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INTRODUCTION

The Curry County coastal region of
southwestern Oregon is one of the most
isolated sections ol continental United
Stales. Its handiul of pioneers have
struggled lor years against odds of Dd-
verse lopography and soils, wet and
wrndy climale, and isolation lrom ma-
jor market centers. Eking out a sub-
sistence in timber product indrlstdes,
shedp, fish, malginal mining and lorage
agriculture, its inhabitants have tra-
d i l i ona l l y  r ' es i gned  1 l - emse l ves  ro  neq le r ' l
at the hand of more populous sections ()1
i hp  s l a i e .  a rd  resen led  t ha ' r  l u l .  Sha r i ng
this feeling of neglect with Siskiyou
county, Calilornia, and otheri isolated
counties ol Northwestern California and
Southwestern Oregon, they went so lar
as to seriously puropose secession from
Oregon in 1941, joining the state of Cali-
Iornia, or leaguing with other isolated
counties in the lormation ol a separate
state.

In comparison with other counties in
Oregon 14 oI the 36 in the state are
smaller in area than Curry, yet the
total county valuation, according to the
Olegon Blue Book oi 1942, was under
$4 .000 .000 .  t he  l owes t  o t  any  coun l y  i n
the state, and the total farm valuation,
according to the 1940 census, was
scarcely $3,000,000. But in the last few
yca rs  Cuny .oun l y  d i scove red  an  ag r i -
cultural specialization in lily bulbs rnar
in four years stepped up the total value
ol ag[icultural ploducts from 9540,000
in 1940 to over $2,000,000 in 1945.

There is always popular appeal to
the success story, whether of an indj-
vidual or a region. It will be the task of
this paper to analyze the coastal strip
oJ Curry county, tell the story ot its
struggles against environmental odds, its
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recent rise to prominence, and to dlaw
con . l u5 ions  as  l o  r t s  nu lu rp  ou r  l ook .

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Culry county is located on the ex-
treme southwest ccast of Oregon, bor-
dering the state of California. Road map
ligures indicative ol its isolation only
tell part of the story. It is located on
the picturesque but commercially none-
too-plactical Pacilic Coast highway,
over 400 miles from San Francisco to
the south and 360 miles from Portland
to the north, the nearest market outlets.
Seventy-five miles to the east across the
rugged Oregon Coast range and the
Klamath plateau lies Medford, but no
trallic ways as yet have conquered the
rugged canyons oI the lower Rogue
River.

Physiographically it consists of nar-
row intermitlent coastal plain and old
beach  lF r racFs t  i n l e r rup led  by  tmpos ing
headlands of basalt and older metamor-
phics, where the Oregon Coast range and
lhe  K lamaLn  penep lanc  mee l  and  merge .
An interesting and significant feature of
the region lies in the beach terraces,
sandy, wave-cut and variously eroded
steps, sometimes several hundred yards
wide, representing old fossil shore lines,
upl i f ted at elevations of 40, 100, 220,
500, 100 and 1500 feet. Most of rnese
terraces are considered useless for agri-
cullurej their main use being a ready-
made series of level platforms along
which the coast highway has been built.
The hinterland is exceedingly rough and
mountainous and virtually untennanted.

Climatically the region represents the
we l l c r  p l ^ase  o l  l h l .  Tempera re  Mar i r e
type of climate, with cool damp winters
and a short summer that may reach
warm-dry conditions. Total rainfall is
heavy. Port OIfoId averages 6?", Gold
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o r  1 ' l e  r  Mry  t o  l he  Jo .eph ine  E rd  Jack -
son county mines.

In 1855, four years before Oregon was
admj r l ed  ro  ' l  e  Un 'o r ,  l he  OrFgon  ' e ' -

ritorial legislatule created Curry County
from the southern extension of Coos
county. During the succeeding years the
Indians wele brought under control, but
with scarce gold resources many of the
m i n e ,  s  a 1 d  . a d e r s  l p r r  t h e  c o . n 1 r y .
Some  re rna i red ,  nowpvc r ,  and  l ook  up
the raising of livestock, worked in small
lumber mills, or engaged in lishing
a round  l bc  mou lh  o l  t l ^e  Rogue  R i v . r  a l
Gold Beach.

