

important dynamics of net outmigration (more people moving out than moving in) of 

young adults and net in-migration of retirement-aged adults (figure 3.1). While the 

data in figure 3.1 only cover the five-year period between 1995 and 2000, the general 

pattern is consistent with migration trends since the mid-twentieth century (figure 3.2). 

One result of this demographic trend is a county population in which young adults are 

greatly underrepresented and middle-aged and older adults are overrepresented, 

compared to the state of Oregon as a whole (figure 3.3). Temporal patterns of 

migration in Wallowa County mirror those across rural America (Johnson et al. 2005), 

characterized by overall net outmigration in the decades prior to 1970, followed by a 

spike in rural in-migration in the 1970s, a return to net outmigration in the 1980s, and 

net in-migration in the 1990s (Johnson and Beale 1998; Johnson and Cromartie 2006). 

The analysis of U.S. census data on source counties for in-migration to 

Wallowa County between 1995 and 2000 reveals strong spatial patterns (figure 3.4). 

The picture that emerges is of a highly regional migration trend, with same-state 

migration accounting for the largest share of migrants, followed by nearby states 

(Washington, California, Idaho, and Montana), and a scattering of migrants 

originating throughout the rest of the country. Looking more closely at the 

northwestern U.S. (figure 3.5), three spatial clusters are particularly prominent: the 

Portland, Oregon metropolitan area; the Seattle, Washington metropolitan area; and 

the three Oregon counties directly adjacent to Wallowa (Umatilla, Union, and Baker 

Counties). The five counties contributing the largest number of migrants to Wallowa 

County between 1995 and 2000 were, in descending order: Multnomah, Union, 

Clackamas, Umatilla (all in Oregon), and King County, Washington. 
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Figure 3.1. In- and out-migration trends, by metropolitan or nonmetropolitan source or 
destination, for Wallowa County 1995-2000. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

While in-migrants to Wallowa County are clearly a diverse lot with a variety of 

motivations for relocating, two specific types of in-migrant are worth mentioning here. 

The first consists of retirees, a group including those of traditional retirement age (65 

and older) as well as individuals that have taken early retirement after a successful 

career elsewhere, usually in an urban area. In many cases retirees grew up in Wallowa 

County or in another rural locale in the Northwest and migrated to Wallowa County to 

be closer to family or to live in an environment reminiscent of their childhood 

community. The influence of retirees can be seen in the increasing proportion of 

Wallowa County income composed of transfer payments (see figure 2.5). A second 

important type is the “lone eagle,” generally a middle-aged professional engaged in a 

web-based business or a telecommuter to a job based in a regional urban center (e.g. 

Portland, Seattle, San Francisco, or Boise). These in-migrants take advantage of  
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Figure 3.2. Decadal net migration rates for Wallowa County by age-class, 1950s-
1990s. Source: Dr. Roger Hammer, Oregon State University Department of Sociology, 
unpublished data, using methodology in Johnson et al. (2005). 

 

internet connectivity, including in some cases satellite-based internet connection, to 

work remotely from an environment in which land and housing prices are lower, and 

natural amenities greater and more accessible, than in the urban cores in which their 

businesses are physically situated. Because Wallowa County is distant from urban 

centers and does not have commercial air service, lone eagles migrating to the county 

are generally those that only rarely commute in person to their places of work. Both 

retirees and lone eagles tend to be middle-aged or older adults whose children, if any, 

are grown and no longer living at home. In addition, both types tend to have wide 

latitude in choosing a place to call home and do not need to be physically close to an 

urban core. However, many in-migrants, as well as long-time residents, do require 

access to health care facilities. The need for specialized care in particular increases 

with age, explaining in part the net out-migration of those aged 75 and older (figure 

3.1). 
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Figure 3.3. Population distribution for Wallowa County and the state of Oregon in 
2000, by age class. Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 

 

Who owns Wallowa County? 

While demographic data from the U.S. Census provide insights on patterns of 

permanent relocation to Wallowa County, a separate question concerns patterns of 

Wallowa County land ownership. This issue is semi-overlapping with the issue of 

migration and demographic change in the sense that some, but not all, of those that 

make Wallowa County their primary residence own land there and some, but not all, 

of those that own land live primarily in Wallowa County. Some of the key questions 

regarding land ownership include: What are the patterns of year-round versus 

seasonally resident (absentee) land ownership? What kinds and proportions of land are 

owned by agricultural and/or forestry producers versus those for whom the amenity 

values of land are more important? What are the differences, if any, between year-

round versus seasonally resident landowners and between production-oriented versus 

amenity-oriented landowners? Through what channels did current landowners acquire 

their holdings? Answers to these questions vary depending on how the term 
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Figure 3.4. Source counties for in-migration to Wallowa County between 1995 and 
2000.  
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Figure 3.5. Northwestern U.S. detail of source counties for in-migration to Wallowa 
County between 1995 and 2000. 
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“landowner” is defined. Three approaches are used below: owners of any amount of 

land include the full range of property owners, from those that simply own a 

residential house to those that own thousands of acres of land; owners of at least one 

acre of land include some strictly residential owners (generally on the outskirts of 

established towns) as well as owners of estates ranging from small rural subdivisions 

to large holdings; and owners of at least 20 acres of land control larger properties that 

can be used for a range of production-oriented and non-production-oriented activities. 

Based on data from the 2009 Wallowa County taxlot file, there are 4140 

unique addresses for owners of any amount of nonindustrial private Wallowa County 

land. Of these, 2627 (63.5%) are in-county addresses and 1513 (36.5%) are out-of-

county. Of the 597,451.4 acres in Wallowa County owned by nonindustrial private 

entities, 307,213.5 acres (51.4%) are owned by entities with permanent addresses 

within Wallowa County and 290,237.9 acres (48.6%) are owned by entities with out-

of-county addresses. The residence patterns of out-of-county landowners closely 

match source counties for migration to Wallowa County (figure 3.6). In this case, the 

number of landowners is given by zip code rather than by county, but the results are 

roughly similar, with urban areas in western Oregon and Washington and nearby 

nonmetropolitan and “micropolitan” areas accounting for the bulk of out-of-county 

landowners. Particularly large numbers of landowners reside in nearby La Grande, 

Baker City, and Pendleton, Oregon as well as Walla Walla, Washington and the 

Asotin and Clarkston, Washington areas just north of Wallowa County. 

It is interesting to note that data from the 2010 Wallowa County landowner 

survey closely match taxlot database data in terms of the percent of landowners living 

in or outside Wallowa County (62.1% in-county from the survey versus 63.5% from 

the taxlot database), but show a wider discrepancy in terms of acres owned (62.1% in-

county from the survey versus 51.4% from the taxlot database, see table 3.1). This 

discrepancy suggests that the very largest absentee owners were disproportionately  
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Figure 3.6. Number of out-of-county owners of any amount of Wallowa County 
property, by zip code. 
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Table 3.1. Residence status of Wallowa County nonindustrial private landowners. 
Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 % of 
landowners 

% of land 
owned 

Permanent resident of Wallowa County 62.1 62.1 
          From Wallowa County originally     26.0     23.4 
          Relocated to Wallowa County     36.1     38.7 
Seasonal resident of Wallowa County 37.9 37.9 

 

 

likely to have not responded to the survey (this should be borne in mind for the 

interpretation of any survey results given in terms of acreage).  

Based on survey data, 58.7% of seasonally-resident landowners have a primary 

residence elsewhere in Oregon, 32.0% live in Washington, 5.3% live in Idaho, and the 

remainder live elsewhere in the U.S. and abroad. Overall, 16.5% of seasonal Wallowa 

County residents have a permanent address in the Portland, Oregon metropolitan area. 

Of year-round resident Wallowa County landowners, 41.8% say they are “from 

Wallowa County originally.” Of those that are not from Wallowa County but have 

permanently relocated here, 42.0% previously lived elsewhere in Oregon, 18.8% lived 

in California, 13.0% lived in Washington, 7.2% lived in Idaho, and the remainder 

lived elsewhere in the U.S. and abroad. 

Wallowa County sales data, maintained by the Tax Assessor’s office, were 

used to track patterns of land transfers between 1995 and 2009 (transfers are 

composed largely of sales, but also include other ownership changes such as the 

deeding of land through inheritance)1. Looking at all transfers of at least one acre, a 

                                                 

 
1 For this analysis, a digital database of sales information was acquired from the 

Wallowa County assessor’s office. This database covers all property title transfers 

from 1995 through the end of 2009, though acreage statistics for 1995-1999 are not 
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total of 449,155 acres changed hands in this time period, 10,833 of which were 

purchased by the timber company Boise-Cascade between 1997 and 2000, 149,146 of 

which were purchased by the TIMO Forest Capital from Boise-Cascade in 2004, and 

27,606 of which were purchased by the conservation NGO The Nature Conservancy 

between 2000 and 2006. When these three large landowners are excluded, 261,571 

acres were transferred through a total of 1446 individual transactions (figures 3.7 and 

3.8). Grantees whose permanent address is within Wallowa County accounted for 

54.9% of these transactions, but for only 20.6% of acres transferred. Out-of-county 

grantees, by contrast, accounted for 44.6% of transactions and 79.1% of acres. Grantee 

addresses for another 0.6% of transactions, representing 0.3% of acres transferred, 

could not be determined. 

The number of annual land transfers, largely representing open-market sales, 

shows a strong cyclical pattern over time, increasing with periods of national 

economic expansion and decreasing during economic downturns (figure 3.7). The 

recession that began in 2008, driven in large part by a crash in the real estate market, is  

                                                                                                                                             

 

completely accurate (for these years property sizes were estimated using a taxlot GIS 

database). To determine the residence status of the grantee of each property, a search 

for the grantee name was conducted in several Wallowa County taxlot databases 

created in 2003, 2007, 2008, and 2009; the database created in the year closest to the 

purchase date for each property was searched first, followed by the other databases. If 

the grantee name was found in the taxlot database, address information was coded as 

either within Wallowa County or outside Wallowa County. For those grantee names 

that could not be located in these taxlot databases, the record of sale was searched in 

the county clerk’s office to determine the address of the grantee at the time of 

purchase. In a very small number of cases no address information could be found 

using either method, so the sale was coded as “undetermined.” 
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Figure 3.7. Number of land title transfers of at least one acre, 1995-2009, by residence 
of grantee. Source: Wallowa County tax assessor’s office. Note: does not include 
purchases by Boise-Cascade, Forest Capital or The Nature Conservancy. 

 

 

Figure 3.8. Acreage of land title transfers of at least one acre, 1995-2009, by residence 
of grantee. Source: Wallowa County tax assessor’s office. Note: does not include 
purchases by Boise-Cascade, Forest Capital or The Nature Conservancy. 1995-1999 
figures are estimates. 
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reflected in both the sharp falloff in the number of transfers as well as a decline in the 

number of acres transferred as compared to the height of the real estate market in 

2004-2006 (figures 3.7 and 3.8). As elsewhere across the country, real estate in 

Wallowa County was an actively-traded market commodity (and a volatile one at that) 

throughout the period 1995-2009. And as elsewhere, it played multiple and hybrid 

roles during this time: as a source for the valorization of capital through speculative 

investment; as a key ingredient in the production of agricultural and forest 

commodities; as a place to call home; as a place to escape to from a home in an urban 

or suburban locale. 

While the above statistics reveal much about the residential status of those that 

took ownership of Wallowa County land between 1995 and 2009, they leave 

undefined the residential status of those who sold land or deeded it to heirs. One 

approach to addressing this gap is to analyze the 296 properties in the Wallowa 

County sales database, representing approximately 40,500 acres (20.5% of transfers 

and 15.5% of acres), which transferred more than once over the 15-year period. In 

these cases it is possible to classify the residence status of both grantor and grantee 

and to determine to what extent lands have transferred between in-county and out-of-

county owners. Figure 3.9 shows that transactions between two in-county owners and 

those between two out-of-county owners collectively accounted for the majority of 

land transfers from 1995 to 2009. However, nearly 70% of the acreage involved in 

these multiple sales transferred from one out-of-county landowner to another (figure 

3.10). If these multiple sales are representative of transfers during this period as a 

whole, this finding would suggest that a substantial proportion of the 79.1% of acres 

that transferred to out-of-county owners between 1995 and 2009 (figure 3.8) is 

characterized by the “recycling” of properties among out-of-county owners rather than 

a transferring from in-county to out-of-county owners (although the latter has clearly 

occurred to some extent). 
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Figure 3.9. Grantor and grantee residence status for nonindustrial private properties 
that transferred multiple times between 1995 and 2009 (number of transactions). 
Source: Wallowa County tax assessor’s office. 

 

 

Figure 3.10. Grantor and grantee residence status for nonindustrial private properties 
that transferred multiple times between 1995 and 2009 (number of acres). Source: 
Wallowa County tax assessor’s office. 
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Results from the 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey provide insights on 

the motivations and orientations of private landowners. While there is admittedly no 

objective and unproblematic means of classifying landowners into broad categories 

such as “producers” and “amenity owners,” one method of doing so can be attempted 

using responses to a set of questions on reasons for owning land. For the purposes of 

this study, if a respondent ranked the production of agricultural or forestry 

commodities for sale equal to or higher than amenity values (scenic residence, place to 

vacation, hunting and fishing, and other outdoor recreation), they were classified as 

“production-oriented.” If a respondent’s mean score for these four non-production  

motivations was higher than the score for producing commodities for sale, conversely, 

they were classified as “amenity-oriented.” From survey results, 61.7% of landowners 

of at least 20 acres were classified as production-oriented and the other 38.3% were 

classified as amenity-oriented. Of those classified as production-oriented, 73.4% are 

year-round residents and 26.6% are seasonal residents, compared to the 37.9% of 

amenity-oriented landowners who are year-round residents and the 62.1% that are 

seasonal (Chi-square with continuity correction = 20.151 on 1 d.f., p < .001). 

Combining orientation with residence status yields four categories: year-round 

producers, seasonal producers, year-round amenity owners, and seasonal amenity 

owners (table 3.2, figures 3.11 and 3.12).  

Landowners acquired their holdings through a mix of open-market purchases, 

purchases from family members, and inheritance or inclusion in a trust (figure 3.13). 

Acquisition through family channels was particularly common for seasonal producers. 

There is a broad pattern in which smaller ownerships were more commonly held by 

amenity owners and larger ownerships by producers (table 3.2 and figure 3.14). The 

overall distribution of land holdings from this survey is compared with farm size 

distribution from the 2007 National Agricultural Census for Wallowa County in table 

3.3. There are important differences between these two datasets; the Wallowa County 

Landowner Survey includes all private nonindustrial ownerships over 20 acres 
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Table 3.2. Mean landowner age, mean duration of Wallowa County land ownership, 
median size of holdings, and median household income for four nonindustrial private 
landowner types and Wallowa County as a whole. Means (t test) and medians (Mann-
Whitney U test) with common superscript letters within rows are not significantly 
different at p < .05. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey (landowners) 
and U.S. Census Bureau (county medians from American Community Survey). Note: 
for annual income, test performed on midpoint of income categories. Landowner 
survey data not statistically compared with American Community Survey data. See 
appendix C for landowner survey categories. 

  Year-round 
producer 

Seasonal 
producer 

Year-round 
amenity 
owner 

Seasonal 
amenity 
owner 

Wallowa 
County 
median 

Age 64.0a 65.6a 58.4a 62.9a 50.3 
Years as 
Wallowa County 
landowner 

29.4a 22.9a,b 19.7b 19.3b  
- 

Acres owned 231.5a 212.0a,c 80.0b 111.0b,c - 
Annual 
houseshold 
income 

$62,500a $87,500b,c $62,500a,c $87,500b $41,382 

 

 

Figure 3.11. Percent of Wallowa County nonindustrial private landowners in four 
categories defined by residence (year-round or seasonal) and orientation (production-
oriented or amenity-oriented). Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 



148 

 

 

 

Figure 3.12. Percent of Wallowa County nonindustrial private land owned by four 
landowner categories defined by residence (year-round or seasonal) and orientation 
(production-oriented or amenity-oriented). Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner 
survey. 

 

whether or not the owner reported farm income, while the Agricultural Census 

includes any operator that reported farm income, regardless of ownership status or size 

of land holdings. Nevertheless, the two show a roughly similar distribution of property 

sizes. Figure 3.15 compares land holding distributions from survey results and the 

2009 county taxlot database. When the more limited scope of the survey (holdings 

under 20 acres excluded) is taken into account, the two show roughly similar 

distributions, although the survey appears to have captured a disproportionately high 

number of in-county owners of 500 to 1999 acre properties. 

From survey results, amenity orientation is somewhat more prevalent among 

newer landowners, but even those that acquired land in the early- to mid-2000s, at the 

height of the real estate boom, include both production- and amenity- oriented owners 

(figure 3.16). While amenity owners tend overall to be newer owners, own smaller  
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Figure 3.13. Means of acquiring nonindustrial private land for four landowner types 
defined by residence status and reported production- or amenity-orientation. Non-
responses and the response “other” excluded from this analysis. Source: 2010 
Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

properties, and are more likely to be seasonally resident compared to production-

oriented owners, being an amenity owner is not synonymous with being new, on small 

acreage, or seasonally resident. Amenity-oriented owners are, however, much more 

likely to be economically independent of income from productivist activities than 

production-oriented owners. When asked about the implications of experiencing a 

significant reduction in income from agricultural or forestry production, nearly 78% of 

amenity-oriented owners said that very little would change, compared with less than 

29% of production-oriented owners (table 3.4, figure 3.17). 
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Figure 3.14. Percent of Wallowa County nonindustrial private land in four size 
categories owned by four landowner types defined by residence status and production- 
or amenity-orientation. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

Table 3.3. Comparison of Wallowa County private land size classes in 2010 
landowner survey with statistics from the 2007 National Agricultural Census. Note 
that only landowners of at least 20 acres were included in the 2010 Wallowa County 
landowner survey. 

 2010 Wallowa 
Landowner Survey 

(%) 

2007 National 
Agricultural Census 

(%) 
1-9 acres n/a 13.3 

10-49 acres 24.0 19.0 

50-179 acres 30.9 20.5 

180-499 acres 19.6 15.4 

500-999 acres 8.8 10.3 

1000-1999 acres 9.3 9.5 

2000+ acres 7.4 12.0 
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Figure 3.15. Comparison of private nonindustrial land sizes in 2010 landowner survey 
(a) with the 2009 county taxlot file (b). Tax address used to code for in county / out of 
county for the taxlot data. Note that only landowners of at least 20 acres were included 
in the 2010 landowner survey. 
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Figure 3.16. Classification of Wallowa County nonindustrial private landowners into 
four types based on residence and orientation, by length of time as Wallowa County 
landowner. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

An interesting finding from the 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey is 

that the four landowner types are unevenly represented across land cover types. Of the 

survey respondents that own forestland, 45.6% are amenity owners and 49.1% are 

seasonal residents, while for irrigated land these figures are 21.7% and 19.0%, 

respectively. Owners of non-irrigated land (hereafter referred to as “rangeland”) are 

intermediate between these two: 37.8% of rangeland owners are amenity-oriented and 

41.1% are seasonal residents (figure 3.18). There are a number of possible 

explanations for this pattern, including the greater value of irrigated land in terms of 

agricultural production and the interest in forested properties on the part of many 

amenity buyers. It may also be in part an artifact of the means of classifying survey 

respondents into amenity and producer types, since forested and rangeland properties 

distant from the irrigated (and populated) Wallowa Valley may be the best-suited to 

hunting, fishing, and other outdoor recreation.  



153 

 

Table 3.4. Responses to the question, “What would happen if income from farm, 
ranch, or forest operations on your Wallowa County property were to significantly 
decline?” Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented (%) 

Amenity-
oriented (%) 

Year-round 
(%) 

Seasonal (%) 

Would have to 
find new income 
or sell property 

19.8 3.2 18.4 5.8 

Would have to 
make 
adjustments but 
be able to keep 
property 

51.9 19.0 47.4 24.6 

Very little 
would change 

28.3 77.8 34.2 69.6 

Chi-square 
statistics 

39.477 on 2 d.f., p < .001 22.040 on 2 d.f., p < .001 

 

 

 

Figure 3.17. Responses to the question, “What would happen if income from farm, 
ranch, or forest operations on your Wallowa County property were to significantly 
decline?” among four Wallowa County landowner types. Source: 2010 Wallowa 
County landowner survey. 
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Figure 3.18. Percent of Wallowa County landowners classified into four landowner 
types, by kind of land owned. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

 Important differences between production- and amenity-oriented landowners 

and between year-round and seasonally resident landowners were also found in terms 

of the importance of goals for their forest, range, and irrigated land holdings. The 

overall pattern emerging from the comparisons in tables 3.5, 3.6, and 3.7 shows 

traditional production values are more prominent among those classified as 

production-oriented as compared to amenity-oriented and, to a lesser degree, among 

year-round residents when compared to seasonal residents. Looking first at 

comparisons of production- and amenity-oriented landowners, the general trend is for 

production-oriented owners to have ranked the production of timber for sale, the 

production of forage, and the growing of crops higher than amenity-oriented owners. 

Amenity owners gave higher rankings to wildlife habitat, maintaining natural 

ecosystems, scenic beauty and, in the case of rangeland, restoring natural ecosystems. 

Amenity owners also ranked the provision of income for tax deferral purposes lower 

than did production-oriented owners, but only on rangeland.  
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Table 3.5. Mean scores for forest goals among production-oriented versus amenity-
oriented and year-round versus seasonal forestland owners. Scores range from 1 = not 
at all important to 5 = very important. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner 
survey. 

 Production-
oriented 

Amenity-
oriented 

Year-round Seasonal Total 

Keep fire risk 
low 

4.4 4.4 4.4 4.3 4.4 

Maintain tree 
health and 
vigor 

4.4 4.1 4.4 4.2 4.3 

Provide 
wildlife habitat 

3.9    4.5** 4.1 4.3 4.2 

Maintain 
natural 
ecosystems 

3.8   4.4* 4.1 4.0 4.0 

Provide scenic 
beauty 

3.8   4.3* 4.2 3.9 4.0 

Restore 
degraded 
ecosystems 

3.2 3.6 3.6 3.3 3.4 

Produce 
livestock 
forage 

3.4   2.7* 3.6    2.7** 3.1 

Produce timber 
for sale 

3.2    2.0** 3.0  2.4* 2.7 

Provide a 
visual buffer 
from neighbors 

2.1   2.9* 2.6 2.2 2.5 

* means significantly different at p ≤ .05 
** means significantly different at p ≤ .01 

 

Some important exceptions to this general trend deserve mention, however. In 

two of the three land types (forestland and irrigated land), there is no significant 

difference in the mean rankings for restoring degraded ecosystems. When looking at 

irrigated land as a whole (table 3.7), the differences between production- and amenity-

oriented landowners are mostly slight and not statistically significant; only for scenic  
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Table 3.6. Mean scores for rangeland goals among production-oriented versus 
amenity-oriented and year-round versus seasonal rangeland owners. Scores range from 
1 = not at all important to 5 = very important. Source: 2010 Wallowa County 
landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented 

Amenity-
oriented 

Year-
round 

Seasonal Total 

Provide forage 
for livestock 

4.4  3.3** 4.5    3.2** 4.0 

Maintain 
natural 
ecosystems 

3.3  4.2** 3.7 3.7 3.7 

Provide scenic 
beauty 

3.4  4.3** 3.8 3.8 3.7 

Provide 
wildlife habitat 

3.3  4.2** 3.5 3.9 3.6 

Restore 
degraded 
ecosystems 

3.1 3.7* 3.5 3.1 3.3 

Provide 
income to 
maintain tax 
deferral 

3.2   2.3** 3.4    2.2** 2.8 

Grow hay or 
other crops 

2.9   1.9** 2.8  2.1* 2.5 

* means significantly different at p ≤ .05 
** means significantly different at p ≤ .01 
 
 
beauty and the growing of hay and other crops are significant differences between the 

two groups found. In this case, similar rankings for the provision of forage for 

livestock may mask differences in the livestock envisioned by survey respondents 

(cattle for producers and horses for amenity owners), but the general agreement over 

goals for irrigated land is interesting nonetheless. Also interesting is the broad 

disagreement over goals for non-irrigated land (table 3.6), suggesting contrasting 

visions for the role of this kind of land between the two landowner groups. Differences 

between year-round and seasonal landowners are less marked. Year-round resident 

landowners gave higher rankings to timber, forage, and crop production on forests and  
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Table 3.7. Mean scores for irrigated land goals among production-oriented versus 
amenity-oriented and year-round versus seasonal irrigated land owners. Scores range 
from 1 = not at all important to 5 = very important. Source: 2010 Wallowa County 
landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented 

Amenity-
oriented 

Year-
round 

Seasonal Total 

Provide forage 
for livestock 

4.4 4.3 4.4 4.4 4.4 
 

Grow hay or 
other crops 

4.4    3.2** 4.2 4.1 4.2 

Provide scenic 
beauty 

3.6  4.4* 3.7  4.5* 3.8 

Provide 
income to 
maintain tax 
deferral 

3.7 3.1 3.8 3.3 3.6 

Maintain 
natural 
ecosystems 

3.4 3.7 3.5 3.5 3.5 

Restore 
degraded 
ecosystems 

3.2 3.7 3.3 3.3 3.3 

Provide 
wildlife habitat 

3.0 3.6 3.1 3.7 3.2 

* means significantly different at p ≤ .05 
** means significantly different at p ≤ .01 
 

rangelands, higher rankings to providing income for tax deferrals, and lower rankings 

to scenic beauty on irrigated lands. 

 

A typology of Wallowa County landowners 

 Given the above discussion, and in light of several existing landowner 

typologies (Gentner and Tanaka 2002; Gosnell and Travis 2005; Klepeis, Gill, and 

Chisholm 2009) as well as information gathered through key informant interviews and  

direct observation, it is possible to construct a broad typology of landowners for 

Wallowa County. Statistics given below on the representation of each landowner type 
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within the county are based on a combination of findings from the 2010 Wallowa 

County landowner survey and the 2009 Wallowa County taxlot database. The latter 

source is the best available resource for calculating total acreages within the county 

but its acreage figures are not completely accurate, so numbers should be interpreted 

with a modest amount of caution. Note that all percentage estimates represent the 

percentage of “rural land,” that is, land outside of established towns and residential 

areas. See figure 3.19 for an overall picture of the proportion of land owned by each 

landowner type. 

 

1. Public ownerships: 59.34% of county land (figure 3.20) 

 

a. The Federal government. The U.S. Government owns 58.49% of rural 

land within county boundaries. This is almost entirely accounted for by 

the Umatilla and Wallowa-Whitman National Forests (including the 

Hells Canyon National Recreation Area), although the Bureau of Land 

Management also owns a few small holdings scattered throughout the 

county’s northern section. Wallowa County federal land includes three 

designated Wilderness areas (the Eagle Cap, Hells Canyon, and 

Wenaha-Tucannon Wildernesses) as well as multiple-use lands used for 

forestry, wildlife habitat, recreation, grazing, and watershed values. 

 

b. State of Oregon. The state owns approximately 0.83% of rural county 

land, largely through its elk winter range holdings in the Troy area 

along Eden Bench. The state also owns a wildlife area south of Lostine, 

state park units near Wallowa Lake and Minam, and small holdings 

associated with state highway maintenance. 
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Figure 3.19. Proportion of county land owned by various landowner types. “County 
and city” and “other” types omitted due to extremely small total holdings. Source: 
2009 Wallowa County taxlot database. 

 

c. County and city. Wallowa County and the four incorporated towns own 

very small amounts of land for public purposes, the county largely for 

road maintenance and the cities for airports and city parks. The 

combined city and county holdings comprise 0.02% of rural land within 

the county.  
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Figure 3.20. Wallowa County land owned by the Federal Government and state of 
Oregon. 
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2. Conservation ownerships: 1.82% of county land (figure 3.21) 

 

a. Conservation NGOs. Ecological conservation and open space 

preservation organizations own 1.82% of rural land within the county. 

With the exception of a small parcel owned by the Trust for Public 

Land, these acres are accounted for by The Nature Conservancy, which 

owns over 36,000 acres in and near the Zumwalt Prairie region 

northeast of Enterprise. 

 

3. Tribal ownerships: 0.75% of county land (figure 3.21) 

 

a. Nez Perce Tribe. The Nez Perce Tribe owns 0.75% of rural land in 

Wallowa County, largely due to their ownership of the “Precious 

Lands” holding of over 15,000 acres along lower Joseph Creek. A non-

tribal entity, the Wallowa Band Nez Perce Trail Interpretive Center, 

owns a small parcel of land outside the town of Wallowa associated 

with the Wallowa Band Homeland Project, which also serves as the 

grounds for the annual Tamkaliks celebration. 

 

4. Private ownerships: 38.10% of county land (figures 3.22 and 3.23; note that in 

figure 3.22 only year-round and seasonal residence tenures, and not 

production- or amenity-orientation, can be mapped given available data) 

 

a. Corporate forestry (figure 3.22) 

 

i. Vertically-integrated forest industry. Until 2004, Wallowa 

County’s private forest ownership had long been dominated by 

vertically-integrated forest products companies. As of 2010, the  
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Figure 3.21. Wallowa County land owned by the Nez Perce Tribe and conservation 
organizations (The Nature Conservancy and Trust for Public Land). 
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Figure 3.22. Wallowa County land owned by the RY Timber company / Yanke family 
and Forest Capital Partners. 
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Figure 3.23. Wallowa County land owned by private nonindustrial owners. 
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only remaining industrial owner is RY Timber, a Montana-

based company that no longer owns mills in the county. RY 

Timber owns 0.68% of rural land within the county, and the 

family trust associated with the RY Company owns another 

0.27% of forested and non-forested land. 

 

ii.  Investor-driven forest owners. The TIMO Forest Capital 

Partners owns most of the former Boise-Cascade timberland 

holdings in the county, amounting to 7.32% of rural land within 

county boundaries. Some of this land has been transferred to the 

company’s real estate arm, Westslope Properties, which is 

better described as an investor / developer.  

 

b. Production-oriented individuals and families (figure 3.23) 

 

i. Year-round producers. Owners of nonindustrial private farm, 

forest, and rangeland with primary addresses within Wallowa 

County and a focus on agricultural and/or forestry production 

constitute 53.65% of nonindustrial landowners, representing 

15.80% of rural land in the county. These landowners typically 

rely on income from agricultural and forestry activities for most 

or much of their income. 

  

ii.  Seasonal producers. Production-oriented landowners with 

primary addresses outside Wallowa County account for 20.77% 

of nonindustrial landowners and 6.12% of rural land within the 

county. These owners are less dependent on production income 

than year-round producers, but still expect returns from 
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agricultural and forestry operations, often through leasing 

arrangements with local producers. These landowners often 

have family connections to the land they own; 34.5% of 

seasonal producers inherited their holdings from family, and 

another 13.8% purchased them from family members (figure 

3.13). 

 

c. Amenity-oriented individuals and families (figure 3.23) 

 

i. Year-round amenity owners. Resident amenity landowners, 

those who live on their Wallowa County land (or nearby within 

the county) but do not primarily value it for its productive 

potential, account for 7.27% of nonindustrial land or 2.14% of 

rural land within the county as a whole. A majority of these 

landowners (75.0%) acquired land through open market 

purchases, with a quarter acquiring through inheritance or 

purchase from a family member (figure 3.13). 

 

ii.  Seasonal amenity owners 

 

1. Large absentee owners. This category, elsewhere called 

“trophy ranchers” (Gentner and Tanaka 2002), consists 

of wealthy, non-resident owners of very large estates 

(1000 acres or more). These landowners’ fortunes were 

generally made through channels other than agriculture 

and forestry production and they value their Wallowa 

County holdings for reasons other than commodity 

production (including for use as private hunting estates 
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or as investment properties, in which case these owners 

overlap with the investor / developer group described 

below). From the 2010 Wallowa County landowner 

survey, non-resident amenity landowners of at least 

1000 acres accounted for 14.50% of nonindustrial 

private acres, which translates into 4.27% of rural 

Wallowa County acreage. This is probably an 

underestimate of the true representation of large 

absentee owners across the landscape, since the 2009 

county taxlot database shows that the collective holdings 

of just the ten largest nonindustrial private absentee 

owners (each of whom may or may not be amenity-

oriented according to the definition used here) account 

for 6.41% of all land in the county. 

 

2. Absentee smallholders. Non-resident amenity owners of 

less than 1000 acres of Wallowa County land include 

those who own land for recreational purposes 

(particularly hunting) as well as those who own small 

estates for seasonal residence and vacation purposes. 

From the survey results, this landowner type controls 

3.81% of the nonindustrial private land in the county, or 

1.12% of rural county land. 

 

d. Investor / developers. A number of family or corporate entities have 

purchased Wallowa County land specifically for investment or 

development purposes, although distinguishing investors from other 

private landowners can be difficult. There are at least two different 
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ways of classifying investors, each of which yields a different result. 

By summing the acres owned by entities with the word “investment” in 

their title, plus the investment entity Gazelle Land and Timber, the 

2009 database yields a total of 0.50% of the county’s land in 

investment ownership. From the 2010 Wallowa County landowner 

survey, 1.30% of nonindustrial private acres are owned by those who 

said that short-term investments were a “very important” reason for 

owning land. This translates into 0.38% of total county ownership. In 

some cases, properties owned by large absentee owners have been 

treated as short-term investments, and several of these properties have 

seen residential development prior to sale (see chapter 6). It is also 

worth noting that at least some proportion of the Forest Capital estate, 

described above under “investor-driven forest owners,” is best 

classified under this category. Forest Capital has identified a limited 

number of Wallowa County properties to sell on the recreational real 

estate market through its real estate arm, Westslope Properties. Because 

of the difficulty in identifying investor / developers from the 2009 

taxlot database, the extent of these holdings cannot be accurately 

mapped. 

 

5. Other owners. A small number of Wallowa County landowners do not fit well 

into the above categories, including churches, religious and secular summer 

camps, utilities, cemeteries, and the like. These collectively account for a 

negligible proportion of county land.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provides a broad quantitative overview of the patterns of land 

ownership in Wallowa County as of roughly 2009-2010. More than simply containing 
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“public” and “private” tenures, the array of landowners in Wallowa County includes 

industrial forest owners, conservation organizations, year-round and absentee amenity 

owners and producers, investor / developers, tribal entities, as well as governmental 

entities on whose land is overlain a diversity of tenure arrangements (cf. Geisler 

2000). While all of these owners play key roles in the overall process of rural 

restructuring in Wallowa County, the following three chapters will focus primarily on 

nonindustrial landowners, with particular attention to the categories of “amenity” and 

“production” owners (and secondarily to the categories of seasonal and year-round 

owners). This chapter showed that dividing survey respondents into groups based on 

amenity- or production-orientation (based on responses to questions regarding reasons 

for owning land) revealed differences in economic dependence on production income, 

number of years as Wallowa County landowner, and goals for forest, range, and farm 

lands. All of these patterns of difference were consistent with common understandings 

of amenity owners: on average they are more likely to be seasonally resident, less 

dependent on production income, have owned their holdings for shorter periods of 

time, and have more aesthetic and environmental protection-oriented goals when 

compared to production-oriented owners. 

Patterns of amenity and absentee ownership revealed in this chapter are 

broadly similar to those observed in studies of other restructuring rural landscapes. For 

example, Yung and Belsky (2007) estimate that around 9% of ranch purchases in their 

study area near Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front between 1985 and 2003 went to 

amenity owners. Gosnell et al. (2006) report that 39% of the large ranch purchases 

between 1990 and 2001 went to amenity owners. In a study of Okanogan County and 

the Okanogan Valley, Washington, Haggerty and Gude (2008) found that 41% of 

landowners (accounting for 29% of the landbase) were absentee in 2008, using similar 

methodology to that employed in the present study. They furthermore reported that 

53% of the large ranch sales between 1993 and 2008 resulted in a loss of “working 
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ranches,” defined as purchases by investors, developers, amenity owners, or public 

entities. 

 At the same time, it is important to acknowledge the problematic nature of 

terms such as “amenity” and “production” owners, as well as popular variants of the 

same such as “newcomers” and “locals” (Robbins et al. 2009). As I explain in chapter 

5, producers’ consumption of particular production-related amenities has been found 

to be on par with economic imperatives as motivations for land ownership and use. In 

this sense, the blending of consumption and production practices characteristic of 

amenity land ownership is largely a continuation of, rather than a departure from, 

patterns of forest and ranchland ownership that have been observed by scholars for 

decades (see, e.g., Smith and Martin 1972; Pope and Goodwin 1984; Rosen, Kaiser, 

and Baldeck 1989; Gentner and Tanaka 2002; Sayre 2004). As a group, amenity 

landowners are distinct from producers in multiple ways, but the distinction, I argue, is 

not primarily about the importance of “amenities.” More important are the class and 

cultural differences between these two groups and their associated narratives of land, 

community, and economy, as well as the means by which they make claims of 

legitimacy on space. Exploring the sources of these differences, their contestation and 

negotiation on the social stage, and their ecological outcomes is the focus of the 

following chapters. 
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Chapter 4. Mythologies and markets: exploring the tensions over rural land 
 

“This formerly rude soil has been converted by my father into a pleasant farm, and in 

return it has established all our rights; on it is founded our rank, our freedom, our 

power as citizens, our importance as inhabitants of such a district.” – J. Hector St. 

John de Crèvecœur, Letters from an American farmer  

 

The previous chapter explored quantitative patterns of migration to and from 

Wallowa County and of land ownership and use across the county’s farms, forests, and 

rangelands. These “objective” facts and figures were presented without discussion of 

how people themselves account for these patterns: what motivates migration, why and 

how people come to buy and sell land, and how landowners and others assess patterns 

of restructuring occurring in their midst. I argue that, consistent with the theory of 

structuration, the “objective” and “subjective” components of social life are not 

separable in practice; they are instead, to use Sayre’s (2002, p. xxxvii) term, 

“coconstitutive.” I reject Mitchell’s (1995) argument that what is popularly called 

“culture” merely represents epiphenomena of material relations and is incapable of 

influencing social outcomes. At the same time, I don’t claim that objective social 

structures derive wholly from subjective, cultural elements. Rather, I contend that 

objective and subjective spheres inform, and are informed by, each other and neither 

appears as an entirely independent or dependent variable. 

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to explore the narrative, symbolic, and 

ideological dimensions of community change in Wallowa County as a basis for 

understanding the relationships between ideas and actions, between subjective 

meaning and material, ecological outcomes. Doing so requires understanding how 

place is socially constructed, that is how spaces, people, relationships, and ecological 

conditions are endowed with meaning and how these sets of meaning are actively 

negotiated and contested (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). The relevant scales for 
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understanding social constructions of place include not only Wallowa County itself 

but the American West as a whole, as well as national and even international levels. It 

is from these larger scales that the dominant mythologies, ideologies, and 

environmental imaginaries at play in Wallowa County chiefly derive. 

There is, however, an inherent danger in grappling with cultural 

understandings of nature and rurality: the experiences and ideas of a particular cultural 

group can too easily be presumed to represent those of a heterogeneous people (e.g. 

