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The delta of the Williamson River (T35-36S, R7Y:z-7E) has been altered extensively by 
agricultural development, including ditching, drainage, construction of dikes, and realignment of 
the river. For the purposes of restoration, it is desirable to know what patterns of native 
vegetation existed in the area before the advent of European-American settlers. 

Sources 

1. General Land Office (GLO) survey notes 

The GLO notes provide the most comprehensive data for early vegetation and river 
alignments on the Williamson River qelta. Various portions of the delta were surveyed by 
several different surveyors between 1871 and 1898. Considerable detail was made available for 
parts of T7E when surveyors were instructed to subdivide sections into 32 lots each. 

Surveyors were required to record only woody vegetation, and use same for witness trees 
to mark section and quarter section comers, and in this case the comers of the 32 lots in each 
section. Because most of the bottomland contained no trees, comers were monumented with 
stones, charred stakes and mounds of soil, as per instructions. There are good data for witness 
trees in the uplands, fairly uniform descriptions of herbaceous vegetation, and uneven 
representation of vegetation in the plat maps, the best being that for T36S, R7Y:zE. 

Water levels varied considerably during the different surveys, which were conducted 
during the summer and continued until the onset of winter weather in November. A partial 
survey ofT35S, R7Y:zE done in 1872 showed a much reduced shoreline, presumably because of 
high water. Subsequent survey of the same area extended the shoreline to approximately its 
present location. 

2. 1910 Soil Survey (Sweet and McBeth 1910) 

The soil survey and its map extended only as far north as the Klamath Reclamation 
Project, in the vicinity of Buck Island-Hanks lV7sh area (S end ofT37S), but included valuable 
description s of tule peat, lake :c:' 'ei fluctuations, and the . 
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3. Forest Reserves (Leiberg 1900) 

Leiberg provided very brief descriptions of the townships encompassing the Williamson 
delta, but included summary statistics for timber and wetlands. 

4. Land use and management of wetlands in the Upper Klamath Basin (Akins (1970) 

Akins provides a useful summary of the extent of wetlands in the Upper Klamath Basin, 
including those of the Williamson delta, as well as the chronology of agricultural development 
that led to their decline. Data used included archeological, soils, geological, hydrological 

Nineteenth-century vegetation of Williamson River delta 

The GLO surveyors described the most of the delta as tule marsh, with an undulating 
surface containing deeper "swamps" and shallower "prairie" or "swamp meadow." Specific 
areas where Native Americans harvested hay were called "hay meadows" or "meadow." The 
tule, or hardstem bulrush (Seirpus aeutus) marsh was variously called "tule swamp" or "prairie", 
despite the differences in modem interpretations of these terms. Surveyors mentioned "cane" or 
reed grass (Phragmites australis) as :a co dominant with tule, but did not mention wocus, or pond 
lily (Nuphar polysepalum), although it surely was present. The outer edges of the tule marsh 
were often floating on the surface of the lake, as recorded by the surveyors and Sweet and 
McBeth (1910). The latter also reported large quantities of duckweed (Lemna spp.) on the 
surface of the lakes. 

The interior of the tule swamps contained scattered stands of willow with willow stems 
from 4-14 inches in diameter. The surveyors did not record what grew in the wet prairies or 
"swamp meadow" areas, but they probably contained cattails (Typha spp., probably T. 
angustifolia), mannagrass (Glyceria spp.) and pond lily (Nuphar) in the deep water sites, and 
Nebraska sedge (Carex nebrascensis), meadow barley (Hordeum braehyantherum) and tufted 
hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa) in shallower sites. Leiberg (1900) reported that the delta 
contained "overflowed lands producing sedge and tule and lands deeply covered by waters of the 
lake ... [with 1 no forested areas .. .in some places on the overflowed marshes semidry hummocks 
covered with willow brush are beginning to appear, which is evidence of a gradual lowering or 
drying up of the lake through natural causes." Akins (1970) estimated the original extent of 
wetlands in the Williamson delta to be about 12,000 acres, varying with fluctuations in lake 
levels. 

To the east, the marsh graded into upland described by the surveyors as level "prairie" 
with "bunchgrass" and greasewood (Sareobatus vermicularis). Greasewood, typical of alkali 

. soils, is often associated with saltgrass (Distichlis spicata), but it is not a bunchgrass. Most 
likely, the "bunchgrass" of the surveyors was Great Basin wildrye (Elymus cinereus), . '1Uch also 
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tolerates alkali soil. 

Prairie also extended up into the hills to the east, where it was interspersed with forest 
composed of ponderosa pine and lodgepole pine, called "yellow pine" and "black pine", 
respectively, by the surveyors. Ponderosa pines were recorded with diameters from 8-40 inches, 
and lodgepole pines with diameters of 10-20 inches. Leiberg (1900) confinned the occurrence of 
lodgepole pine in this area, and noted that much of the area had burned. Surveyors recorded 
The ecotone was a ponderosa pine savanna with grass understory ("scattering yellow pine with 
good grass"). 

The overlay shows the alignment of the Williamson River as shown in the GLO plat 
maps and described in the surveys. The river was described as being 10-15 feet deep in places, 
its current sluggish, with banks 4-6 feet high. 
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GENERAL DESCRIPTIONS FROM G.L.O SURVEY NOTES 

T35S, R7E 

[Nov 1871] The eastern portion of this township is hilly anu covered with yellow pine 
timber. The western portion is level, mostly prairie. The soil is of good quality. 

T35S, R7YzE 

[Aug 1897] This portion of the township is swamp land, covered with dense tule, and 
subject to overflow from I to 5 feet deep. There are a few scattered willow clumps, and 
small sloughs, the largest of which is not over 2x2 chains. There is no timber of any 
kind. The soil is of black loam, and when drained will produce good grain crops and hay 
land. 

T36S, R7E 

The eastern portion is high and rolling, covered with timber, not deemed worth 
surveying. That portion north of Klamath Lake is prairie and embraces some of the best 
land on the reservation and will require subdivision for the benefit of the Indians. 

[Oct 1871] The eastern portion of this township is high rolling, covered with yellow pine 
timber. The SW portion is level prairie. Soil is generally of good quality, covered with 
bunch grass . 

[Jun 1871] Land level, extending into a large prairie. Soil good. Shore oflake to this 
point well defined, but beyond this point the shore is poorly defined, consisting of 
extensive swamp of tule, and the land appears to be extending into the lake in such a 
manner as to leave doubts in regard to the shore. After thorough examination, I 
detennined to run on the outside of the swamp next to the lake, for which purpose it 
became necessary, a portion of the time, to use boats as the turf would not bear the 
weight of a man. 

T36S, R7YzE 

[Nov 1895] This township is made fractional by the waters of Upper Klamath Lake, and 
consists oflow bottom land subject to overflow during the spring floods of Williamsons 
River, which runs though the township from NE to SW. The soil is of 1st rate quality. 
The fractional township is covered with a dense undergrowth oftule, cane and willow, 
but contains no timber. Much v ,:,:! hay is cured by Indians in this township . 
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