Population growth was slow. In the
1850's several hundred men and their
families settled at three or four of the
"no rp  I avu rab ]F  cen le r s j  l r Je  p_unee r . j
subsisting mainly on the free goods of
the land. By 1900 only 1,868 inhabitants
were recorded in the census. By 1910
the f igure was 2,044; ten years later 3,-
025. In 1930 3,257 were counted, and the
last census in 1940 l isted 4,301.

With the completion of the Coastal
Highway and an influx of tourists, three
main cenlers entertained substantial
growth, Port Orford listing 755, Brook-
ings 544, and Gold Beach 841. Unti l
1928. Gold Beach, the county seat, was
the only county seat in the United States
that was unincorporated.

PRESENT ADJUSTMENTS

Under the heading, present adjust-
ments, will be included the normal eco-
nomic activities that engaged the people
of Curry county up to 1943,

The leading interest of the region
centered around the raising of livestock,
particularly sheep. Sheep raising is con-
I  r ed  o  h i l l y  and  l ogged -o l f  l and ,  and
to the coastal moors. These animals do
no l  r equ i ' e  supp te r l en la r y  f ecd ing  i n
r ' 1 i s  ! ' e c  a r ' d  g o  l h , o L g h  t h e  $ i n l e r ,  a s
a rule, in excellent condition. The mild
cool and damp climate produces a long
stapls $'oo1, similar to that of the Penine
and Cheviot hills of England and south-
" rn  Sc " t l and ,  $  i l h  t he  *e -u l r  l ha l  Cu r t y
cor-rnty wool was in especial demand for
army blankets and G.I. woolens during
World Wa1 II .

Beac l ^  75  and  B |ook i . l gs  T0  a long  l \ e
immediate coast. Langlois, on the 500
loot terrace, receives more than 99".
Winter months at each of the stations
receive 10 or 11 inches; summer months
about half an rnch in July and August.
The total varies considerably, however;
Port Or-tord has received as little as 4,1"
and  as  much  as  l l 9  .  H ighcs i  t pmper ' a -
tur'es in summer have reached 100 de-
gr'ees F. at several stations. Minimnm
temperalures in winter have dropped as
low as 19 degrees F. above zero. The
growing season is long, averaging 238
days at Langlois and 286 at Port Orford.
Growing season data also shows con-
siderable val iat ion. Brookings, for ex-
ample, has had a frost-free season as
short as 219 days and as long as 312;
Port Odord's range is Jrom 194 days
to 365. However, the general climatic
conditions all along the coast reveal
heavy rainfall, mild temperatures, and
v  r r l La l l y  a  sub l_op i . a l - l l " ng ' h  g row ing
season, restricted somewhat by exces-
sive cloudiness.

Unde  l hese  . ond j i i ons  n f  t upug rap l r y ,
soil, and climate the natural vegetatron
oi CuIIy county, in the more exposed
stretches, consrsts ol coastal grasses,
furze, wild hazel, bracken, and other
brush forms. The protected back lands
and bettel soil areas are wooded with
small stands of Douglas Fir, Western
Hemlock, Sitka Spruce, and the rela-

P^ .  n r  ' . , , 1  Cpd r r  M ino r
stands of Balsam Fir are also found.
Curry County shares with Coos County,
jmmeoiarel j  ro lhe nor11 the possession
oi important stands of the rare Califor-
nia Laurel or Oregon Myrtle, providing
a basis for a small-scale industry de-
voted to the manufacture of Myrtle-
wood novelt ies.