“America”) as a whole (Limerick 1987; DeLuca and Demo 2001). Indeed, some of the 

foundational works of the “myth and symbol” approach to Western history have been 

criticized on precisely this count (Wise 1979). In practice, there is no singular 

American rural myth or narrative any more than there is a singular American 

experience or identity. Furthermore, the multiplicity of narratives that serve as the 

building materials for constructing rural places are not themselves distinct or easily 

separable. What we confront, then, is less a well-defined narrative and more 

something resembling a “knot” in which multiple threads of influence intertwine in 

complex ways. In the following analysis my attempt is primarily to trace the outlines 

of some of the most conspicuous threads in this knot; these are the themes that operate 

the most strongly in the history of land and rurality in America and, therefore, figure 

prominently in the discourse of Wallowa County landowners1.  

 

Constructing reality 

Social constructivism is a diverse, sometimes chaotic concept that 

encompasses multiple analytical and epistemological approaches, each carrying its 

                                                 

 
1 This task is no doubt eased by the overwhelming ethnic and cultural homogeneity of 

Wallowa County landowners; a more diverse set of owners would require the 

investigation of a more diverse set of understandings. 
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own implications regarding the relationship between subjective and objective spheres 

(Castree and Braun 2006). At their core, theories of socially-constructed reality 

maintain that components of the objective world enter the social sphere mediated by 

culturally-derived frameworks of meaning that are communicated to individuals via 

the socialization process (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Greider and Garkovich 1994). 

Thus, concepts such as “nature,” “rural,” and “community” are seen not as objective, 

unproblematic givens but rather as the outcomes of processes of meaning-creation. As 

Berger and Luckman (1966, p. 97) explain in their seminal work The Social 

Construction of Reality, “The symbolic universe provides order for the subjective 

apprehension of biographical experience. Experiences belonging to different spheres 

of reality are integrated by incorporation in the same, overarching universe of 

meaning.” The process of meaning-creation is culturally-specific, highlighting that 

contestations over the symbolic meanings of particular phenomena are often cultural 

contestations as well. The social constructivist approach I use here aligns with 

Giddens’ (1984) concept of “structures of signification,” shared symbolic and 

discursive understandings of the world, within the broader theory of structuration. I 

employ a “weak constructivist” approach, consistent with critical realism (Proctor 

1998), that recognizes the importance of subjectivity without dismissing the ontology 

of the physical universe. That is, by asserting that reality is socially constructed I am 

not implying that perception effectively “creates” the physical universe, but instead 

that the universe is always perceived in symbolic terms and gains meaning, and 

therefore social power, through culturally-derived symbolic and narrative frameworks 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966; Greider and Garkovich 1994; Watts and Peet 1996; 

Escobar 1999). Furthermore, the approach I draw on here emphasizes that meaning-

creation is both informed by, and carries very real material consequences for, the 

physical world that exists outside of human subjectivity. 

This theory provides a means for understanding the ways in which class, 

culture, and livelihood inform divergent subjective experiences, interpretations, and 
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evaluations of landscapes. As Greider and Garkovich (1994, p. 8) explain, “Cultural 

groups socially construct landscapes as reflections of themselves. In the process, the 

social, cultural, and natural environments are meshed and become part of the shared 

symbols and beliefs of members of the groups.” Along similar lines, Cosgrove (1985, 

p. 15) defines landscape as 

a way in which certain classes of people have signified themselves and their 
world through their imagined relationship with nature, and through which they 
have underlined and communicated their own social role and that of others 
with respect to external nature.  

 
This subjective concept of landscape implies that the same physical space can be 

interpreted in vastly different ways by members of different cultural groups based on 

their own frameworks: a scene of cows grazing in a lush green field might be 

perceived as the continuation of an important family livelihood by a rancher, as a 

bucolic pastoral landscape by an urban tourist, as a waste of good agricultural ground 

by a farmer, and as ecological deterioration by an environmental advocate.  

These various interpretations imply not just distinct cultures but also distinct 

classes, material interests, and, often, political strategies for achieving social and 

environmental outcomes. Indeed, Berger and Luckmann (1966) observe that social 

constructions typically come to be associated not only with specific cultures, but with 

specific material interests within cultures. Particular social constructions are not 

merely transmitted generationally within a culture, but in many instances are imposed 

through the application of power, and in this sense align with the concept of ideology 

(Giddens 1979). For example, Neumann (1998, p. 49), in his study of the imposition 

of Eurocentric wilderness ideals on African soil, argues that struggles over 

conservation are fundamentally struggles over claims to resources, including 

legitimacy and the privilege of constructing narratives regarding people and the land: 

“myths, symbolic representations, and interpretations of history and tradition are 
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critical for legitimating material claims of groups and are therefore subject to 

contestation.”  

Peet and Watts (1996) and Watts and Peet (1996) argue that analyses of social 

contestations over land and the environment must always consider the ways in which 

human-nature relationships are mediated by consciousness. They coin the terms 

“regional discursive formations” and “environmental imaginaries” to refer to the 

multiple, often conflicting, discursive constructions of the relationship between people 

and the environment held by various social groups. These narratives of land and 

society flow from the dialectical interplay of people and place; they represent the 

“natural construction of the social” as much as the “social construction of nature.” 

Watts and Peet (1996, p. 268) locate environmental imaginaries as “the prime site of 

contestation” between cultural groups regarding access to and control over natural 

resources. 

The “environmental imaginary” concept has been utilized in diverse ways in a 

number of first-world political ecology studies (Hollander 2005; Nesbitt and Weiner 

2001; Cowell and Thomas 2002; McGregor 2004; Sellers 1999; Walker and Fortmann 

2003; Hurley and Walker 2004; Foster and Sandberg 2004). Perhaps the most puzzling 

dimension of the concept, only hinted at by Peet and Watts (1996) and Watts and Peet 

(1996), is that of scale: specifically, at what scale(s) are environmental imaginaries 

most appropriately analyzed? Peet and Watts (1996) refer to broad global regions (e.g. 

Western Europe, Latin America, or South Asia) in their treatment of regional 

discursive formations. Along similar lines, McGregor (2004) utilize a global sense of 

environmental imaginary, one informed by the global hegemony of Western-style 

capitalism. Yet other scholars (Nesbitt and Weiner 2001; Foster and Sandberg 2004) 

consider environmental imaginaries at smaller scales of individual communities or 

localities within nations.  

I argue that, consistent with Cowell and Thomas (2002), these concepts are 

best thought of at multiple scales simultaneously, as nested hierarchies from the global 
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to the local. In this sense, the particular discursive elements important to contestations 

over a particular space are both informed by, and derive meaning from their relation 

to, larger-scale cultural constructions (Nesbitt and Weiner 2001; Mels 2009). For 

example, the environmental imaginaries of EuroAmerican landowners in a single rural 

Oregon county may be nested within broader narratives associated with the American 

West (Smith 1978; Limerick 1987), national mythologies regarding humans and their 

environment (Nash 1967; Slotkin 1973, 1992, 1985), and a European tradition that 

takes nature to be both separate from and integral to the social realm (Latour 1993; 

Smith 1984). The role for scholars here is to explicate the makeup of these 

imaginaries, connect them to larger cultural narratives and, as well, to trace the means 

by which they are contested, defended, and implicated in the regulation of both social 

and biophysical processes.  

 

Constructing rurality 

In recent years rural scholars have become particularly interested in 

understanding the social construction of various aspects of rurality, including rural 

space, community, identity, and land (Bell 1994, 2007; Bunce 1994; Halfacree 1994; 

Phillips, Fish, and Agg 2001; van Dam, Heins, and Elbersen 2002; Holloway 2003; 

Rye 2006). There is no single, universally accepted definition of what constitutes a 

“rural” place (Halfacree 1993). For the sake of national-level reporting and 

information-gathering, rurality tends to be defined as the absence of urbanity (Brown 

and Swanson 2003). In the U.S., as in many countries, urban areas are defined by 

simple quantitative criteria, specifically population size, density, or proximity to 

densely-populated cores. For example, the U.S. Office of Management and Budget’s 

year 2000 framework includes three categories: counties defined as “metropolitan” 

contain an urban core of at least 50,000 people, or are economically integrated with 

such a county as measured by commuting patterns; “micropolitan” counties contain a 

core of between 10,000 and 50,000 people; and “nonmetropolitan” counties are all 
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remaining counties when the previous categories are accounted for (Brown and 

Kandel 2006). The U.S. Census likewise defines rural as what is left when urban areas 

are removed; in this case, urban areas are defined at the census block level based on a 

combination of density, population, and proximity to dense urban core areas (Brown 

and Kandel 2006).  

What these definitions, and most other attempts to objectively define “rural,” 

share in common is the implicit or explicit understanding that rural is always 

conceived of as the opposite (or absence) of urban. At a symbolic level, rural is 

defined as counterpoint to the urban environment that has become increasingly central 

to the economic, social, and political life of capitalist economies since the industrial 

revolution. Indeed, many of the foundational works of rural sociology rest on a 

conception of rural places as not only separate but also insulated from the modernizing 

influences of mass capitalist society as represented by the city (Mormont 1990; 

Danbom 1991; Murdoch and Pratt 1993). There is perhaps no better example of this 

than Ferdinand Tönnies’ gemeinschaft-gesellschaft divide, positing rural community 

as cooperative and communal in contrast to the atomizing formality of urban society 

(Mazlish 1989). Despite sustained critiques of Tönnies’ assumptions regarding the 

distinctions between city and country life (e.g., Tilly 1973; Kasarda and Janowitz 

1974; Young 1996), the ideal that it represents clearly has a powerful hold on the 

popular and academic imagination, and continues to inform the ways in which rural 

places are socially constructed. Instances of such a rural-urban dualism abound in 

literature, advertising, and lay narratives: if the environment of the city is polluted, 

then rural places are clean and natural. If social interactions in the city are cold and 

impersonal, then rural communities are friendly and supportive. If the city represents 

change and dynamism, then the countryside represents continuity and stability. If the 

city is defined by its obsession with the production and circulation of capital, then 

rural places are defined in pre-capitalist (or at least pre-industrial) terms, where the 

rewards of life are communal and spiritual rather than material.  
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The literature on the social construction of rurality speaks of a “rural idyll” 

(Bell 2006; Short 2006; Bell 2007), a broadly-shared construction of rural places as 

wholesome, natural, and peaceful in contrast to the artificial and polluted environment 

of the city. This idyll casts the rural as the “symbolic antithesis of the city” (Bunce 

1994, p. 2) and all of its associated ills. There also exist, of course, rural anti-idylls 

that construct rural places as backwards, insular, or repressive in contrast to the more 

enlightened, progressive urban environment (if city dwellers are advanced and 

educated, then rural folk are simple and superstitious) (Halfacree 2010). The concept 

of a rural idyll has affinities with that of “environmental imaginaries” (discussed 

above) and, in a more basic sense, with mythology, which Slotkin (1973, p. 6-7) 

defines as  

a complex of narratives that dramatizes the world vision and historical sense of 
a people or culture, reducing centuries of experience into a constellation of 
compelling metaphors…myth can be seen as an intellectual or artistic construct 
that bridges the gap between the world of the mind and the world of affairs, 
between dream and reality, between impulse or desire and action. It draws on 
the content of individual and collective memory, structures it, and develops 
from it imperatives for belief and action. 

 

When discussing “the rural idyll,” care must be taken not to universalize a 

particular hegemonic construction (Holloway 2007). Rather, attention must be paid to 

“the various sociocultural practices and beliefs that underpin (and are part of) 

dominant representations of the rural,” and to how these “vary between individuals 

and places and how they are contested and challenged” (Little 1999, p. 440). Indeed, it 

is more accurate to speak of multiple rural idylls circulating throughout a 

heterogeneous America rather than a single idyll: multiple narratives each carrying 

their own twist on the relationship between people, the land, and economy. Nor are 

these rural idylls necessarily anchored in space. Several rural scholars (Mormont 

1990; Halfacree 1993; Cloke 1997; Woods 2006; Bell 2007) contend that, as rurality 

is a social construction, the particular cultural associations it implies can be (and are) 
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constantly re-imagined and reconstituted in a variety of spatial contexts. The 

constructed rural of the social imagination, what Bell (2007) calls “second rural,” 

nevertheless has important material implications. Halfacree (1993, p. 32) observes that 

“Whilst our social representations of ‘the rural’ may be fetishized and misplaced, 

distorted, idealized and generalized, they nevertheless produce very ‘real’ effects.” 

These include, for example, the crafting of agricultural policy, the movement of 

people across the landscape, and ecological effects associated with particular land 

tenure and use patterns. Because of this, attention must be paid to definitions of 

rurality, including those by academics, as expressions of power, to “the ways in which 

rurality is constructed and deployed in a variety of contexts” (Murdoch and Pratt 1993, 

p. 423). 

 

The multiple nature of American rural idylls 

The mythologies surrounding land, community, and economy in America are 

extensive, springing from over five centuries of colonization, war, demographic 

change, and industrial development and decay. Narratives that reflected the needs and 

activities of dominant cultural groups at one time in history have given way to 

subsequent narratives that better fit a changed historical context (Smith 1984). For 

example, Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon, presently two of America’s most 

revered natural wonders, were initially seen by EuroAmericans largely as impediments 

to travel and commerce and were only later endowed with imagery of the sublime and 

beautiful through active processes of landscape re-envisioning. Niagara Falls was 

recast as sublime in line with emerging middle-class cultural tastes, and the Grand 

Canyon was repurposed through the language of geology and a sometimes tortured 

process of reimagining by landscape artists (McElhinny 2006). That such 

constructions carry significant material consequences is evidenced by the physical 

removal of indigenous inhabitants of “natural” landscapes in order to develop 

commercial activities around National Parks and related sites for the increasingly 
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mobile white middle classes drawn by the lure of nature tourism (DeLuca and Demo 

2001). Despite the shifting of narratives over time, some have the potential to persist; 

they are not merely the reflections of current activities and economic strategies, but 

take on a life of their own to shape future action (Singer and de Sousa 1983; Dalecki 

and Coughenour 1992; Bunce 1998). 

Many of the dominant cultural understandings of rurality in America have 

affinities with those of Western Europe, particularly England (Slotkin 1973; Bunce 

1994), but at least two factors account for important distinctions between American 

and Western European ideals. The first is the unique experience of EuroAmericans as 

colonists in the “New World,” first attempting to replicate Western European models 

of community and land use and later establishing a distinct cultural identity in a 

natural and cultural landscape that shared little in common with that of Europe 

(Slotkin 1973; Marx 2000). The second is the diverse cultural makeup of America 

itself, including diverse rural experiences that vary strongly along the lines of race and 

ethnicity. These include, for example, African-American slavery in the agricultural 

South, the use of Chinese labor in western mines and railroads, early Hispano 

colonization of the Southwest, a long history of Hispanic agricultural labor, and the 

internment of Japanese-Americans in rural compounds during World War II, not to 

mention the complex experiences of Native Americans throughout American history 

(Limerick 1987).  

For our purposes, the narratives of greatest importance are those that shape 

dominant views of the relationship between people, the land, and the economy in the 

present-day rural West. Here, a complex of semi-overlapping narratives appears 

reflected in the discursive understandings, land ownership patterns and land uses of 

individual households. American rural mythologies include strains of anti-urbanism, 

the rejection of urban areas as artificial, dirty, and unfulfilling (Bunce 1994). They 

include attempts to wish away the class structure and inequality of contemporary 

capitalist society through an imagined pre-capitalist state of affairs (Sayre 2002). They 
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include strains of romanticism in their orientation toward nature and wilderness, 

including transcendentalist tendencies relating the natural world to religious 

experience (Nash 1967). They include strains of self-reliance and independence from 

societal constraints as a reproduction of popular tropes regarding the experience of the 

American frontier (Smith 1978). They include rejections of the materialism 

represented by mass consumer culture (Danbom 1991). And they include strains of a 

Jeffersonian idealization of small independent farm families as the backbone of 

American democracy (Marx 2000).  

This last component of a distinctly American rural idyll—American 

agrarianism—is perhaps the best-known, captured by Thomas Jefferson’s dictum, 

“Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen 

people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine 

virtue.” As Leo Marx (2000) points out, however, a fuller reading of this oft-quoted 

section of Notes on Virginia reveals more than simply praise of the independent 

agricultural producer, but also Jefferson’s deep concern that the young nation of 

America avoid the industrial capitalism and class divisions of Europe. Indeed, later in 

this same passage, Jefferson expresses his desire that America stall the progress of 

capitalism at an early, agrarian stage rather than progressing toward the industrial:  

While we have land to labour then, let us never wish to see our citizens 
occupied at a work-bench or twirling a distaff. Carpenters, masons, smiths, are 
wanting in husbandry: but, for the general operations of manufacture, let our 
work-shops remain in Europe.  

 
That is, while embracing Lockean ideals of private property and independence from 

the state, Jefferson also warned against the effects of unfettered capitalism. For Leo 

Marx, it is this contradiction—between the American pastoral ideal of “a peaceful, 

lovely, classless, bountiful pasture” (p. 116) and America as “the site of the world’s 
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most productive industrial machine” (p. 343) that has characterized America’s 

relationship to rurality since the nation’s founding2. A recurrent theme in American 

life and literature, according to Leo Marx, is that of the “middle place”—the pastoral 

ideal situated between uncultivated wilderness on the one hand and advanced 

capitalism on the other—invaded by a juggernaut of industrial capitalism and its 

associated horrors.  

While the array of American rural constructions and experiences is clearly 

more diverse than the single theme captured in Leo Marx’s analysis, several facets of 

his interpretation are worthy of further discussion. The first is that American rural 

idylls should be seen as reactions not merely to the city itself but to the entire political 

economy that has created the modern industrial city and placed it at the center of 

contemporary life. That is, the anti-urban element of the rural idyll is in essence a 

symbolic rejection of advancing (that is, industrial) capitalism in favor of an idealized 

pre-industrial society. Furthermore, American rural idylls should be seen not as 

resolved narratives but as replete with tensions, particularly regarding their 

relationships to capitalism and the free market. These tensions become all the more 

apparent when those idealizing a classless agrarian community are themselves the 

beneficiaries of contemporary class structure. Jefferson himself may be the most 

fitting example of this particular contradiction. As Worster (1993) observes, in 

addition to waxing poetic about the virtues of free and independent yeoman farmers 

living in agrarian bliss, Jefferson was himself a slaveowner and international 

commodity trader. Jefferson  

had confused and contradictory ideas about what the land was for. Somehow 
he hoped the land could simultaneously free people from their susceptibility to 

                                                 

 
2 It would perhaps be more accurate to say that this contradiction has characterized 

EuroAmericans’ relation to rurality rather than “America’s” as a whole. 
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vice and augment their bank accounts. But the land cannot serve both of these 
ends and serve them well. (Worster 1993, p. 101) 

 

Bunce (1994, p. 14), in his extensive investigation of English and American 

rural ideals, identifies two broad components of a shared rural idyll which arose 

initially among the emerging middle classes of the nineteenth century: a critique and 

rejection of “urbanism and industrial progress” and a romantic “idealisation of nature 

and country life.” The core of this transatlantic rural idyll is “an idea which 

romanticises pre-industrial culture, casting the traditional rural lifestyle and 

communities of the past in nostalgic contrast to the dynamic and individualistic culture 

of the present” (Bunce 1994, p. 29). The paradoxes of contemporary manifestations of 

this ideal are many, including: the increasingly exclusive nature of access to desirable 

rural environments, turning “traditional” and “agrarian” landscapes into positional 

goods (Salamon 2006); frequent conflicts between migrants drawn to agricultural 

landscapes and agricultural producers themselves regarding issues such as dust, odors, 

and pesticide use (Huntsinger and Hopkinson 1996); and the propensity for rural- or 

nature-themed exurban residential developments to displace the very attributes that 

form the basis for their desirability (Cadieux 2009). But perhaps the most paradoxical 

facet of the rural idyll, particularly in the American West, is that its basic premise—

that rural agricultural areas represent a counterpoint to contemporary capitalism—is 

fundamentally false. Despite the agrarian vision embodied in the Homestead Act and 

related laws, the history of the American West since EuroAmerican settlement has 

been written by the forces of industrial capitalism (Limerick 1987; White 1991; 

Robbins 1994, 1999). Nevertheless, the “myth of the garden” has continued to persist 

long after industrial capitalism came to dominate the West’s economy and social order 

(Smith 1978). Peñaloza (2001, p. 370) observes that “To this day, the legacy of [the 

Western] myth remains in understandings of our political-economic system; 

particularly noteworthy are conflations of capitalism with democracy, and personal 

liberty with economic freedom.” 
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It is worth emphasizing that the multiple and unresolved nature of narratives 

regarding land, community, and economy is not limited to those for whom rural places 

constitute an exotic “other,” but applies as well to those steeped in the cultural milieu 

of American rurality. For example, the strength of political conservatism in rural 

America is often interpreted as ideological support for unfettered capitalism (including 

those aspects which ultimately work against the interests of rural residents) (Frank 

2004). Yet such an interpretation obscures the widespread tensions among rural 

residents and landowners regarding the role of capitalism in sustaining their cultures 

and livelihoods. McCarthy (2002) noted such tensions in his analysis of the “Wise 

Use” movement, a grassroots political effort which is typically framed as activism in 

favor of unfettered property rights. McCarthy argues that the Wise Use movement 

actually contains many of the characteristics of a moral economy, including, 

significantly, resistance to the logic of capitalism. His observations could apply well to 

many “traditional” producers in Wallowa County:  

Many [Wise Use members] did not sell private land when they could have 
done so at a considerable profit. They stayed in ranching or forest-products 
industries despite very low profits rather than moving away or into other lines 
of business. They fretted over whether they would be able to pass on 
generations-old family businesses: one of the concerns local Wise Use activists 
expressed most frequently was whether their children would be able to stay in 
the community or work in the same industry. They expressed pride in working 
on the same piece of land, or in the same area, for generations. Such evidence 
suggests that their commitment to primary commodity production was not 
reducible to a desire to maximize profits. (p. 1292) 

  

Throughout both rural and sub/urban regions of the country, the multiple ideals 

of American rural places exist in uneasy tension with separate but related ideals 

associated with the beneficence of the free market. Nowhere are these tensions more 

evident than in the context of competing claims to rural land. Four themes that covered 

the multiple nature of land in the American West were discussed at the close of 

Chapter 2. Along similar lines, Freyfogle (2003) discusses a division between two 
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property orientations prevalent throughout American history. The first is the 

community, ecological, or agrarian vision of ownership consistent with early post-

Revolution ideals of republican civic duty and community obligation, characterized by 

broad societal interests in acquiring land and protecting community access to land-

based resources. The second is the industrial or developmental vision based on later 

capitalist ideals of land as a market commodity, “in which landowners [have] few 

duties to neighbors and little or no obligation to keep their activities consistent with 

the community’s well-being” (p. 83). These two visions (the latter in particular) have 

been buoyed over time by multiple justifications for private property, including first-

in-time, the Lockean labor theory of property, personality theory, and theories of the 

greatest aggregate good (Freyfogle 2003). The key lesson here is that land in America 

is constructed in multiple and conflicting forms: as simultaneously a site of 

exploitation for capital gain and as a sanctuary from the effects of an unrestrained 

market society; as a distinctly American alternative to the asymmetric class structure 

of Europe and as new territory for the reproduction of pre-existing social structures; as 

home and as market commodity.  

While these tensions and contestations over the meanings, justifications, and 

uses of land and community are ever-present, they become particularly salient within 

the context of rural restructuring (Tauxe 1998). For example, in his analysis of 

discourses surrounding rural restructuring in four western communities, Nelson (2001) 

concluded that processes of restructuring are experienced not only in terms of their 

economic effects, but also in terms of cultural impacts. In particular, ideals of a 

classless, egalitarian rural society were challenged by increasing disparities in wealth 

and privilege and conspicuous displays of affluence by amenity-oriented migrants. 

Strong cultural ideals regarding the importance of conventional productivist land uses 

were disrupted by development, inflated land prices, and the transition to consumptive 

uses of rural land. In the case of Iowan agricultural communities in the early 1990s, 

Naples (1994) found resistance, particularly among white males, to the social effects 
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of restructuring that were at odds with traditional images of agrarianism. Such changes 

included the rising importance of income generation by women and increasing rural 

ethnic diversity. In their study of restructuring in rural Appalachia, Nesbitt and Weiner 

(2001, p. 347) conclude, “The contradictions of being an Appalachian landowner 

become heightened in the context of a post-industrial economy that forces many local 

people to simultaneously view their land as commodity and a cultural resource.”  

 

Constructing Wallowa County 

 There is no single Wallowa County identity, but rather multiple strains and 

facets represented by various actors and coalitions in varying contexts. One facet of 

the Wallowa County identity is representative of many small rural American 

communities, based on ideals of “friendliness, egalitarianism, stable family make-up, 

and general moral superiority over cities” (Tauxe 1998, p. 354). Such communities are 

often characterized by a strong insider/outsider distinction and the symbolic 

importance of productivist activities such as farming, ranching, and logging. Wallowa 

County also shares much in common with other remote, rural, public lands-proximate 

communities of the American West. The identity most evident within this context is of 

a traditionally resource-dependent place that has been the victim of capricious public 

land policy changes precipitated by “outsiders.” Typical elements of this identity are 

distrust of government, bitter feelings toward environmental advocates, and sympathy 

with a political agenda focused on repealing or reducing the scope of environmental 

regulations (McCarthy 2002). In addition to these, other identities are created and 

sustained by both county residents and non-residents: Wallowa County as arts and 

culture hub, Wallowa County as gateway to Oregon’s largest designated Wilderness 

Area, and Wallowa County as homeland for the Wallowa Band of the Nez Perce. 

The construction of Wallowa County as place—including what defines it in 

contrast to other rural and urban places, what people, activities, and land uses 

“belong,” and what it means to preserve the county’s rural character—is a complex 
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and sometimes fractured process. Fault lines run not only along familiar divisions 

between, for example, producers and amenity migrants, but even within such groups 

as well as within families and even individuals themselves. The means by which place, 

belongingness, and identity are constructed and contested are examined here through 

an exploration of the discourses of Wallowa County landowners and stakeholders 

themselves. The analysis of discourse allows for a deep and nuanced understanding of 

both subjective experiences and the ways in which subjective realities are structured 

(McElhinny 2006; Peterson and Horton 1995). And as discussed above, these 

subjective spheres include important implications for the structuring of “objective” 

outcomes (these are covered more fully in chapters 5 and 6). 

  

The search for a rural ideal 

 A starting point for understanding the construction of Wallowa County by 

amenity-oriented landowners is the exploration of landowners’ own narrative 

explanations for their decisions to purchase land in the county. This process reveals 

the multiple nature of rural idylls—including strains of anti-urbanism, Jeffersonian 

agrarianism, and the construction of rural communities as insulated from modernity—

as well as some important contradictions characteristic of processes of rural 

restructuring in the American West. Such patterns of purchase and movement are of 

course made possible due to the facilitation of a number of factors that are themselves 

closely tied to contemporary capitalism, as described in chapter 1. Yet despite the 

importance of such factors, processes of land purchase and migration do not happen 

without the active agency of individuals (in this case, individuals belonging to certain 

class-cultural groups, generally affluent, middle-aged, non-Hispanic whites from 

urban or high-amenity rural areas). Indeed, a number of amenity landowners described 

multi-year processes searching for the perfect property, often utilizing computer 

spreadsheets or other formal means of evaluating various places against a set of 

criteria that represent both the natural and cultural elements of a rural idyll. Fred and 
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Melinda, year-round amenity landowners who relocated from a regional urban area, 

described their process of finding the ideal rural place to which to retire, revealing 

evidence of a prolonged, systematic search: 

Fred: We looked for a couple or three years, north-central Washington, eastern 
Washington, northern Idaho, Western Montana, this area… 

[Interviewer]: What were the sorts of things you were looking for during that 
time? 

Melinda: Oh, he had this wonderful checklist you would not believe. Pages 
generated on the computer. You know, a community that had good schools or 
good libraries, good civic activities, good hospitals, basically that was maybe 
50 years behind the times as far as development, you know, a really rural 
lifestyle. 

 

In addition to these community amenities, Fred and Melinda described the 

importance of water rights in their decision to purchase, citing examples of other 

places they had looked where water rights were less secure due to endangered species 

issues or other environmental concerns. Fred’s focus on the ability to produce hay is 

intriguing given that neither he nor Melinda were producers, nor did they consider 

rental income as a criterion in their search process: 

Fred: [In other places we had looked], even when you had your water rights, so 
many acre-feet per year, the district was saying, “Oh, we don’t have that much 
for water this year so you’re going to get a percentage of that,” which means 
then that instead of getting three cuttings of hay you’re going to get two or 
maybe one cutting. 

 

While the production of hay (either personally or through a renter) was not originally 

an important consideration for Fred and Melinda, what this passage implies is a 

particular component of the American rural idyll, namely rural as a refuge from 

regulation. Elsewhere in the interview Fred and Melinda described the “push” factors 

that made the city unappealing. These included overdevelopment, traffic congestion, 

an inability to access favored horse trails, as well as a sense of being overtaxed. In 

addition, they related a story in which their attempts to prune a tree on their own 
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property met with howls of protest from neighboring landowners who claimed a sense 

of ownership of Fred and Melinda’s private property. They contrasted this tale to their 

experience in Wallowa County, with Melinda saying, “down here you can do just 

about anything and nobody ever notices. They don’t care that much.” Similar 

sentiments were echoed by other amenity landowners; for example, consider the 

search criteria described by Tony, an absentee amenity buyer who purchased in the 

mid-2000s: 

…it took us five years, looking in Wallowa County only, to find a piece of 
property that fit the criteria that we wanted to be able to do the projects that we 
wanted. And here we are. 

[Interviewer]: Can you tell me a little bit about that criteria? 

The criteria was to be close enough to town that you’re not “out there.” And to 
be remote enough that you can basically do more or less what you want – you 
know not anything crazy or – but if I want to build a little barn I can build a 
little barn, if I want to build a big barn I can build a big barn, I want to be able 
to shoot the red diggers [ground squirrels] off the property…I don’t have to 
worry about it. 

 

Wallowa County as an alternative to the regulation, taxation and overcrowding 

of the city fit into a larger theme of Wallowa County as a refuge from the ills of 

modernity. These ills are not limited to those represented by the city but, importantly, 

also include other rural areas, particularly those in which processes of gentrification 

were already well underway. For many amenity landowners, Wallowa County’s 

relatively low property prices and sparse population created an ideal rural alternative 

to more developed and “discovered” rural areas in the Northwest and northern Rocky 

Mountains. Some, like Fred, Melinda, and Tony, emphasized the county’s libertarian 

political climate. For others, the state (and, by extension, county) land use planning 

framework, which restricts unplanned, runaway development, was identified as 

providing a level of assurance that Wallowa County would avoid the residential 

development of other regional rural areas. Leonard and Charlene, seasonal amenity 

owners who purchased in the mid-2000s, described how Wallowa County compared 
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favorably to places in south-central Washington where large tracts of land were being 

parcelized and developed as exurban ranchettes. Said Charlene:  

right now it seems like land is pretty well protected throughout Oregon and 
Wallowa County seems pretty conscious of that but yeah, if land use changed 
drastically, if we get something else like Measure 37 and people start dividing 
their land and building, you know if we had a lot of condos out there or 
something this place would not be so appealing to me. I mean, I don’t see that 
happening but that’s one of the reasons we chose this area rather than say in 
Washington where more of that is happening. 

 

With the growing ability to remain connected to the “outside” world through 

high-speed internet (including satellite internet for the most remote locations), remote 

rural areas like Wallowa County are increasingly seen as viable destinations for 

telecommuters and lone eagles. Austin, an amenity landowner and telecommuter, 

described the process he and his wife Betty went through before deciding to purchase 

their Wallowa County property, emphasizing the economic advantages of buying 

property in a scenic, but remote and relatively inexpensive area: 

We needed enough space, because both [Betty] and I work out of the house, 
our businesses, so we needed, you know a livable house with the capacity to 
have a modern office, we needed a garden spot…And we didn’t want to be 
boxed in by people, and we wanted the place to have some sort of, kind of 
special pizzazz. And we looked for a year and a half, very systematically, on 
the internet, every day…We had like five essential ingredients in a place and I 
don’t think we found [another] place with more than three of them…not only 
had we been looking for a year and a half but we had probably done fifteen 
dedicated land-hunting trips and we covered a lot of ground, a lot of places and 
this place was so far and away the nicest one that it was just striking and you 
know being in this part of Oregon, as isolated as it is here, you know the price 
was a fraction of what it would have cost over in, near Corvallis or Eugene. 

 

For Betty and Austin, as for several amenity landowners and migrants 

interviewed for this study, Wallowa County was not their first rural retreat. Rather, 

they had relocated from another rural community in the Northwest that had been 

“discovered” and was starting to show signs of overcrowding and overdevelopment. 
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They cited the loss of amenities that had originally drawn them to their previous place 

of residence in their description of their motivations to relocate to Wallowa County. 

While most migrants to Wallowa County moved from counties defined as “urban” 

(figure 3.1), patterns of movement are more complicated than a simple urban-to-rural 

pattern. Indeed, for many migrants and seasonally-resident landowners, Wallowa 

County was constructed not only as an alternative to the urban environment, but also 

as an alternative to other rural areas or peri-urban areas where rural amenities had 

been degraded by overcrowding and gentrification. Many informants described 

Wallowa County as reminiscent of their former or permanent hometowns before they 

were “discovered”: 

Hank: I don’t like what’s happened to [our hometown], that’s why I’ve been 
trying to move out of [there], it’s a zoo, it’s – you know, if I wanted to live in 
San Jose, California I’d move down there. I don’t. I don’t want to live in [our 
hometown] either the way it’s developing…I used to go to the high lakes all 
the time in high school and stuff and, you could go anywhere and not see 
anybody. Now you go up there you need a parking permit even to park in the 
parking lots. And there’s people everywhere. This is just the opposite, this is 
like, 

Freda: Like it used to be. 

Hank: How I grew up. 

Freda: And we like that. 

Hank: We were there yesterday at the river [in Wallowa County], we saw one 
pickup go up the road and that same pickup go back, that was in four hours. No 
people, had the complete river to ourselves. 

Freda: It’s just so peaceful. 
 

 Wallowa County represented another kind of idealized past for informants who 

grew up in rural areas but spent their adult lives in the city. Several informants 

described searching for a place reminiscent of their rural childhood home, both in 

terms of the rural environment and the “small town” community context. For some, 
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this was more than a general nostalgia but an attempt to own a specific piece of terrain 

because of its connection to their childhood: 

Doug: …when I was a kid we’d chukar hunt over here. Really, we really, here 
– 

[Interviewer]: In Wallowa County? 

Doug: Actually twenty miles downstream. Just in the Washington side. 

[Interviewer]: Right. In the Asotin area? 

Doug: So in Asotin County…And I grew up, and the very first time I hunted 
there with my dad and my grandpa there and my uncle – very first time I went 
I was eleven years old…I walked out and said, “I’m going to live right here. 
This is where my house is going to be.” And we tried to get that. We tried. 

Irene: Yeah we did – not very successfully. 

Doug: We tried to get that [specific property]. We couldn’t quite pull that 
together. And so that’s why we’re really here, it’s all sort of a stupid bird. 
[laughs] 

 
In addition to the pull of these various rural idylls, the importance of rural land 

as a capital asset should not be omitted from this analysis. Indeed, much of the spike 

in interest in rural land generally, and Wallowa County land specifically, in the 1990s 

and 2000s occurred during a period in which real estate was seen as a safe and 

profitable investment nationwide (see figures 3.7 and 3.8). The financial advantages of 

owning rural land in scenic settings are numerous, including the potential for returns 

on investment due to sustained demand for such land as a lifestyle asset, very modest 

tax rates for lands deemed to be contributing to agricultural or forestry production, and 

the ability to absorb equity gained in other (e.g. urban) real estate investments without 

incurring capital gains taxes. The result, then, is that rural land in places like Wallowa 

County acts as a hybrid asset, reflecting both cultural ideals and capital accumulation 

opportunities simultaneously. Results from the Wallowa County landowner survey 

show that a majority of amenity landowners considered the long-term investment 

potential of their Wallowa County property as an important reason for owning, but 
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other less tangible reasons were considered important by equal or larger proportions 

(figure 4.1). Leonard summed up the hybrid nature of his holdings: “investing in this 

is probably, it’s not that much worse than the stock market and a hell of a lot more 

fun.” 

 

Figure 4.1. Percent of amenity landowners ranking various reasons for owning land in 
Wallowa County 4 or 5 on a scale from 1 = not at all important to 5 = very important. 
Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

Legitimacy and belongingness under rural restructuring 

A 2009 deal between Wallowa County and Union Pacific to store empty 

lumber cars along the unused rail line running through the Wallowa Valley sparked an 
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impassioned and protracted public debate over the county’s scenic resources. By some 

accounts, the rail cars were an eyesore, a yellow wall of industrial infrastructure 

marring the view of the county’s mountains, farms, and forests. To others, the empty 

lumber cars sitting idle along tracks that once carried finished wood products out of 

the county were a daily reminder of the loss of a thriving timber industry. Some 

county residents interpreted the outcry over the rail cars as emblematic of the county’s 

newer residents, affluent in-migrants disconnected from the county’s productivist past 

and more interested in scenery than in the local economy. For several months the 

controversy dominated the “letters to the editor” section of the local newspaper. One 

county resident prefaced his remarks on the topic with the following paragraph: 

I am 85 years old. I was born in Wallowa Lower Valley in June, 1924. I 
presently live in Lower Valley on property that was homesteaded in 1872, by 
my great-grandfather, Winslow Powers. My ancestors claimed that the Powers 
family was the first white family to settle in Wallowa Valley. My grandfather, 
Henry Schaeffer, and grandmother, Viola Powers, were the first white couple 
to be married in Wallowa Valley in 1873. I presently reside in the house that 
Winslow Powers built in 1885. (Wallowa County Chieftain, June 18, 2009, “In 
favor of the railroad”) 

 

After this introductory paragraph, the writer transitioned into his remarks, which were 

in favor of rail car storage. Another letter-writer voiced her opposition to the storage 

plan a month later, beginning, “My great-grandparents settled in the Wallowa Valley 

in the 1880s. I grew up there and still own property there. I’m not some outsider 

giving an opinion on what happens in Wallowa County.” (Wallowa County Chieftain, 

July 16, 2009, “Rail cars destroy pristine scenery”). 

 The rail car controversy, while not central to the present study, provides 

something of a microcosm of the social and cultural dimensions of land use in 

Wallowa County, highlighting the relationships between land, localism, and 

legitimacy. The letter-writers quoted above drew on tacit understandings of these 

relationships to make their cases: by establishing their local bona fides—through 
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connecting themselves to early white settlers—they claimed a legitimacy to opine on 

matters of local land use that others (“outsiders”) lack. In Wallowa County, as in rural 

places throughout much of the U.S. and elsewhere, the claim to being “local,” to being 

rooted in the natural, social, and cultural milieu that have come to define a particular 

place, is a source of legitimacy. And legitimacy, in turn, is a key source of power in 

local political and social matters (Escobar 1999; Watts 2000). 

