Camas Prairie Restoration Project

Background: Native Americans historically used camas (Camassia quamash) bulbs as a primary food source throughout the Pacific Northwest. Bulbs were harvested in great quantity in late spring and summer and baked in underground ovens that were composed of rocks and layers of vegetation. Fires were built above the ovens and tended for two to three days. This long, slow cooking process was necessary to break down the tasteless long-chain sugar, insulin, of which camas bulbs are composed, into fructose. Properly cooked camas has a sweet flavor, tasting like a mix of licorice and molasses. Native Americans ate the cooked bulbs singly or mixed them into cakes that were dried and stored for winter use. Prior to European settlement, local tribes in the area were the Kalapuya and Molala. The Kalapuya inhabited the Willamette Valley and were highly dependent on camas bulbs for food. The Molalla inhabited the foothills of the Cascade Range. People of both tribes were moved to reservations in the late 1850=s and their descendants are now part of the Siletz Indian Nation and the Grande Ronde Indian Nation. Fires were set regularly throughout the Willamette Valley by the Kalapuya inhabitants, apparently to discourage shrub and tree growth and thereby enhance hunting and seed gathering. Fires may also have increased productivity to camas fields by adding potassium and reducing competition with other species. Current studies of prairie burning in the Willamette Valley found that burning was most effective at creating sites for seedling establishment in areas dominated by exotic perennial grasses, as is the case at Camas Prairie.
Project Description: The Camas Prairie Restoration Project is a collaborative effort on the part of the several federal agencies and Native American tribes to promote camas production through restoration of a degraded wetland prairie. Elements of the project include archaeological testing, vegetation surveys, camas seed collection and propagation, removal of Oregon ash trees and non-native blackberries, prescribed burning, recreation site management, planting camas seed and bulbs, building a camas oven, and the resumption of traditional cultural practices.  

Objectives: Through our efforts at Camas Prairie and nearby culturally important sites we hope to contribute to the restoration of the indigenous cultural landscape. The project aims to provide substantial camas to facilitate reinitiating tribal ceremonial use after a 150-year hiatus on the site.

Location and Site Description: The project site is located in Linn County, Oregon, in the foothills of the Cascade Range, approximately 20 miles (12.4 km) east of the Willamette Valley. The prairie is on a terrace of the South Santiam River at an elevation of 900 feet (274 m).

The restoration project is about 10 acre (four ha) in size.  The site had been privately owned and used as a pasture or hayfield until the 1980=s. The drier portions of it were quickly invaded by woody vegetation after it was abandoned. Oregon ash trees (Fraxinus latifolia) and two species of aggressive non-native blackberries, Himalaya and evergreen (Rubus discolor and R. laciniatus, respectively) dominated the site. Approximately 100 plant species are found at the prairie; about 65 of these are native and 35 are non-native. Some of the other native species occupying the site are meadow checkermallow (Sidalcea campestris), hyacinth brodiaea (Brodiaea hyacinthina), and yellow monkeyflower (Mimulus guttatus). Many non-native species also occupy the site, including smooth brome (Bromus inermis), Queen Anne=s-lace (Daucus carota), ox-eyed daisy (Chrysanthemum leucanthemum).  Soils in the restoration area are saturated for two to nine months of the year, depending on the local topography. Those portions of the prairie that experience wet and dry cycles are covered with small hummocks that make walking treacherous. About 3 of the site is a sedge-dominated wetland.

Findings: The project=s use of multiple partners and funding sources has added resiliency to the project from year to year. The Camas Prairie Restoration Project was initiated in 1996 as an interagency and intergovernmental project involving the Siletz and Grande Ronde Indian Nations, Bureau of Land Management (Eugene District), private nursery contractors, Oregon State University, and Lane Community College, along with the Forest Service, Sweet Home Ranger District. Funding for the project has come through multiple channels, including Challenge Cost Share, CCAMA, Fuels Reduction, and appropriated noxious weed and wildlife monies. 

Tribal involvement in the project is key to its success and has led to enhanced cooperation between the tribes and federal agencies and among the tribes themselves.

The Siletz and Grande Ronde Indian Nations provided fire engines and a fire crew to assist Forest Service personnel with prescribed burning. The Siletz Indian Nation also provides work crews to remove invading Oregon ash trees and blackberries, and to assist in gathering camas seed.  A traditional camas oven was constructed in 2001 and we anticipate holding our first camas bake in spring of 2002.

Archaeological surveys were done with assistance from Oregon State University, Bureau of Land Management (Eugene District), and tribal members. Testing of artifacts revealed a 6000-year history of Native American presence at the site. Fire cracked cobbles found in one of the test pits may be the remains of a camas oven.
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Prescribed burning at Camas Prairie, September 2000. Photo by Cathy Lindberg

Prescribed burning appears to have been successful in reducing the vigor of non-native vegetation and at opening up sites for camas seed establishment. Camas seed is collected every summer and scattered after the site is burned in the fall. Over 300 camas bulbs have been grown from the seed at a private nursery and these were planted after the first burn by all of the cooperators in the project.  The site has been burned twice, two years apart. Vegetation plots were installed to determine the density of flowering camas plants prior to treatment. These plots will be re-measured in 2002. 

Contact People: Alice C. Smith, Botanist, and Tony Farque, Archeologist, Sweet Home Ranger District, Willamette National Forest, 3225 Highway 20, Sweet Home, OR 97386, 541/367-5168, FAX 541/367-5506, e-mail:acsmith@fs.fed.us, tfarque@fs.fed.us