H ISTOR]CAL  CE 'CRAPHY

Although the coast was described and
some place names afl ixed by Captain
Gen  ge  VancoJ \e r  i n  1792 .  t he  l j r s t  se l -
tlement at Port Olford did not take
place unti l  1852. Throughout that year
hundreds ol miners bound lor the Rogue
River gold fields landed at Gold Beach
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Open range feeding and careless tend-
ing would imply that the sheep indus-
1 f y  o l  Cu r | y  cou t  1y  i s  pa r l i cu l c r . l )  | | ee
l r om p r ' ob lems .  Such  an  assump ' ron  i s
ha rd l y  hp  c i r r e ,  hov  pve r ' .  C l ima r i c  va r i -
ations sometimes cause considerable loss
on the range. A March 13, 1936 dispatch
flom Gold Beach is i l lustrat ive:

"Losses in Curry county lamp crop
because of starvation and exposure may
run as high as 70 pel cent, R. M. Knox,
county agent, said today after studying
[eports lrom ranchers. The dry autumn
delayed grasses to such an extent that
r l ^ey  wc rp  beg inn ing  t o  g row  abou t  j he
' I ne  t he  seve re  w in lF r  s l o t .ms  occu r red
and lambs which did not die from the
sno\r were starved to death by lack of
I ead .  E$e "  d l d  no l  ha \e  Fnoug l .  - i o rage
to produce nourishing milk, Knox said."

Ettery winter lhere is some loss or
older ewes, especially among those who
fa i l  r o  ba  -o r "nded  up  f o r  . hea r i ng ,  a rd
consequently become weighted down
\ \  i l l _  we1  J l eeces  ou t i . l g  l he  w in le r .  r a i ns ,
but this loss is more than compensated
for by the low-cost care normally re-
ceived.

The sheep industly of the region ts
limited only by range conditions, with
the lesull that an active reseeding pro-
gr.am has been instituted. Burned and
logged-oif  lands, in part icular, have
been heavily r.eseeded. Local rancher.s
continue the pioneer- practice ol burning
brush and bracken whenever dry sea-
sons permit, and have developed skill
in burning understory beneath roresr
stands without materially damaging the
trees. Nohal carrying capacity for the
county is between 25,000 to 30,000 head,
although in 1936, due to the dry fall
followed by a severe $/inter, as indi-
cated by the above clipping, numbers
were  redL l ced  ro  15 .000 .  W i l l ^  nea r l y  a
m i l l : on  i c res  su i t ab le  on l y  f o r  g taz ing ,
rnd  w i t h  ' 1e  '  oun l y  r r k  i ng  back  a " l nuaL  .
ly many tax delinquent acres, additional
plots of actual oI potential range land
avallable at values as low as 50c to
$ i  1 .00  un  o ._c  p ro \  i de  an  oppo t  t un i l y  f o I
expansion of the sheep industy. The
goal is 60,000 to 80,000 head of sheep,
according to R. M. Knox, county agent.
Improved pastures are his hope, and he
cites, with cl imatic and topographid
similarity, Ne\,v Zealand, where in re-
cent years the sheep range carrying

rcpa . . t y  ha "  r i , en  f r om o1e  ewe  pec
acre to live per acre through range lm-
provement.

Normal wool yields run 1?8,000
pounds, according to the 1940 census.

The lumber industry is minor in the
county, and is centered mainly at Port
Orford. Much of the county is in Na-
tional Folest, and as such is subject to
Federal cutting and fire-control meas-
ures. At present 165,406 acres of t im-
ber over 20 inches in diameter are
classed as forest lands and should re-
main in pehanent forest. Much of this
forest is merchantable either as pulp-
wood or lumb€r and should be regulated
on  a  sus t c i npd -y i e l d  b l  s i s .  My t  t Je
Groves, especially, should be utilized
carefully, as this tree grows only here
and in Coos county. (The only other
kno['n stands of this lvood are in Pal-
estine-) Port Orford cedar is a rapidly
d i r i ' l i sh rng  l e \o l l ce  I ha l  l i ke \  j sF
should be restocked and cLrt on a sus-
tained yield basis.