 The construction of rural belongingness was explored by Bell (1992, 1994) in 

the context of an exurban village on the fringes of London, and his four criteria for 

local legitimacy closely mirror the implicit framework used to distinguish “locals” 

from “outsiders” in Wallowa County. The rules that determined acceptance as an 

authentic rural resident in the English village of “Childerly” included localism (long-

term residence or family roots in the village), ruralism (amount of time spent living in 

rural places or engaged in rural occupations), countryism (knowledge of rural 

activities and practices), and communalism (participation in informal community 

activities). Significantly, Bell (1992, p. 74) contends that, more than objectively 

sorting residents according to rural identity, these rules act as “a language for talking 

about class tensions and class identity.” In much the same way, implicit or explicit 

distinctions between “locals” and “outsiders” in Wallowa County tend to fall along 

class lines: relative newcomers in a temporal sense may be accepted as “local” if they 

embody the county’s rural, working- or middle-class agrarian identity, while those 

with longer-term roots in the county may remain perpetual outsiders if they represent a 

more affluent class of resident who doesn’t personally engage in agricultural or 

forestry activities. 

 Scholars researching changing rural communities often separate “locals” and 

“newcomers” according to quantitative criteria for the purposes of analysis. For 

example, Smith and Krannich (2000) define newcomers as those who had relocated to 

the study area within the previous ten years, while Yung, Freimund, and Belsky 

(2003) use a twenty year cutoff. Gosnell, Haggerty, and Byorth (2007) use the year 
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1980 to distinguish between newcomers and oldtimers, since amenity migration to 

their study site increased around that time. Yet even these scholars acknowledge that 

such distinctions are arbitrary. More than describing objective categories, terms such 

as “local,” “outsider,” “old-timer,” and “newcomer” are used by lay actors (and at 

times by academics themselves) to bestow legitimacy on favored cultural groups, land 

uses, and environmental imaginaries and likewise to delegitimize others. Yet the 

dynamic nature of identity and the constructedness of place mean that these discursive 

projects of the “politics of place” are never settled but are rather constantly negotiated 

and contested. As Limerick (1987, p. 27) observes, “Western history has been an 

ongoing competition for legitimacy—for the right to claim for oneself and sometimes 

for one’s group the status of legitimate beneficiary of Western resources.” 

 The ability to connect one’s genealogy to early settlers is an obvious source of 

legitimacy for those with local roots. Those lacking a local pedigree draw on a variety 

of other sources: a more general rural identity, what Bell (1992, 1994) calls 

“countryism” and “ruralism”; family connections to the broader region (e.g. Oregon or 

Idaho); or their contributions to the community’s economy or social life, Bell’s 

“communalism.” Those branded as “newcomers” are generally quite aware of their 

status within the community and can explain the rules for claiming local legitimacy: 

And I’ve been here 19 years now, not quite 20, I’m still the new guy. I mean I 
will always be the new guy. [My son is] always going to be the new guy.…It 
always reminds me of a joke about the old guy that’s talking to the new guy 
and the new guy says, “Hey man, I’ve been here for 30 years now. I’ve had my 
kids here, they’ve had kids here, I’ve bought, I’ve sold, I’ve done, I’ve 
volunteered. Am I still the new guy?” and the old guy says, “Well, look at it 
this way. If a cat had kittens in the oven, would you call them biscuits?” 
[laughs]…  

[Interviewer]: That says a lot. And so is that true here? 

Oh yeah. Yes. Yeah, the fifth generation people will, in the first paragraph, 
maybe two paragraphs, let you know they are fifth generation people. 
Absolutely. I try to keep my little 20 year thing under a hat right now, because 
unless people directly ask me I don’t flash that one around because it’s not 
worth anything around here. [Andrew, year-round amenity landowner] 
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 Andrew’s reference to the “worth” of local roots speaks to the symbolic capital 

associated with particular identities in this rural field. Similar sentiments were voiced 

frequently by Wallowa County amenity migrants from urban areas and those without a 

personal background in agriculture. Such dynamics highlight the class and cultural 

dimensions along which contestations over local legitimacy tend to fall. What is 

particularly notable is that the rules for claiming legitimacy turn expected class 

aspirations upside-down, leading to a situation in which symbols of yeoman 

authenticity are valued over bourgeois sophistication. One approach taken by a 

number of amenity owners was to distinguish themselves from the most unfavorable 

kind of migrant by showing sensitivity to the local culture and economy: 

And once they realized I wasn’t a, quote, Californian [laughs], there’s a little 
bit, understandably there’s a little bit of heartache toward outsiders here 
because I’ve noticed it that a lot of people from the outside’ll come in and 
bring their attitudes with them and not hire locally and bring all their stuff with 
them from the outside and that understandably starts to aggravate the people 
who have been here all their lives and I don’t think a majority of the people in 
this valley want it to change, I think they want it to stay the way it is. And they 
get a little leery if they perceive that somebody wants to start changing things. 
And we’re not like that, we want to keep it just the way it is, that’s why we 
came here. [Frank, amenity landowner and small-scale producer] 

 

In this case, the term “Californian” refers to a stereotypically arrogant kind of 

rural gentrifier, one dismissive of the local culture and unaware of (or indifferent to) 

their effects on the county’s rural identity. While used in nonspatial (i.e., not place-

specific) sense by Frank, the concept has roots in a pattern of equity migration from 

California to the Northwest over the last two decades that has affected land and 

housing prices, as well as community dynamics, throughout the region. It also speaks 

to a construction of California as characterized by upper-class urban tastes, 

superficiality and a cultural disconnection from the “real” (i.e., rural) West. The 

simultaneously spatial and nonspatial nature of this term was expressed by Fred and 

Melinda: 
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Melinda: …our friends would all say, “Well do they treat you like Californians 
down there?” because in [our previous place of residence] it was like, oh, if 
you moved in from California, forget it. Nobody was going to – 

Fred: It took you years to even get any inroads in. 

Melinda: Yeah, and they’d all say, “Yeah, are they treating you like 
Californians down there?” We’re like, “No, they don’t seem to be.” But if you 
come in with the wrong attitude, yeah. You could be Californians in a minute. 

 
The reflexive stance portrayed in the discourse of many amenity landowners 

suggests that contestations over legitimacy operate at least partially at the level of 

“discursive consciousness” rather than simply at a “practical” level, to use Giddens’ 

(1984) terminology. That is, processes of rural gentrification in the American West 

have been occurring long enough, and their framings have propagated widely enough, 

that many amenity migrants arrive with conscious intent to not repeat the mistakes of 

past gentrifiers and, therefore, constantly monitor their actions in light of community 

norms. In particular, they often take steps not to run afoul of local customs or 

expectations in ways that would undermine their own claims of legitimacy. Heley 

(2010, p. 325-326) noted a similar tendency among new landowners in rural England, 

regarding, in this case, foxhunting: “Perceiving that open opposition towards the hunt 

would significantly reduce their claim to rural credentials, members of the new 

squirearchy shared a tacit understanding that they would ‘keep quiet’ on the subject.” 

In Wallowa County, long-time residents often pointed to instances where amenity 

landowners transgressed local customs and expectations as evidence of the negative 

impacts of wealthy “outsiders” on the local community. Interestingly, these cases were 

almost always associated with large absentee owners, often the wealthiest amenity 

landowners in the county, said to be guilty of restricting access to public or private 

resources, neglecting basic stewardship duties, and treating neighboring landowners 

with disrespect. 

Yet even in the case of amenity owners of smaller properties, including those 

with a strong reflexive stance toward their role in local rural restructuring, the theme 
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of contestations over legitimacy is a recurrent one. Nowhere do these contestations 

appear more strongly than in the context of claims to land and natural resources. As 

discussed above, land ownership in America is permeated with conflicting ideals, and 

these carry conflicting normative lessons for who “deserves” to own land. Such 

national-level questions over legitimacy are reflected in Wallowa County discourse: 

does mere possession (i.e. ability to afford title to land) constitute a sufficient 

justification for ownership? Do locals deserve to own land more than non-locals? Do 

individuals have the right to take land out of production once they gain title to it? In 

addressing questions such as these, Wunderlich (1993, p. 553) describes three 

dimensions of the “values question.” These include efficiency, or the ability to provide 

economic and environmental benefits to society; membership of owners in particular 

groups, many of which reflect “biases against outsiders, strangers, or foreigners;” and 

“qualities of worthiness or entitlement” such as entitlement through manual labor (or 

inheritance from one who labored) or entitlement based on conservation and 

protection of the natural environment. Wunderlich answers the question of “who 

should own the land” by summarizing these unwritten social rules of ownership: “The 

efficient, industrious, caring persons of the community—or a close approximation 

thereof—should be the owners” (p. 554). 

 The theme of relationships between class and ownership patterns emerged 

from a number of interviews, and was frequently linked to questions of the legitimacy 

of claims to land. This was particularly prevalent in interviews with long-term 

Wallowa County residents. These informants often noted a transition since the 1970s 

or 1980s from patterns of ownership dominated primarily by other producers to 

patterns dominated by wealthier owners whose livelihoods are independent of 

productivist income sources. This latter type of owner was often described in terms 

that diminished their claims of legitimacy as rural landowners. Victor, a long-time 

resident and producer, described neighboring absentee amenity owners: “they come 

down here and play on the weekends, horses and mules, and dress up like cowboys 
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and [laughs]. I’m sure they’re losing about a million dollars a year with their activities, 

but maybe they make millions…” Gordon, another multi-generational producer, 

assessed the land uses of neighboring amenity landowners by saying “They’re just 

playing at it is all they’re doing.” According to Sam and Doris, two multi-generational 

producers, the cultural capital that accompanies the rural landowner identity was seen 

as a reason for affluent urbanites to purchase productive land in Wallowa County: 

Sam: …there’s been times that there’s been neighbors that have been good. 

[Interviewer]: Are you seeing less of that now? 

Sam: Oh I think so, yeah. 

[Interviewer]: Is it a different type of person that’s starting to move in? 

Sam: Well yeah, those people were farmers and ranchers and that was what 
they bought land for was to carry on. And these people that are buying land 
now are doing it – I don’t know if you call it speculation or just doing it for a 
hobby – I don’t know what you’d call it. But yeah they are different. I think 
they’re buying it just so that they can tell their buddies at the golf course they – 

Doris: They own a big ranch. 

Sam: That, “We’re ranchers, we own this ranch in Oregon,”… 

 
 Nor are the class divisions within the county lost on amenity landowners 

themselves. Despite their varied and sometimes idealistic reasons for moving to or 

buying land in Wallowa County, amenity landowners often become aware over time 

(if they weren’t initially) of their role in transforming their physical and social 

environment and, furthermore, of the ways in which others in the community perceive 

them. This aligns with Halfacree and Boyle’s (1998, p. 11) observation that many 

rural migrants eventually “become self-reflexive of their own role in changing the 

rural…For example, they may observe how, if they are from the higher social classes, 

they have helped to gentrify the area moved into.” This process often leads not only to 

a reflexive critique of the amenity owner’s own place in the community, but also to a 

critique of the processes of amenity-driven rural change in general: 
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when I first came here this place was absolutely incredible to me, and now I’m 
starting to kind of back away from the whole huge piece of [this part of 
Wallowa County], today I’m starting to see it for what it really is, it’s a hobby 
farm and I’m the gentrified son of a bitch…and I don’t want to be that guy, not 
really, but that’s who I am right now, so I’m constantly trying to kind of do it a 
little bit, but some of the joy’s taken out of it because I’m starting to see it with 
a lot clearer eye now exactly who I am up here. Maybe what this place needs is 
maybe it needs to go back to a real cowman who will run these pastures down, 
you know, to work them hard…So I don’t know what’s going to happen here 
but I know that it won’t always be like this. I used to tell [my neighbor], 
somewhat tongue in cheek…I’m the first wave…of what’s going to ruin this 
county, watch. He said, “Oh bullshit [Andrew].” I say, “No, no, no, give it 
time, give it time, I’m the first wave of what’s going to gentrify and wreck this 
county.” [Andrew, year-round amenity owner] 

 

Particularly interesting in this passage is Andrew’s suggestion that the land should 

perhaps rightfully be owned by “a real cowman,” rather than a gentrifier or a 

landowner who deviates from traditional EuroAmerican land uses. This sense, of 

amenity landowners questioning their own legitimacy because of their disinterest in 

(or inability to undertake) conventional productivist land uses—in essence 

internalizing the discourse of “local” producers—was noted in Australia by Gill, 

Klepieis, and Chisholm (2010).  

The hybrid nature of rural land—as simultaneously a family heirloom, a key 

component of local cultural identity and a national (and even international) market 

commodity—acts as a source of tension and conflict for Wallowa County residents 

and landowners, “newcomer” and “old-timer” alike. This is particularly true given 

both the centrality of land to the county’s identity and the libertarian, free-market 

political orientation towards private property (what Freyfogle (2003) calls the 

“industrial” vision of land) that is pervasive among many of the county’s residents and 

landowners. Particularly troublesome is the question of intergenerational continuity; 

the inflation of local land prices means that the current generation of landowners has 

the opportunity to sell their land at an attractive price while the younger generation of 

prospective producers is effectively shut out of the land market. 
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Oh, this land is so high here. So out of proportion to what you can raise onto it. 
You couldn’t make, a young person couldn’t even think of buying this land, 
unless you had, you’d have to have something else besides, or you couldn’t 
make it. Because, well, take this valley selling for two or three thousand 
dollars an acre, there’s no way, no way you can do anything. You can’t even 
pay the interest on that money.…But this land is so high now that young 
people have no way to buy land here in Wallowa County, and I suppose the 
rich people are going to own this land and there ain’t a hell of a lot we’re going 
to do about it. [Alvin, producer and multi-generational resident] 

 

 Interviews with producers revealed persistent tensions over the hybrid nature 

of rural land, between its value in familial or communal terms and its value as a 

commodity. These tensions are exacerbated by characteristics of rural restructuring 

experienced at the local level that make continued productive use of rural land less 

secure. Such elements include a difficult economic and policy environment for 

agricultural and forestry production, an inflated land market that presents difficulties 

for intergenerational transfer of land, and demographic changes characterized by out-

migration of young families from the county and in-migration of older adults from 

elsewhere. Rita, a multi-generational resident and producer, described her family land 

by saying, “it means something to us, it’s not a crop of barley to sell. It’s something 

that is ours.” However, in assessing the local land market, Rita said, “people are 

paying ridiculous prices. But by the same token if I had to sell I’d want that ridiculous 

price…If I had to sell I’d want every penny I could get out of it.” Walter, a producer 

and landowner, described the tensions between community ideals of intergenerational 

transfer of land and the actions of individual producer landowners. His discourse 

reveals broader tensions over ideals of private property rights versus widely-shared 

community goals: 

A lot of people see [their land] as retirement and basically getting the highest 
price for their land as their ultimate goal to – and they have every right to that, 
I mean they’re, free market system and private property rights. Also puts a 
little bit of – you know when you go to some of the organizations like Oregon 
Cattlemen[’s Association] and stuff who are going on about how no young 
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people can get started in the business because of the high cost and the high cost 
of land. But then you have the – not necessarily the same people but a lot of 
people very similar that sell to the highest bidder. They wouldn’t give a damn 
whether a young person got started or not, although they say, “Well it’s really 
too bad” you know. 

 

Stewardship self-identity 

Amenity-oriented landowners are defined by their economic and cultural 

independence from conventional productivist land uses and by the value they place on 

specific attributes of the area in which they purchase land. As covered in the 

discussion above, these include particular constructions of both rural land and rural 

communities. That amenity landowners tend to construct their properties in 

consumptive rather than productive terms is no surprise. Yet, with some exceptions, 

most amenity landowners interviewed here expressed a sense of obligation to go 

beyond mere enjoyment of their properties and engage as active stewards. This is part 

and parcel of the reflexive nature of contemporary amenity-driven rural restructuring 

in Wallowa County, and is linked to the construction of Wallowa County as a 

“working landscape.” Thomas, a seasonally-resident amenity landowner, described his 

fear that Wallowa County could grow to mimic other gentrified rural areas if land 

prices continued to escalate and productivist uses declined as a result. His personal 

response to this concern was to ensure the continued productive use of his own land: 

the first time I saw [the property] I fell in love with it. So we put a bid on it and 
ended up getting it. It’s significantly bigger than what we were looking for…I 
was looking for something smaller. So then now that we’ve got it what do we 
do with it? So one of the things that has just kind of been part of my soul or 
part of my ethical makeup is, I don’t want to take this and turn it into a walled 
garden and lock everything out, I mean it’s just part of the reason I like this 
[area] is that the way it’s integrated, the use of the land and the people living 
on it and stuff like that. And so I felt I had basically an obligation to kind of 
continue working it. 
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The concept of stewardship self-identity is an emerging concern in the study of 

amenity-driven land ownership change (Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 2010); the 

dimensions of this concept carry implications for land uses and land tenure dynamics 

under emerging land ownership regimes. The following chapter will explore the land 

use implications of these divergent constructions of human-land relationships; the 

purpose of this section is to first understand how these identities relate to the above 

discussions of constructed rural idylls and claims to legitimacy. The stewardship 

concept is clearly multidimensional, revealing many of the same tensions and 

contradictions represented in concepts such as “rural” and “local.”  

Constructions of stewardship practices and self-identity have received some 

attention in the literature. Jackson-Smith, Kreuter, and Krannich (2005) found 

evidence of strong stewardship ethics across a diversity of Utah and Texas rangeland 

owners, even those with strong pro-private property rights orientations who felt their 

role as landowner implied little obligation to society at large. Peterson and Horton 

(1995, p. 148) found that ranchers in Texas “define themselves as stewards, or 

protectors of the land” despite their antagonistic relationship with federal conservation 

agencies. Their stewardship identity was found to be closely tied to ideals of “common 

sense, independence, and a unique human-land connection” (Peterson and Horton 

1995, p. 148). In one of the few studies of its kind, Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm (2010) 

investigated the stewardship practices of amenity landowners in Australia, finding that 

many saw themselves as providing better and more complete stewardship of the land 

than previous productivist owners, despite some indications of reduced environmental 

quality. Active restoration was noted in several instances, along with cases of benign 

neglect and even the introduction of invasive plant species. Most of the interviewed 

amenity owners valued keeping the land in some kind of production, even if it wasn’t 

producing a substantial income. Like many producers, these “new rural landowners” 

combined production and consumption on their properties.  
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Exploring constructions of stewardship identities, and the obligations these 

entail, reveal many of the key tensions within and between the various rural ideals 

circulating in a place like Wallowa County. While social conflict in amenity 

landscapes is often framed in terms of “production” versus “preservation,” discourses 

in Wallowa County actually suggest greater complexity, particularly as the ideal of a 

“working landscape”—and the agrarian idyll this implies—is part of the county’s 

desirability to amenity landowners. Tensions regularly appear in the context of 

discourse concerning land “stewardship,” the definition of “working lands,” and what 

it means to be a “real” farmer, rancher or forest owner. Perhaps the strongest tension 

occurs between two contrasting models of the proper relationship between humans, 

the land, and income generation. In the first model, economic dependence on 

productivist activities forms the basis for sustained stewardship of the land; without 

this economic nexus, landowners lack the incentive to manage property and 

stewardship suffers as a result. According to the second model, economic 

independence from productivist activities allows the landowner to make stewardship 

decisions in the best interests of the land without having to consider the production of 

income in the process. The “economic nexus” model is well-represented by the 

following excerpt from an interview with Sam and Doris, two multi-generational 

producers: 

Sam: Well that’s the big thing for me of these absentee landowners is that the 
property doesn’t get taken care of in the same fashion as it has been taken care 
of. People that live here, and the land is their sole survival, they take care of 
the land. And those people that are absentee landowners just don’t have that – I 
don’t know what you call it. They just don’t – they just aren’t here to see it 
being taken care of I guess. 

Doris: Well they don’t have to rely on it for anything. 

Sam: Yeah, they don’t have to rely on it. 

Doris: That’s not their sole source of income so it’s not anything that they 
really have to take care of I guess so to speak. 
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Sam: When you talk to them, they’ll tell you, “Oh yeah we’re going to take 
care of this and we’re going to do this and we’re going to do that” but in 
actuality it never happens. I mean they work at it in their own little way of 
doing things but it’s not like it has been taken care of in the past years… 

[Interviewer]: So what are some of the signs of neglect that you see? 

Sam: Weeds mostly. Fence mostly. Buildings. 

Doris: The places just deteriorate if they’re not occupied all the time. 

Sam: People just don’t realize the amount of work that goes into these places 
that don’t produce an income. It’s all expense. And if you don’t keep up with 
it, it just falls right down around your ears.  

 

Andrew, the self-described “gentrified son of a bitch,” defended his role as land 

steward through recourse to the “economic independence” model: 

I think that during my time here [this area has] gone from being a working 
landscape to a hobby landscape…I think, in my opinion, the majority of people 
now are people like me, that don’t have to, they choose to make their living, or 
they choose to spend their time playing at ag stuff. 

[Interviewer]: Just to play the devil’s advocate, maybe that’s not a bad thing. 

I don’t think it’s a bad thing. It’s easier on the land…it’s way easier on the 
ground because you don’t have to take your pastures down to five or ten 
percent. I can leave it at thirty five, better get your fucking cows off my 
property, because I don’t have to put shoes on my kids’ feet for the last ten 
percent of that pasture, I don’t have to do it. 

 
While the use of these two examples might imply that producers uniformly 

draw on the “economic nexus” model while amenity landowners draw on the 

“economic independence” model, the distinction is not so clear-cut. Rather, the 

discourses of landowners and stakeholders of all types reveal tensions and 

contradictions regarding the relationships between economy and land stewardship. For 

example, a number of producers, including many with multi-generational ties to the 

county, described the land practices of Forest Capital, the TIMO that owns roughly 

150,000 acres of forest within the county, in terms ranging from discomfort to disdain. 

Forest Capital was often characterized as practicing poor stewardship specifically 
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because their incentives are purely economic and short-term. Likewise, amenity 

owners often spoke of local producers in terms of respect and admiration, and several 

spoke of Wallowa County’s “working” character as a positive attribute in comparison 

to other gentrified areas of the West. Not infrequently, a single interview would reveal 

affinities for both stewardship models. Consider the sentiments of Adam, an absentee 

amenity landowner, who chose to purchase land in Wallowa County in part because he 

was looking for, in his words, a “traditional, rural, agrarian economy and area”: 

My land management will be I want to continue to use the land for agrarian 
purposes. I don’t anticipate I’m going to be a huge livestock producer, but 
we’re going to have some cows running around, maybe that some of them are 
our cows, some of them we’ll be leasing the grounds to probably [the 
neighbors] who, their ranch backs up on the back side of ours. So I’m trying to 
manage the land to preserve the quality of the land or to build the quality of the 
land because we’ve got some weed issues and some things like that and to 
keep the land functioning in an agricultural purpose. 

 

After establishing support for the idea of maintaining traditional agrarian uses, Adam 

later voiced concern about the negative implications of allowing economic 

motivations to guide land use:  

[Interviewer:] So it would be fair to say that your approach to the forest is to 
do some harvesting as needed for forest health rather than harvesting for 
income? 

Yeah, yep. Correct. That’s exactly what my game plan is, I will harvest to keep 
the forest healthy and, correct, I won’t do so for the economic value. Hopefully 
I won’t. You know Jesse, you never know what might happen but hopefully I 
won’t do it for the economic value. 

 
One way of interpreting these tensions would be to see them as ongoing 

components of the American pastoral idyll as described by Marx (2000), as persistent 

tensions regarding the maintenance of a “middle place” between unmanaged, 

neglected land on the one hand and land exploited for capital gain on the other. In a 

sense, most nonindustrial landowners in Wallowa County appear to be striving to 
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create a “middle place” on their properties, but what constitutes such a place is 

constantly negotiated and contested: to what extent does a proper middle place require 

economic dependence on production, year-round presence on the land, family roots in 

the community, knowledge of local species and processes, or the continuation of 

traditional land uses? These questions become particularly salient for amenity 

landowners as they become reflexive about their own role in changing the social, 

economic, and ecological dynamics of the local area. Longer-term landowners 

confront these questions through their interactions with an increasingly diverse set of 

neighbors and through their own decisions regarding the transfer and divestment of 

land. 

The “middle place” envisioned by many amenity owners looks somewhat, but 

not entirely, like that envisioned by most producers. Producers typically defined their 

stewardship role in productivist terms (e.g. in terms of the sustained ability to grow 

grass, produce crops, run livestock, or produce wood fiber) and their “middle place” 

was one where the beneficence of the human touch is indicated by abundant 

production. Consider Victor’s sense of pride in producing more through management 

than nature could in the absence of management: 

this property here was logged in 1950. It was old growth, big old scattered 
pines. I cut them all down, the old growth ones, and it was nearly three and a 
half million [board] feet of them on the property. Then it came back and grew 
a second stand. I logged in ‘92, spaced them, the first time I took two and a 
half million. Then a couple, three years ago I went through and spaced them so 
they grew a little more so I get maximum growth. And I took another million 
and a half. So that's four million. So in 55 years, there was four million feet 
harvested. When you just left it alone, no management for millions of years, 
that’s three and a half, because it’s rotted and deteriorated and old. And I still 
got a million and half [remaining]. So basically in the last 60 years we’ve 
growed five and a half million feet, and forever they only grow three and half. 

 
 While amenity landowners regularly found themselves admiring and even 

idealizing the livelihoods of their productivist neighbors, they nevertheless often 

expressed a sense of obligation to make improvements over what they saw as 
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environmentally harmful practices associated with conventional agricultural and 

forestry production. Compared to producers, their “middle place” was often tilted 

away from traditional productivist practices in the direction of “green” or 

“sustainable” practices. Fred and Melinda, two amenity owners of irrigated land in the 

Wallowa Valley, described their vision of good land stewardship by comparing their 

own stewardship approach with what they saw as less enlightened practices among 

most local producers:  

Fred: [A farmer] had farmed this piece for a long time, and they couldn’t figure 
out why the water today wasn’t as plentiful as it was back then, and one of the 
things they had removed was the trees, and when they removed all the trees 
along the streams, they removed the beaver, and the beaver ended up being the 
one that was doing the damming that was holding the water back that was 
percolating out through and letting their fields go ahead and have water 
throughout the summer… 

Melinda: Well most of, traditionally the farmers around here don’t want the 
trees taking the water out of the ditch, they want the water on the field. And 
they do, they traditionally go through and they keep, not so much the stream, 
they’re concerned about that, but it’s really the irrigation ditches that they keep 
scalped. 

[Interviewer]: So they try to keep those pretty clear of trees? 

Melinda: They do, yeah. And then the banks erode and then the canal breaks 
and you’ve got irrigation water everywhere, and no roots to hold it. 

Fred: They’ll go ahead and chop the tree down at ground level and not think 
about what’s going on underneath with those root systems that’ll stay there for 
30 or 40 years but eventually it’ll rot out and when they do the water will 
percolate through those channels and then they’ve got major problems, and 
anyway, we have since, through EQUIP [a farm conservation program], we 
have gone ahead and purchased trees, 

Melinda: A lot of times we just take cuttings from some of the ones 
surrounding thrown in too. 

Fred: Right. We’ve seen some trees that we like, mainly the willows, when 
we’re traveling around northeastern Oregon…and come back and transplant 
them here. 
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While Fred and Melinda rented much of their land to neighboring producers, they 

expressed a duty to make environmental improvements over the conventional land-use 

practices of local farmers. In this case, their “middle place” was defined by avoiding 

some of the ecologically unenlightened practices of the past while continuing to allow 

the land to be put to productive uses.  

More than just acting to fulfill ideals of environmental responsibility, the 

definition of a somewhat “greener” stewardship identity provides a means of claiming 

legitimacy, one that goes beyond the strictly local to a more global sense of legitimate 

belongingness. Yung and Belsky (2007, p. 700) drew similar conclusions in their work 

in rural Montana, finding that “ranchers were primarily concerned about relationships 

with neighbors and the needs of the local community, while new landowners were 

concerned about environmental protection on their own property and a broadly defined 

national or global public interest.” Debra, a Wallowa County producer, made note of 

the environmental orientation of amenity landowners, contrasting it to the community 

orientation of longer-term residents: 

One of the huge differences that I see between traditional and newer owners is 
traditional owners really place value on community. Even if they don’t get 
along with people and they’re fighting with all their neighbors and have been 
for two generations, I mean I think that people do generally feel a 
responsibility to the community and I think new owners tend to only like put 
very specific boundaries on what they own and only feel responsible to that 
and…they want a lot of credit if they perceive what they’re doing as good 
stewardship and they think that, you know, that should give them credit within 
the community and among all their friends or whatever but really you don’t see 
many new people making donations, volunteering, showing up at the auctions 
when somebody gets sick, they just – you actually just don’t even see them. 

 

To the extent that such sentiments are shared across the range of those generally 

considered to be “locals,” this passage suggests that the reflexivity of amenity 

landowners has it limits. It implies that the environmental imaginaries imported from 

outside the county can contain blind spots around components of legitimacy and 
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belongingness considered important by long-term community members. Just as the 

politically conservative ranchers in Yung and Belsky’s (2007) study displayed a more 

community-oriented vision of land tenure than the environmentally-oriented 

newcomers, perhaps the local importance of “communalism”—or what 

“communalism” entails—is lost on many Wallowa County landowners who see their 

obligations ending at their property boundaries. 

 

Conclusion 

In The Country and the City, Raymond Williams (1973) observes that 

throughout the history of British literature, rural places—and the bucolic country life 

they provide space for—have been perpetually disappearing. At any given point in 

history, poets and writers could be found lamenting the vanishing of the old ways as 

the logic of capitalism took its toll on the English countryside. In America as well, 

“authentic” rural places inhabited by “authentic” rural people seem to always be a 

diminishing commodity, and the theme of rural places as vulnerable and in need of 

protection from the forces of modernity is prevalent (Bell 2007). Yet Williams points 

out that the urban/rural dichotomy as representative of capitalism/pre-capitalism or 

modernity/pre-modernity is a ruse, that the English countryside (like the rural 

American West) is every bit as much a product of capitalist modernity as is the city. 

Little wonder, then, that explorations of American rural ideals reveal such 

contradictions, or that these contradictions become magnified as urban populations 

play out their ideals through the consumption of rural land. 

The exploration of rural land through a critical constructivist lens illuminates 

the myriad ways in which space is claimed as place. While previous research has 

interpreted the construction of rurality in terms of its symbolic opposition to 

modernity as represented by the city, what is striking about the construction of 

Wallowa County by affluent migrants and seasonally-resident landowners is the way 

in which it is contrasted both to the city and to other gentrified rural places. It is no 
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longer a matter of “the country and the city,” but rather “the (real) country, the city, 

and the citified country.” The result in Wallowa County is a self-conscious process of 

rural gentrification characterized by a high level of reflexivity on the part of amenity 

landowners. While the interests of many of these landowners in conserving “working 

landscapes” might seem to mesh well with the interests of local producers and long-

time landowners, such correspondence does not resolve tensions over the legitimacy 

and belongingness of particular people, practices, and environmental imaginaries.  

Contrary to much of the literature on conflict within transitioning rural 

communities, this analysis found that the social constructions of actors were not easily 

captured by their classifications as, for example, “landowners,” “amenity migrants,” 

“producers,” or “gentrifiers.” Rather, nearly all of those active in this social and 

ecological environment were characterized as much by internal tensions as by clear 

and consistent interests. For example, amenity landowners in Wallowa County were 

often quite self-conscious and uneasy about their role in changing the local 

community. Consistent with the observations of Halfacree and Boyle (1998), they 

displayed a reflexivenesss about their identity and place within the community, 

informed by a strong pre-existing community identity of “localism” and “ruralism” 

(Bell 1992, 1994). Yet such reflexiveness has its limits, as evidenced by one amenity 

migrant’s assertion that “we want to keep [Wallowa County] just the way it is, that’s 

why we came here.” To the extent that these vanguards of rural change displayed 

consistency, there was a sense that land stewardship meant reform of conventional 

productivist practices, at least to some degree. Besides acting to distinguish this class 

of landowners from local producers, the adoption of an environmentally progressive 

stewardship identity acted as a source of legitimacy in a broader, extralocal sense for 

those without recourse to local channels of claiming legitimacy. 

The discourses of producers and long-time rural landowners likewise revealed 

conflict and contradiction regarding the multiple and hybrid nature of rural land. Many 

showed genuine internal conflict over their contradictory positions both resisting and 
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facilitating local restructuring. And tensions among producers regarding the multiple 

meanings of their estates—as market commodities, symbolic landscapes, and 

important elements of cultural reproduction—were widespread. While they often 

questioned the legitimacy of amenity landowners’ claims to space, based on class-

cultural distinctions as well as perceived failings in terms of “ruralism,” “countryism” 

or “communalism,” many expressed fidelity to free market principles, resulting in a 

fatalistic sense that little could substantively affect the process of restructuring 

occurring around them.  

There is no single process of constructing Wallowa County, but rather multiple 

processes that overlap to varying degrees. Focusing for a moment just on producers 

and amenity owners, the central actors in this particular drama, what is perhaps most 

striking are not the differences in environmental imaginaries, but the similarities. With 

some important exceptions, the discourses recorded here did not suggest contestations 

over vastly divergent views of the proper relationships between people, land, and 

economy in Wallowa County. In contrast to Sheridan’s (2007, p. 122-123) claim that 

“urban America is attempting to produce Western rural spaces…that marginalize or 

destroy the extractive West,” the formerly urban amenity landowners in Wallowa 

County appear to idealize at least some aspects of conventional extractive land uses, 

even if their sympathies diverge from those of producers in many of the details. For 

example, amenity landowners generally did not envision radical rewritings of local 

narratives, such as “rewilding” the county (a la the “wildlands project” promoted by 

some environmental groups) or transforming it into a four-season recreation 

destination along the lines of Sun Valley, Idaho or Bend, Oregon. Rather, the 

contestations that did become apparent concerned sometimes subtly divergent views 

of a “middle place,” contested claims of legitimacy, and the unintended effects of 

well-meaning actors. Indeed, the environmental imaginaries of both amenity owners 

and producers contained parallel tensions and contradictions regarding the role of 

people and the land within capitalist modernity. 
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Chapter 5. Exploring land use in contemporary Wallowa County 
 

“Ours was a deeply two-hearted way of life, tied on the one hand to country and its 

isolations and seasons and animals, and on the other to town and money and numbers. 

Except for bankers and their roving bad boys, the cow buyers, few of us really 

understood the latter.” – William Kittredge, Hole in the Sky 

 

Private land use in America is full of contradictions. A landowner’s freedom to 

do as they please with their property has long been seen as a key component of 

American liberty, representing a departure from European and colonial American 

tenure in which farmers and landowners existed under the arbitrary rule of the 

monarch (Worster 1993; Bromley 1998; Strange 1988). At the same time, western 

thinkers going back at least as far as Thomas Aquinas recognized that actions taken by 

one landowner reverberate potentially serious consequences to surrounding 

landowners and the community at large (Freyfogle 2003). The legal and social 

conventions surrounding private land in America have perpetually struggled to 

balance the rights of landowners to use their land as they wish against the harm to 

others those uses can create (Bromley 2000). Indeed, as Singer (2000, p. 17) observes, 

“it is the tension between ownership and obligation that is the essence of property.”  

The community-level implications of private land use were not lost on the 

authors of the 2007 Wallowa County RDAT report, who expressed concern about 

current and future land uses on the county’s private forest, farm, and ranch lands. 

Regarding forestlands, the major concerns included “parcelization, fragmentation, fire, 

insect infestation, disease, and exploitive harvesting practices” (Wallowa County 

Economic Action Team 2007, p. 12), and particular concern was expressed over the 

potentially unstable tenure of the county’s industrial forest estate, which had recently 

transferred from a vertically-integrated forest products company, Boise-Cascade, to 

the TIMO Forest Capital Partners. On farm and range lands, the greatest threat was 
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seen to come from the increasing number of landowners purchasing rural estates for 

reasons other than agricultural production. As described in chapter 1, such owners 

were described as potentially “hostile” to continued agricultural production. The 

RDAT report’s section on agriculture concluded, “maintaining the land base devoted 

to agriculture/forestry is the single greatest challenge that the county can directly 

control” (p. 14).  

A particular concern among many in Wallowa County is that changes in land 

ownership from production-oriented landowners to financially independent amenity 

migrants will lead to a loss of “traditional” productive land uses, stripping the local 

community of important economic activity as well as an equally important source of 

local identity. This chapter examines changing land uses in a restructuring Wallowa 

County, with attention to the diversity of both landowners and land uses. Here I 

explore the multitude of factors affecting the land uses that landowners engage in. The 

focus at present is on the range of what might be called land management activities 

rather than the full suite of decisions that landowners make (exploration of landowner 

decisions to subdivide and develop land is covered in chapter 6).  

 

Theoretical background 

Understanding land uses in a dynamic rural environment requires attending to 

the interplay of economic, social, ecological, and political forces that drive particular 

outcomes. Past research on nonindustrial land use in the developed world has tended 

to segment along the lines of land cover, with separate bodies of literature for 

rangelands, farms, and forests. In all three literatures, however, attempts to understand 

land use patterns have traditionally relied on economic models, in which landowners 

appear as rational economic actors, and values-based models that augment 

econometric analysis with attitudinal data. More recently, scholars have articulated 

more complex, integrative theories that draw on notions of identity, culture, and power 

and are increasingly concerned with ecological outcomes. These more complex 
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approaches generally consider the dynamic interplay of objective or structural features 

with subjective elements such as landowner identity, social constructions of land and 

labor, and contestation over the definition of rural lands. 

 

Econometric approaches 

Econometric approaches draw heavily on the atomized Homo economicus as 

the singular model for the nonindustrial landowner and decision-maker. In the 

nonindustrial private forest (NIPF) literature, econometric approaches have been 

extensively used to understand the relationships between landowner attributes (e.g. 

age, size of holdings) and particular land use practices (e.g. harvesting and 

reforestation) and similar approaches have been used in research on farmers (Lambin, 

Rounsevell, and Geist 2000). The assumptions of the econometric approach are also 

apparent in a number of studies which estimate the monetary compensation that would 

be required in order to change landowner behavior to meet particular public policy 

objectives (e.g. Cooper 1997; Lee et al. 2001). The sheer volume of econometric 

research on nonindustrial owners precludes a full synthesis here, but excellent reviews 

of the NIPF literature have been provided by Amacher, Conway, and Sullivan (2003) 

and Beach et al. (2005). The defining features of such studies include: an assumption 

that landowner behavior reflects rational calculation of costs and benefits; an 

assumption that income maximization is the landowner’s primary interest; and an 

assumption that the landowner’s decisions are made in response to economic, spatial, 

and temporal variables but are largely unaffected by sociological or psychological 

influences. 