Commercial salmon fishing is cen-
tered around Gold Beach at the mouth
u t  he  Rogue  R ' va ) .  a l r hough  "po r t  f i " h -
ing interests have been instrumental in
restlicting the cofimercial catch in re-
cent yea[s. A few miles south 01 Gold
Beach crabs, clams and rock oysters are
p rocL l r ' ed .  F l . quFn l l y  a  pa t t e "n  u f  pa r l -
l ime  " i \ h i ng  

End  p t r ' - l t r r e  l a rm ing  sup -
plements both activities-

To.r l  is 'n i"  a rc.ent lrd pron is ng ac-
ti\'ity. Highlvay improvement has en-
couraged many tourists to stop at port
Orford. Cold Beach. and Brookings, for
sport fishing, hunling, and summer
camprng.

M in ing  ha "  had  u  l ong  and  \ r f : ed  h i - -
tory in the region. Both placer and
qu r r l z  go 'd  m :n ing  ha \e  been  s i gn i f i -
cant since the first years of settlement
in southwestern Oregon, Place names,
such as Gold Basin Butte and Mineral
Hill in the mountainous hinterland and
Gold Beach on the coast, are indicatlve
of this activity. Beach mining has been
an industry (]1 minor importance lor
many years, and in time may increase
in significance. Gold, platinum, and
chrome have been taken from Lne
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"black sands" of the coastal beaches
and the terraced slopes. Values assay
h igh ,  bu l  l he  p rob lem o f  p ro f i l ab le  sep -
aration remains. The technology of
commercially handling black sands is
at presenl being investigated by a
number of interested geologists and
mining engineers from the region. A
rather unusual occurrence of graphite
occu rs  i n  one  l ong  dyke  nea r  B rook ings .
Concentrations ol pure amygdaloidal
graphite are abundantly scattered along
the dyke and await a technological de-
velopment for profitable extraction.

Agriculture has normally been of
minor importance. Three hundred and
seventy-five farms were reported in
1940, with a total produce valuation of
$540,000. Only 104,332 acres were re-
poa led  i r  i a rms  tha l  yea r .  compT is i ng
10.1 per cent of the total land area of
rhe  coun l y .  Co rn ,  po la l oes ,  and  hay
were the leading crops raised.

THE RENAISSANCE OF BULBS

The new development that has revo-
lutionized the agricultural industry ot
Curry county dates back to 1939, al-
though tangible results were not forth-
coming until 1943. Prior to the outbreak
o l  Wor l d  War  l I  ove r  25 ,000 ,000  l i ] y
bulbs were imported from Japan, with
Holland and Bermuda also contributing.
At that time Amedcan production was
less than 1,500,000. With ihe coming of
hostilities both Japanese and Holland
sources were completely cut off, and
Bermuda's supplies were sharply !e-
duced, providing a high priced market
for domestic Easter lily bulbs.

Curry county, with sandy loam soils
and a unique combination of climatic
.[acto.rs on the old beach lerraces be-
tween the 100 foot and 500 foot levels
was found to be ideal for the produc-
tion oI bulbs.

The  s l o r y  s l a r l -  w i l h  Sydney  C ro f t .
a miglant Jarmer from Michigan, who
through lailing health and fortunes left
Michigan and came to Oregon in 1939.
Familiar with bulb culture in Michigan
he put in an expedmental acreage near
rhe  comnun i t y  o l  B rook jngs .  C ro l l  suc -
ceeded in producing good bulbs within
two or three years, but without an es-
tablished market name he was forced

to seil bulbs for 5c that three years
later we|e to bring a dol lar ' .  However,
even in those days he encouraged sev-
eral of his neighbors to grow bulbs in
the hopes of establishing a reputation
for the Oregon bulbs. Croft died short-
ly al lcr pioneering lhe induslry. and
today in his memorT, the leading bulb
-from Oregon is known as lhe Croft.
although a modification, the Kenyon-
Davis, is becoming equally well known
on the market.