While studies such as these have shown some effectiveness in explaining 

patterns of land use on nonindustrial properties, there are at least two major reasons 

that the econometric approach is not entirely adequate for understanding the dynamics 

of nonindustrial land use. The first has to do with the questionable assumptions of 
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landowner behavior on which econometric models rest (Phillips and Gray 1995; 

Brenner 2011). Landowners are assumed to be  

perfectly rational optimizers with unfettered access to information, foresight, 
and infinite analytical ability. These agents are therefore capable of 
deductively solving complex mathematical optimization problems in order to 
maximize their well-being and can balance long-run vs. short-run payoffs even 
in the face of uncertainty. (Parker et al. 2003, p. 317)  
 

Even setting aside the issue of landowners’ computational limits, land use activities 

are assumed to be driven by a desire to maximize income streams (Amacher, Conway, 

and Sullivan 2003). Unlike the idealized economic agents imagined in these models, 

flesh and blood nonindustrial landowners demonstrate an annoying habit of not 

behaving as rational income optimizers. Forest economists have long struggled to 

model NIPF owner behavior, which consistently deviates from the income-optimizing 

behavior of industrial firms (Newman and Wear 1993; Adams et al. 2002). For 

example, Beach et al.’s (2005) meta-analysis of NIPF econometric literature found 

that timber price positively affected harvest behavior in only 58% of studies, and in 

some cases the relationship was actually negative. Finley and Kittredge (2006) found 

that even very generous tax incentives induced only a small number of Massachusetts 

forest owners to adopt management plans.  

Agricultural economists have likewise found it difficult to interpret farmer and 

rancher behavior as economically rational, at least according to narrow criteria (Pope 

and Goodwin 1984; Torell et al. 2001; Sayre 2004). Indeed, research on the stated 

objectives of nonindustrial forest, range, and farm owners consistently finds income 

production to fall behind objectives such as land stewardship (Wilson 1996), the 

opportunity to be close to nature (Bartlett et al. 1989), aesthetics (Young and 

Reichenbach 1987; Erickson, Ryan, and De Young 2002), and carrying on traditional 

family activities (Gentner and Tanaka 2002). Across a range of studies on the land 

ownership motivations of NIPF owners, timber production is consistently found to be 



218 

 

of minor importance (Finley, Luloff, and Jones 2005). Some economists have even 

proposed consumer, rather than producer, models for NIPF owners (Rosen, Kaiser, 

and Baldeck 1989), farmers (Pope and Goodwin 1984) and ranchers (Smith and 

Martin 1972). Sayre’s (2004, p. 668-669) observations about scholarship on ranchers 

applies well across a range of nonindustrial landowners:  

studies conducted over the past 4 decades consistently indicate that profit is not 
the primary motive of western ranchers, and that in many cases it is not even a 
secondary motive. Ranchers do not behave like idealized economic firms, and 
the social processes that lead to good management cannot be reduced to the 
standard calculus of monetary costs and benefits. 
 

The second reason most econometric approaches fall short has to do with the 

rapid and widespread turnover in nonindustrial farm, forest, and range lands across the 

U.S. and other developed countries, which has resulted in an increasing diversity of 

landowner motivations, management preferences, and responses to incentives (Adams, 

Bourn, and Hodge 1992; Theobald, Gosnell, and Riebsame 1996; Huntsinger, 

Buttolph, and Hopkinson 1997; Paquette and Domon 2003; Egan and Luloff 2005; 

Gosnell and Travis 2005; Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 2010). Ownership of rural 

land—even of large tracts of land—is no longer the sole purview of producers but 

increasingly reflects a multitude of livelihood strategies, many of them not tied to 

agricultural or forest commodity production (Travis 2007). This diversification of 

landowner types suggests that singular models of landowner behavior are increasingly 

obsolete. One group of forest economists (Cubbage et al. 1995) even goes so far as to 

openly question whether econometric methods can adequately capture the diversifying 

demands of nonindustrial timber owners (in their case, in the American South).  

While nonindustrial landowners fail to behave according to the neoclassical 

ideal, that doesn’t mean that economic considerations are irrelevant. On the contrary, 

nearly all landowners report viewing their properties as economic assets and taking 

actions to defend them as such, and for some owners the economic aspect of their 
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property is paramount. Income-maximizing behavior may be episodic; for example, 

Liffmann et al. (2000) suggest that ranchers, who otherwise behave in an 

economically “irrational” manner, may change strategies when the surrounding 

landscape transitions away from productivist uses, seeking maximum return as they 

sell out to the highest bidder. Likewise, nonindustrial private forest owners may 

decide to sell timber based on a combination of broad market trends and family-

specific episodic income needs (e.g. medical bills, educational needs, or land 

transactions) (Lönnstedt 1997). And while income from timber management is rarely a 

major motivation, most NIPF owners do harvest timber at some point in their lives 

(Bliss and Martin 2003; Finley, Luloff, and Jones 2005). Though they may not act to 

maximize income, landowners are often affected by economic constraints and 

considerations. For example, ranch owners’ decisions to sell land have been found to 

be influenced by a mix of non-economic lifestyle considerations and considerations 

related to asset mobility and alternative employment opportunities (Bartlett et al. 

1989). Even though economic considerations aren’t the sole motivating force behind 

most landowner behavior they nevertheless play a central role in decisions to buy, sell, 

and manage land.  

We are left, then, somewhere between two extremes. On the whole, 

nonindustrial landowners clearly do not consider economics to be the primary 

motivation for owning or managing land, and their land use behavior is consistently at 

odds with that predicted under assumptions of economic rationality. At the same time, 

economic considerations play an important role in decisions to own and manage land 

and economic incentives can act to alter landowner behavior. In short, rarely is 

nonindustrial land placed in the service of producing a maximally efficient income 

stream, but neither is it treated as a purely non-economic asset.  
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Values-based approaches 

A widely-used alternative approach to theorizing the relationship between land 

owners and the uses to which they put their properties is to examine landowner values, 

attitudes, and/or motivations. This approach is based (implicitly or explicitly) on a 

cognitive hierarchy wherein core, generally stable values logically presuppose 

attitudes and norms which then determine situation-specific behaviors (Vaske and 

Donnelly 1999; Tarrant and Cordell 2002). For example, in the model proposed by 

Kurtz and Lewis (1981), a nonindustrial forest owner’s management strategy is the 

outcome of motivations (guiding forces), objectives (desired end results), and 

constraints, which can include market, personal, resource, and societal constraints 

(figure 5.1). Like econometric approaches, value-based studies tend to rely on 

quantitative classification of landowners as a basis for statistically modeling land use 

outcomes, but in this case landowners are segregated according to criteria such as their 

stated reasons for owning land (Kluender and Walkingstick 2000; Kendra and Hull 

2005; Finley and Kittredge 2006), motivations for continuing current ownership and 

use patterns (Kurtz and Lewis 1981; Bartlett et al. 1989), or reasons for engaging in 

particular land use practices (Erickson, Ryan, and De Young 2002), which can include 

both economic and non-economic criteria (e.g. privacy, recreation, and aesthetics).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The standard end results of these statistical classification schemes are 

landowner typologies that describe the motivations and land use practices associated 

Figure 5.1. Values-based decision model for NIPF owners. From Kurtz and 
Lewis (1981). 
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with the various types. For example, Kluender and Walkingstick (2000) found that 

Arkansas NIPF owners fell into four broad categories, “Timber managers,” “Resident 

conservationists,” “Affluent weekenders,” and “Poor rural residents,” based on 

ownership motivations, management intentions, and demographic characteristics. 

Land uses varied between these groups, with timber managers the most likely to sell 

timber and resident conservationists the least likely. Finley and Kittredge (2006) 

reported three major types in their study of Massachusets NIPF owners: a “Thoreau” 

type that appreciated aesthetics and privacy but was open to active timber 

management; a “Muir” type that was environmentally-oriented and skeptical of timber 

management; and a somewhat vague “Jane Doe” type that was more likely to be 

absentee and more interested in dividing and developing their property.  

Values studies have also been used to examine the adoption of particular 

practices by landowners. Jacobson et al. (2000) found that forest owners’ knowledge, 

beliefs, and attitudes were more important than their demographic or ecological 

characteristics in determining their interest in joint planning associated with ecosystem 

management. Illinois forest owners’ norms and attitudes regarding the benefits and 

harms of timber harvest were found to be significantly associated with their plans to 

harvest timber in the near future, and were more important than the reported attitudes 

of others in the landowners’ social networks (Young and Reichenbach 1987). Wilson 

(1996) found evidence to support the theory that British farmers who expressed value 

for natural or semi-natural habitats were more likely to participate in voluntary farm 

conservation programs. However, Egan and Jones (1993) question the link between 

beliefs and land use practices, finding that support for a broadly-defined land ethic 

among Pennsylvania NIPF owners did not necessarily translate into ecologically 

sensitive harvesting practices.  

Econometric and values approaches have converged in practice to some 

degree, with economists considering landowner attitudes (Dennis 1989; Nagubadi et 

al. 1996) and segregating nonindustrial landowners according to their management 
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objectives (Kuuluvainen, Karppinen, and Ovaskainen 1996), and values studies 

drawing on demographic and land parcel information as explanatory variables (Greene 

and Blatner 1986; Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990; Wilson 1992). A number of studies 

have found considerable overlap or clustering effects between “objective” landowner 

attributes and “subjective” values, beliefs, and attitudes toward land use. For example, 

Kendra and Hull’s (2005) “preservationist” type is composed of retired or unmarried 

landowners who are motivated by environmental and lifestyle factors and show a 

proclivity toward passive management. “Forest planners,” on the other hand, represent 

exurbanites who tend to be younger, highly educated, motivated by a broad range of 

factors, and are interested in actively managing their properties. Several studies 

(Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990; Schrader 1995; Koontz 2001; Erickson, Ryan, and 

De Young 2002; Daley et al. 2009) have found that owners of smaller parcels, with 

less financial dependence on commodity production, are more likely than their 

producer neighbors to favor recreational, aesthetic, and conservation land uses.  

The picture that emerges from these largely quantitative studies is of 

significant diversity in the attributes, motivations, and values of nonindustrial 

landowners, and of the growing presence of what might be called “amenity oriented” 

landowners. Elsewhere these owners have been termed “amenity buyers” (Gosnell and 

Travis 2005), “new landowners” (Yung and Belsky 2007), and “new rural 

landowners” (Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 2010). They are defined by their economic 

and cultural distance from the kinds of forestry and/or agricultural activities that have 

defined the rural landscape for much of the last century (e.g. growing and harvesting 

wood fiber or raising cattle or crops) and, often, by values regarding the natural world 

that are distinct from those of more conventional producers. In synthesizing the 

literature on NIPF owners, Finley, Luloff, and Jones (2005, p. 214) conclude, “the 

multigeneration, farm-based owners characteristic of the 1950s have morphed into a 

set of well-educated, white-collar or retired owners, who are either nonresident or of 

urban, nonfarm origin,” and similar conclusions were reached by Bliss and Martin 
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(2003). Gentner and Tanaka (2002) found that roughly half of Western ranchers fell 

into the “hobby” category, in which less than half of income is obtained from 

ranching. 

Econometric and values-based studies have contributed much to our 

understanding of patterns of private land use, but, like all studies, they have their 

limitations. The shortcomings of the econometric approach, as discussed above, have 

been addressed to some degree by models that explicitly consider landowner value 

systems, but even these leave a number of unanswered questions. First, where do 

values come from? If values form the base of the cognitive hierarchy model, it is 

unclear whether these are assumed to be sui generis or whether they are themselves a 

function of other variables associated with the livelihoods and social contexts of 

individuals. Secondly, are the relationships between landowner variables and land uses 

static or are they capable of change over time? If the latter, how much room is there 

for change and how does this process occur? Finally, what is the relationship between 

economic and non-economic factors in determining land use? In what situations does 

one trump the other? These questions are explored throughout the analysis below. 

 

Culture and Identity 

In interpreting the agricultural practices of the Algerian Berber agriculturalists 

known as the Kabyle, Bourdieu (1977) notes that many of their most important 

activities are not “rationally” productive in the sense of producing a material payoff 

for the time and effort invested. Rather, the importance of these activities is largely 

symbolic; they affirm the proper orientation between people and land and signify the 

reproduction of important cultural roles. Land uses, then, reflect not a narrowly-

defined economic rationality but rather a socially-constructed agricultural identity:  

Only the application of categories alien to peasant experience (those imposed 
by economic domination and the generalization of monetary exchanges) brings 
up the distinction between the technical aspect and the ritual or symbolic 
aspect of agricultural activity. The distinction between productive and 
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unproductive work or between profitable and unprofitable work is unknown: 
the ancient economy only knows the opposition between the idler who fails in 
his social duty and the worker who performs his socially defined proper 
function, whatever the product of his effort. (p. 175-176). 
 

Moving from simple, linear models of landowner behavior to more complex 

treatments implies explicit consideration of the interlacing of social structures—such 

as the Kabyle’s strong cultural traditions surrounding agriculture—and the agency of 

individuals. To the extent that land use is seen as a social process, rather than simply 

an economic or psychological one, attention must be paid to the ways that the actions 

of individuals are informed by, and in turn inform, the social context in which they 

occur. In short, attention must be paid to the structuration of land use, implying 

consideration of a range of social structures and the ways these are reproduced through 

action. Identity is a key concern in this context, as it provides a window into the 

complex interplay of socially-constructed meaning with the situated nature of 

individual actors. Identity is a multifaceted concept that crystallizes multiple strands of 

influence, juxtaposing norms and narratives inherited from particular ethnic, cultural, 

gender, family, regional, occupational, or religious traditions with the specific 

experiences and adaptive processes of individual livelihood strategies (Burton 2004). 

Identity emerges, in Berger and Luckmann’s (1966, p. 174) words, “from the dialectic 

between individual and society.” In the context of land use, identity is enacted in the 

form of practices that reflect particular social constructions of land and human-land 

relationships. Greider and Garkovich (1994, p. 4) explain,  

definitions of nature and the environment are grounded in various symbols 
through which cultural groups transform nature and the world that is there into 
meaningful subjective phenomena. These subjective phenomena are 
reflections of how people define themselves as people within a given group or 
culture. 

 
Scholarship on nonindustrial landowners has borne out the strong relationships 

between cultural identity and land use. In research on nonindustrial forest owners in 
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Wisconsin, Bliss (1992; Bliss and Martin 1988) found that land use decisions, 

including those related to timber stocking, reforestation, and agricultural uses, showed 

strong influences by landowners’ ethnic, family, and personal identities. The 

differential land use philosophies deriving mostly from western and northern 

European cultures, along with the experiences of migration and settlement in the “New 

World,” resulted in a landscape where land cover and ecological condition varied 

strongly along ethnic lines. Salamon (1993) found similar patterns among German and 

“Yankee” farming communities in Illinois. Differences between the two ethnic groups 

in terms of issues such as farm size, land sale and purchase, and succession were 

related to cultural orientations to family, risk-taking, and farm continuity. The 

behavior of Yankee families was aligned with the goals of profit maximization 

whereas that of German families focused more on managing succession to assure 

continuity.  

Research in Europe has found that farmer self-identity plays a strong role in a 

variety of land use decisions, including decisions to diversify income-producing 

activities (Shucksmith 1993), adopt agri-environmental schemes (Harrison, Burgess, 

and Clark 1998), and convert farmland to forest (Burton 2004). The “farming styles” 

approach developed by van der Ploeg (1994) suggests that structural features of 

agriculture do not determine land use activities, but rather create a constrained space 

within which various culturally-informed ideals of farming are played out. Burton 

(2004, p. 196) highlights the central role of farmer self-identity and “the symbolic 

meanings associated with apparently utilitarian farm tasks” in the continuation of 

particular farm practices even in the face of social or economic incentives to change. 

These identities appear relatively resistant to rapid change, based as they are not only 

in local symbolic orders that valorize productivity and farm “neatness” but also due to 

their rootedness in multiple family generations of farming practice. Echoing 

Bourdieu’s observations regarding the Kabyle, Burton (2004, p. 210) concludes that 

the British farms under study “are not simply ‘agricultural landscapes’ but are highly 
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symbolic environments where the social value of production must be considered on a 

par with the economic value.” A key finding from the European literature on farmer 

identity is that a farmer’s self-image, often constructed through a lifetime of living and 

working within a particular cultural milieu, not only enables particular courses of 

action but can also prevent the consideration of alternative activities that appear to 

conflict with traditional notions of farming (McEachern 1992; Shucksmith 1993; 

Burton 2004; Burton and Wilson 2006). This conceptualization has strong resonances 

with Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) concept of habitus, as Shucksmith (1993) and Phillips 

and Gray (1995) observe. 

Productivist livelihood strategies have also been strongly tied to particular 

gender roles, and these are showing some signs of change in response to structural and 

cultural shifts both inside and outside of agriculture (Bryant 1999; Little 2002). 

Bryant’s (1999) research in south Australia found evidence of “detraditionalization” of 

occupational identities for both men and women, with the range of contemporary 

identities spanning a continuum from traditional (including traditional roles for men 

and women) to less traditional identities in which women were involved in production 

activities traditionally performed by men, and in which identity for both genders was 

not necessarily tied to farm production. This and other studies (e.g. Howden and 

Vanclay 2000) highlight the importance of reflexivity in the process of landowner 

identity construction. That is, identity should be seen not as socially given and 

uncritically accepted but rather as actively constructed, monitored, and subject to 

revision. As Giddens (1991, p. 32) puts it, “the self becomes a reflexive project” 

(emphasis in original). In this sense identity is closely tied to the choice of “lifestyle,” 

which Giddens (1991, p. 81) defines as “a more or less integrated set of practices 

which an individual embraces, not only because such practices fulfill utilitarian needs, 

but because they give material form to a particular narrative of self-identity.” The 

voluntary and reflexive nature of identity creation Giddens describes is central to the 
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investigation of the increasingly complex social dimensions of contemporary land 

ownership. 

An interesting question in this context is to what degree the particular symbolic 

constructions of forests, farms, and rangelands are shared among the various 

communities, families, and individuals that lay claim to these landscapes. Holloway 

(2002) describes the complex and multifaceted nature of ethical identification among 

smallholders and commercial farmers in England. In some cases smallholders identify 

with family farming operations even while family farmers reject smallholders from 

their own shared identity. In others, the smallholder identity is cast in oppositional 

terms to what are perceived to be ethically questionable practices of commercial 

farmers (such as the use of chemical pesticides and fertilizers and the treatment of 

animals). Even in the latter case, however, a shared smallholder-commercial farmer 

identity may be defined in opposition to urban populations, construed as ignorant of 

rural practices and livelihoods. Significantly, the oppositional identity of some 

smallholders included an element of agricultural reform as practice, “to promote a 

particular view of how farming should be done, and to demonstrate that it can be 

done” (p. 2067). Nor is the performative aspect of land use limited to reform-oriented 

migrants; the continuation of important traditions and cultural ideals has been found to 

be a key motivation for culturally “productivist” ranchers (Grigsby 1980; Peterson and 

Horton 1995; Gentner and Tanaka 2002). In this sense, land use can be seen as the 

“performance” of particular ethical ideals connected to landowner self-identity and 

social understandings of land and livelihood. Attention to competing identities, tied to 

divergent social constructions of land and community, becomes particularly important 

as the land use patterns of transitioning rural areas are examined. 

 

Land use changes under rural restructuring 

Examining land use dynamics in landscapes characterized by rural 

restructuring introduces an additional level of sociological complexity, as multiple 
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cultural narratives regarding land use clash and as traditional social, economic and 

political power relations are realigned. The divergent social constructions of land held 

by various cultural groups, intertwined with their distinct livelihood strategies, can 

translate into important differences in the way land is used. These differences place 

the structuration of land use in particularly sharp relief, revealing tensions and 

contradictions underlying dominant patterns of management (McEachern 1992). For 

example, Walker et al.’s (2003, p. 121) investigation of an exurban region of 

California’s Sierra Nevada found that “ecological changes…reflect cultures and 

images of the landscape brought by in-migrants who literally recreated the landscape 

through their own practices and influence on land-use policies, in their image of what 

was rural and natural.”  

Gosnell et al.’s (2007) study of newer ranch owners in southwest Montana 

highlights how the landscape can be “recreated” in line with particular constructions 

of nature. In this study, new landowners (largely amenity owners whose livelihoods 

were independent of productivist activities) were more likely to take steps to protect 

and restore riparian and instream habitat than were longer-term productivist owners. 

However, the ecological benefits of activities such as restoring eroded streambanks, 

controlling livestock access to riparian zones, and boosting instream flow were 

compromised somewhat by the newer owners’ tendency to also install recreational 

fishing and wildlife ponds. Along similar lines, Mendham and Curtis (2010) found 

that newer amenity-motivated landowners in the Corangamite watershed in southern 

Australia reported higher concern about biodiversity and conservation than the longer-

term producers in the area, but that these concerns did not translate into adoption of 

conservation practices.  

Research elsewhere in Australia (Gill et al. 2008; Klepeis, Gill, and Chisholm 

2009; Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 2010) found evidence of ecological change 

associated with amenity land ownership, in the form of expanded weed populations 

and impacts from infrastructure development, despite the fact that many of the “new 
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rural landowners” saw themselves as more conservation-oriented than the farmers they 

displaced. A key interest of the new landowners was in “growing things,” a term the 

authors use to describe mostly non-commercial farm activities, centered not on 

producing income but on “ideals of rural life associated with self-sufficiency, working 

with soil and land to regenerate and garden, and with raising a ‘few animals’” (Gill et 

al. 2008, p. 32). This example highlights the link between culturally-important ideals 

associated with rural areas and the specific land-use outcomes that result from the 

actions of individual landowners. While both producers and amenity landowners may 

value a lifestyle close to “nature,” exactly what nature each has in mind—and 

therefore how the land is managed as a result—may be quite different (Gill, Klepeis, 

and Chisholm 2010). 

Social constructions of nature in restructuring rural places carry with them 

divergent approaches to land tenure, the formal and informal social contracts that 

regulate access to land. A number of studies have observed tenure changes under the 

influences of amenity-driven land ownership change, a common pattern being the loss 

of informal access arrangements as land comes under the control of wealthy, absentee, 

or in-migrant landowners (Nesbitt and Weiner 2001; Haggerty and Travis 2006; Yung 

and Belsky 2007). Haggerty and Travis (2006) describe how a constellation of 

changes in the Greater Yellowstone area, the most important of which were changes 

from productivist to amenity ranch ownership, led to a loss of cross-boundary elk 

population management practices that had traditionally served the interests of cattle 

ranchers. Elk had long been treated by producers as competitors of cattle, while to 

amenity migrants they represented charismatic megafauna. The diversification of 

landowner interests and management regimes across the landscape fostered a de facto 

enclosure in what had previously been a cross-boundary ecological “commons.” 

Likewise, Yung and Belsky (2007) found that the entry of amenity-oriented ranch 

owners in Montana led to “asymmetric conflicts” that diminished traditional informal 

access arrangements, including incidental livestock trespass, cattle trailing across 
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neighboring property, and access for fire suppression and hunting. The property 

orientations and management regimes of amenity-oriented landowners also resulted in 

the loss of cross-boundary management activities associated with weed and wildlife 

control that had traditionally benefited ranchers. Although the landscape under study 

had long been private in a formal sense, the resulting landscape was further privatized 

in the sense that traditional informal access arrangements were lost. 

Examining land uses under rural restructuring highlights the ways in which 

land use is a social process, informed by self- and oppositional identities, reflecting 

particular social constructions of land and human-nature relationships, and subject to 

processes of reflexive monitoring and adaptation, rather than simply flowing from the 

static material interests or values of individual landowners (e.g., figure 5.1). Two 

unifying themes may help to synthesize the range and diversity of literatures and 

theoretical perspectives reviewed above: the first is the theme of the production of 

nature (Smith 1984, 1996; Holloway 2002), which interprets ecological and landscape 

outcomes as the production of agents with differential access to financial, symbolic, 

and social capital operating within particular social and economic contexts. This 

process becomes especially apparent as unique cultural groups, with divergent 

livelihood strategies and corresponding narratives regarding the natural world, 

compete for legitimacy within a particular spatial arena (Walker and Fortmann 2003). 

In these instances, each social group operates to produce a particular kind of nature in 

line with both the cultural ideals and capital accumulation strategies of that group. It is 

not so much that one group produces nature while another passively “experiences” or 

“enjoys” it, but rather that each group produces nature according to its own terms, and 

these productions are constantly renegotiated both within and between groups.  

Secondly, we can interpret land use as a kind of performance (Edensor 2006; 

Woods 2010), wherein the practices associated with a given landowner reflect not a 

narrow economic rationality but a wider range of socio-cultural influences that include 

direction on the proper role of economic activity (Mormont 1987, 1990; Smith and 
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Phillips 2001; Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm 2010). These performances flow from both 

the “practical consciousness” of lived gender, ethnic, and occupational identities as 

well as the more reflexive “discursive consciousness” associated with impression 

management (Goffman 1959). An example of the latter is the attempt to claim local 

legitimacy by adopting practices that resonate with traditional cultural ideals. In 

practice, social action is not cleanly separated into reflexive and unreflexive 

performances, but includes both “intentional” and “unintentional” practices which 

combine to create presentations of identity to the outside world (Goffman 1959)3.  

In its application to rural settings, the concept of performance helps to make 

sense of the relationship between identity, action, and claims of legitimacy. Indeed, 

that identities such as “rural,” “local,” or “agricultural” should be themselves 

contested terrain (as covered in chapter 6) speaks to the importance of the strategic 

nature of identity in social arenas. As Edensor (2006, p. 484) contends, “common 

sense understandings of who appropriately belongs in rural space, what (kinds of) 

countryside symbolizes and what actions are fitting can be grounded in performances 

and stagings.” Heley (2010) emphasizes that the performative aspect of rural social 

action is strongly reflective of class distinctions, representing a process of boundary-

marking for particular class identities.  

Performance is likewise a central concept in understanding both reproduction 

and challenging of social structures, including those associated with rural culture and 

relations to the land. For example, the sport of rodeo is more than simply an exposition 

of particular ranch-related skills but draws both its meaning and its enduring popular 

                                                 

 
3 While some scholars (e.g. Healy 2010) distinguish between reflexive “performance” 

and unreflexive “performativity,” I use the word “performance” for both senses, 

sharing Goffman’s (1959) view that the distinctions between intentional and 

unintentional performance are not clearly separable in practice. 



232 

 

appeal from its presentation of a particular view of Western history and human-nature 

relationships (Lawrence 1982; Stoeltje 1989, 1993; Allen 1998). Lawrence (1982, p. 

7) relates that rodeo 

deals with the relationships between man and animals, both domesticated and 
undomesticated, and on a deeper level with the human relation to the land—the 
wilderness and the wild. Brought into focus by means of the various contests 
and displays of rodeo, these man-nature relationships are dramatically 
delineated, categorized, and manipulated…rodeo embodies the frontier spirit 
as manifested through the aggressive and exploitative conquest of the West, 
and deals with nature and the reordering of nature according to the dictates of 
this ethos. It supports the value of subjugating nature, and reenacts the 
“taming” process whereby the wild is brought under control. 

 

Rural land ownership is likewise richly endowed with powerful cultural 

meanings. The dominant social patterns associated with the use of (symbolically-

important) rural land—like those associated with the sport of rodeo (Stoeltje 1988; 

Furniss 1998; Le Coney and Trodd 2009)—are subject not only to reproduction, but to 

challenges and contestations as well. Performance as subversion or challenge to 

dominant narratives may embody particular land use patterns that challenge various 

aspects of productivist land use convention (Hines 2010; Peter et al. 2000). Holloway 

(2000, p. 314), for example, interprets the activities of British smallholders as 

“searching for an idyllic version of what farming could or should be, while at the same 

time rejecting many of the negative characteristics associated with modern intensive 

farming.” Along these lines, Mormont (1987, p. 18) observes that  

Rurality is claimed not only as a space to be appropriated for a particular form 
of leisure or for conservation but as a way of life, or as a model of an 
alternative society inspiring a social project that challenges contemporary 
social and economic ill. 

 
Performance therefore implies the embodiment of either reproduction or reform of 

dominant narratives through praxis, concepts that are central to understanding the 

dynamics of land use under rural restructuring.  
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Land use patterns in a restructuring Wallowa County 

As has been observed in other contexts, the diversification of the landowner 

base associated with rural restructuring in Wallowa County has led to a diversification 

of land uses. Some of these are subtle, for example the introduction of unusual breeds 

of cattle or of low-impact farming techniques. In other cases, the contrast is more 

extreme: the installation of oversized mansions and personal airstrips, the conversion 

of former cattle ranches to park-like hunting preserves, and the appearance of New 

Age healing retreats. 

A major theme cutting across this diversity of land uses is a trend toward 

practices considered to be “green” or environmentally sensitive. Among many 

amenity-oriented landowners, particular environmental imaginaries were given 

expression in intentions to manage for non-consumptive ecological values such as 

biodiversity, old-growth forest conditions, wildlife habitat, and an often vaguely-

defined “naturalness.” The land use implications of these ideals are complicated, 

however, by uneven levels of knowledge regarding local ecological dynamics 

(“ecological literacy”) and variable residential patterns (i.e. year-round or seasonal 

residence). In chapter 3 we saw that amenity owners tended to rank non-consumptive 

goals such as scenery, wildlife habitat, and maintenance and restoration of natural 

ecosystems higher than did production-oriented landowners. Survey data also show 

that, compared to production-oriented owners, landowners classified as amenity-

oriented more frequently reported the use of “passive” management strategies (i.e., not 

harvesting timber, leaving pasture or rangeland unmanaged or in reserve status) for 

forests (table 5.1, figure 5.2) and rangelands (table 5.2, figure 5.3) but, interestingly, 

not for irrigated lands (table 5.3, figure 5.4). There was also no significant difference 

between production- and amenity-oriented landowners regarding noxious weed 

management (table 5.4, figure 5.5). 
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Table 5.1. Forest management approach among Wallowa County nonindustrial 
landowners by production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus seasonal 
residence. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented 

(%) 

Amenity-
oriented (%) 

Year-
round (%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Harvest trees 
of all size and 
condition  

28.8 5.0 19.2 16.0 17.9 

Harvest 
smaller or 
unhealthy 
trees 

40.4 50.0 46.2 44.0 44.3 

No trees 
generally 
harvested 

30.8 45.0 34.6 40.0 37.7 

Chi-square 
statistics 

8.712 on 2 d.f., p = .013 0.425 on 2 d.f., p = .809  

 

 

Figure 5.2. Nonindustrial private forestland acreage in Wallowa County, by reported 
harvest approach. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 
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Table 5.2. Rangeland management approach among Wallowa County landowners by 
production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus seasonal residence. 
Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented (%) 

Amenity-
oriented (%) 

Year-
round (%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Managed by the 
landowner 

85.1 69.0 91.5 58.7 78.5% 

Managed by a 
renter 

10.4 11.9 5.6 21.7 11.6 

Managed by a 
property 
manager 

1.5 4.8 0.0 4.3 2.5 

Generally 
unmanaged 

3.0 14.3 2.8 15.2 7.4% 

Chi-square 
statistics 

8.813 on 2 d.f., p = .012 
(“Managed by a renter” 

and “Managed by a 
property manager” 

combined) 

16.672 on 2 d.f.,  
p < .001 (“Managed by 
a renter” and “Managed 
by a property manager” 

combined) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3. Rangeland acreage in Wallowa County, by reported management 
approach. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 
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Table 5.3. Irrigated land management approach among Wallowa County landowners 
by production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus seasonal residence. 
Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented (%) 

Amenity-
oriented (%) 

Year-
round (%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total 

Managed by the 
landowner 

77.3 47.1 77.9 28.6 69.8 

Managed by a 
renter 

21.2 41.2 22.1 57.1 27.1 

Managed by a 
property manager 

1.5 11.8 0.0 14.3 3.1 

Generally 
unmanaged or 
reserved from use 

 
0.0 

 
0.0 

 
0.0 

 
0.0 

 
0.0 

Chi-square 
statistics 

1.686 on 1 d.f., p = .194 
(with continuity correction; 
“Managed by a renter” and 
“Managed by a property 

manager” combined) 

7.637 on 1 d.f., p = .006 
(with continuity 

correction; “Managed 
by a renter” and 

“Managed by a property 
manager” combined) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4. Irrigated land acreage in Wallowa County, by reported management 
approach. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 
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Table 5.4. Noxious weed management approach among Wallowa County landowners 
by production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus seasonal residence. 
Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented 

(%) 

Amenity-
oriented 

(%) 

Year-round 
(%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total 
(%) 

Primarily chemical 
treatment 

28.4 24.6 31.5 20.3 27.5 

Primarily 
mechanical 
treatment 

10.8 15.4 7.2 18.8 11.6 

Mix of chemical 
and mechanical 
treatments 

45.1 41.5 49.5 31.9 43.4 

Not managed 
 

2.0 4.6 0.9 5.8 2.6 

No weeds exist on 
property 

5.9 1.5 4.5 4.3 4.2 

Don’t know the 
status of weeds 

7.8 12.3 6.3 18.8 10.6 

Chi-square statistics 1.180 on 3 d.f., p = .758 
(“Not managed,” “No 

weeds exist on 
property,” and “Don’t 

know the status of 
weeds” combined) 

16.940 on 3 d.f., p = .001 
(“Not managed,” “No 

weeds exist on property,” 
and “Don’t know the 

status of weeds” 
combined) 

 

 

 

Significant differences between absentee and year-round owners were found 

for rangeland management, with absentee owners more often using renters / property 

managers or leaving land unmanaged (table 5.2). Similar results were found for 

irrigated land, with absentee owners more frequently making use of renters and 

property managers (table 5.3). No significant pattern was detected, however, for the 

management of forestlands (table 5.1). In the case of noxious weed management, 

“passive” management strategies (weeds are unmanaged, don’t know the status of 

weed management, and a belief that no weeds exist on their property) were  
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Figure 5.5. Wallowa County private nonindustrial land by noxious weed management 
approach. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

significantly associated with absentee ownership (table 5.4), with 28.9% of absentee 

owners choosing these “passive” approaches4.  

The trend toward management practices that are perceived to be 

environmentally sensitive is not limited to amenity landowners. Many of the producers 

that have migrated to Wallowa County over the years, as well as several prominent 

multigenerational landowners, have expressly adopted practices deemed to be 

“greener” than those typically used in production-oriented agriculture and forestry. 

                                                 

 
4 It should be noted that, due to the diversity and ubiquity of noxious weeds in 

Wallowa County, it is highly unlikely that any semi-natural property of twenty acres 

or more contains no noxious weeds. More than anything else, this answer reflects a 

lack of awareness (or an active denial) regarding noxious weeds on respondents’ 

properties. 



239 

 

These producers have responded to, and in some cases have helped to develop, niche 

and value-added markets for products considered more “natural” or healthy, 

particularly in regional urban areas such as Portland, Spokane, Seattle, and Boise. 

Examples include grass-finished beef, the Country Natural and Painted Hills Beef 

cooperatives, no-till agriculture, and farm products certified by Food Alliance. County 

producers have also developed specialty markets in products such as certified weed-

free hay, locally-grown vegetables, and direct sales of naturally-raised beef and other 

products (table 5.5). While there are some developing markets for sustainably 

managed forest products, the current pace of value-added production on private 

nonindustrial forests in Wallowa County is slow. As of 2010, three Wallowa County 

forest products business participate in the Healthy Forests, Healthy Communities 

program through the regional NGO Sustainable Northwest, which connects small-

scale forest owners and processers with high-value urban markets. From the Wallowa 

County landowner survey, 3.4% of forest owners reported having received Forest 

Stewardship Council (FSC) certification, and 0.8% report having received certification 

through the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) (table 5.6). 

As discussed in Chapter 4, it would be inaccurate to speak of a singular 

construction of nature or naturalness among landowners. These multiple and 

sometimes conflicting ideals of land, community, and economy inform decisions 

regarding land use in complex ways, and can be subject to revision based on 

landowners’ prolonged experiences engaging with their properties and with local and 

extra-local social networks. Socially-constructed environmental idylls are replete with 

internal tensions, and when manifested in land management activities they may also 

come into tension with other interests such as privacy, recreation, fire protection, 

aesthetics, and the creation of residential space. These tensions are illustrated by the 

following excerpt of my interview with Ronald, an absentee landowner who purchased 

his property in the mid-2000s. At the time of our interview, Ronald had just installed a  
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Table 5.5. Reported participation in value-added agricultural markets among Wallowa 
County landowners by production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus 
seasonal residence. Statistical significance tests not available for these data. Source: 
2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented (%) 

Amenity-
oriented 

(%) 

Year-round 
(%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total (%) 

Conducted 
direct sales of 
farm products 

37.8 8.7 35.8 6.7 25.4 

Sold certified 
organic farm 
products 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Sold Country 
Natural Beef 

4.5 1.4 4.1 2.7 3.3 

Sold Painted 
Hills Beef 
 

1.8 1.4 1.6 1.3 1.7 

Sold grass-
finished beef 
 

11.7 2.9 9.8 6.7 8.1 

Sold Food 
Alliance farm 
products 

3.6 0.0 2.4 1.3 1.9 

 

 

new road and was in the process of constructing a new house. He described his vision 

and land management approach for his property: 

…we are about green. And this’ll be all solar. We’ll have a backup generator 
of course but no chemicals. The noxious weed problems we deal with by hand. 
[This parcel] for a farm is not big but for what we have it is huge. It’s just 
trees. We could put agriculture in and grow some crops, which we will but it’s 
still based upon green. We want to make a low impact and keep this place, like 
I was saying before we want to keep the big trees and we want our son to grow 
up and hopefully respect it and grow into that… 

[Interviewer]: So what’s your vision in terms of species composition or 
structure or amount of management or openness versus closed forest? 
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Table 5.6. Reported participation in various forest-related activities among Wallowa 
County landowners by production versus amenity orientation and year-round versus 
seasonal residence. Statistical significance tests not available for these data. Source: 
2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 Production-
oriented (%) 

Amenity-
oriented (%) 

Year-round 
(%) 

Seasonal 
(%) 

Total (%) 

Have a forest 
stewardship 
plan 

39.6 20.9 34.0 25.0 29.1 

Received FSC 
certification 

0.0 8.7 1.8 5.5 3.4 

Received SFI 
certification 

0.0 2.2 0.0 1.8 0.8 

Received other 
certification 

3.6 2.1 1.8 3.6 2.5 

Used cost-share 
funds for fuel 
reduction 

30.4 23.4 24.6 25.5 24.4 

Conducted a 
commercial 
timber sale 

51.8 36.2 47.4 41.8 42.9 

Grazed 
livestock in the 
forest 

76.8 48.9 75.4 56.4 63.9 

 

Make it as natural as possible. And this piece once again is pretty unique in the 
fact that all this behind you, you can’t quite see, but once you pierce that veil 
in front of you, the smaller trees, that’s open park land. That’s the way this 
piece of property was two hundred years ago before the white man came along. 
This down here was probably similar…I need to go through and clear out quite 
a few trees, just to make this as healthy and as natural as possible with the least 
amount of management…So if you drive up in the mountains here you’ll see 
what a natural forest looks like, something never got clear-cut, never got 
hammered by loggers…I’m trying to get this back to what it would look like 
two hundred years ago… 

 

The “natural” forest that Ronald referred to as his ideal is in the nearby 

Wallowa Mountains, managed by the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest. Much of 
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this forest, particularly the lower elevation forest type similar to that on Ronald’s 

property, is widely considered to have departed sharply from historic conditions and to 

exist presently in a state of very poor ecological health. As described in chapter 2, a 

past history of overgrazing, fire exclusion, and in many cases high-grade logging 

practices has resulted in forests that are very densely stocked compared with historic 

conditions. The density and species mix of these forests leave them susceptible to 

disease epidemics and uncharacteristic fire behavior (Mutch et al. 1993; Johnson et al. 

1995; Langston 1995). For Ronald, however, the perceived absence of a history of 

logging on these nearby lands qualifies them to serve as a model of naturalness, and he 

referred to current conditions on federal lands as a model for management of his own 

forested property. 

 As will be discussed below under the exploration of learning and adaptive 

management processes, the beliefs and assumptions that drive amenity owners’ land 

uses early on in their role as landowners are prone to revision in the face of new 

experiences and contact with longer-term landowners. For relatively new landowners 

or those that spend little time on site, however, assessments of ecological quality are 

often based on simple indicators such as large trees, the presence of charismatic 

wildlife, and the presence or absence of symbols of degradation (such as soil erosion 

or obviously cutover forest stands). Indicators that are important to producers or long-

term residents of the area, such as the presence or absence of invasive weeds, 

overstocked forests, and coarse, ungrazed grass (often called “wolfy” grass) are in 

many cases invisible to new owners, particularly those from urban backgrounds. 

Indeed, what appears to a forester as a healthy forest stand (typically relatively open-

canopied with widely spaced trees for the drier forest types typical of nonindustrial 

private lands in the county) may appear unacceptably bare to a landowner whose 

vision of a natural forest is shady and dense: 

…what I find I guess in a nutshell is oftentimes they [amenity landowners] 
have conflicting goals. I had one couple who said “we want to manage for 
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global warming.” And these were people from [an urban area in the humid 
zone of the Pacific Northwest], and they bought this piece and it’s got some 
forest on it. And so that was one of their objectives and so I prescribed 
accordingly. And unfortunately from their standpoint if you’re managing to 
survive global warming you’ve got to reduce your stocking to something that 
is going to save the best trees and take the rest of them out so the best trees 
have what moisture is available to them. But what I think these folks didn’t 
realize is that that meant they were going to have to have a logger come in and 
in this case thin sixty percent, eighty percent of their trees. And that sounded to 
them like something that didn’t jive with their idea of what good land 
stewardship is…So what I’m finding with a lot of people is that they are averse 
to cutting trees. They’ve bought this piece of property, it’s too thick, you 
recommend thinning and they don’t want to do it because they’re afraid of 
what it’s going to look like. [Ethan, forester and landowner] 
 

For a fuller discussion of the divergent constructions of forest health in Wallowa 

County, see Kelly (2005).  

Ideals of naturalness do not drive land use decisions for all amenity 

landowners, and in some cases one part of the property (e.g. forestland) may be 

managed for naturalness while another (e.g. irrigated land or pasture) is managed for 

other objectives such as small-scale agricultural production or is leased to local 

producers. In other cases, ecological or agrarian ideals are eclipsed by an interest in 

developing specific recreational opportunities such as hunting, fishing, or 

nonmotorized recreation (e.g. hiking, cross-country skiing). Even in these cases, 

however, land uses tend be discursively justified as being more environmentally 

sensitive than the productivist activities that formerly characterized the site. 

Subsistence and small-scale agriculture is performed as an alternative model to 

productivist agricultural practices that account for the vast majority of food production 

in mass society. Enhancement of big game or sport fish habitat is conducted as an 

ecological improvement meant to reverse the effects of past commodity production. 

Even residential development is given moral justification through its green credentials, 

such as solar energy panels or passive solar design.  
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Activities such as these are generally not economically rational in the narrow 

sense; food (even organic) can be procured and recreational opportunities accessed at 

far less than the cost in time and money that is generally devoted to transforming 

private land in preparation for these activities. Even solar energy, which has the 

potential to be cost-effective over a long time horizon, is discussed primarily in 

symbolic terms—independence from mass energy grids—rather than as an economic 

strategy. Amenity landowners engage in such activities as a kind of performance of 

the ideal, a practice of social, ecological, and economic ethical ideals rarely 

encountered in larger contemporary society. In doing so, they are engaging in the 

production of a particular kind of nature, one which rejects many of the defining 

features of contemporary capitalism even as it is ultimately underwritten by capital 

generated from this same system. In its sense of green self-sufficiency distanced from 

the lifestyles and consumption practices of mass society, this cluster of ideals shares 

much in common with the back-to-the-land movement of the 1970s (see, e.g., Jacob 

1997): 

…now am I going to be out milking a cow every morning? I don’t know that I 
am, I think I might let the guy down the road milk the cow and I’ll go buy 
some milk from him. But to a large extent we’re trying to make the house as 
independently efficient as possible. I don’t think we’re going to run out of 
energy tomorrow but I’d like to use as little of it and be as non-tied to the grid 
as possible. We’ll hook our house up to the grid, even if it provided enough 
energy, because I think the energy will be imbalanced over the course of the 
year so we might have to draw on the grid at some point, sell stuff back at 
another point. Food-wise, yeah we do that here in [my permanent home state]. 
We have some chickens in our backyard in [my permanent home city] and we 
have some gardens so we will produce a good portion of the stuff that we eat, 
etcetera from our own land. [Paul, seasonal amenity owner] 
 

Passive management 

A closely related but somewhat distinct trend among many amenity owners is a 

preference for “passive” approaches to land management, based on a belief in the 

benevolence of non-intervention with natural processes. This management approach 
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deserves special attention for two reasons: 1) it is a characteristic trait of post-

productivist land use, arising as an option due to the fact that amenity landowners are 

typically neither economically motivated nor culturally compelled to engage in 

productivist land use activities; and 2) it is of particular concern to producers and other 

long-term community members due to its perceived negative ecological impacts (for 

discussions see Agee 2002 and Klepeis et al. 2009) as well as the challenge it poses to 

customary EuroAmerican land uses (McCarthy 2002).  

Producers have seen their access diminish to the 58% of the county landbase 

that is federally-owned due to Wilderness and recreational area designation, measures 

enacted to protect threatened and endangered species, successful litigation by 

environmental advocates, and overall shifts in public land management direction. 

Much of this trend on public lands has led to a de facto passive management approach, 

due either to specific policy direction (e.g. designated Wilderness) or to a constellation 

of budgetary, bureaucratic, and political factors that has frustrated management 

attempts even on those lands designated for multiple-use active management. The 

increasingly common application on private lands of passive management (or 

management regimes perceived to be passive), including on lands purchased by 

conservation-oriented NGOs and land trusts as well as amenity landowners, is seen by 

many long-term community members as further erosion both of producers’ ability to 

maintain their livelihoods and of the county’s productivist identity. Passive 

management is typically described by producers and long-time county residents in 

terms of “locking up” productive land: 

…locking up the ground is not right, I don’t think. It shouldn’t be locked up. 
It’s had cattle on it for hundreds of years and people have ridden horses on 
there and driven a vehicle across it, all that stuff for hundreds of years and it’s 
still fine. And locking it up I think is wrong. [Martha, year-round producer]  

 
As survey results demonstrate, passive management is applied unevenly across 

the Wallowa County landscape, with passive approaches most common on forestlands 
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(figure 5.2), less common on rangelands (figure 5.3), and nonexistent on irrigated 

lands (figure 5.4). This uneven distribution across land cover types is the result of 

several influences. Irrigated land is rarely completely unmanaged because 

maintenance of water rights depends on continual use; in this context, passive 

management would lead to loss of a key economic and symbolic asset. Irrigated lands, 

generally zoned “exclusive farm use” (EFU) are also generally taxed at the very low 

“farm deferral” rate, which requires demonstrating the intent to make a profit from 

production activities. Amenity owners of irrigated land who are not interested in 

personally managing their water delivery systems can easily lease the land out to 

producers, thereby maintaining their water rights and providing the requisite income 

for tax purposes. There is also a degree of self-selection at work here, with those most 

interested in passive enjoyment of their property avoiding the purchase of irrigated 

land and those who, for either production or lifestyle reasons, prefer active 

management being more interested in irrigated properties. 

Passive management appears on a limited scale on rangeland acreage where 

the economic imperatives to manage on an annual basis are similar but not identical to 

those on irrigated land. Rangeland is typically zoned as “timber / grazing” (T/G), and 

like irrigated farmland, it can receive “farm deferral” taxation. In this case, the owner 

is required to show a certain level of farm-related income, and rangeland can be given 

a higher-tax designation (such as rural recreational) if it becomes clear that the land is 

not being used for productive purposes. Consider the decision-making process 

described by Marcus, an amenity owner who is philosophically opposed to grazing but 

economically interested in maintaining his favorable tax status: 

[Interviewer:] And so what are the sorts of things that you want to do with that 
chunk of land? I mean the stuff that’s not sort of the immediate residential 
property, do you have a plan for what you want to do in terms of the trees or 
the rangeland on it? 

I’ll tell you what we do know and we don’t know. We do graze this enough. 
Enough so that technically that we can be zoned not recreationally but be 
zoned agricultural [timber/grazing]. And that means there are about sixty 
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heifers in here for about five weeks in April and May. That’s it. On the whole 
thing. So that’s, round it to zero but – I don’t like the gra – there’s all sorts of 
things about grazing. I know it’s not good for the riparian and I know it opens 
the door for invasive weeds. And we don’t have, we’ve got natural grasses out 
here still and so not a lot of grazing. We are all – everyone, my family…we’re 
all real interested in the wildlife. So whatever we can do restore to as natural as 
possible. 
 

 The relatively common pattern of passive management on forestlands is 

explained by a mix of factors particular to forested properties. Maintaining favorable 

tax status on forested land is easier than on rangeland; in general, as long as 

merchantable trees are grown, and the owner has a forest management plan, the land is 

taxed at the “timber deferral” rate. Additionally, forested parcels are often attractive to 

buyers whose primary interest is in owning a natural retreat or private nature 

sanctuary, in part because of the perception that forests do not require ongoing 

management and because they may appear more “natural” than irrigated farm fields or 

former livestock pasture (survey results show that 45.6% of forest owners are amenity-

oriented, compared with 37.8% of rangeland owners and 21.7% of irrigated land 

owners). Norman, an amenity owner whose property is almost entirely forested, had 

done some fuel reduction thinning around his residence but justified passive 

management across the larger property as a means of protecting land against what he 

saw as exploitive practices: 

[Interviewer]: And so in terms of forest management you’re mostly looking at 
fire and fuel risk? 

Right. Yeah. It’s – I don’t have a plan for what to do with the rest of that, I’m 
all over the land. I mean it’s like having a big backyard, I ride on it, I walk it 
all the time, it’s not sitting empty but I don’t – development or something, I 
just – it’s okay for land to be in private hands and us just lock it away, 
sometimes we citizens are better at that than government agencies. Look at 
drilling in the arctic. 

 

It deserves mentioning that 30.8% of production-oriented forest owners 

reported that no trees would generally be harvested on their forested acreage. This 
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apparently paradoxical finding is explained in part by the fact that many primarily 

farm and ranch properties contain some forested acreage, which may be managed with 

a kind of benign neglect until a specific monetary or forest management need arises. A 

separate pattern, apparent across both amenity and production-oriented owners, is a 

lack of management arising from conflict between multiple members of a family trust. 

When decision-making authority is allocated to several family members, each of 

whom may have a different idea of how the land should be managed, the result can be 

gridlock that prevents management projects from moving forward. While this gridlock 

potentially affects management on all land cover types, forests tend to be most 

strongly affected, not only due to the reasons listed above but also because 

management of agricultural and range land tends to occur on an ongoing, annual basis 

so that family decisions regarding these lands usually revolve around whether to 

continue contracts with particular renters or property managers than whether to 

manage at all. Forest management, by contrast, is more episodic, with activity in a 

given stand only once every several years, and visual results are more dramatic when 

activity does occur. I asked Elliott, a local producer who has managed land for a 

family trust, how forest management compares to range and agricultural management:  

The forest issues tend to be a lot more emotional, because you’re cutting trees 
down. And if they [family members] come out there before you enter it and 
you kind of discuss what you’re going to do, you know you can kind of get on 
the same page as them. And after it’s all done with, everybody can kind of feel 
okay about it. But when you’re right in the middle of it, it looks a mess. You 
know logging jobs are messy…And they’ll come out there, and they take a 
deep breath and go, “Oh my God what have you done?!” And then, you know, 
they look at a tree that you’re about to cut down, or you know, “Where are you 
going to take your Cat to next? Are you going to run over that gooseberry 
bush? Oh my gosh!” You know? And it’s pretty tough, it’s really hard on 
them. [Elliott, local producer/renter] 

  

Passive management approaches are also unevenly distributed across 

ownerships of different sizes, with owners of smaller-sized holdings more commonly 
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reporting passive management than those of larger properties. This holds true for 

forests (figure 5.6), rangelands (figure 5.7), and to some degree for noxious weed 

management across all cover types (figure 5.8). These patterns also hold for both 

amenity-oriented and production-oriented landowners. In other words, regardless of 

what kind of owner holds title to the land, larger parcels are more likely to be actively 

managed than smaller parcels. 

   

 

Figure 5.6. Percent of forest owners reporting that no trees will generally be harvested, 
by size of forested holdings. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

While passive management appears as a lack of action rather than a conscious 

activity, it should nevertheless be interpreted as part of the performative aspect of land 

ownership under rural restructuring, one that produces a particular kind of nature 

defined, at least in part, as a rebuke to production-oriented practices. This is also a 

nature, as Sayre (2002) observes, characterized by a conspicuous absence of labor. 
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Figure 5.7. Percent of rangeland owners reporting that their range is generally 
unmanaged or reserved from use, by size of rangeland holdings. Source: 2010 
Wallowa County landowner survey. 

 

 

Figure 5.8. Percentage of landowners reporting that weeds on their land are generally 
unmanaged, no weeds exist, or they don’t know the status of weeds on the property, 
by size of holdings. Source: 2010 Wallowa County landowner survey. 
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Clyde, an amenity-oriented owner, responded to a question about whether his 

unmanaged timber stand contained adequate volume for a timber harvest by saying, “I 

mean there is, other people would consider doing it. It hasn’t been logged for a fair 

time but I’d just as soon let it grow.” Passive management is not always associated 

with amenity landownership, nor does it always result from conscious intent. But the 

particular livelihood strategies and environmental imaginaries associated with amenity 

migrants allow passive approaches to increase in frequency across the landscape as the 

cultural and economic imperatives for active management fade and a post-productivist 

ethos focused on reversing past environmental impacts expands. 

 

Renting, leasing, and access  

Investigating land uses in a transitioning rural environment requires attention 

not only to the ways that various landowners manage their own land, but also to the 

changing context for renting and leasing arrangements. While renting has long been a 

common strategy for producers, even those that own deeded land, renting under rural 

restructuring brings unique challenges. These result from divergent social 

constructions of land between landowners and renters as well as the sometimes 

complex patterns of private land governance and tenure that emerge from a 

diversifying landscape of owners and uses. There are a number of reasons, in addition 

to basic income generation, that amenity landowners choose to enter into rental 

agreements with producers. As explained above, preferential tax treatment for working 

lands can motivate some otherwise reluctant amenity owners to contract with 

producers in order to demonstrate sufficient income and agricultural activity to retain 

low property tax rates. Amenity owners may rent to producers as a means of 

contracting out use and maintenance of farm infrastructure such as fences, 

outbuildings, and irrigation canals, headgates, and lines (as well as to maintain water 

rights through continuous use) or in exchange for goods (such as hay for landowners’ 

horses) or services (such as invasive weed control). Absentee amenity owners may 
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value having trusted renters or managers on their properties both to provide 

stewardship and to protect against trespass. Forest owners may contract out logging 

and thinning projects for a variety of reasons including for fire risk reduction and 

maintenance of tree health. Some owners may value the amenities associated with a 

“working landscape” (e.g. viewscapes of cattle grazing or irrigated hayfields) but 

don’t have the skills or interest in personally farming or ranching. Finally, some 

amenity owners rent out of a sense of obligation to the local community, based on a 

belief that local producers should be able to continue to access productive lands (see 

chapter 4).  

Leasing and hiring decisions also represent landowners’ attempts to implement 

their own stewardship ideals through the agency of those with richer stocks of local 

and technical knowledge. Such arrangements can represent important components of 

county-wide land stewardship activities, for example in terms of noxious weed 

management. In interviews, both amenity owners and producers frequently highlighted 

their role in controlling noxious weeds, although for amenity owners this was 

expressed in terms of a moral obligation to the community and/or natural environment 

whereas for many producers a strong element of self-preservation is involved (since 

weeds constitute a direct threat to their livelihoods). Land stakeholders who deal with 

noxious weeds on private lands were asked about their experiences with the noxious 

weed practices of amenity landowners:  

I think that overall a lot of the new owners are probably more concerned about 
the way things look and I don’t know if it’s because they’ve got more money 
to spend on things like taking care of weeds, than some of the people who’ve 
been struggling by for the last two or three generations, I don’t know what it is 
but there is a difference. Some of the newer people that I work for are people 
who bought a place for, probably not necessarily for recreation but you know 
they always wanted to own a ranch and so they have to buy one in Wallowa 
County and they do seem to have pretty big, you know they’ve got a lot of 
money, a lot of money to spend however they want. 

[Interviewer]: Does that translate into more aggressive weed treatment do you 
think, or just different types of treatments? 



253 

 

Yeah, it’s probably more aggressive, but one thing they’re probably not willing 
to do a lot of it themselves. And they’d rather hire somebody where people that 
have been here for a couple generations probably would do it themselves or 
have ranch hands do it or that sort of thing. But overall they’re probably more, 
at least the ones that I work for, are more aggressive and then I’m sure that 
there are some of them that don’t care about doing anything. [Travis, private 
contractor]. 

 
Patterns of leasing and hired property management vary not only across 

landowners but across land cover types as well. Survey results show that, overall, 

30.2% of irrigated land owners rely primarily on renters or hired property managers 

for land management as do 14.1% of rangeland owners. These numbers jump to 

71.4% and 26.0%, respectively, when looking only at absentee landowners, and to 

53.0% and 16.7%, respectively, when looking only at amenity landowners (tables 5.2 

and 5.3). Forest owners commonly rely on contracted labor to perform thinning, 

commercial logging, and related activities, although some choose to do forest work 

themselves. The entry of amenity landowners into the Wallowa County community 

has created a need for intermediaries to connect new landowners with suitable renters 

and contractors. These intermediaries can include realtors, extension agents, and 

property managers that specialize in matching amenity owners with appropriate 

renters. Chris, a property manager, described his role as an intermediary between an 

amenity owner and a local renter by saying, “the only reason [the amenity owner] 

really hires us is because we do stuff that he just can’t figure out, which is to talk to 

people, mainly.” 

Landowners’ ideals regarding the terrain they possess, discussed in Chapter 4, 

affect not only their own land uses but their expectations for the uses of those that rent 

or perform contracted land services as well. Amenity landowners can be (but are not 

always) quite selective in choosing renters, and many expect a high level of 

environmental stewardship from their renters, as reflected in their particular 

certifications, reputations, and land management practices. Consider the sentiments of 
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Paul, an absentee amenity landowner who purchased in Wallowa County in the mid-

2000s and was still deciding on the specific mix of management approaches for his 

property at the time of our interview: 

[Interviewer]: And then so just to clarify, do you think you’ll mostly be leasing 
the grazing grounds? 

…I don’t know the answer to that. I don’t think so. I don’t think I’m mostly 
going to lease the grazing grounds. But that’s still a somewhat open – still a 
somewhat of an unknown. I don’t know that I have a burning desire to get into 
the cattle business. And so if I’m not running my own animals on the grazing 
land, and some of our grazing land we might take out of grazing production, so 
there might be some of that land that either we re-timber, plant some trees on 
it…But if I don’t graze my own animals on it then I will lease land to 
somebody who’s doing grass-fed beef. I’m not going to lease it to somebody 
who’s doing traditional commodity beef, I’ll lease it to somebody who’s doing 
grass-fed beef. 

 
Note that, because the feedlots in which commodity beef cows are finished are offsite, 

largely in neighboring counties, the cattle management that would occur on Paul’s 

summer pasture would likely be similar or identical regardless of whether the cows are 

ultimately finished on grass or on grain in a feedlot. Nevertheless, Paul’s sense of the 

environmentally superior nature of grass-finished beef and his commitment to this 

production model led him to make a strong distinction between the kinds of producers 

he was and was not willing to rent to.  

 Even amenity owners that don’t make strong distinctions between renters 

based on their environmental bona fides may still impose changes compared to 

production-oriented landowners, for example fencing livestock out of riparian areas or 

requiring a higher minimum grass height than producers typically leave. However, it is 

important to point out that the increasing frequency of amenity landowners does not 

always imply a more difficult operating environment for renters. In particular, renting 

from absentee landowners or those without agricultural backgrounds can provide a 

greater level of flexibility than renting from producers, as explained by Elliott, who 

has rented from a variety of landowners: 
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I think there’s probably a little more freedom in the absentee ownership. But 
honestly, most of the old guys who, either their grandparents settled here or 
one thing or another who still have ownership that you go to lease from, 
they’re pretty stuck in their ways…they would give you on dates, off dates, 
number of head...I would rather be putting large amounts of cattle for a shorter 
period of time. You know, everything we know about grazing says that that’s a 
better thing…if I was leasing [a particular pasture from a previous 
producer/landowner], and he was out there, he’d have some real issues with 
that I’m sure…Because that’s not the way he did it. If you had more than thirty 
cows out there at a time he’d be upset, he’d drive out there, he’d throw a big 
fit, I’m pretty sure. 

 
One of the greatest challenges to both commodity and value-added producers 

in Wallowa County in the late 2000s is the increasing price of productive land, the 

market value of which rose to several times its value as a purely productive asset 

during the real estate boom. This trend was a direct outcome of the growing 

desirability of rural Wallowa County land as a lifestyle commodity for amenity-

oriented owners, driven by a perception of real estate as a lucrative investment and 

facilitated by a number of landowners, developers, speculators, and their lawyers and 

realtors who have helped to develop markets in forest, farm, and rangeland as 

consumptive commodities (see chapter 6). The escalating market price of farm, range, 

and forest land both makes renting an increasingly important strategy for local 

producers and also complicates the traditionally stable relationship between sale price 

and rental price. According to interviewed producers, rental rates for farm ground 

have remained relatively stable in spite of the meteoric rise in farm purchase price, 

while rental rates for grazing land have climbed out of proportion to their productive 

value, at least in some parts of the county. Some forward-looking producers perceived 

that their ability to access rental land to expand their operations and continue family 

enterprises would come to depend on their green credentials. Matt, a local producer, 

explained that the multiple benefits of receiving Food Alliance certification include 

receiving a premium on sold farm products as well as providing security in terms of 

access to rental land. The building of a positive stewardship image (which includes 
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both claims to environmental sensitivity and to “localism”) was seen as part of a long-

term survival strategy in a changing social and economic environment: 

And so that’s something you need to put in your portfolio so when somebody 
new buys that ranch over there and you hear that they’re looking for a renter, 
you can go to that guy and say, “Hey here’s our portfolio, here’s what we do, 
you know we’re Food Alliance approved, we’re into no-till, we’ve been 
farming here in the valley for, we’re the fourth, fifth generation,”…so that’s 
what you see mostly now, most of the farm ground sells to somebody from 
outside that’s coming in here so you need to be able to rent. So that’s what 
we’ve looked at as a family, you’ve got to be ready to rent or manage for 
somebody and even though you’re renting you still have to grow some kind of 
value-added product. We don’t believe you can survive here just growing 
commodity wheat, commodity barley, commodity hay, you’ve got to come up 
with some value-added thing and that’s where this Food Alliance thing comes 
in, there’s value added there. 

 

Consistent with much of the literature on land tenure under rural restructuring, 

broader patterns of land access in Wallowa County have shown a shift from more 

informal and permeable to more formal and exclusive arrangements. Examples of this 

change include loss of access to hunting, fishing, and other recreation on some private 

properties, loss of the ability to trail cattle across private land en route between private 

and public grounds or between separate private parcels, and the attempted 

privatization of county roads that access large private tracts. The latter two examples 

are especially prevalent on the largest “trophy ranches” owned by some of the 

county’s wealthiest absentee landowners. It is important to note, however, that in some 

cases cattle trailing access has been restricted by members of old-time families and 

allowed by newer amenity owners, and ownership turnover in some places has led to 

more, not less, public access for recreational pursuits. Many producers describe, 

correctly or incorrectly, a general trend of the closing off of traditional patterns of 

access to land, driven in part by the growing power of landowners who construct 

productivist activities as environmentally harmful and the removal of them as an 

environmental benefit. Amenity-driven land ownership change implies not only 
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reduced access to private land but, often, to public land allotments associated with 

deeded land as well: 

even with the private land, you know if you have an allotment [on public land] 
you either have to own the private land base that goes with it or own livestock 
to go with it. So the way it allotted previously was there’d be these small 
chunks of private land that are mostly for homesteads or mining claims, and 
that gave you access—direct access—tied to the larger public land base. And 
so when those private tracts sell to somebody that isn’t interested [in grazing], 
even on the public land, then there’s just no access…very few [producers] can 
afford to pay the exorbitant prices for these little bits of land to gain access to 
the larger one. Plus so much of it is not even in allotments anymore in the 
federal land, it’s just been totally arbitrarily shut down essentially by the Forest 
Service. So you’ve lost part of the resource used to make livestock production 
more efficient. You’ve lost a good part of your ability to cycle livestock on a 
forage-based program. You can’t do it so you’re stuck with – if you have the 
summer range you’re stuck with feeding high-cost hay or other feedstuffs. 
[Connor, production-oriented landowner] 
 

This same sentiment applies as well to federal forestlands, where a 

combination of factors including past overharvesting (Langston 1995, 2006), policy 

changes designed to protect sensitive and endangered aquatic and terrestrial species 

(Christoffersen in press), and budget reductions in local Forest Service districts has led 

to a sharp decline in timber harvesting since the early 1990’s. The entry of a 

significant number of amenity forest owners, whose management practices tend to 

include a less intensive approach timber harvesting, is seen among many long-time 

residents as contributing to the decline of the local timber industry in a place with a 

long history of timber production. 

Land ownership is the legally protected right to control access to the benefits 

of land (Ribot and Peluso 2003), and with this control of access comes the power to 

inscribe particular ideals on the land, even through the agency of others. The 

production of nature occurs not only through actions taken by the landowners 

themselves, but also through actions taken by those under the employ of landowners 

or those who depend on landowners for access to private and/or public land resources. 
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Changes in the selective access arrangements that accompany rural restructuring in 

Wallowa County highlight the significance of land ownership turnover for influencing 

land uses even beyond the boundaries of properties to which title has changed hands.  

 

Learning 

…one of the interesting things that happened was that new people moved in 
who were not familiar with flood irrigating, we had a few incidences of 
somebody going up and opening up a headgate and turning more water loose 
and pretty soon somebody down on the highway is saying, “How come I’ve 
got water in my basement, I better go see who’s done what,” and there were 
some almost wars down the way here with people who were trying to irrigate 
and didn’t really understand the whole dynamic of what would happen when 
they cut water loose, and so one would go open the headgate, the next would 
go and shut the headgate, there was no ditchwalker who was in charge of that, 
it was just a small ditch and everybody was doing their own thing. And the 
first couple of years our neighbor over here was sort of in charge of it and he 
was just tearing his hair because he had all these people that didn’t have a clue 
on what they were doing, just running around making a mess with the water. 
[Patty, year-round amenity landowner] 
 

This story illustrates the kinds of complications that arise when new 

landowners with little background in land management enter a social environment 

long dominated by a shared productivist culture. Scholars, resource managers, state 

agencies, and the commercial sector have long been concerned with the knowledge 

base of nonindustrial landowners, leading to a fair amount of scholarship on 

landowners’ diffusion and uptake of information. One common approach is a focus on 

technology transfer, the vertical flow of information from experts in the science and 

technology fields to practitioners such as farmers, ranchers, and forest owners (Winter 

1997). The conceptual model underlying the technology transfer approach is that 

information is generated in institutional settings, usually associated with federal 

agencies or state land-grant universities, and is transferred to landowner (or land 

manager) recipients through the agency of official intermediaries such as cooperative 
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extension agents. Knowledge dissemination has also been found to occur horizontally, 

through formal networks such as landowners’ associations (Rickenbach 2009) or via 

more informal networks associated with everyday social interaction (West et al. 1988).  

The process of adaptive management or experiential learning, in which 

landowners gain knowledge through repeated cycles of management trials followed by 

observation of outcomes, is a key but understudied means by which landowners learn. 

This process is characterized by feedback cycles rather than linear knowledge flows, 

although it can incorporate information gained through expert or peer information 

networks. Adaptive management can be thought of as existing in two basic forms: 

active adaptive management is done with the conscious intention to treat management 

actions as experiments whereas passive adaptive management represents the more 

common process of learning from one’s activities without a specific “plan for 

learning” (Shea et al. 2002, p. 927). Because of the potential confounding of these 

terms with the more widely-used “active management” and “passive management,” 

for the purposes of this study I will use the term “adaptive learning” in place of 

“passive adaptive management” and “experimental adaptive management” in place of 

“active adaptive management.” 

The basis for the adaptive model is that feedback between people and the land 

they manage is an important component of a dynamic socio-ecological system (Parson 

and Clark 1995; Holling, Gunderson, and Ludwig 2002). Adaptive learning models 

have previously been applied to agencies (McLain and Lee 1996), organizations 

(Westley 1995) and cultural groups (Berkes 2000), but only rarely to individual and 

family landowners. One model of adaptive learning among amenity landowners is 

given by Gill et al. (2008) and Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm (2010) who propose that 

new landowners in rural Australia may experience a common process of learning 

regarding the responsibilities of newly-acquired land. According to this model, many 

new landowners start out “profoundly ignorant at the time of land purchase” (Gill et 

al. 2008, p. 53) and move on through a series of stages: familiarization with the 
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property; shock at the magnitude and cost of managing a piece of rural land; focus on 

residential or domestic space; developing infrastructure for intended land uses; 

“testing and trying” new land uses; acquisition of management-related machinery; and 

“intensive effort (such as revegetation and weeding) to reshape the property to their 

aspirations” (Gill et al. 2008, p. 48).  

In their analysis of institutional adaptive management, Berkes and Folke 

(2002, p. 143) model learning as a process of repeated experiences confronting 

systemic crises:  

The mechanism for institutional learning, as for any learning, is trial and error. 
If this trial-and-error learning takes place as active learning and deliberately 
uses management policies as experiments from which to learn, then we have 
the basics of adaptive management.  

 
Although it was developed as a means of modeling institutional change, this model of 

adaptive management can be modified somewhat to help frame the exploration of 

learning by nonindustrial landowners. The core of the Berkes and Folke model is that 

learning occurs as a result of ongoing experiences with trial-and-error responses to 

changing, sometimes totally unexpected, environmental dynamics. These responses 

range from doing nothing, in which prospects for learning are limited, to engaging in 

practices based on various degrees of existing knowledge (including total ignorance). 

Experience with these responses is capable of fostering learning, based on factors such 

as the actors’ receptivity to new information and their willingness to treat management 

as an experiment. As will be explained below, in practice individual landowners, even 

absentee owners, often draw on the accumulated knowledge of the community to 

inform their management activities. To the extent to which individual landowners 

form part of an active community, this individual learning may actually translate to 

something more like institutional learning.  
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Learning among amenity landowners 

As the above discussion illustrates, amenity landowners display a range of land 

management approaches, from hands-off passive management to experimentation with 

various forest, range, and agricultural practices to renting and contracting 

arrangements. Amenity landowners tend to enter the role of landowner with strong 

ideals regarding land and land management but rarely possess the cultural capital of 

multiple generations of local management (Pilgrim, Smith, and Pretty 2007), 

suggesting that the learning process may be an important component of land use 

dynamics in emerging multifunctional rural environments. To understand the reasons 

amenity landowners adopt particular land management approaches, and to explore the 

processes of learning that result, it is instructive to examine in greater detail some 

specific examples. 

Stephen purchased a mix of ponderosa pine-dominated forest and dryland 

pasture a number of years ago, starting out as an absentee landowner before relocating 

permanently to the property. Like most amenity landowners interviewed for this study, 

Stephen did not have a background in land or resource management, and his role as a 

landowner entailed a substantial learning experience. The forest on his Wallowa 

County land had been cut heavily before he bought the property, and Stephen recalled 

his initial reaction: 

…the woods were not particularly inspiring for me at that time. They were not 
really what I wanted, I wanted an older kind of forest. The logging job had 
been a diameter cut, pretty much everything over a certain size had been taken, 
with a few exceptions…it was a pretty rough job…the slash piles were often 
formed just by bulldozing the slash against some standing tree, and then 
sometimes they were burned and sometimes they weren’t, if they were burned 
it meant that standing tree was scarred, often killed. And so it was a rough, 
careless job. Partly because of that, when [my wife and I] bought this place we 
decided, no logger’s ever going to touch this place.  
 

Stephen began his role as landowner with a distinctly preservation-oriented 

approach to forest management, based on a combination of what he calls an 
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“idealistic” notion of wanting to foster an old-growth forest and as a reaction to what 

he saw as careless logging practices by the previous owner. The no-harvest 

management strategy was connected to his vision of land stewardship, which primarily 

meant protecting the land from the harms associated with resource extraction 

activities. While, at the time of our interview, Stephen continued to value his forest for 

ecological rather than timber production reasons, he has changed to a management 

approach that involves regular harvest entries to remove smaller or stressed trees in 

order to enhance growth on the larger trees. This change took place over a number of 

years, but was influenced largely by two factors: the first was a heavy snow and wind 

event that resulted in extensive breakage and blowdown and required Stephen to 

contract with a logger for the first time to clear downed material and remove damaged 

trees. Stephen described his insistence that he remain on-site, watching closely while 

the loggers went to work; he refused to allow any work to be done while he was away. 

Relatively positive experiences with these logging contractors, and lingering tree 

mortality related to the storm event, led to more forest management in subsequent 

years. Stephen describes a particular experience that made him question his instinctive 

distrust of loggers: 

…one day I noticed that one of the [loggers] had a very sad look on his face as 
he was running his Cat back and forth, skidding. And finally he just had to stop 
and he looked at me and he said, “I’ve got to tell you, I backed into one of your 
trees you wanted kept and it’ll never be the same again.” And it was just a 
twenty foot sapling that he pushed over, but I was pleased that he said that. 
Normally you don’t expect a logger to treat you with that kind of 
consideration. Accidents happen, you expect that. But these guys understood 
that I had my eye on the woods and I cared very much for every goddamn tree 
and they honored that, they were willing to humor us. 
 

Like many Wallowa County amenity landowners, Stephen began his role as 

landowner by defining his stewardship philosophy and his management actions as 

more ecologically enlightened than those of his production-oriented neighbors. The 

poor forest conditions encountered upon taking ownership of the property only 
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underscored his sense that logging was inherently destructive. Stephen’s willingness to 

consider harvesting trees on his property was connected in part to his perceptions of 

logging contractors and of the ecological sensitivity of logging as a practice. As his 

perception of local loggers changed, so did his willingness to consider harvest a 

reasonable activity. 

The second factor affecting the evolution of Stephen’s land management 

approach was what he describes as a learning process that took place over many years, 

informed in large part by his experience witnessing models of good forest stewardship 

among some of the longer-term Wallowa County landowners. The result of this 

process was an understanding that his desired end-state of a forest dominated by large, 

older trees would not be achievable through hands-off management. Two local tree 

farms in particular, managed in what Stephen saw as a sustainable fashion, served as 

exemplars of the relationship between informed management and desirable forest 

conditions, providing a contrast to the “rough, careless job” that Stephen confronted 

upon buying his land. The social networks Stephen was a part of, particularly 

following his permanent relocation to Wallowa County, allowed him to tap into local 

expertise regarding forest management and shaped his own learning process as a 

landowner. Importantly, Stephen related that he did not find traditional vertical 

information sources to speak to his interests as a landowner; rather it was his informal 

horizontal networks that contributed most to his learning process. 

Several years prior to the real estate boom of the 2000s, Ben purchased 

property that includes dry mixed-conifer forest and both irrigated and non-irrigated 

pasture and hayfields. He has lived in the county year-round ever since buying this 

land. Although Ben does not rely on forestry or agriculture for his livelihood (and has 

relatively little background in these fields), his initial management approach was 

somewhat different than Stephen’s, combining environmental conservation values 

with a strong interest in personally managing both his pasture and forest: 



264 

 

I cut hay off this place for three years, absolutely…hated it. Hated it. 
Everything that can go wrong does, you’re completely at the mercy of the 
weather, I custom hayed for a while [at] various places trying to get good at it 
and trying to love it, trying to like it and then finally I realized, it ain’t there, I 
hate this. I hate it. I hate haying…What I do now is I graze these fields, I get 
those cows right there…[the neighbor] owns them and I put them out here and 
they’re my lawnmowers and it pays some, it doesn’t pay a lot…And the 
timber, I knew that I wanted to be involved with timber because, well we 
bought a stretch of woods and ever since living [in my previous location] I 
really liked doing the whole falling trees thing and doing the whole chainsaw 
thing and now I have a whole bunch of it. 
 

Ben’s situation demonstrates both the temporal and spatial distribution of 

management and renting strategies across his property, with different land uses in the 

same space over time (renting pasture where he used to grow hay) as well as in 

different spaces at the same time (personally managing forest and renting pasture). 

Although the primary draws of the property for Ben were its scenic location and space 

for experimentation with land management, Ben soon realized that with ownership of 

the property came the need to manage noxious weed populations. His description of 

the learning process he went through in attempting to control spotted knapweed, a 

purple-flowered invasive biennial, illustrates an adaptive learning process that 

occurred over several years of trial and error. His initial inclination was to avoid 

spraying chemical herbicides on the invader, but he changed strategies when his 

mechanical control methods failed: 

[the knapweed] started spreading out from the road, and the first three or four 
years I didn’t do anything, nothing, and it was just going to purple up there so 
then I decided okay I’m going to have to do something, but I’m a hippie, I’m 
not going to do that spray thing…I’m going to mow it. Because it’s a two-year 
cycle…so I’m going to at the adult stage cut it off, and I’m going to break the 
cycle. 

[Interviewer]: How did that work out? 