As a result of these early efforts to
produce a high quality bulb, plus the
sudden demand as a result of the war,
the renaissance of Curry county came
about. In 1944 stories that rivalled the
tales of Paul Bunyan were being told
in the streets of Brookings. One grower
reported the sale of $6,000 dollars worth
of Crolt bulbs ftom a crop produced on
a corner lot. Land values catapulted. One
newcomer bought a single acre in 1942
lor $1,000. In 1944 he was offered
$10,000 and refused. Tn 1944 over 50,000
bulblets and 5,000 commercials were
sold from another small acreage, valued
a {  $9 ,000 .  l n  1945  r c l ua l  l r ansac l i ons  i n -
vo l v i ng  s r l es  o '  sma l l  ac reages  o I  l i l y
land at $2,000 per acre were recorded.

The upshot ol the bulb development
up to the end of 1945, with information
supplied by personal correspondence
with C. H. Young, cashier of the Cur4'
County Bank of Gold Beach, R. M.
Knox, Curry County Agent, and Dr.
Frank P. Mcwhorter, Plant Pathologist,
Oregon Experiment Station, Corvallis,
presents the following statistical pictur:e.
There are now nearly 1,000 lily growers
in Curry county, the number of farms
in the county has doubled since the
1940 census. Bank deposits have in-
.-eased norp lhan 300 per cent, and
profits from an acre of ground range
from $10,000 to unverified yields as
high as $20,000. Curry county is sud-
denly proud to be a political constituent
o l  t hp  S ra le  o f  O regon  and  Oregon  i s
equally proud to claim Curry county.
Total bulb sales during the fall of 1945
approximated one and one-half million
clollars.

But what of the future? Ts this indus-
try merely a Cinderella dream that will
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vanish with a return of Japanese com-
petition? Opinions differ. The end of the
war will undoubtedly have a profound
effect on the further ilevelopment of
the indushy. The exceedingly high
prices have come mainly from the sale
oJ seed stock. It is fully expected that
prices will decline with increased sup-
plies. With a return of Japanese stock
eastern forcers and florists will un-
doubtedly seek large numbers of the
cheaper bulbs. Ilowever, the Curry
county coastal terraces are particularly
suited to the growing of a commercial
Easter lily stock, and the supeiior qual-
ity of the bulbs aleveloped here makes
them worth three times tlle value of im-
ported Japanese stock under normal
conditions. Hence it is fully expecteil
tha.t the future of the inalusiry will re-
m a i n  d r d m i c i h o

. It should be pointeal out, however,
that the big boom js over. Lanal is now
high priced, competition from imported
bulbs will be felt within a year. Two
years oJ meticulous care are requireal
in their production, hence it is expected
that few new growers will enter the
field after this year. A new agricultural
specialization, however, has been
achjeved in Curry county, and one that
prolnises to remain of importance to
the region.

CONCLUSIONS

Several conclusions may be drawn
from this analysis oi r?cent develop-
menls in Curr? county. (1) The lily
industry, although rcaching its greatest
boom in 1945, can be expected to re-
main the single largest agricultural
specialization of the region. (2) The out-
look for expansion of the sheep industry
is encouraging through range improve-
ment. (3) Timber activities, based on
sustained-yield management in Douglas
Fir, pulp species, Port orford Cedar,
and Myrtle wood, should continue and
should become a permanent source of
\Mealth to the region. (4) Comrnercial
fishing wil1 remain a strong part-time
activity, and sport fishing will increase
in importance, as the region becomes
better known. (5) GoId mining will con-
tinue in minor imporlance, but new
minerals, based on improved technology
in handling the black sands, and pos-
sibly the commercial develdpment of
methods of extraction of .the graphite
ores, shoulal open new opportunities for
v/ealth in the region. (6) Tourism,
based on sport lishing and hunting op-
porl,r.lnities, as well as the isolated wit-
derness of coast, dver couritry, and
mountain highlands, increasingly avail-
able through highway development, o-t-
fers increased promise.