What it does then instead of becoming a biannual it becomes a perennial, 
and…you get rosettes that are like a lawn, thick and lovely, luscious, beautiful 
knapweed stand, not a flower in sight because of me and my mowers…what I 
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get is a lawn of knapweed and finally I realized what I’m doing, I’m creating a 
perennial knapweed plant. That’s when I started to spray, and I sprayed with a 
vengeance. And that first year I used 800 gallons of spray, through a four-
wheeler…I knocked it so far back that you had to go look for it, but the next 
year it came back pretty strong and I knocked it back with spray again, and this 
is my fifth or sixth spray year now, and [my son] and I…we’re having to find 
individuals and occasionally stumble onto a colony that got by us. It takes 
more time than it ever did, because you have to go look for it now. If we let it 
go it would go to purple inside of three years just like it did before, I’m sure of 
it... 
 

Although Ben’s experience attempting to control knapweed is different in 

many respects from Stephen’s learning process regarding forest management, there is 

a sense in which both show a common trajectory. In both cases the landowners’ 

constructions of land and their personal conceptions of land stewardship led them to 

adopt what appeared to be environmentally sensitive management practices: hands-off 

forest management in Stephen’s case and chemical-free weed control in Ben’s. In both 

cases these initial assumptions of what good stewardship looked like came to be 

questioned over time, and the landowners’ management approaches were adapted as a 

result. Additionally, both landowners expressed a preference for learning from 

experience and from interaction with specific neighboring landowners whose 

stewardship principles they admire, rather than from traditional vertical sources. Like 

Stephen, Ben relied extensively upon the expertise of other local forest owners for 

management information regarding his own forest stand. Referring to a local tree farm 

owned and managed by two well-known forest owners, Ben said, “That would be my 

model, yeah. They’ve been my mentors, over the years, if I have questions I go to 

them.” The influence of this model is seen in the specific management approach Ben 

applies to his woods. 

Noxious weed management was also a prime concern for Paul, an absentee 

landowner who purchased several hundred acres of ponderosa pine forest and dry 

pasture in the mid-2000s. In the years following the purchase, Paul was on-site for a 
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few weeks at a time, several times a year, and planned to relocate to Wallowa County 

permanently at some point after the end of the present study. Like Stephen and Ben, 

Paul’s livelihood and cultural background were independent of agriculture or forestry. 

Paul likewise defined his role as land steward in terms of ecological protection but 

added to this a sense of obligation to the local community. He was alerted to his 

noxious weed problem after commissioning a weed survey of his property on the 

advice of hired property managers. While Paul was aware before buying his property 

that noxious weeds were a major concern in Wallowa County, he admitted that the 

weed issue has consumed more of his time and energy than he expected. After the 

survey turned up evidence of a sulfur cinquefoil invasion on his land, Paul initiated an 

experimental adaptive management scheme, in close cooperation with a local weed 

manager, to determine if the weed population could be controlled without use of 

chemical herbicides: 

…as a test we took half of one of the upper pasture fields and so this is 
probably a hundred acres or so and we tilled that field per [the commissioned] 
report. If sulfur cinquefoil seeds are deep enough under the ground they won’t 
re-germinate, or it’s harder for them to re-germinate. So we tilled that field, we 
didn’t spray it. We then planted it in triticale [a hybrid of wheat and rye]. The 
plan is to till that under again and either replant it with another year of triticale 
or to plant it with some permanent native grasses. So that’s on about a hundred 
acres and we’re going to just see how that whole thing goes and if that does 
address the weed problem correctly or somewhat effectively then we will do 
the exact same thing on the other half of that roughly two to three hundred acre 
pasture…I did the same thing down below on a maybe 15, 20 acre patch and 
the success from that was pretty low…we’ve got to figure out plan B on that. 
Someone said to me they thought plan B is going to be that we had to spray it 
and I’m not convinced of that. 
 

While Paul was reluctant to use chemical herbicides to treat his noxious weed 

infestation, he became informed about his weed problem and actively experimented in 

an attempt to control the infestation without compromising his environmental 

principles. This process was facilitated in part by his intentional building of a local 
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social network of people he believed to be both knowledgeable and environmentally 

progressive with regards to land management. He drew on this same network to 

initiate a separate adaptive management approach to soil quality, installing test plots to 

experiment with different applications of fertilizers and soil amendments as a means 

of repairing soil damage from past overgrazing. This network of local experts, 

including hired property managers and the organization that conducted the weed 

survey, helped to set the stage for Paul’s sustained and actively experimental 

engagement with his property. His experience demonstrates the integration of 

horizontal (local property managers) and cyclical (experimental adaptive 

management) processes of learning with a selective use of vertical (noxious weed 

experts) sources that appear to understand his environmental concerns. 

 

Other patterns of learning under rural restructuring 

The preceding discussion should not imply that all amenity landowners studied 

in this case were either actively engaged in land management or taking part in a 

learning process regarding their properties. In particular there are at least three 

situations in which the prospects for learning among amenity landowners appear dim. 

The first is in cases where a landowner rents out all or nearly all of the property. When 

this occurs the renter is most often a local producer, and while the landowner him- or 

herself may not be sufficiently engaged in management to undergo a process of 

experiential learning, the second-hand experience and social networks formed through 

contact with the renter may still allow for some growth in the landowners’ 

understanding of land management issues. The second situation in which learning is 

unlikely is in cases where a landowner doesn’t manage at all across most of their 

property. This is most common in new landowners whose energies are devoted to 

residential construction, absentee landowners who distrust having others manage their 

property when they are away, and those that assume that a hands-off approach is the 

best remedy for past productivist practices. The third situation, noted by several of the 
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long-time residents interviewed for this case study, occurs when an initial 

management failure prompts the landowner to disengage and sell their property. 

Because this landowner type was not contacted for the case study, it is difficult to 

know all of the factors that may have gone into these decisions to sell. 

It is important to point out that learning is not a process limited to “new” 

landowners, or those lacking a background in forestry and agriculture. Producers, even 

those with a lifetime of production experience, are also potential learners and adaptive 

managers. Rural restructuring can allow significant opportunities for learning among 

producers, either through novel renting arrangements, social networks with amenity 

landowners, or through experimentation with new land use practices to fill emerging 

market niches, as Sylvia, who along with husband Chris markets grass-finished beef, 

explained:  

And that’s definitely what pulled me into being able to [experiment with grass-
finished beef], is [Chris] is working for this absentee owner…and he’s like, 
“I’ve heard about this thing, grass-fed beef and I really want to try it,”…we 
asked everybody in [the local area] which is often how we gathered 
information and nobody knew about it. So [the landowner] ended up hiring me 
as a consultant to look into this whole issue and the more I looked into it the 
more I was just like, “Oh my gosh, when I retire this market’s going to be 
saturated, I mean everybody’s going to have figured this out. But right now, 
enough people know about it and understand it but there is a market, but 
nobody has really figured out how to do it well and what’s important”…so I 
think, I also feel fortunate that I didn’t have to – I don’t think I could have 
done that kind of experimentation on our own ranch because it would have 
been tough financially, but to kind of learn while getting paid by someone else 
was nice. 

 

Examples such as this suggest that learning and innovation may actually be 

stimulated by the diversification of landowner types and interests characteristic of 

a transitioning, high-amenity landscape.  
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Technology transfer and social networks 

For many amenity landowners, horizontal information channels such as 

informal social networks are more important than vertical channels of knowledge 

transfer (figure 5.9). Information-sharing social networks may range from local 

(neighbors and friends within the county) to national and even international contacts, 

many of whom are themselves amenity landowners. Such networks tend to be 

selective; amenity owners deliberately seek out social contacts and stewardship 

models that align with their own sense of good management, which in most cases 

departs from the production-oriented practices of conventional producers. In many 

cases the opportunities provided by social networks to personally view alternative 

management approaches and outcomes inspire amenity landowners to alter their own 

practices. For example, several amenity forest owners interviewed for this study 

discussed being particularly inspired by one local private forest which is seen as a 

model of sustainable management. As figure 5.9 shows, the internet is another 

important channel through which amenity landowners receive information, outranking 

all of the more traditional vertical sources. 

 

Time 

In line with Gill et al.’s (2008) and Gill, Klepeis, and Chisholm’s (2010) 

observations in Australia, for many new Wallowa County landowners the initial years 

of ownership are devoted largely to concerns related to building or renovating 

residential structures rather than to land management over the extent of the property. 

Except where there is a time-sensitive incentive to manage (e.g. potential loss of water 

rights or tax deferrals from nonuse), or where land is rented out, land management 

needs outside the residential area are often neglected for several years until structures 

are in place. Even in cases where residential structures are not a concern and where the 

landowner is actively engaged in management activities, the learning process takes  
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Figure 5.9. Importance of sources of information on land management to Wallowa 
County amenity landowners. Bars represent the percent that ranked the source 4 or 5 
on a scale from 1 = not at all important to 5 = very important. Source: 2010 Wallowa 
County landowner survey. 

 

time. In Ben’s case, discussed above, the relatively short time frame for feedback 

signals to emerge following weed management attempts (a few years) allowed him to  

adapt his approach based primarily on personal management experience. In Stephen’s 

case, the longer-wave feedback cycle from forest management required a longer 

period of learning from personal experience (several years to decades). In addition, 

Stephen’s learning process was fostered through observation of other well-managed 

forests that provided something of a chronosequence of forest management outcomes. 
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The temporal dimension of learning is particularly important in high-amenity 

landscapes where ownership turnover can be rapid. Based on Wallowa County data on 

sales of at least one acre, 296 properties representing approximately 40,500 acres 

changed hands multiple times between 1995 and 2009, with some parcels selling as 

many as four times in the fifteen year period. When new landowners neglect 

management, or make management mistakes based on inexperience, rapid turnover in 

land can mean extended periods of poor stewardship, with accompanying social, 

economic and ecological impacts to the surrounding landscape. 

 Shining the academic spotlight on processes of learning highlights the dynamic 

nature of the landowner-land use relationship. Learning among amenity landowners 

appears to be particularly influenced by selective social networks based on shared 

stewardship identity as well as by prolonged experience with trial-and-error processes 

in which particular ideals are tested against the complexities of real-world ecosystems. 

The potential for experiential learning extends beyond those for whom land 

management is a novel lifestyle change to those producers engaged in novel practices 

that break with the well-worn traditions of productivist activity.  

 

The role of incentives in driving land use 

 Economic incentives have been a standard public policy tool for encouraging 

landowners to maintain or adopt particular socially desirable land uses. Examples 

include preferential tax treatment for properties zoned as working farms, ranches, or 

forests as well as programs funded and administered at state and federal levels that 

provide payments or cost-share funding for activities that improve environmental 

quality. Even farm subsidies themselves fall into this category as their social 

justification is based on their role helping producers stay on the land and in 

production. As discussed in the literature review at the beginning of this chapter, 

economic incentives do not trigger mechanical responses on the part of landowners, 
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but these can nevertheless be an effective way of motivating at least some landowners 

to undertake actions deemed socially or ecologically beneficial. 

 Much of the rural restructuring literature highlights the role of producer 

subsidies and other incentive-based policy as either a driver or a reflection of changes 

from production-oriented to multifunctional rural landscapes (Adams, Bourn, and 

Hodge 1992; Marsden, Murdoch, and Flynn 1993; Argent 2002; Hollander 2004). 

While the bulk of this literature takes a decidedly European orientation to policy 

analysis, agricultural and forest policy trajectories in the United States have mirrored 

to some degree those in Europe, with an increasing array of programs designed to 

promote multifunctionality and enhance conservation goals on working landscapes 

(Dobbs and Pretty 2004; National Research Council 2010). The most prominent policy 

development along these lines is the recent flurry of activity in ecosystem service 

markets, which aim to provide monetary compensation for management activities 

contributing to specific ecosystem functions that were traditionally provided for free, 

such as carbon sequestration, water filtration, and provision of wildlife habitat. To 

date, relatively little scholarly work has investigated how these or other economic 

incentives are received and utilized by amenity landowners.  

 In discussing this topic, one possible misconception should be dispensed with 

from the beginning, namely the idea that amenity landowners are so wealthy that they 

are indifferent to the sorts of economic incentives traditionally targeted to production-

oriented farmers and forest owners. While there are a handful of extremely wealthy 

Wallowa County landowners who appear to have nearly unlimited financial resources 

to devote to land management activities, most amenity landowners do not fall into this 

category. More typical is the following expression of financial strain by Floyd, an 

amenity landowner who purchased during the height of the real estate boom in the 

mid-2000s: 

I bit off a lot bigger piece of land than I was really ready for and other things 
were happening to me and my budget at the time…So I’m trying to figure out 
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the financial aspects of everything as I go. And that kind of ties in with the use 
too because I think that at some level productivity and making the best use of 
the land, it needs to have the economic productivity also. Even if it’s not 
significant it needs to not – I mean it’s – I can’t subsidize Mother Nature. 
 

 Several amenity landowners noted specific land use activities that they would not 

have engaged in absent economic incentives, particularly allowing grazing on farm or 

rangeland to maintain preferential tax rates or tapping into cost-share programs to help 

pay for thinning of overstocked forest as a means of reducing hazardous fuel levels. 

Survey results show that 23.4% of amenity forest owners reported having used cost-

share fuel reduction programs, just under the 30.4% of production-oriented forest 

owners who reported taking advantage of these programs (table 5.6).  

 Like production-oriented landowners, amenity landowners interviewed for this 

study expressed aversion to participating in any program that required them to cede 

too much control over land uses to outside entities. Maintaining the freedom to make 

land use decisions was seen by virtually all landowners as a key component of their 

role as landowner, and even programs whose aims were in line with landowner values 

and objectives were viewed skeptically if they required too much commitment to 

engaging in or restricting particular activities. In several cases both amenity 

landowners and production-oriented owners reported turning down economic 

incentives that would have taken away some level of autonomy over their land:  

[The] state offers a thousand dollars an acre [to pay for thinning of overstocked 
forests]. But you have to do your whole parcel, and we’re not doing that. So 
we’re basically kissing $40,000 goodbye on this piece of property by not 
cutting it the way everything you saw on the way up is [along a neighboring 
forest owner’s property]. 

[Interviewer:] And so that incentive, is that a fuel-reduction type thing? 

It’s a fuel-reduction reason and it doesn’t – if you contact the [contractors] that 
do it…they can do it for less than what the state offers at a thousand dollars an 
acre, we still don’t want it done. We want to select pick what we cull out of 
this, we want a healthy forest and the big thing is we want the old trees to grow 
older and get bigger. [Ronald, amenity forest owner] 
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 Use of the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) was common among 

production-oriented landowners who applied the program to some of their less-

productive or more difficult to manage ground; CRP gives some stability to their 

operations by providing a guaranteed annual payment and allows a certain amount of 

flexibility in occasionally devoting enrolled acres to production. A number of amenity 

landowners expressed interest in CRP as a means of providing income to maintain 

working land zoning and the preferential tax rates associated with it, eliminating the 

need to personally manage or rent land. The passive management approach of CRP 

was also seen as consistent with many amenity landowners’ view of good land 

stewardship. Amenity landowners were likewise drawn to cost-share programs that 

help pay for activities such as wetland protection, habitat restoration, forest fuel 

reduction, conversion of flood irrigation systems to more efficient water delivery 

systems, and fencing livestock out of sensitive areas. In some cases these were 

envisioned as part of a transition to better environmental stewardship; in others, they 

were used as a means of enhancing specific recreational attributes of the property: 

…we regularly get calls from real estate agents for instance, or new 
landowners, either one, with questions about, “we have this piece of property 
for sale, somebody’s looking at it as a trout – they want a place to come trout 
fishing. What can you tell me about the trout fishing and what could we to do 
enhance it?” That sort of thing. Either the real estate agents prior to a purchase 
or the landowner once they pick it up. It’s not – they’re not flooding down the 
doors, there just aren’t that many places that change hands in a year’s time. But 
that happens on a pretty regular basis with folks coming from outside the 
area…And they’re looking, a lot of times when we get a call they’re looking 
for just advice. Sometimes they’re interested in the restoration enhancement 
funds or OWEB [Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board] funds or Grande 
Ronde Model Watershed funds, whatever they can do. [Eli, land stakeholder] 
 

It is worth noting that in many cases amenity landowners who do tap into incentive 

programs do not intend to personally perform the labor associated with them (e.g. 

thinning trees or installing fencing). A small economic niche has developed in the 
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county for contractors both to apply for cost-share programs and to perform the labor 

required to implement these programs on properties owned by amenity landowners. 

As the discussion above under renting arrangements illustrated, maintaining 

preferential tax treatment for properties zoned as “working” lands (EFU or T/G 

zoning) is easily achievable with a fairly minimal level of production activity. The 

benefit of this particular incentive may come not in terms of the actual access to 

gentrifying lands that it opens up for local producers (although this can be important in 

some cases) but rather in terms of some of the relationships that are established 

between producers and amenity owners. A number of incentive programs require (or 

formerly required) the completion of a written land management plan before the 

landowner is eligible to receive cost-share funds. Requirements such as these can act 

as catalysts for landowners to more deliberately consider land management needs and 

to engage with local producers and experts: 

…a lot of [new owners] will go to [a particular logging contractor] for 
instance, because he’s got a reputation…for being gentle on the land. And 
they’ll go to [him] and say…“I need to have some management done.” And 
[he’ll] say, “Have you signed up for the Stewardship Incentive Program?” and 
they’ll say “No.” “Okay well you go talk to [Ethan].” So they’ll call and say, “I 
talked to [the logging contractor], and we need a management plan so [he] can 
do some work.” So I’ll go out and do the management plan and that’s an 
opportunity then to maybe educate some of these folks because they really 
don’t know why they’re doing the management plan. [The logging contractor] 
told them to. There’s money. We can help manage our piece with money from 
the state. Management plan is part of the deal. And so I can maybe educate a 
little bit just with “Okay you’ve got to tell me what you want this property 
for.” Then obviously that starts the wheels turning, there are certain things they 
have to provide me with information-wise that causes them to start thinking 
about management. So if that’s one of the state’s objectives then it’s working. 
They have to start thinking about it. [Ethan, land stakeholder] 
 

Survey results show that nearly twice as many production-oriented forest owners 

report having forest stewardship plans than do amenity forest owners (39.6% versus 

20.9%, table 5.6). While the mere fact of possessing a written plan for forest or farm 
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land does not by itself lead to more active or informed land stewardship, the process of 

composing such a document can act to connect landowners with other local sources of 

knowledge and expertise and encourage them to consider issues that may not have 

been previously apparent. Examples of the latter include fire, insect, disease, or 

stocking issues on forests or noxious weed, livestock management, riparian zone, 

irrigation, or soil erosion issues on range and farm land.  

 

Changing land uses among producers 

The discussion above largely focused on the land use practices of amenity 

landowners, elaborating on the theme developed in Chapter 4 that their self-identity as 

landowners centers on their capacity to heal the land from past productivist uses, even 

as they continue to express admiration for certain aspects of the local producer 

population. Yet the tenure and use transitions associated with amenity land ownership 

have occurred in the midst of a suite of other significant changes to the county. Some 

of the most important of these have to do with overall shifts in the local economy, with 

sharp reductions in public land logging and the related closure of three sawmills since 

1990, a steady decline in logging and related employment within the county, and 

growth in the relative importance of the service economy; loss of rail service 

connecting Wallowa County with outside markets, leading to increased transportation 

costs for commodity producers; and the growth in niche and value-added markets for 

agricultural and, to a lesser degree, forest products, connecting Wallowa County 

producers with affluent consumers in regional urban areas such as Portland, Seattle, 

Spokane, and Boise.  

Growing niche and value-added markets are of particular interest here because, 

in concert with some of the land use practices of amenity landowners, they contribute 

to the diversification of land uses observed in Wallowa County and other 

“multifunctional” rural landscapes. While the proportion of landowners engaging in 

value-added agricultural and forest activities in Wallowa County is not overwhelming 
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(tables 5.5 and 5.6), the data suggest that participation in these markets is important to 

a substantial proportion of Wallowa County farmers, ranchers, and forest owners. The 

growth of value-added markets is the direct result of a small but growing trend toward 

a rejection of the productivist agricultural paradigm that has defined the U.S. since the 

end of World War II. A rash of exposés of corporate agriculture, most notably Michael 

Pollan’s (2006) bestselling book The Omnivore’s Dilemma, along with documentary 

films such as Food, Inc., along with the rise of the “local food” movement have fueled 

a consumption pattern among affluent urban populations centered on the rejection of 

mass-produced food (Guthman 2003). Markets for sustainably certified wood products 

grew out of a separate social process, but draw on similar appeals to environmental 

and social justice values among primarily middle and upper-middle class urban 

consumers. While markets in such value-added products as organic grain and produce, 

hormone- and antibiotic- free meat, and grass-finished beef still make up only a small 

fraction of the foodstuffs consumed by Americans annually (National Research 

Council 2010), they are large enough to produce a substantial amount of activity even 

in relatively remote Wallowa County. Sylvia and Chris, two Wallowa County 

producers, explained how the growing demand for grass-finished beef opened an 

opportunity for direct sales in Portland, over 300 miles away: 

Sylvia: So we started going to Portland and it was just easy, then Michael 
Pollan wrote Omnivore’s Dilemma and everybody came up to us and wanted to 
hug us, you know, it was just like [laughs], it just got easier and easier… 

Chris: Everybody would just come up to the booth and just [say], “Oh, you 
know I used to be a vegetarian but I’m thinking about getting out of it…” But 
they were into what we were doing because they had read his book. 

Sylvia: Somebody explained it to them, in very clear simple terms, so we 
didn’t have to do. We were like, “Have you read Omnivore’s Dilemma? Okay, 
well, now we can talk.” 
 

For some producers, participation in alternatives to mass commodity markets 

was entirely a business decision, based on the opportunity to receive a premium in 
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exchange for making modifications to their standard practices. For example, Bryce 

described a current value-added market by saying, “it doesn’t matter if you or I think 

it’s silly, if the consumer is going to reward us in the marketplace, then do what they’ll 

reward you for. Even if it’s smoke and mirrors, if there’s a perceived value there, 

don’t question the consumer’s motivation.” For others, however, avoiding practices 

such as the use of feedlots, hormone and antibiotic additions to livestock, or soil 

tillage were more than good business decisions, they were moral decisions that 

reflected the producers’ own ethical orientation to land and their self-identity as land 

stewards. Several production-oriented farmers, ranchers, and forest owners expressed 

concerns with the environmental and human health effects of productivist agriculture 

and forestry, and were themselves active in helping to create and expand markets for 

their value-added products.  

The preferences of affluent consumers who have to some degree rejected major 

tenets of the productivist model have precipitated land use changes on the part of local 

producers. This mirrors the above discussion on renting and access arrangements, and 

provides insight into the ways that the particular post-productivist transition underway 

in Wallowa County is driven by multiple influences operating at multiple scales 

(Wilson 2009). Indeed, Marsden (1998, p. 109) observes, “we have to conceive rural 

spaces as ensembles of local and non-local connections, of combinations of local 

actions and actions ‘at a distance’, situated in regional economies and different 

institutional contexts.” The production of nature in line with particular upper-middle 

class urban ideals occurs through the agency of those that purchase land as a lifestyle 

asset as well as those that purchase the produce of these lands. Just as an identity 

constructed around environmentally enlightened stewardship has opened access for 

producers in a post-productivist landscape, so have product identities constructed 

around the same ideals opened new marketing possibilities through urban-rural 

connections.  
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Conclusion 

In a highly influential paper, Karl Stauber (2001) discusses the sequence of 

“contracts with rural America” that have been created and, later, discarded over the 

nation’s history. As America’s urban population swelled in proportion to its rural 

population over the course of the twentieth century, these contracts not only described 

the nature of the relationships between urban and rural America but increasingly 

provided justification for the kinds of rural exceptionalism that have been reflected in 

national rural policy. With the increasingly global nature of food and fiber provision, 

Stauber argues, the most recent contract—based on rural America as commodity 

storehouse—has been broken, and no clear alternative has arisen to take its place. 

What ties together the various strands of land use change in Wallowa County, from the 

land uses of amenity buyers to their rental arrangements with local producers to 

producers’ growing participation in value-added and niche market production, is to 

some degree the imagining of a new rural contract, one in which rural land uses are 

justified not merely because they are productive of goods, but because they fulfill a 

larger social purpose relating to progressive land stewardship, continuation of specific 

rural ideals, or production of alternatives to mass food and fiber commodities.  

Land uses in Wallowa County, as elsewhere in transitioning rural 

environments, reflect multiple strands of influence operating at various scales, from 

the county’s unique land-use history and its diversity of individual landowners to 

state-level policy constraints and incentives to regional commodity and specialty 

markets to environmental imaginaries and livelihood strategies that reflect pervasive 

nationwide trends. All of these are set within a global context for commodity 

production and consumption increasingly characterized by the replacement of state-

centered governance promoting agricultural security and self-sufficiency with 

governance by market forces (Buttel 2003; Jackson-Smith 2003). At the level of the 

rural community, these changes are experienced as the diversification of livelihoods, 

social constructions of land and community, and tenure patterns among land owners 
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and an associated diversification of land uses. For many conventional producers, these 

changes result in a loss of access to the benefits of land, as sale and rental prices 

escalate beyond reach, access to resources on public land is reduced, and traditionally 

permeable boundaries are hardened. However, some producers and community 

members appear to be well-positioned to benefit from the changes underway, 

particularly those that can operate across multiple cultural environments and develop 

livelihood strategies that align the specific opportunities of Wallowa County’s natural 

environment with growing local and regional interests in alternatives to traditional 

commodity production. 

The above exploration provides insight into the ways that diverse actors 

construct nature and rurality and enact these constructions through particular land 

uses. For most amenity landowners, land uses are constrained principally by broad 

financial limitations, imagination, and the environmental characteristics of their 

properties. Yet their land uses tend to cluster around certain familiar patterns, in large 

part due to shared landowner identities and, to some degree, by shared tax and other 

economic incentives. At the same time, even producers dependent on agricultural or 

forestry production, operating under tighter constraints, demonstrate land use 

behaviors at odds with the Homo economicus of the neoclassical economic 

imagination. For landowners of all kinds, land acts as both source and symbol of 

power and as a stage for performance of particular ideals of land and economy. As 

McEachern (1992, p. 164) observes, the meaning of land “derives from a complex of 

cultural values which transcend its other feature as a resource to be exploited.” For 

many landowners, the power of land as a resource is the ability to inscribe it with 

particular visions informed by such complexes of cultural values, whether through 

individual land use decisions, preferential renting and access arrangements, or the 

building of new social networks based on shared stewardship ideals. 

 To the extent that we explicitly consider the role of learning and adaptive 

management in the use of nonindustrial land, it should also be clear that econometric 
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and social-psychological approaches which treat land uses as outcomes of either a set 

of economic incentives or a set of rational values, attitudes, and behaviors are 

inadequate, in this case because they treat the landowner as static rather than dynamic. 

Nonindustrial landowners in Wallowa County, as elsewhere, are embedded in social 

and ecological contexts that constantly provide feedback on actions taken: desirable or 

undesirable outcomes from management practices, subtle and overt social sanctions or 

rewards for activities that reproduce or challenge dominant social norms, observations 

across fencelines, and visits from respected sources of local and scientific knowledge. 

What we are left with, then, is not a static landowner fulfilling a role prescribed by his 

or her economic incentives or values but a dynamic one whose economic calculations, 

values, understandings of the land, and land uses are constantly changing under the 

influence of new information. It is in this sense that land use should be interpreted not 

as a mechanistic outcome of landowner characteristics, but as an adaptive 

“performance” played out within a socially, economically, and ecologically 

constrained space. For both producers and post-productivist owners, land use may best 

be characterized in terms of a kind of “bounded irrationality” in which the margins of 

overwhelming economic signals (extreme and unambiguous costs or opportunity 

costs) set boundaries to a space within which particular ideals of land, community, and 

livelihood are enacted. 

The land use dynamics that characterize a restructuring Wallowa County 

cannot be adequately understood by investigating only the uses that individual 

landowners apply to their own deeded holdings. Rather, land use change at the 

community scale is the outcome of a range of influences, many of which extend far 

beyond the boundaries of the rural community. The roles of regional commodity and 

value-added markets, decisions made by absentee landowners, changes in access and 

rental arrangements (including access to public land resources) that accompany land 

ownership change, and the national and even international social networks built 
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around shared constructions of nature all make their influence felt on the landscape of 

a single rural county.  
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Chapter 6. The politics of marginality: discourses of development in Wallowa 
County. 

 

“ If Hollywood wanted to capture the emotional center of Western history, its movies 

would be about real estate.” – Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest 

 

In a 1973 speech supporting an expanded state role in regulating development 

on private land, Oregon Governor Tom McCall warned that “The interest of Oregon 

for today and in the future must be protected from the grasping wastrels of the land.” 

By “grasping wastrels” McCall meant the well-financed developers of sprawling 

suburbs within the populated Willamette Valley, condominiums along the coast, and 

rural subdivisions in the more lightly-populated southern and eastern parts of the state 

(Robbins 2006). Caught in the midst of this political clash between the power of 

Oregon and that of real estate developers were rural landowners themselves—

including family farmers, ranchers, and nonindustrial private forest owners—for 

whom the prospect of land use restrictions carried multiple and conflicting 

implications. Fearful of the effects of unchecked suburban sprawl on agriculture, 

several Willamette Valley farmers played central roles in crafting Oregon’s early 

statewide land use policy and in building political support for its passage. Yet rural 

landowners have always approached land as an investment as well as a source of 

livelihood, and restrictions on the freedom to subdivide and develop land are often 

framed as threats to the exchange value of landowners’ assets in property (Liffmann, 

Huntsinger, and Forero 2000).  

As state policy changes since 2000 have devolved a measure of authority over 

land use governance from the state to the county level, contestations over land use and 

property rights have likewise shifted to more local levels. This chapter examines 

Wallowa County’s efforts to resolve tensions between development rights and the 

protection of agricultural operations and “open space” within the context of amenity 

migration and rural restructuring. In particular, I focus on the county’s experience 
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implementing HB3326, a 2001 revision to state land use law that allows counties to 

permit a limited amount of subdivision and development on rural lands deemed 

“generally unsuitable for agriculture” (ORS 215.263). 

 

Policy background 

The state of Oregon has long been known for its statewide land use planning 

framework, which goes farther than any other state in attempting to protect 

agricultural and forest land from residential development (Groll 1982; Abbott, Howe, 

and Adler 1994; Walker and Hurley 2011). Oregon first asserted state authority over 

county and city land use decisions in 1969 via Senate Bill 10, which required both 

zoning and land use planning for all local governments. The more comprehensive 

Senate Bill 100 was passed four years later, largely on the basis of public and political 

support from the densely-populated Willamette Valley and over the objections of most 

rural Oregonians and their elected representatives (Knaap 1994). Some of the key 

components of the framework created by SB100 include the requirement for counties 

and cities to designate urban growth boundaries, outside of which subdivision and 

residential development of resource lands are strongly regulated, and the creation of a 

state-level Land Conservation and Development Commission (LCDC) authorized to 

set statewide goals and oversee goal compliance by local entities. The overall thrust of 

the Oregon model is aimed at concentrating development within core urban areas, 

preventing subdivision and development on agricultural and forest lands, and 

protecting key natural, scenic, and historical resources through a power-sharing 

arrangement between the state, counties, and municipalities (Gustafson, Daniels, and 

Shirack 1982; Knaap 1994). Continuing political support for this statewide land 

conservation policy has come largely through a coalition of “strange bedfellows” (cf. 

Pincetl 1992), primarily a subset of agricultural producers concerned about the loss of 

productive land to sprawling development aligned with urban populations interested in 
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conserving rural scenery and “open space” (Knaap 1994; Slavin 1994; Walker and 

Hurley 2011).  

  SB100 continues to provide the overall framework for land use within the 

state, although a series of legislative actions and ballot initiatives since 1973 have 

shifted the balance of power between the state, local governments, citizenry, and 

property owners (Pease 1994). The most visible and significant of these changes was 

Measure 37, an anti-“takings” ballot initiative passed in 2004 which effectively pre-

empted many land use controls by requiring monetary compensation—or a waiver of 

regulation—for any loss in property value resulting from restrictions on development 

enacted since the time of purchase1 (Hunnicut 2006; Jackson and Kuhlken 2006). 

Measure 49, a legislative referral passed by Oregon voters in 2007, nullified much of 

M37’s effect even as it created new, more limited, avenues for subdivision and 

development by long-time landowners and retained some of the anti-“takings” 

components of its predecessor. That Oregonians were not of one mind regarding such 

issues is demonstrated by their voting patterns on these two measures: M37 passed 

with 60.6% of the statewide vote in 2004; three years later, M49 garnered 62.6% of 

the popular vote. In Wallowa County these figures were 63.5% and 49.6%, suggesting 

an almost even split among the local electorate regarding the wisdom of a policy that 

once enjoyed strong majority support. 

In a separate process in 2001, the Oregon legislature passed House Bill 3326, 

under which counties can authorize landowners to split off up to two nonfarm parcels 

                                                 

 
1 Oregon forestry and agriculture interests were divided on Measure 37, with the 

Oregon Cattlemen’s Association and most timber corporations campaigning in favor 

of the ballot measure and several wine growers’ associations, nurseries, and local farm 

bureaus campaigning against it. 
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and dwellings on parcels currently zoned for “exclusive farm use” (EFU)2. In order to 

qualify for subdivision and development under HB3326, the lands to be divided and 

developed must comply with three general criteria: 1) the addition of nonfarm 

dwellings must not interfere with, nor increase the cost of, agricultural or forestry 

activities in the surrounding area; 2) the cumulative impacts of the proposed and 

potential future nonfarm development must not “materially alter” the stability of land 

use patterns in the surrounding area; and 3) the lands to be divided and developed 

must be “generally unsuitable for the production of farm crops and livestock or 

merchantable tree species considering the terrain, adverse soil or land conditions, 

drainage or flooding, vegetation, location and size of the tract.” Counties that choose 

to opt-in to the HB3326 authorities retain wide latitude to determine what lands are 

deemed marginal (“generally unsuitable”) for agriculture and forestry3.  

 

                                                 

 
2 Note that this was not the first time that the state allowed exemptions for marginal 

EFU lands; a 1983 law, modified in 1985, directed LCDC to establish standards for 

defining marginal lands. As Pease (1994) describes, the various interest groups 

monitoring this process evaluated the marginality definition more by political 

considerations than by scientific adequacy. 
3 Oddly, HB3326 provides a very specific definition of marginality for cases where the 

remaining EFU parcel is at least 40 acres but smaller than the county-defined 

minimum parcel size (160 acres for Wallowa County) after accounting for the loss of 

the nonfarm parcels. In cases where the remaining EFU parcel is equal to or greater 

than the minimum parcel size, counties have wide discretion to define standards for 

marginality. Nonfarm subdivision of land under HB3326 is prohibited on parcels less 

than 40 acres. 



287 

 

Governance, rural restructuring, and property rights 

While the case of HB3326 and its implementation are specific to the state of 

Oregon and its local governments, a broader concern with the intersection of land use 

governance and processes of rural restructuring is common to rural places across the 

globe (Woods 1998; Warner 2003; Stanley, Marsden, and Milbourne 2005; Gurran, 

Blakely, and Squires 2007). An enhanced role for local actors in environmental 

governance has arisen as an outcome of multiple interrelated processes: the perceived 

ineffectiveness of centralized or corporatist models of environmental governance 

(Baker and Kusel 2003; Krishnaswamy 2005); the decline of productivism as a 

regulating force within the post-Fordist transition (Lowe et al. 1993; Marsden, 

Murdoch, and Flynn 1993); and as a specific manifestation of the overall triumph of 

neoliberal ideologies and governance frameworks in the U.S. and elsewhere 

(McCarthy 2005; Stanley, Marsden, and Milbourne 2005; Lockie, Lawrence, and 

Cheshire 2006). Although under-theorized in the U.S., patterns of rural restructuring 

across economically developed nations share many broad similarities (Nelson 2001; 

Gosnell and Abrams 2009), particularly in terms of the creation of uneven rural 

terrains characterized by diverse economic activities, patterns of migration, and land 

use expectations, onto which a range of governance frameworks are mapped (see, e.g., 

Flynn and Lowe 1994; Marsden 1998, 1999; Murdoch et al. 2003; Holmes 2006). 

In Oregon, HB3326 devolved a measure of private land governance from state 

to county levels at a time when many rural communities across the state were 

struggling to define new economic and cultural identities following the decline of 

traditional sectors, particularly forestry and agriculture. Remote and traditionally 

resource-dependent communities like Wallowa County were hit particularly hard by 

abrupt economic and policy changes, including public land policy revisions that 

shifted management away from timber production towards wildlife and preservation 

goals, restrictions on both public and private land uses as a result of endangered 

species listings, and statewide ballot initiatives regulating hunting and predator control 
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across ownerships (Christoffersen 2005). In this context, the role of Wallowa County 

government, like other rural Oregon county governments, can be seen to have shifted 

from providing services to acting as an advocate for a particular construction of 

rurality4 (Woods 1998). Specifically, Wallowa County elected officials played a role 

resisting, at least symbolically, the imposition of burdens on landowners and 

traditional productivist land uses by state and national agencies (and their largely 

urban bases of political support). Legislative approval of HB3326 and voter approval 

of M37 were thus widely interpreted as victories for rural Oregon as a whole in that 

the policies provided relief from “unjust” state restrictions on land use (Hunnicut 

2006). 

Whether administered via statewide policy or local citizen/governmental 

institutions, governance of rural land use is often the management of contradictions. 

These include contradictions between the accumulation and consumption interests of 

various actors in rural space (Flynn and Lowe 1994; Green et al. 1996; Walker and 

Fortmann 2003), between local actors and extra-local political or economic forces 

(Feldman and Jonas 2000), and even between the property ideologies and desired 

landscape outcomes of individual landowners (Walker, Marvin, and Fortmann 2003). 

                                                 

 
4 It deserves mention that Wallowa is a Republican-leaning county. 2010 data from the 

Secretary of State’s Office show 1,339 registered Democrats, 2,438 registered 

Republicans, and 946 independents and nonaffiliated voters. Recent demographic 

changes in the county do not appear to have appreciably shifted the balance of 

political power; however, a nationwide rightward trend on the part of conservatives in 

the late 2000s may be partly responsible for the increasingly conservative makeup of 

the Wallowa County Board of Commissioners. While all three county seats were held 

by Republicans for several years prior to this case study, two new commissioners 

elected in 2008 and 2010 were more conservative than their predecessors. 
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An example of the latter is the tension, common among agricultural producers, 

between fidelity to free market principles and strong normative beliefs that agricultural 

land should stay in production rather than being converted to residential real estate 

(Huntsinger and Hopkinson 1996; Liffmann, Huntsinger, and Forero 2000). A perhaps 

even more fundamental and commonly-encountered contradiction is that between the 

property rights ideals of landowners toward their own holdings and their evaluation of 

neighbors’ property rights (Freyfogle 2003). 

Such contradictions arise from the multiple and hybrid nature of rural land, 

creating governance challenges for entities at any scale. For agricultural and forestry 

producers, land is a source of livelihood even as it is simultaneously a market 

commodity. For the increasing numbers of amenity-oriented purchasers of rural 

estates, private land can represent a range of rural idylls (Bunce 1994)—idylls which 

are often sustained through residential development on amenity owners’ land 

combined with the regulation of land uses on surrounding properties (Lowe et al. 

1993; Cadieux 2009). As Bunce (1998, p. 240) observes, “Local rural conservation is 

at its most active in exurban communities, in which the protection of open space and 

of rural character is inextricably bound up in lifestyle and property values.” This 

amenity-centered rural vision, long present in the Oregon land planning framework, 

emanates not only from the distant urban centers that constitute the locus of political 

power in Oregon, but increasingly from amenity-oriented migrants and property 

owners in places like Wallowa County for whom “open space” preservation is a key 

activity for maintaining their own constructed rural idyll. For nearly all members of 

rural communities, land and its uses represent important sources of identity (Bliss and 

Martin 1988; Shucksmith 1993; Burton 2004). Land use governance in the context of 

rural restructuring highlights these contradictions by forcing explicit tradeoffs between 

the various interests of property owners and between these and a broader community 

vision; such exercises often reveal schisms within an apparent consensus regarding 

collective identity (Hibbard and Lurie 2000).  
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The politics of marginality in Wallowa County 

Passage of HB3326 was welcomed by many Wallowa County landowners and 

members of local government as providing, in the words of one county official, a 

“pressure-relief valve” from the perceived stifling effects of statewide land use policy. 

In particular, many landowners and members of local governmental bodies hoped that 

the ability to subdivide, develop and sell marginal pieces of farm ground would help 

struggling producers sustain their operations and encourage their children to remain in, 

or return to, Wallowa County to take over the family farm. Implementation of the 

policy soon snagged, however, on the management of contradictory interests in private 

land development, the rural ideals of neighboring landowners, and the benefits of EFU 

zoning to local producers. The vague and somewhat subjective nature of key concepts 

in the policy (e.g., unsuitability of land for agriculture) and the available avenues for 

public input on individual HB3326 petitions created ample opportunities for neighbors 

and other community members to contest specific proposals. Opposition to HB3326 

petitions came primarily from two stakeholder types: agricultural and forestry 

producers concerned about the prospects of future amenity migration interfering with 

their operations, and established amenity landowners protective of their scenic rural 

environments. Those petitioning for rights of subdivision and development under 

HB3326 included agricultural producers (both younger farmers and those of 

retirement age), local and nonlocal investor/developers, and economically struggling 

landowners preparing to sell their holdings. Their motivations for doing so included 

the desire to provide additional residences for family, to produce income to support 

continued productivist land uses, and to maximize the exchange value of landed 

property for sale on the open market.  

From 2002 (the first year Wallowa County implemented HB3326) through 

2008 the county received petitions for subdivision and development every year (no 

petitions were filed in 2009 or 2010). Over this seven-year period a total of 23 

petitions were filed with the county planning department, representing 43 proposed 
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nonfarm parcels (table 6.1). During the first years of implementation in Wallowa 

County, nearly every petition for subdivision and development was granted with 

unanimous consent from the planning commission, despite occasional outcry from 

neighboring landowners. The years 2006-2008 brought some particularly contentious 

proposals and a declining level of accord among members of the planning 

commission. Five of the nine petitions filed during 2006-2009 were denied by the 

planning commission; two of these denials were subsequently overturned by the Board 

of Commissioners on appeal. The makeup of the planning commission, which 

included business, agricultural, real estate, development, and conservation interests, 

did not change substantially over the period 2002-2008. Rather, the change in 

treatment of HB3326 proposals was the result of several factors, most importantly the 

unprecedented wave of property turnover and private land development in the county 

in the years following passage of the new policy, and the impact (or anticipated 

impact) of the voter-approved M37. While the level of development here paled in 

comparison to places such as central Oregon, Colorado’s Front Range, or scenic 

regions of Idaho, it was sufficient to highlight contradictions present in the multiple 

and hybrid meanings of rural land, forcing landowners and members of local 

governmental bodies to confront their own role—and that of neighboring 

landowners—in facilitating the process of rural gentrification. The entry of M37 as an 

alternative end-run around Oregon’s planning framework diminished the perceived 

need for HB3326 among members of local governmental bodies and threatened to 

accelerate existing trends in amenity-driven land ownership change. 

A particular flaw in the policy (or in the county’s implementation of it) was the 

lack of a clear definition of lands “generally unsuitable” for agriculture. By law such 

determinations cannot rely on soil classification or parcel size alone, but must include 

contextual factors, including whether the parcel in question could be put to productive 

use as part of a larger operation. Competing definitions of agricultural marginality  
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Table 6.1. HB3326 petitions filed in Wallowa County, 2002-2008. Data from Wallowa 
County Planning Department. 

Year Petitions Proposed 
nonfarm 
parcels 

Petitions denied 
by planning dept. 

Denials overturned by 
Board of 
Commissioners 

2002   4* 8 0 - 
2003 5 10     0** - 
2004 1 2 0 - 
2005 4 8 0 - 
2006 4 7 2 - 
2007 3 5 2 1 
2008 2 3 1 1 
Total 23 43 5 2 

*One petition in 2002 was withdrawn and later re-submitted in 2005. 
** One petition in 2003 received planning commission approval for just one of two 
proposed parcels. 
 

 

were, thus, frequently at the center of community contestations over the regulation of 

development. HB3326 petitioners emphasized the rocky, unproductive nature of their 

proposed nonfarm parcels, but such claims often drew skeptical reactions in a county 

where the predominant land use is extensive, rotational grazing on arid grasslands. As 

several landowners and members of local governmental bodies pointed out, even the 

rockiest terrain can act as an important component of an overall agricultural operation:  

In agriculture, every piece of ground has some value to it, maybe not every 
year, or for the same type of value, but to save a piece of ground that you’re 
not going to rut up or tear up or something because you can move [stock] over 
here to drive or feed on or something, has a great value every five and a half 
years or whatever it is…because in the spring, when you’re down here in these 
wetlands, which the whole valley becomes, you know you’re getting rigs 
stuck, animals are getting scours and hoof rot and whatever else they can get. 
[Max, member of local governance entity] 

 

Claims of agricultural marginality were frequent sources of contestation, with 

petitioners often identifying the prevalence of seasonal cattle grazing as evidence of a 
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parcel’s marginality, and those in opposition pointing to that same land use as 

evidence of its value for agriculture. After a particularly controversial 2008 petition 

that pitted neighbors against one another, the planning commission voted unanimously 

to request a six-month moratorium on HB3326 applications until more “objective” 

criteria could be established for adjudicating claims of marginality. County 

commissioners subsequently chartered an ad-hoc working group consisting of local 

experts in forestry and agriculture to help craft unambiguous criteria for informing 

these kinds of decisions. The resulting guidance established certain clear indicators of 

land that should not qualify as marginal (e.g. the presence of irrigation rights, recent 

dryland farming activity, or enrollment in the Conservation Reserve Program) while 

leaving a substantial amount of discretion for determining marginality on a case-by-

case basis.  

As central as the definition of marginality was to the challenges to HB3326 

implementation, in many ways the marginality question was merely an arena in which 

to contest larger community disputes regarding property rights, the maintenance of 

traditional agricultural operations, and landowners’ roles in facilitating gentrification. 

Such divisions were magnified by the diminishing margins of return for agricultural 

and forestry producers and a sense of loss of economic options. The experience of 

economic restructuring—particularly the decline in farm viability, loss of local 

logging and milling jobs, and difficulty recruiting a younger generation to stay “on the 

farm”—was felt acutely by Wallowa County residents and landowners, yet this 

common experience did not translate into a common response to development 

proposals. Restructuring was variably identified by landowners and others as reason to 

allow development to move forward and as reason to protect traditional land uses. 

HB3326 petitioners pointed to their economic challenges as justification for 

diversifying to real estate development, portraying farm conservation policy as a 

burden on producers. The following excerpt from a petitioner’s letter indicates an 
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ironic recognition of the amenity interests motivating much of the activism in support 

of farm preservation:  

The intent of 3326 was to allow retiring farmers to sell part of the land and use 
the proceeds to enjoy their retirement. Under the dismal economic conditions 
in the farm sector there is no market for the farmland and the only way to get 
any return on the investment is through the sale of an acreage. Then he might 
be financially able to hang on to a losing business and provide the “open 
spaces” for everyone’s benefit.  
 

At the same time, those contesting specific HB3326 proposals also highlighted the 

challenges associated with economic restructuring. In such cases, residential 

development was portrayed as a short-term economic strategy that would erode the 

county’s agricultural base, exacerbating the loss of farm viability: 

[At HB3326 hearings] somebody would get up and say they need to be able to 
do this because they can’t make it anymore, they need the money, the money 
will keep them going, and then I would get up and say, “Well yeah, but then 
three years from now when that money is gone, you’re going to be less able to 
because your property is now smaller.” [Alice, land use advocate] 

 

Along with the perceived loss of future farming options, the threat of rural 

gentrification loomed large in local discourse surrounding HB3326 claims. Local 

coalitions had previously worked to halt a proposed ski area installation and airport 

expansion in the county as means of preventing the kind of gentrification that had 

come to characterize other scenic locations in the rural West. Those contesting 

HB3326 proposals—both producers and established amenity landowners—

consistently raised the specter of an invasion by wealthy outsiders in their arguments. 

An interesting component of this discourse was the adoption by amenity landowners 

of an agricultural identity as a means of claiming legitimacy:  

My family acquired 2 ranches in this beautiful country 8 years ago…I am 
retired from a management position in the computer industry, and my hobby is 
to restore, preserve and beautify ranches…[The neighbors and I] all feel we are 
here for the unique beauty of this part of the Lower Valley, and to conduct 



295 

 

agricultural activities, which is the life-blood industry of this county. 
[Neighbor of HB3326 petitioner, in letter of opposition] 

 

HB3326 petitioners were portrayed in such discourse as enemies of the county’s 

productivist identity, even in cases where the petitioners were themselves agricultural 

producers. 

Petitioners’ development proposals were discursively constructed around a 

lack of economic options as producers, as well as the sense of an earned right to retire 

on the farm. In response, opponents built their arguments on the threat of continued 

entry of urban “outsiders” whose ideals and lifestyle demands would be incompatible 

with the needs of producers. The discourse surrounding these prospective newcomers 

included both cultural and class elements. Culturally, potential in-migrants were cast 

as ignorant of, or opposed to, farming practices, with one landowner raising the 

prospect of “people with no agricultural knowledge or intent to make a living off the 

land” interfering with the activities of neighboring producers. His letter of protest 

continued, “When we farm there is big machinery, dust, and sprays to name a few of 

the problems. These people likely would not be compatible with the community 

concerning these problems and many others.” The class dimensions of amenity 

migration were already highly salient in Wallowa County due to the “discovery” of the 

county as, according to an article in the New York Times Real Estate section, “an 

unbeatable place” for urban refugees to “hide” (New York Times, March 26, 2006, 

“Rugged, western, and still a bargain”). One small-scale agricultural producer 

highlighted the class dimensions of the development debate in her letter of opposition 

to an HB3326 petition: 

Reminding you all of the community’s wishes to remain agriculturally based, 
and that agriculture is profitable under this new economic/fuels demand 
economy for our farmers…please follow the conservative line of thinking to 
reserve our lands for agriculture…Please turn away from breaking up our 
agricultural lands into homesites for the wealthy.  
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Attached to this letter was a photocopied page from a real estate magazine advertising 

multi-million dollar mansions near Sun Valley, Idaho. 

Community sentiment toward the prospect of increased gentrification as a 

result of nonfarm development under HB3326 was not lost on petitioners, particularly 

those that filed in 2007 and 2008. By that time Wallowa County had experienced not 

only several years of HB3326 petitions but had also seen a total of thirty-four M37 

claims, a proposed development in a semi-natural area of high visibility and scenic 

value, the installation of several conspicuous multi-million dollar residential structures 

on former farmland (figure 6.1), and a substantial amount of turnover in rural property 

ownership accompanied by a steep rise in land values (see chapter 3). HB3326 

increasingly came to be viewed by Wallowa County residents and some members of 

local governmental bodies as a facilitator of unwelcome changes rather than a tool to 

restore lost property rights. Claims of marginality began to receive greater scrutiny, 

and HB3326 claims drew more skeptical reactions from the planning commission as 

well as greater opposition from neighbors. Such opposition represented landowners’ 

attempts to not only manage their visual environment, but to specifically resist the 

process of rural gentrification. According to one HB3326 petitioner,   

there were probably three neighbors that wrote letters in that weren’t really 
against us but basically didn’t feel that we should be able – I mean everybody 
had a problem with us making money on it. If it was for family, nobody really 
cared. We were kind of blown away by that, it’s just like, “Hey as long as 
you’re giving it to family, you’re keeping it in the family, no problem, but we 
don’t want the neighbor from California or whatever.” 

[Interviewer]: So it’s not about the structure per se…It’s the unknown outsider 
that they don’t want coming in. 

Yeah, exactly. [Evan, HB3326 petitioner] 
 



297 

 

 

Figure 6.1. The construction of luxury mansions in Wallowa County during the real 
estate bubble elevated existing community concern about the prospects of rural 
gentrification. Photo by the author. 

 

A pervasive theme in public discourse surrounding HB3326 proposals was the 

legitimacy of particular landowners’ rights to take advantage of the freedoms offered  

by the bill. Contestations over legitimacy took several forms: drawing distinctions 

between locals and non-locals, between those whose petitions were intended to serve 

family and those whose petitions were meant to create a salable commodity, and 

between “authentic” producers and developers. Petitioners were frequently portrayed 

by opponents as illegitimately capitalizing on a law meant to help “real” farmers: 

The purpose and intent of HB 3326 is to allow farmers and ranchers who are 
struggling financially to stay in business and “save the farm” by selling off a 
small portion which is not suitable for agricultural use. This not the case with 
[the petitioners]. [They] are developers who are only interested in making 
money by subdividing, building, and selling…[The petitioner] is not a man 
who has any interest in farming or preserving farmland and open space for 
future generations. [Letter of opposition to an HB3326 petition from 
neighboring landowner] 
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The desire to allocate rights of development based on local legitimacy reflected 

an attempt on the part of community members to manage processes of restructuring 

and gentrification, granting freedoms to “authentic” producers while preventing 

“outsiders” and developers from exploiting the opportunities provided by HB3326. 

Yet such considerations were limited by the provisions of the policy, based as they are 

on agricultural productivity and effects on surrounding operations. Still, these 

sentiments were voiced not only by neighboring landowners, but also from members 

of local governmental bodies tasked with applying the policy as written: 

I’ll admit…that somebody that’s been here all their life and have worked the 
ground all their life and they want to [file an HB3326 petition] to try to 
preserve, stay on the place, I mean they could sell the whole place and move to 
town. They don’t want to do that. They want to stay on the place. Some people 
would say, “Well tough, they can just move to town.” I don’t particularly like 
that idea. Now the guy that comes in here from someplace else and buys a 
chunk of ground and then says, “Well geez I can make money by splitting off 
two of these,” I don’t have any sympathy for them at all. They shouldn’t have 
come here in the first place, if that was their motivation. [Jason, member of 
local governance entity] 

 

Amenity landowners, caught in a positional middle ground between long-term local 

producers and outside investor/developers, clearly recognized the value of local 

legitimacy. In contesting neighbors’ HB3326 petitions, amenity landowners often 

attempted to claim status as legitimate, local, and rooted members of the community in 

contrast to neighboring producers looking to capitalize on their landed assets:  

A structure [on the neighbor’s property] will cause a loss of privacy and 
mountain views. We purchased this property with a seven mile drive on a dirt 
road, in order to have that privacy…the [petitioners] are gaming the land use 
system. All of this property is for sale. [The petitioner] is moving and she 
apparently does not care, and never has, how her actions affect her neighbors. 
We hope that the Planning Commission cares more for the people who live and 
work here than the people who are leaving. [Letter of opposition from neighbor 
of HB3326 petitioner] 

 



299 

 

Conclusion 

HB3326 represented a largely urban-oriented state legislature’s attempt to 

address rural concerns by ceding a measure of authority over nonfarm development on 

marginal lands to the county level. Wallowa County’s experience implementing this 

policy illustrates the complex landscape of such “rural” interests under the influences 

of economic restructuring, amenity-driven demographic and land ownership change, 

and a strong and persistent productivist community identity. While the development 

provisions of HB3326 are based on technical concerns of land productivity and effects 

on surrounding operations, implementation in Wallowa County ran aground on issues 

of class, legitimacy, and competing propertied interests. The positioning of these 

various landed interests, particularly in their constructions of agricultural productivity, 

economic constraints and opportunities, threats of gentrification, and claims of 

legitimacy, provides insight into the complex political terrain in rural landscapes 

characterized by a diversifying set of demands on space. In such contexts, the 

representation of “rural” interests, traditionally defined in terms of the expansion of 

private property rights, is complicated by an enlarged set of actors with interests in the 

regulation of rural change, including the dynamics of both landscape alteration and 

community composition. 

Contestations over HB3326 petitions in Wallowa County were not, for the 

most part, struggles between landowners and government, nor between landowners 

and a non-landowning “public,” but occurred primarily between different landowners 

with competing interests in their own property and that of their neighbors (cf. Flynn 

and Lowe 1994; Bromley 1998; Freyfogle 2003). Such conflicts were managed largely 

in terms of resistance to competing pressures on those at the center of local discourse, 

the county’s agricultural producers. On the one hand, state land use laws threatened to 

reduce the exchange value of landed property, and HB3326 promised recourse to 

allow the realization of development values without compromising farm conservation. 

At the same time, a burgeoning rural gentrification process threatened to displace the 
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land uses and users that had come to define Wallowa County’s identity. In this 

context, HB3326 appeared poised to accelerate such unwelcome changes. The 

maintenance of a productivist community identity as an act of community resistance to 

processes of restructuring (Murdoch and Marsden 1994) was thus confronted by 

contradictory pressures. More than anything else, it is the collapse of the real estate 

market that has resolved these contradictions, if only temporarily. 

This case points to challenges for the governance of “contested” rural 

landscapes in which the influences of economic restructuring and amenity-driven land 

ownership change lead to new alignments of interests. Despite Oregon’s strong state 

role in regulating rural land use, local governments and non-governmental actors here, 

as across much of the developed world, maintain a significant (and growing) degree of 

influence over the fate of the rural landscape (Walker and Hurley 2011). The 

dynamics observed in this case include not only the repositioning of landowners’ 

responses to claims of private property rights but also the discursive and symbolic 

repositioning of various landed actors in terms of their legitimacy to regulate the uses 

of rural space. The decline of agriculture and forestry as bases of the local economy 

clearly has not led to a decline in the symbolic power of productivism. If anything, the 

mantle of the “local,” of the yeoman farmer, is now brandished by an even wider array 

of actors attempting to legitimize their claims in the local arena. Indeed, such symbols 

become themselves objects of contestation as they are employed to defend or attack 

the legitimacy of particular land uses. 

An intriguing outcome of HB3326 implementation in Wallowa County is the 

making of “strange bedfellows” in the shared opposition to nonfarm development 

among agricultural producers and established amenity landowners. As Walker and 

Fortmann (2003) observe, amenity migration to rural areas can result in the emergence 

of unexpected (and potentially unstable) political coalitions. While shared opposition 

to HB3326 proposals in Wallowa County never attained the status of a true coalition, 

the alignment of interests between producers and amenity landowners nevertheless 
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mirrors the policy coalition between farmers and urban “open space” advocates at the 

statewide level that has provided support for Oregon’s land use framework for nearly 

four decades. That such alignment was possible in remote and rural Wallowa County 

speaks to the multiple constructions of rural property rights, widespread community 

anxiety regarding gentrification and loss of a productivist identity, and the “blurring” 

of interests (Dwyer and Childs 2004) that has accompanied urban-to-rural migration 

across much of the developed world. 
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Chapter 7. Conclusion: reconstructing theory and exploring community 
responses to restructuring 
 

“images of the community, whether articulated locally or nationally, can be put into 

service as a way of talking about, debating, and contesting various forms of property 

(and therefore claims over control and access).” – Michael Watts,“Political Ecology” 

 

The purpose of this study was to understand the land tenure and use dynamics 

of a particular community over a particular span of time as a means of drawing lessons 

for other communities in the throes of similar changes. Further, this study attempted to 

understand the linkages between private land use and broader social forces. In this 

chapter I provide summary conclusions about both of these issues and raise questions 

for further inquiry. To synthesize the information contained in the preceding pages, it 

is helpful to revisit some of the major themes that have appeared throughout this work. 

I began this study by reviewing some of the relevant literature on rural restructuring, 

the post-productivist/multifunctional transition, rural gentrification, and amenity 

migration. Each of these bodies of work, in its own way, attempts to address the 

relationships between social and environmental change in rural landscapes. If there is 

one overarching theme to emerge from these works, it is that the influences of 

capitalist modernity on rural places traditionally characterized by relatively 

homogenous social organization and land use patterns lead to spatial differentiation at 

multiple scales. The present study attempted to go “inside the black box” (Zussman 

2004) to understand the mechanisms behind this differentiation at the scale of an 

individual community (albeit a community that happens to be over 3000 square miles 

in size). This kind of detailed case study of a diversifying rural community and 

landscape has been relatively rare within the generally prolific literatures on amenity 

migration and post-productivism/multifunctionality (McCarthy 2005). 

While the focus of this study has been on individual landowners and the 

broadly-defined community of place to which they belong, it is important to 
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emphasize the multi-scalar nature of these dynamics (Wilson 2009). In this study I 

focused on land ownership and use dynamics at the individual and household level and 

cultural, political, and land tenure dynamics at the community level as affected by 

larger-scale cultural, economic, demographic, and policy influences (figure 7.1). As 

described in chapter 1, the outcomes for any particular rural community reflect the 

diverse influences of larger-scale forces (e.g. macroeconomic and policy trends) as 

they interact with community-level responses and site-specific demographic patterns. 

The community- and household-level focus of this study serves to illustrate the 

structuration of these diverse influences, showing how structures of signification, 

domination, and legitimation are received, reproduced, and challenged through the 

actions of individual agents.  

 

Individual / household scale 

I placed individual landowners, landowning households, and land stakeholders 

at the center of this study as knowledgeable agents and as key players in the 

restructuring process. I explored their actions, as well as their explanations for their 

actions, in order to gain insights on the ways that landowner identity, land uses, and 

patterns of access are negotiated and contested within the context of a transitioning 

community. Throughout this study, I have identified a handful of themes as being 

particularly important for understanding social relations regarding land and its uses. In 

addition to standard sociological concerns such as class, culture, and power, I 

highlighted the importance of environmental imaginaries, the performative aspect of 

social action, and the role of reflexivity. I propose that these concepts are valuable for 

interpreting the complexity of land use and tenure dynamics in rural restructuring, and 

can be incorporated in a conceptual model of landowner behavior as described below. 
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Figure 7.1. Major dynamics affecting rural restructuring in the remote rural West at 
international to individual / household scales. 
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Environmental imaginary 

 In chapter 2 I described the land tenure history of Wallowa County, illustrating 

that even as this particular space has been integrated ever more fully into national and 

global networks of commodity exchange (sometimes through violent and coercive 

means), the cultural dimensions of the human-land relationship have been 

characterized by tension between alternative narratives of land tenure rather than a 

simple linear progression. Each of these narratives includes its own normative 

direction on the relationships between people and the land, ranging from the 

“homeland” narrative of the Wallowa Band Nez Perce (and at times of white 

multigenerational producers) to the “unfettered capitalism” narrative of early 

EuroAmerican government agents and settlers. This study of contemporary Wallowa 

County demonstrates that narratives regarding land, economy, and community remain 

multiple and unresolved. For example, the analysis in chapter 6 showed tensions 

within the community of producers (“locals”) regarding rights of land division and 

development. Political sympathies were clearly complicated by the threatened loss of 

community identity and access accompanying rural gentrification. Elsewhere in 

chapters 4 and 5 the discourse of both producers and amenity owners revealed tensions 

regarding the legitimacy of various claims to the rightful ownership and use of land.  

These findings complement and contribute to other research that demonstrates 

the complexity of the ideological and cultural elements of land tenure (Rose et al. 

1976; Bliss and Martin 1988; Salamon 1993; Peterson and Horton 1995; Bromley 

2000; McCarthy 2002; Freyfogle 2003; Walker and Fortmann 2003; Yung, Freimund, 

and Belsky 2003; Jackson-Smith, Kreuter, and Krannich 2005; Yung and Belsky 

2007). In addition to emphasizing the multiple, at times contradictory, nature of 

nonindustrial landowners’ environmental imaginaries, I argued the following: 1) that 

environmental imaginaries are closely tied to class, culture, and livelihood; 2) that 

these “subjective” imaginaries lead to material consequences through the dynamics of 

land use, access arrangements (e.g. renting), political action, economic activity, and 
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the creation of particular social networks (more on this below under “performance”); 

and 3) that these narratives are not necessarily static, but are rather susceptible to 

revision in light of new information (more about this below under “reflexivity”). As a 

general conclusion, I suggest that patterns of social and environmental change in 

communities such as Wallowa County are, in part, the outcome of a complex and 

dynamic system in which narratives regarding land, community, and the relationship 

of these to various forms of capitalism are embodied in practice. Thus, the 

diversification of rural space characteristic of restructuring rural landscapes derives 

not only from changed economic relationships but also from the ways in which these 

environmental imaginaries take form through the actions of individual agents. 

 

Performance 

 At the individual/household level (see figure 7.1), performance is an important 

concept for understanding the relations between the “subjective” and “objective” 

spheres. As described in chapter 5, there are multiple dimensions and meanings of the 

performance concept, containing class, gender, and cultural influences, modes of 

reproduction as well as modes of transformation, and both unreflexive (habitual) 

action as well as reflexive (discursive) action. Interpreting social action as 

performance helps move our conceptualization away from unsatisfactory framings of 

action as guided primarily by economic motivations or values and reframes it as a 

complex and reflexive activity guided by class, culture, identity, ideology, and social 

setting and subject to monitoring, contestation, and revision. It is through social action 

that particular environmental imaginaries are “enacted,” for example through 

particular land uses, decisions to buy, sell, rent, subdivide, or develop land, the 

creation of social networks, and economic decisions. As discussed in chapter 5, using 

the concept of performance to understand social action does not negate the importance 

of factors such as economic or policy incentives. However, since it is well-established 

that neither producers nor amenity landowners behave as economic optimizers (at least 
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not within the context of nonindustrial tenure), economic and policy influences should 

be seen as mediating factors on the performance of environmental imaginaries through 

action, rather than as directly determinative of social action. 

 Closely related to the performance concept is the theme of contested claims of 

legitimacy. In chapter 4 I discussed the ways that particular patterns of land ownership 

and use among amenity owners were evaluated by long-time Wallowa County 

residents as artifice, with amenity owners accused of “just playing” and “dressing up 

like cowboys.” In chapters 4, 5, and 6, I argued that successful claims of legitimacy 

regarding land, resources, and their governance represent important sources of social 

power and influence. Because of this, such claims are subject to contestation in both 

overt and subtle ways. An illustration of the contested nature of legitimacy is the 

ongoing project of separating residents and landowners into “newcomers” and 

“locals.” As discussed in chapter 4, such terms are used as shorthand—not in reference 

to the length of time a particular individual has lived in Wallowa County, but rather to 

the extent to which their identity aligns with a rural ideal well-captured by Bell’s 

(1992, 1994) four criteria of localism, ruralism, countryism, and communalism. Terms 

such as “newcomer” and “local” are used to frame the class and cultural dimensions of 

demographic and land ownership change in a place where the Jeffersonian yeoman 

ideal still forms an important part of individual and community identity. To the extent 

that performance includes reflexive or unreflexive “impression management” 

(Goffman 1959), attempts to claim legitimacy within the local social arena should be 

seen as important components of social action.  

 

Reflexivity 

 The concept of reflexivity helps make sense of the social and ecological 

dynamics associated with rural restructuring, as it draws attention to the adaptive 

nature of social action as performance. Adaptation occurs in many forms, including 

the adjustment of environmental imaginaries and land uses in response to the 
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experience of managing land as well as the adjustment of the performance of identity 

in response to feedback from others in the social environment. As an example of the 

latter, many amenity landowners in Wallowa County have taken conscious steps to 

avoid running afoul of local customary expectations by learning from the missteps of 

previous amenity migrants (see chapter 4). Incorporating reflexivity into our 

understanding of social-ecological relationships improves upon static models in which 

social, economic, and ecological outcomes are the end result of pre-existing landowner 

values or economic incentives. Rather, such outcomes should be seen as part of a 

dynamic cycle, capable of feeding information back to the landowner.  

 In this study, reflexivity appeared as an important component of the discourse 

of interviewed landowners. In chapter 5 I discussed the learning process among 

landowners who lacked previous experience as land managers. One of the lessons 

from that exploration was that learning was not occurring uniformly among all 

landowners, and that particular aspects of tenure could limit the potential for learning 

to occur. For example, landowners who do not personally manage, are resident on 

their properties only seasonally, or are primarily concerned with residential 

development appear to be missing potentially important information about their 

properties (e.g. spread of noxious weed populations or condition of soils, forests, or 

riparian zones). The adaptive cycle is also broken when particular properties change 

hands frequently. Such lessons suggest that reflexivity is both context-specific and 

limited. Along similar lines, reflexivity appeared in Chapter 6 as long-time landowners 

grappled with the implications of increased residential development on the 

continuation of culturally and economically important land use practices. 

 

A proposed model of nonindustrial landowner behavior 

 In chapter 5 I discussed the inadequacy of most conceptual models of 

nonindustrial landowner behavior. These suffer from unsupported assumptions (e.g. 

that economic incentives are the overriding motivation of landowners), inadequate 



 

conceptualizations of key elements (e.g. the prevailing apolitical framing of the 

cognitive hierarchy), an

little room for adaptation. For example, revisiting figure 5.1 (from Kurtz and Lewis 

(1981)), we encounter a model in which motivations appear 

to aspects of landowner identity or class position. While their model allows for 

feedback between constraints and the landowner motivations and objects they 

constrain, there is no opportunity for feedback from actions taken (i.e., no role for 

learning and adaptation)

conceptual model that incorporates aspects of identity, narrative, performance, and 

adaptation while allowing for the influence of structural constraints and 

economic/policy incentives (figure 7

 

Figure 7.2. Conceptual model of nonindustrial landowner behavior. Detailed 
relationships: a. land use actions as performance; b. instigating change through action; 
c. reflexive monitoring of outcomes

conceptualizations of key elements (e.g. the prevailing apolitical framing of the 

cognitive hierarchy), and linear relationships between model components that leave 

little room for adaptation. For example, revisiting figure 5.1 (from Kurtz and Lewis 

), we encounter a model in which motivations appear sui generis

of landowner identity or class position. While their model allows for 

feedback between constraints and the landowner motivations and objects they 

constrain, there is no opportunity for feedback from actions taken (i.e., no role for 

learning and adaptation). Building off of the key themes from this study, I propose a 

conceptual model that incorporates aspects of identity, narrative, performance, and 

adaptation while allowing for the influence of structural constraints and 

economic/policy incentives (figure 7.2).  

Conceptual model of nonindustrial landowner behavior. Detailed 
relationships: a. land use actions as performance; b. instigating change through action; 
c. reflexive monitoring of outcomes. 
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 This model requires some explanation. On the left side of the model is the 

recursive relationship between class, culture, and livelihood. This is a dynamic 

relationship, with changes in any one of the three elements capable of effecting 

changes in the others. Taken together, this relationship provides the basis for 

constructing both the landowner’s identity and environmental imaginary. Identity is 

closely related to subjective, normative understandings of human-land relations (Bliss 

and Martin 1988; Bliss 1992; Salamon 1993; Holloway 2002; Burton and Wilson 

2006), what here is referred to as the environmental imaginary. The scope of the 

environmental imaginary is expansive, including, for example, direction on the proper 

role of economic relationships, normative views regarding access to the benefits of 

land, and proper (and improper) forms of human intervention in natural processes. 

Even religious beliefs are incorporated into this subjective narrative of human-land 

relations.  

The landowner’s environmental imaginary, in turn, forms the basis for land use 

actions (including, in some cases, taking no action). These actions are influenced and 

mediated by a suite of exogenous factors operating at multiple scales, here collectively 

referred to as the production and regulation of space. Such influences include, for 

example, economic considerations (e.g. tax benefits for continued productive use of 

land, effects of land use actions on exchange value of land), policy direction (e.g. 

restrictions on subdivision or development, use-it-or-lose-it water allocation policy), 

and the local cultural context (e.g., the importance of local legitimacy). In some cases, 

these forces may be strong enough to override the subjective ideals of the landowner, 

for example when a land-rich but cash-poor family is compelled to overgraze in order 

to meet short-term economic needs. The relationship between environmental 

imaginary and land use action as mediated by the production and regulation of space is 

that of performance, in the sense described above. This relationship is designated by 

the lowercase “a” in the model. Land use actions include not only direct actions taken 

by the landowner, but also decisions that affect land use through other means. 
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Examples include leasing arrangements, hiring of property managers, the opening or 

closing of access to other users for various activities, and the like. 

Land use actions, in turn, lead to ecological, social, and economic outcomes 

through the relationship designated by the lowercase “b.” For example, a timber 

harvest decision may lead to an ecological change in the forest condition, changes in 

neighbors’ interactions with the landowner, and a pulse of income from the sale of 

timber. These outcomes are likewise mediated by a number of factors outside the 

immediate control of the landowner that operate at multiple spatial and temporal 

scales. These are collectively referred to in the model as ecological, social, and 

economic influences. For example, soil condition post-harvest may be affected by the 

soil type in the area, past land use practices, and levels of precipitation near the time of 

harvest, as affected by the equipment and techniques used during harvest. Economic 

outcomes of the harvest may depend on factors such as availability of cost-share 

funds, wood fiber markets at the time of harvest, and the presence or absence of 

milling infrastructure in the local area. In other words, a specific land use action taken 

is not solely determinative of ultimate outcomes, but rather instigates changes in a 

complex and dynamic system.  

These ecological, social, and economic outcomes are then (at least potentially) 

monitored and are able to be incorporated into revisions of the landowner’s 

environmental imaginary and sense of identity. This reflexive monitoring of outcomes 

is designated by the lowercase letter “c” in the model. To continue with our example, 

the social, economic, and ecological outcomes of a particular timber harvest decision 

may support, challenge, or have little effect on the pre-existing narrative of the 

landowner regarding the reasons for choosing to harvest and expected results. The 

feedback signals from land use decisions are variable, with some attributes (e.g. forest 

stand development) taking decades to show results and others (e.g. visual changes in 

soil or stand appearance) providing feedback immediately. Reflexive monitoring is a 

key link in the adaptive cycle, and (as discussed in chapter 5) it is not a given that 
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adaptation will naturally occur. Of course, learning and modifying subjective 

narratives can also occur through other means, such as the “vertical” and “horizontal” 

information flows discussed in chapter 5. Learning appears most likely given the 

active, sustained engagement of the landowner in management and monitoring, 

particularly when intermediaries are present to facilitate the learning process. 

Monitoring of outcomes can lead not only to learning, but also to experimentation. 

This may include experimenting with new land uses, new management techniques, or 

in the example of a number of Wallowa County producers, new markets. In the case of 

niche marketing, this entails a new business model as well as new land uses that 

deviate from conventional productivist uses, and both are represented discursively in 

terms of a particular set of symbols and concepts that resonate with the environmental 

imaginaries of a largely urban, affluent customer base. 

It is important to point out that, consistent with the discussion in chapter 4, the 

identities and environmental imaginaries held by particular landowners are not 

necessarily singular, resolved, or internally consistent. Rather, identity should be seen 

as a malleable (Giddens 1991) and context-specific (Gibson-Graham 2000) rather than 

fixed and enduring. As previous research (e.g., Liffmann, Huntsinger, and Forero 

2000) has suggested, landowner constructions of property, economy, and community 

are likewise influenced by the specific context in which landowners find themselves. 

Environmental imaginaries are not a deterministic outcome of class, culture, and 

livelihood, but broad similarities in the relationships between these factors have been 

widely observed, and this forms the basis for the relationship in my proposed model. 

Whether the term “environmental imaginary” is used or not, the significance of this 

model is that land use decisions are made and monitored not as a direct outcome of 

incentives or values but are rather mediated through the subjective identity and 

experience of the landowner. This model attempts to address problems associated with 

the sui generis conceptualization of values in models based on the cognitive hierarchy, 

and helps to explain differences in land use practices among, for example, long-time 
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rural resident producers and recent amenity migrants from urban environments. It 

takes seriously the concept of rural landscapes as deeply symbolic and invested with 

meaning, and provides a framework for considering the symbolic capital that 

accompanies particular land uses and outcomes. Additionally, this model highlights 

the capacity of the subjective component to alter over time in response to new 

information. 

  

Community scale 

Note that the model described above connects concepts and categories at only 

a single scale, that of the individual landowner or landowning household, rather than 

modeling changes across the community scale as a whole. In this landowner-centered 

model, the production and regulation of space and social, ecological, and economic 

influences are treated as independent factors, but these would undoubtedly be affected 

at a larger scale given sufficient turnover in land ownership and use. For example, in 

chapter 6 I described how the regulation of space within the community is affected by 

land ownership change, and other research has reached similar conclusions (Marsden, 

Murdoch, and Flynn 1993; Walker and Fortmann 2003; McElhinny 2006). Along 

similar lines, sufficient change in demographics, land uses, and economic activities at 

the community scale would affect the ecological, social, and economic outcomes of 

particular land uses at the parcel scale. As an example, consider the difference in local 

land use influences between a community dominated by productivist landowners and 

one dominated by amenity and absentee landowners. Important distinctions could 

potentially include, for example: differences in the construction of place as a “working 

landscape” (with differences in the performative nature of land use); differential 

access to stewards with both the knowledge base and physical capital necessary to 

carry out particular land uses; and different levels of forest density in rural residential 

areas. 



314 

 

Such are examples of the community-level effects of amenity-driven land 

tenure change. These appear in the form of particular land uses, ownership 

configurations, patterns of access to the benefits of land, and ecological conditions. 

These effects have implications for the continuation of “working lands” in Wallowa 

County, identified as a priority goal by members of the Wallowa County community 

in their deliberations in 2006-2007. As part of the participatory nature of this study, 

this section provides analysis and recommendations for the promotion of working 

lands in Wallowa County. As discussed most fully in chapters 1, 2, and 6, members of 

the Wallowa County community have been concerned about the effects of amenity-

driven land ownership change, and the larger process of rural restructuring of which it 

is a part, for several reasons. These include (among other possible outcomes): the loss 

of culturally-important land tenure and use patterns; loss of income from reduced 

access to land and resources; declines in ecological health due to neglect or a lack of 

management experience; and the threat of increased residential development 

consistent with rural gentrification trends. Collectively these can be thought of as 

creating challenges to “stewardship.” While acknowledging the complex, at times 

contested, nature of the term “stewardship” (see chapter 4), I use it here to broadly 

refer to human engagement with the land to promote long-term ecological, cultural, 

and economic benefits. 

As discussed in chapter 4, the apparent consensus within the county regarding 

concepts such as “working lands” and “stewardship” masks persistent tensions 

regarding the meanings of such terms. And as discussed in chapters 5 and 6, 

evaluations of particular land uses in the context of a gentrifying rural landscape are 

typically closely intertwined with tensions regarding class, culture, and the power of 

various actors to influence the rural landscape. Indeed, research elsewhere has 

explored the multiple understandings of the concepts of “stewardship” (Gill, Klepeis, 

and Chisholm 2010) and “working lands” (Wolf and Klein 2007) as, in part, 

reflections of diverse class and cultural identities and their associated livelihood 
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strategies. At the same time, the symbolic importance of agricultural and forestry 

production among a range of landowners and stakeholders in Wallowa County 

provides a starting point for identifying means of promoting the continued productive 

use of land in some form. From this study, it is clear that several aspects of land tenure 

are central to the discussion of continued “stewardship” of “working lands.” The 

following review outlines the major land tenure dynamics relevant to such concerns 

and identifies specific stewardship implications. Following this review, I provide a set 

of “actionable” recommendations for promoting the continuation of well-stewarded 

working lands in remote rural places such as Wallowa County.  

 

1. The rural landscape in Wallowa County is diversifying, with increasing 

prominence of absentee and amenity-oriented tenures occurring in a context of 

tenure and use changes across public and private lands. 

 

Description: Patterns of land tenure change in Wallowa County mirror those 

documented in other advanced capitalist economies, broadly described in terms of a 

transition from a more homogenous, production-oriented landscape to a more 

heterogeneous, multifunctional landscape characterized by an increasing diversity of 

owners, uses, and claims on land. Some of the most notable changes in Wallowa 

County during the 1990s and 2000s are increases in the proportion of land owned by 

absentee landowners (of the 261,571 acres of nonindustrial private land that changed 

hands between 1995 and 2009, 79.1% went to absentee owners) and increases in the 

proportion of land owned by amenity-oriented landowners (2010 survey results show 

that amenity landowners comprise 38.3% of Wallowa County nonindustrial 

landowners and own 26.1% of nonindustrial acres). Such changes have occurred in the 

context of broader countywide land tenure changes, including: public land policy 

shifts that diminished harvest activities on public forest and reduced access to 

livestock producers; the transfer of industrial forestlands to a TIMO with a short-term 
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investment horizon and a strong real estate development interest; and large and 

increasing holdings by conservation-oriented nonprofit organizations. 

 

Stewardship implications: From the analysis in chapter 5, it is clear that there are 

important differences in land management between those with cultural and economic 

connections to agricultural and forestry production and those whose livelihoods and 

lifestyles are largely independent of production. However, in most cases amenity 

ownership is not indicative of a total lack of management, and differences between 

amenity and production-oriented owners are context-specific. For example, amenity- 

and production-oriented owners of irrigated land showed the highest level of 

agreement on goals, and none of the owners surveyed said that their irrigated land is 

generally unmanaged or reserved from use. Forest and rangeland owners, by contrast, 

showed a greater divergence on goals. On both range and forest lands, amenity-

oriented owners were more likely than production-oriented owners to favor “passive” 

land management approaches. Indeed, from the interviews it became clear that passive 

or minimally-intrusive management styles were attractive to a number of amenity 

landowners due to a combination of a factors, including a shared perception of such 

approaches as environmentally beneficial (e.g. in terms of soil, wildlife, and noxious 

weed populations). At the same time, most amenity owners appeared receptive to 

active management approaches that represent environmentally sensitive alternatives to 

conventional production models. When these patterns are set in the context of wider 

land tenure change on other private, public, and tribal ownerships, the end result is a 

more complex landscape of access and use. This complexity is characterized by a 

more diverse mix of consumption, protection, and novel production patterns than was 

the case for much of Wallowa County’s history following EuroAmerican settlement.  

Absentee and amenity owners in particular often lack the social and 

information networks of producers and year-round residents, creating challenges for 

communicating and sharing stewardship resources and information. Further, their 
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opportunities to learn experientially from management can be constrained by seasonal 

residential patterns and rapid turnover in property title. At the same time, many 

amenity owners are committed to learning about their properties and becoming good 

stewards, with some showing impressive dedication to tasks such as noxious weed 

removal, habitat restoration, and forest management. Others focus more on residential 

or recreational development than on learning and management. In some cases, 

management is left largely in the hands of renters or property managers; in others, 

stewardship concerns may be neglected during, and for several years following, title 

transfer. It should also be noted that, despite the stewardship challenges associated 

with amenity ownership, these owners can import substantial amounts of “human 

capital” into receiving communities. Rural communities would do well to consider the 

potential contributions of amenity and absentee landowners, for example in terms of 

local governance, economic development, and civic and cultural life (Deller et al. 

2001). 

The overall stewardship implications of increased amenity and absentee 

ownership patterns are mixed. While a full accounting of environmental harms and 

benefits of amenity migration is beyond the scope of this chapter, Abrams et al. (in 

preparation) provide a thorough analysis. A take-home message from this work is that 

analyses that consider only the differences between “amenity” and “production” 

owners are likely to overlook important information. Environmental outcomes are 

affected by a variety of factors such as local regulation of subdivision and 

development, the frequency of land turnover, the specifics of commodity production 

practices, community-level governance, and the role of intermediaries.  

 

2. The landowner population is aging and there is often no clear means to assure 

continuity in ownership and use.  
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Description: In Wallowa County, as elsewhere, ownership transitions are frequently 

associated with important changes in land tenure and use. From landowner survey 

results, the average age of Wallowa County landowners is 63.4, and many adult 

producers interviewed for this study did not believe their children would be able to 

take over their role in operating the farm, ranch, or forest business. From both 

interview and survey results, it is clear that intergenerational transfer often does not 

occur successfully, and when it does occur it often does so without a continuation of 

active stewardship. For example, survey results show that of the landowners who 

acquired their holdings through inheritance or a family trust, over half (52.9%) have a 

primary address outside Wallowa County. In addition to frequently being absentee 

landowners, the inheriting generation often lacks a close personal connection to the 

property or to the local community, with many inheritors having lived outside the 

county for decades. Because of their cultural and livelihood contexts (often in non-

agricultural careers and settings), their working knowledge of stewardship issues and 

land use options may be weak. In these ways they often share more in common with 

most amenity owners than with most producers. The offspring of amenity owners 

typically have even less connection to their parents’ Wallowa County properties and 

are more frequently engaged in non-agricultural activities and social settings. 

 

Stewardship implications: As with amenity landowners, the stewardship implications 

of intergenerational transfer lie in the details of individual ownership situations. The 

overall trend, however, is consistent with the pattern of increasing distance (in terms 

of physical location, psychological attachment, and local knowledge) between 

landowner and landscape that has been observed with amenity-oriented owners. In 

some cases, the inheriting generation’s interest in the property is largely as an 

economic asset; in others, it is primarily as a family heirloom. Stewardship challenges 

are complicated by family trust situations where multiple inheritors, each with their 

own understanding of proper land use, create management gridlock through infighting 
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and a lack of consensus on land management direction. Particularly for those living 

outside the county, possibilities for learning and adaptation may be scant. In some 

cases, the inheriting generation is well-poised to take over the family operation, either 

as a primary livelihood or in concert with off-farm employment. In other cases, the 

inheriting generation, while not engaged in agriculture or forestry production, 

continues to live in Wallowa County and remains connected to local networks of 

stewards and land managers. 

 

3. Market prices for forest, range, and farm lands have risen well above their 

productive value, creating barriers to entry for young or aspiring producers as 

well as difficulties for existing producers who wish to expand their holdings. 

 

Description: Since the early-1980s slump associated with the nationwide farm crisis, 

the market value of rural land in Wallowa County has increased steadily (see figure 

2.5), and in the first decade of the twenty-first century its market value far exceeds its 

productive value across forest, farm, and range properties (though land prices have 

declined somewhat in the wake of the “Great Recession” which began in 2008). There 

are many reasons for this trend, but among the most important are the value of rural 

land as an investment and its value as a consumptive asset. The result is a barrier to 

entry for aspiring producers without land or abundant capital, and a barrier to 

expansion for existing producer landowners. Under this scenario, land ownership is 

largely limited to those who can afford to buy land at prices that exceed its productive 

potential and those who gain title to land through family channels (e.g. inheritance, 

inclusion in a family trust, or favorable purchase arrangements).  

 

Stewardship implications: If the trend of inflated agricultural and forest land prices 

continues, it will mean that essentially only two groups of people will own 

nonindustrial land in Wallowa County: multigenerational landowners with good estate 
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planning strategies and amenity owners whose livelihoods are independent of 

production income. Nearly all other producers will, by necessity, be lifelong renters. 

While such a scenario certainly undermines the local cultural ideal of the independent 

landowner, it does not necessarily imply a decline in the working landscape, so long as 

land remains available for rent. As described in chapter 5, rental arrangements under 

the influence of amenity ownership are often different from productivist rental 

arrangements, in ways that may be judged both good and bad by the local community. 

In some cases, rental arrangements on amenity property may allow for 

experimentation with new practices and markets not available on production-oriented 

properties. However, if rental opportunities do not exist, questions arise as to what 

land uses replace farming, ranching, and forestry, who is directly involved in 

management, and what kinds of learning processes are involved. 

 

4. Parcelization and residential development have occurred on some rural lands, 

effectively removing these lands from production and complicating management 

on nearby land. 

 

Description: Despite Oregon’s lauded land use planning framework, and despite no 

increases in Wallowa County permanent population, parcelization and development 

have continued to occur on agricultural and forest lands throughout the county through 

a number of avenues: HB3326 petitions; Measure 37 and 49 claims; use of “multi-tract 

test” authorities to develop homesites on sub-standard sized parcels; and the 

subdivision of large properties into multiple parcels that are at or above minimum lot 

sizes, among other means. As Wallowa County continues to be seen as a desirable 

place for retirees, telecommuters, and the independently wealthy to reside, and for 

others to own seasonal property, demand for residential property will continue. These 

demands are likely to be greatest on rural properties outside of established urban 

growth boundaries, since most amenity landowners seek a contrast to urban and 
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suburban environments. As discussed in chapter 6, long-term residents and producers 

often look to subdivision and development as opportunities to produce income. 

Intergenerational transfer can also create pressures to develop, either to pay estate 

taxes or to maximize exchange value prior to property sale. 

 

Stewardship implications: Survey results show that smaller rangeland and forest 

properties are less likely to be actively managed, and smaller properties of all types are 

less likely to receive active noxious weed control (see figures 5.6, 5.7, and 5.8). In 

addition, a number of producers have expressed concern regarding the impacts of land 

parcelization and development of neighboring properties on their own operations, due 

in part to a perception of incompatible expectations of land use (see chapter 6). There 

is good reason to believe that subdivision and residential development specifically are 

greater threats to the continued stewardship of working lands than are patterns of 

amenity and absentee ownership more generally. While the environmental quality 

impacts of subdivision and residential development are typically negative (Theobald, 

Miller, and Hobbs 1997; Walker, Marvin, and Fortmann 2003; Bock and Bock 2009), 

well-stewarded and range landscapes in large blocks often provide some of the 

highest-quality habitat, exceeding even conservation properties on some measures of 

environmental quality (Maestas, Knight, and Gilgert 2001, 2002, 2003; Haskell, 

Evans, and Pelkey 2006). While it may run counter to popular notions of absolute 

private property rights, restricting subdivision and development of rural land can be an 

effective means of conserving the working landscape. 

 

5. In some cases, multiple individual ranches have been consolidated into very large, 

absentee-owned properties on which production is typically a secondary objective 

to hunting or other consumptive activities. 
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Description: Patterns of rural land tenure change in Wallowa County, like those in 

other remote parts of the West, have included not only the familiar pattern of 

subdivision of large holdings but also the consolidation of multiple ranches into very 

large amenity properties (Travis 2007). These latter ownerships, elsewhere called 

“trophy ranches” (Gentner and Tanaka 2002), are characteristically owned by very 

wealthy absentee owners. In Wallowa County, the encouragement of elk populations 

for hunting purposes is often the primary management goal on these lands.  

 

Stewardship implications: Stewardship challenges on these properties stem from the 

fact that landowners tend to be seasonally resident, lack land management experience, 

and often buy and sell large blocks of land frequently, leading to frequent turnover and 

a succession of new and inexperienced landlords. The impact of these changes is 

magnified by the large size of the properties (frequently 10,000 acres or more). As 

noted in chapter 5, these owners are often identified by local producers as the most 

likely to eliminate traditional access arrangements that allowed cattle trailing, 

accidental trespass, and other forms of boundary permeability (see Yung and Belsky 

2007). Contrasting approaches toward wildlife management can also complicate 

production practices by increasing elk populations that were formerly controlled 

(Haggerty and Travis 2006). On the other hand, if these owners develop good 

relationships with local producers, their holdings can be grounds for experimentation 

and adaptive management by renters (see chapter 5). Interviews with renters and 

managers for large absentee owners revealed that these owners are often (but not 

always) aggressive about weed treatment and have the funds to support such 

treatments, suggesting possible opportunities for stewardship on these large amenity 

properties.  
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6. Niche marketing and social / environmental certification schemes have arisen as 

alternatives to conventional commodity production on a number of operations 

throughout the county. 

 

Description: As discussed in chapter 5, the increasing adoption of value-added and 

niche marketing schemes by producers is an important component of overall land use 

changes in a restructuring Wallowa County. The appeal of these specialty products 

typically derives from their status as “greener” or healthier alternatives to conventional 

products. Examples include grass-finished beef, “natural” beef (Country Natural or 

Painted Hills brands), weed-free hay, non-GMO grain, farm products certified by 

Food Alliance, and forests certified as sustainably-managed. Marketing of these 

products often includes reference not only to its superior environmental and health 

performance, but also draws on the imagery of the beauty and pristine nature of 

Wallowa County. 

 

Stewardship Implications: Production of specialty products in Wallowa County has a 

number of possible influences on the stewardship of working landscapes. 

Ecologically, these practices may mean healthier lands and waters if management 

practices actually represent more sustainable alternatives to conventional production 

practices. The record on this is mixed and uneven given the wide range of practices 

and certification schemes available. For example, forest certification through the 

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is widely considered to constitute a higher standard 

of conservation than that conducted through the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) 

(see, e.g., Ozinga 2004). Economically, niche marketing appears to be an encouraging 

trend for adding value to agricultural and forest products produced in Wallowa County 

and appears particularly valuable as a strategy for supporting the mid-sized operations 

typical of Wallowa County. While this study was not an economic analysis, many 

producers interviewed for this study saw niche and value-added marketing as a way to 
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capture and retain more of the value they produce. Socially, these practices appear to 

have the potential to connect local producers with amenity migrants who share much 

in common with the urban consumers that account for much of the interest in “green” 

and health-conscious production models. As discussed in chapter 5, such practices 

may become increasingly important not only for the sale of products but also for 

accessing rental opportunities on amenity ownerships. To the extent that niche and 

value-added production appears to be sustainable both ecologically and economically, 

it may encourage a younger generation of Wallowa County residents to stay engaged 

in production practices. 

 

Recommendations in brief 

 This study suggests that amenity owners are not, generally speaking, “hostile” 

to agricultural and forest production, as the RDAT report suggests. Patterns of land 

tenure associated with rural restructuring, of which amenity-driven land ownership 

change is one component, do imply changes at both the parcel and community scale 

that may complicate traditional productivist practices. While “working lands” do not 

appear to be in danger of disappearing altogether in Wallowa County, their definition 

and meaning may be changing. Some important cultural attributes associated with 

traditional productivist practices are in decline. For example, the Jeffersonian vision of 

dispersed family farms, managed by the landowner and passed on through familial 

channels is giving way to a mix of smaller, mid-sized, and large ownerships on which 

duration of tenure is shorter, intergenerational transfer is less common, and the owner 

less likely to be personally managing the land. For both production-oriented and 

amenity-oriented households, off-farm income is increasingly important relative to 

income generated from production practices. At the same time, the twentieth-century 

trend of increasing integration into mass commodity markets is yielding to a more 

diverse production landscape in which mass commodity production occurs side-by-
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side, or even in concert with, production for local, niche, and specialty markets and 

non-production activities associated with environmental conservation or recreation. 

 While this study was far from exhaustive, it does suggest some potential 

avenues for the realization of broadly-shared community goals regarding conservation 

of the social, economic, and ecological benefits of working lands. The following is a 

summary of the lessons from this study applicable to community-level action aimed at 

conserving working lands: 

 

1. Consider changes in land ownership and use as opportunities. This study 

showed that, despite challenges related to turnover, learning, and community 

engagement, “amenity” owners can contribute to local innovation in land 

stewardship and import novel skills and ideas (“human capital”) to rural 

communities. Landowners who do not conform to conventional producer 

stereotypes may nevertheless help to diversify the local economy and facilitate 

new models of land use and stewardship. Expanding the definition of “working 

lands” beyond traditional boundaries may be an important first step to 

managing the land tenure changes associated with rural restructuring and 

amenity migration. 

2. Because not all land types are equally likely to remain in production, working 

land conservation should focus on key components of the working landscape. 

From the results of this study, irrigated lands specifically, and lands in larger 

parcels more generally, appear to be the core components of the local “working 

landscape.” In addition, continued access to key resources that are in short 

supply (e.g. winter range) may help encourage continued production across the 

broader landscape. Local entities should identify these key components and 

take steps to promote their continued productive use. 

3. Because smaller parcels are less likely to stay in production, and less likely to 

have noxious weed control, the conservation of relatively large blocks of rural 
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land is a key strategy for maintaining the benefits of working lands. 

Communities can influence patterns of development and subdivision by, for 

example, the use of minimum lot sizes, promoting clustered rather than 

dispersed residential development, and identifying areas where subdivision and 

production is least likely to interfere with production (a task that has already 

been undertaken by a working group in Wallowa County). The proliferation of 

exurban “ranchettes,” “horse farm” properties, and other small-parcel rural 

residential properties creates major challenges for the continuation of working 

lands (as well as placing major strains on local services). Counties and other 

local governments should use the tools at their disposal to ensure that demand 

for residential development doesn’t compromise continued productive land 

uses. 

4. Policy incentives appear to be important for encouraging continued production. 

Examples of effective policy tools include tax deferrals for working lands and 

cost-share programs for improving environmental quality. While 

demonstrating sufficient production income to maintain a favorable tax status 

is famously easy to accomplish (see chapter 5), even “token” production 

practices can help to establish relationships and social networks between 

landowners with divergent interests in land. Counties and other local 

governments should use economic incentives to encourage sustainable 

productive uses and discourage uses that carry heavy environmental impacts 

(e.g. horse farms on small acreage, overstocked dry forests). 

5. Working lands also require economic solvency, which means that protecting 

the land itself is unlikely to be sufficient for promoting working land. 

Identification and promotion of value-added production and marketing 

opportunities (e.g. niche and specialty markets, direct sales, agro-tourism, etc.) 

can provide increased income as well as a greater “social license” for some 

producers. Landowners may also benefit from assistance in accessing 
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alternative value streams, such as payments for ecosystem services which 

complement production practices. Intermediaries such as local NGOs and 

extension agents should assist landowners in identifying opportunities to 

diversify land-based income streams. 

6. Because many farm, ranch, and forest producer households depend in part on 

off-farm income, creating economic opportunities within the broader 

community can help support the continuation of working lands. Particularly 

valuable are jobs that provide benefits unavailable through independent 

production work, such as health care and retirement savings. A more 

diversified economic base may also provide opportunities for younger 

residents (including potential inheritors of land) to remain in, or return to, the 

county. Communities should look to amenity landowners and other in-migrants 

as both sources of innovation and as potential new local markets for goods and 

services. 

7. Landowners of all kinds are likely to need continued outreach and learning 

opportunities in order to provide quality stewardship on their properties. 

Specifically, landowners will need: 

a. Access to local, knowledgeable stewards. These include renters able to 

provide a variety of services to landowners while creating economic 

value as well as contractors with the skills and infrastructure to perform 

tasks such as timber thinning and harvest and noxious weed control.  

b. Access to intermediaries. As discussed in chapter 5, these individuals 

play key roles not only in connecting landowners with resources (such 

as information, cost-share opportunities, and contractors) but also in 

creating social and economic networks among a diverse range of 

landowners and stakeholders. For example, intermediaries may be 

needed to bridge the cultural gaps between renters with local 

knowledge and amenity owners with stewardship needs. Community-
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based organizations are often extremely important intermediaries, not 

only in creating cultural common ground among diverse landowners 

and stakeholders, but also in helping to connect landowners of all kinds 

to stewardship resources. Outreach and extension agents can also be 

important intermediaries, and may need to use new messages and 

techniques and provide a broader base of stewardship information to 

meet the needs of a new population of landowners. 

c. Access to new and/or innovative models of land use. While few 

amenity owners seek to leave their estates entirely unmanaged, 

traditional production-oriented practices are often not attractive 

management models. As described in chapter 5, models of land 

management that speak to amenity owners’ understandings of land and 

stewardship appear to hold promise for encouraging management and 

learning. A large number of Wallowa County producers are 

experimenting with innovative management approaches, but these may 

not always be apparent to absentee or amenity owners because of their 

divergent social networks. Encouraging dialogue and interaction 

between various owners may be one approach for building stronger 

networks. 

d. Encouraging learning. As discussed above, the learning process is a key 

part of fostering stewardship among all landowners. Despite the 

challenges presented by short-term or absentee tenure, landowners from 

diverse cultural backgrounds can successfully learn from the process of 

managing given the right conditions. Communities concerned about the 

loss of local stewardship capacity might do well to encourage the 

learning process among landowners of all kinds. Possible approaches 

include encouraging experimental adaptive management, sharing 

management successes and challenges through landowner 



329 

 

organizations and property tours, and keeping absentee owners 

informed about current stewardship issues via email, online, or “snail 

mail” resources. 

 

Closing thoughts and questions for further consideration 

 I undertook this study not only to explore the specific dynamics of land tenure 

and use in Wallowa County, but to understand broader social and ecological processes 

common to a variety of rural settings. As described in chapter 1, Wallowa County is 

not representative of all rural places, or even of all remote, rural places in the 

American West. Yet it shares with other rural communities in the U.S. and beyond a 

common set of larger-scale influences (figure 7.1) as well as common community-

level tensions over the management of change. Key points of contention include the 

challenges and opportunities created by changing populations and land tenure patterns, 

struggles to conserve local traditions in an increasingly globalized world, and the 

management of contradictions between individual-level property rights and 

community-level needs and interests. Additionally, the importance of concepts such as 

environmental imaginaries, performance, and reflexivity in understanding 

nonindustrial landowner behavior is not limited to the Wallowa County case, but 

suggests a broader conceptualization of land use decision-making and social dynamics 

across a variety of settings. 

 This study attempted to answer important questions about the drivers and 

outcomes of changes in the people, ideas, and economic relationships of a particular 

community over a brief period of time. While a handful of questions were explored in 

detail, many others were necessarily given less attention or were outside of the scope 

of this study altogether. I close this study, then, not with definitive answers but rather 

with a set of questions raised by this research and analysis. Overall I have attempted to 

place the Wallowa County case in a larger global context of rural change in advanced 

capitalist societies, but questions remain that may require comparative studies of 
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multiple transitioning communities. For example, how important are levels of social 

capital and community capacity, and how are these affected by changes in populations 

and landowner characteristics? What is the influence of intermediary organizations 

(such as Wallowa Resources) on local dynamics of rural restructuring? How do 

remoteness and physical isolation affect community dynamics? What kinds of spatial 

selection take place during the amenity migration process (i.e., do various 

environmental imaginaries align with particular kinds of rural settings)? How do 

higher- and lower-amenity communities differ with regards to restructuring processes? 

Important questions remain unanswered regarding the ecological, social, and 

economic implications of various models of land stewardship. A large body of work 

has investigated the ecological implications of exurban sprawl and landscape 

fragmentation (see, e.g., Knight, Wallace, and Riebsame 1995; Theobald, Miller, and 

Hobbs 1997; Maestas, Knight, and Gilgert 2001, 2002, 2003; Hansen et al. 2002; 

Theobald 2002; Odell, Theobald, and Knight 2003; Dale et al. 2005; Hansen et al. 

2005; Theobald et al. 2005; Compas 2007; Bock and Bock 2009), but little work to 

date has considered the implications of the diverse array of land uses characteristic of 

multifunctional landscapes. To what degree can amenity owners shoulder some of the 

burden of environmental protection measures typically imposed on rural landscapes by 

state and federal agencies (e.g. endangered species recovery, water quality 

improvements)? To what degree is the prevailing productivist habitus modified 

through the experience of operating in a multifunctional landscape? What are the 

economic impacts of the less intensive (in some cases, “passive”) management 

approaches common on amenity ownerships? Are the negative economic impacts of 

less commodity production compensated for by increased economic activity in other 

arenas? How are local social structures altered by these new economic activities? 

Looking at social network reconstruction, how (if at all) do land use practices 

on amenity ownerships (enacted by the landowner or by renters or property managers) 

diffuse to production-oriented owners, particularly those attempting to market their 
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products as environmentally beneficial? To what extent is the “local knowledge” held 

by long-time producers shared with newer owners and amenity landowners, and how 

is this knowledge put to use on the landscape? Over time, are cultural differences 

between producers and amenity owners diluted through contact or accentuated through 

conflict? What kinds of actors play roles as intermediaries between the varieties of 

social subgroups characteristic of restructuring rural communities? The topic of 

learning among landowners of all kinds also deserves further scrutiny. What accounts 

for differences in the ability to learn and willingness to adapt among different 

landowners? How are these processes helped or hindered by a more diverse social 

environment? 

 How do the political dynamics described in chapter 6 change over time in 

response to factors such as real estate booms and busts, transitions in county elected 

and appointed officials, and the influences of new amenity and inheritor landowners? 

How is county-level environmental governance influenced by state-level land 

development policy (a comparative study across state boundaries would be useful for 

answering this kind of question)? Given the relatively weak influence of well-financed 

investors and developers in Wallowa County, how is governance different in 

communities where these actors hold more power (e.g. counties with well-developed 

ski resorts, golf courses, or destination resorts)? What is the role of market-based 

approaches such as conservation easements and payments for ecosystem services in 

resolving some of the difficult tensions over land conservation and development? 

 This study took only initial and tentative steps toward answering these 

complex questions. Future participatory collaborations between restructuring rural 

communities and academic institutions can begin the process of exploring such issues 

more deeply. The real work to be done, however, is within rural communities 

themselves as they grapple with competing demands on space, resources, and political 

direction. My hope is that the analysis contained in this study can help to move the 
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discussion of these competing demands past unproductive framings and illuminate 

opportunities for the constructive management of change. 
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Appendix A. Interview subject areas / prompts 
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Note: What follows is not a survey or questionnaire instrument, nor is it an interview 

script. It is a list of topical areas and prompts that will be referred to by the researchers 

when engaging in semi-structured interviews. Not all questions will be asked of all 

interviewees and not all interviewees will be asked the same questions. All 

interviewees will be asked spontaneously-generated questions that do not appear on 

these pages as well as modifications of the questions that do appear. The topical areas 

will remain more or less consistent. 

 

 

For landowners: 

 

1. Visions of landownership. 

 

- What is your experience being a Wallowa County landowner? 

- How long have you owned land in Wallowa County? 

- How much time do you spend there? 

- What are your primary activities as a landowner? 

- Why did you decide to purchase land in Wallowa County? 

- Where else did you consider purchasing land? 

- Where else did you previously (or do you currently) own land? 

- What are the most important aspects of the property you own? 

 

2. Visions of land management. 

 

- What kinds of land management activities are conducted on your property? 

- Who makes the day-to-day land management decisions? 

- What are your goals for this piece of land? 
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- What other land management activities are you considering or have you 

considered in the past? 

- Why do you undertake these specific actions? 

- What are the concerns or variables you consider when making these decisions? 

- Do you currently have: a timber management plan, a grazing management 

plan, plans to manage noxious weeds, fire, or water? 

 

3. Community connections. 

 

- Where do you get most of your information regarding land management? 

- Who have you talked with about: noxious weeds, fire/fuels management, water 

management, wildlife habitat management, grazing management, timber 

management?  

- What kinds of interactions do you have with your neighbors? 

- What kinds of interactions do you have with other people in Wallowa County? 

- Do you belong to any cooperative or interest organizations (e.g. non-profit / 

advocacy groups, agricultural cooperatives, etc.)? 

- Who do you interact with most commonly on a daily basis? 

- What kinds of interactions have you had with: cooperative extension agents, 

weed control agents, Wallowa Resources, Oregon Department of Forestry? 

- Have you been involved in any cooperative projects (e.g. cross-boundary weed 

control or fire management, cooperative grazing or marketing, etc.)? 

- How important do you think it is to be tied in to the local community? 

 

4. Future land planning and disposition. 

 

- How long do you foresee yourself continuing to own land in Wallowa County? 

- What are your future plans for sale or disposition of the land? 
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- Do you have someone in mind (e.g. children) that you would like to take over 

ownership of the land? 

- What kinds of changes would make you decide to either sell/transfer your 

property sooner or continue owning it later? 

- Do you have plans to develop the property further or subdivide it before sale or 

transfer? 

- What are the concerns or considerations that go into your decisions regarding 

sale and transfer of your land? 

 

5. Other. 

 

- Are there any important issues we didn’t talk about? 

- Who else do you think we should be talking to about this? 

 

 

For land stakeholders: 

 

1. Visions of land owners and management. 

 

- What are the different kinds of landowners you’ve interacted with in Wallowa 

County? 

- How are they different (i.e., how do they use land differently or interact with 

the community differently)? 

- How important are factors like a landowner’s length of time owning land or 

their status as year-round versus seasonal residence? 

- How has land ownership in Wallowa County changed over time? 

- How has the work you do been affected by these changes in land ownership? 

- What are some specific examples of these changes? 
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2. Connections with land owners. 

 

- What kinds of interactions have you had with different land owners? 

- How have you had to change your communication style to effectively reach 

out to different owners? 

- How do you see these different landowners being involved in: local 

community issues, cooperative arrangements, land stewardship, education? 

- What specific projects have you been involved in that included different kinds 

of landowners? How did the different landowners participate? 

- Have you seen changes in landowners’ participation in cooperative or 

community projects as the duration of their land ownership increases? 

 

3. Land transfer and disposition. 

 

- Why are people who have owned land in Wallowa County for a long time 

selling? Why are they doing it now? 

- Why are people who have recently bought land in Wallowa County selling? 

- What is happening to those who have sold land? Are they staying in the 

community? 

- How often do properties in this area turn over? 

- What opportunities and threats do you see in the land ownership changes 

currently underway? 

- What kinds of changes do you see in lands that are on the market or about to 

go on the market? 

- [If potentially inheriting land]: How much interest do you have in owning or 

managing land in Wallowa County? Do you plan on relocating to Wallowa 



368 

 

County seasonally or permanently? What would you like to do with the land if 

you inherited it? 

 

4. Other. 

 

- Are there any important issues we didn’t talk about? 

- Who else do you think we should be talking to about this? 
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Appendix B. Reflections on my own role as researcher in Wallowa County 
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Although I’ve been visiting, living, working, and recreating in Wallowa 

County since 2003, the geographical and cultural context in which I spent my 

formative years was in the opposite corner of the country, in the flat, densely-

populated and very non-rural environment of St. Petersburg, Florida. Despite being a 

fan of the Lone Ranger as a kid, I was never particularly enchanted by the cowboy 

mythology (I never had a fascination with horses, and my only interest in cattle was in 

not eating them during my teenage vegetarian years). It was wilderness, in some sense 

of the word, that friends and I went out in search of in our high school years, spending 

our free time exploring any small patch of semi-natural habitat still left between the 

subdivisions, strip malls and golf courses of our mostly-paved over city. And it was 

wilderness that drew me to the landscapes of the American West after college, first the 

mountains of northern New Mexico, later the canyon country of southeast Utah, then 

the verdant and densely-forested hills and mountains of western Oregon. It was during 

my time as a master’s student in Forest Resources at Oregon State University that I 

was forced to critically examine these wilderness ideals in the context of social, 

political, and ecological complexity. 

I first visited Wallowa County in 2003, when I interned with Wallowa 

Resources as part of my Master’s program in Forest Resources. At that time, my focus 

was on public land policy, specifically the Competitive Sourcing Initiative that had 

been announced by the Bush administration (the policy threatened to further erode the 

economic base of rural communities like Wallowa County by outsourcing federal jobs 

to private sector contractors). I did, however, get exposure to private land issues 

through my work with Wallowa Resources’ noxious weed program. As part of my 

noxious weed duties, I scouted and inventoried weeds across a diversity of 

ownerships, including some large absentee and amenity properties. I remember being 

particularly troubled by what I saw on one particular property, a beautiful piece of 

land in the northern part of the county held by an absentee landowner who rarely came 

to the county. Noxious weed populations had run amok on the place, and the 
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apparently reluctant landowner had to be pressed into taking any action at all to 

control the infestation.  

During my summer internship I rented a room from amenity landowners on 

small acreage a few miles outside of Enterprise. Like many amenity landowners, they 

dedicated the space immediately surrounding the house to their own pursuits and 

rented out much of the rest of the property as horse pasture. Although my time in 

Wallowa County in 2003 was brief (three months), it was a transformative experience 

for me to live in and interact with a rural community that was both acutely aware of 

threats to its values and identity and actively taking steps to manage its fate. Coming 

from a largely urban background, and mostly sympathetic to the messages of regional 

environmental groups (whose focus was primarily on ending logging, grazing, and 

other extractive activities on public lands), my time in Wallowa County in 2003 forced 

me to confront my own assumptions about rural communities and issues related to 

public land access. Living in the county compelled me to see past the two-dimensional 

stereotypes of rural landowners and resource users that are too often encountered in 

the divisive discourse of natural resource politics. For the most part, the producers I 

met wanted to be good stewards and to do right by their community. I also developed 

a deeper understanding of and respect for the role of inclusive and collaborative 

processes, such as those advanced by Wallowa Resources, as an alternative to the 

litigious approach favored by most of the established natural resource-focused interest 

groups. I continued to stay in touch with community members associated with 

Wallowa Resources in the years following the completion of my master’s program. 

With this as a background, I came to Wallowa County in 2007 to start my 

doctoral work not with a total absence of preconceptions or allegiances, but rather as 

someone possessing a somewhat rudimentary framing of private land stewardship 

concerns in the county, a positive view of the mission, activities, and staff of Wallowa 

Resources, and a lifetime’s worth of nature ideals that had been altered and reframed 

through recent experiences. I also came with the lessons of the previous three years, 
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during which time I worked on rural community and forestry issues in the American 

Southwest. One Arizona collaborative organization that I worked with impressed upon 

me the potential of a diverse body of individuals—including “newcomers” and “old-

timers” together—to be effective in a way that a more homogenous group might not 

be able to. It is probably fair to say that I arrived in Wallowa County cognizant of the 

potential contributions of a range of community members and landowners, while still 

remaining concerned about the stewardship implications of land turnover. 

As a member of the Wallowa County community during my time as a 

researcher, I interacted with a wide variety of landowners, land stakeholders, and 

community members. For the most part I attempted to “blend in” to the varying social 

contexts in which I participated, while always being clear about my role as an 

academic and as someone without family ties or a permanent residence in Wallowa 

County. I usually found it easy to fit in to a variety of social situations in Wallowa 

County, in part because I was able to manage my own presentation of self in a way 

that best matched the circumstances. For example, I usually found it easy to connect 

with amenity landowners because I tended to share with them an urban, non-

agricultural background and a high level of formal education. I didn’t share as much in 

common on a personal level with most lifelong rural residents and producers, but my 

past experience working in rural communities, my general understanding of Wallowa 

County culture, and my association with Oregon State University’s College of 

Forestry usually meant that I was able to form connections with these individuals 

relatively quickly. It became clear during interviews with landowners of all kinds that 

the interviewee often felt comfortable enough with me to assume that I shared their 

political perspective and/or their interpretation of local land use issues (for the most 

part I did not endeavor to correct these assumptions when they were incorrect). 

I don’t mean to imply that I was the only party managing the impressions of 

others during interviews and other forms of social interaction. Just as landowners and 

others “perform” in variable senses of the term through their presentations of self 
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(including their land uses), so should they be expected to present particular images of 

themselves when confronted with graduate students wielding notebooks and voice 

recorders. Such dynamics are not unique to this study, but are endemic to the act of 

social research, whether conducted via interviews, focus groups, or even surveys and 

other forms of what are usually considered “objective” research methods. What is 

unique in this case is my own particular performance as researcher and the social 

dynamics instigated through my interaction with others. In addition to my personal 

background, other aspects of my identity undoubtedly affected the ways in which I 

interacted with others in the community. Were I not of European descent, it is possible 

that I would have garnered more guarded interactions with some members of this 

ethnically homogenous community. Were I female rather than male I would likely 

have received different responses from both men and women in the community. My 

ability to access the time, thoughts, and personal space of at least some community 

members could have been made more difficult if I appeared to stand out from the ideal 

rural type, for example if I spoke with a foreign accent, had physical impairments, or 

behaved in ways that contrasted with a conventional male gender role1. At the same 

time, such explicit signifiers of difference may have opened some doors that remain 

closed to an individual too closely fitting the modal rural type. It is at least possible 

that appearing outwardly different from conventional expectations would have 

allowed some interviewees to feel more comfortable expressing their own differences 

and deviations from social expectations. 

                                                 

 
1 This is not to imply any specific closed-mindedness on the part of Wallowa County 

residents, or rural residents in general; such issues arise in all settings in the country, 

both rural and urban. 
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Many of my community contacts came through my partnership with Wallowa 

Resources, as well as my involvement with other local businesses and organizations 

focused on both conservation and economic development (e.g. Wallowa Land Trust 

and Renewable Energy Solutions). Because of their missions, and because these 

entities were largely staffed by individuals who grew up outside the county, other in-

migrants and some of the more innovative and progressive long-time residents were 

overrepresented in their community social networks compared to the county 

population as a whole. As described in chapter 1, I attempted to avoid “selection bias” 

of interviewees by initially recruiting interviewees through a random sample of 

landowners. Despite this, there was likely a certain degree of self-selection at work in 

the interview response patterns: specifically, I believe it likely that the more active and 

engaged landowners responded to interview requests at a higher rate than those who 

were less engaged, less proud of their accomplishments as landowners, or interested in 

their properties primarily as short-term investments. 

As with any work of this kind, I as the researcher clearly brought my own 

identity (or identities) and my own narratives about the world along with me as I 

interacted with people. There is no alternative to this state of affairs; while some 

individuals may be so strongly committed to a particular ideology that their work 

would be tainted as overly “biased,” there is nevertheless no such thing as a 

completely “unbiased” or “objective” observer. Rather, there are only different 

subjectivities, which in the context of this kind of research translate into different 

intersubjectivities, different interactions between researchers and community 

members.  
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Appendix C. Survey instrument 
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