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C.E.S. Wood
and Bill Hanley
in the Oregon Desert

Have you not heard the utterance of the guardian rocks
And the low psalming of the mountains,
The bare hills, flashing skies and clouds?
The hushed communion of the brotherhood
Under the snow?
—C.E.S. Wood, Poet in the Desert

hose who seek to take the measure of the Ore-

gon desert—to plumb her sage-scented secret

places and harness her resources —must come

armed with patience and wisdom; a dose of wit
and humor tucked under a hat also helps, for the
desert guards her austere beauty fiercely.

Two who came to know and love the Oregon desert
were unlikely companions. Colorful William Danfort
“Bill” Hanley, cattleman, developer, and sagebrush
philosopher, was born to pioneer parents in the
Rogue Valley. To his future, he brought little more
than ambition, determination, a father’s sound advice,
and a nimble mind. It was enough.

Charles Erskine Scott Wood enjoyed the advantages
of a well-bred, well-connected, well-educated
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I know the Desert is beautiful

[ have lain in her arms.

She has kissed me.

I have come to lie on her breast
And breathe the virginal air

Of primal conditions.
I have come out from the haunts of men;

From the struggle of wolves upon a carcass,
To be melted in Creation’s crucible
And be made clean.

From her mysterious chamber I hear her
whisper:

“Only Man has defied his Mother”

“And set up the idols of his ignorance.”

“Only Man has denied Freedom,”

“And cherished ugliness.”

—C.E.S. Wood, Poet in the Desert
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easterner. Son of the surgeon general, West Point
graduate, chronicler of Indian wars and lawyer, Wood
brought to the desert a rich store of world-wise and
war-tempered sophistication wrapped around the rest-
less soul of a poet.

Although the two first met on a business footing,
Hanley’s lifetime of practical experience in the Oregon
desert, coupled with his natural gift for storytelling,
recommended him to Wood, whose need to interpret
an intensely personal meaning of the desert was a
major focus of his later years.

Their shared passion for the Oregon desert made
them fast friends.

anley and Wood forged their friendship at the

turn of the century—a time when the pioneer-

ing period of Oregon history was drawing to a

close. Both men were visionaries in their own
way, first-hand witnesses to forces that gobbled up
whole cultures and imposed the order of barbed-wire
grids and paper contracts over what had been vast
wilderness.

Although Hanley was born a few days’ ride to the
west, it was Wood —then a lieutenant in the U.S.
Army—who first encountered the “glittering death
spaces” and seductive beauty of the Harney Basin.
Four years before, teenaged Hanley sought his fortune
driving a herd of Rogue Valley cattle toward the “big”
country to the east, Wood followed his orders of
transfer north from Camp Bidwell, California, to
Vancouver Barracks, Department of the Columbia,
Washington Territory.

The trek, in 1875, took Wood through a stark and
startlingly beautiful topography whose effect upon his
soul proved profound and persistent. Years later as
Harney County’s most powerful cattleman, Hanley
would welcome Wood first as guest and soon as good
friend on business and pleasure trips to the desert
ranches he owned or managed, giving Wood the
chance to work out on paper and canvas what the
landscape meant to his artist’s heart.

Hanley knew the land like few other men, having
grown up with it literally and figuratively.

Born in 1861 at his father Michael’s farm, “The
Willows,” just northeast of Jacksonville, Hanley at an
early age showed the kind of ranching ambition that
would guarantee him success. Impatient to make his
mark, Hanley quit school at age nine and went to
work cowboying for his father, who owned extensive
spreads on Butte Creek, in the Applegate Valley and
in the Klamath Basin. As a boy, Hanley flung himself
into ranch work, and at the tender age of twelve his
father made him foreman of the Butte Creek ranch.!

He worked another five years for his father, adding
to his store of experience managing cattle, range, and
men before setting off at age seventeen with a hand-
ful of young companions and a gift herd of 200 seed
cattle to find rangeland of his own. His father
accompanied the young men to the crest of the Cas-

cades and bade Hanley farewell with the following
charge: “Go till you find a big country, for you will
never get any bigger than the country you are in.”?

The advice summed up Michael Hanley’s legacy to
his son. He gave Hanley “a chance to get seasoned
man-wisdom —the most wonderful influence in my
whole life,” Hanley later recalled. “When I look back,
I always feel there was something super in his knowl-
edge of natural things and how to handle them. . i
Always had humor. . . . Solution to a problem always
comes out of humor. Those that have it are for-
tunate.”

His father’s words planted in his mind and a grub-
stake of cattle under his care, Hanley followed the
path of his older brother Ed into the endless open
spaces of the Harney country, where he would meet
Peter French, John Devine, and other California cat-
tle barons who had driven vast herds north in search
of good range and elbow room.
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At the end of his first cattle drive to the Silvies and
Blitzen River valleys in the Harney country, Hanley
met some of the legendary Californians. “They were
all well-dressed, showy men, wearing bright colors—
all roamers of space in light countries love color—and
there was I, riding up to them, a boy tramp, all rag-
ged and dusty, in his shrunk shirt, with a straggly
bunch of desert-worn cattle.” These aristocrats wel-
comed the weary Hanley and sat him down to a good
meal. “It was just sympathy,” he recalled, “for I was
on the last edge of being protected by clothes, was
sunburned, my lips cracked and sore and my mount
as wore down as I was.”

Hanley never forgot this welcome by the lords of
the range.



What is Man that he should oppose himself
to Nature

Or think to know her infinite perfection?

To one who stands upon the promontory
of a star,

Are not the ants and bees as precious?

Their knowledge admirable?

Nature, wonderful in the infinity of her
largeness:

The infinity of her smallness?

A clod on the field as mysterious as a star,

A grain of dust as marvelous as a mountain?
The trees, grasses, fruits and vari-colored

flowers,
Man and all that is are from the dust,
Continually arising, feeding, expanding,
Continually returning to the source.

—C.E.S. Wood, Poet in the Desert




strange and marshy hot springs along Silver

Creek near Harney Lake, long a stopping place

for aboriginal peoples, attracted Wood in 1875

on his way to Vancouver Barracks, and again in
1878 during the Paiute-Bannock War. On his first
visit, Wood found this oasis with its teeming water-
fowl and luxurious grasses enchanting. On his return,
however, the horrors of warfare with the Indians
checked his enthusiasm. In a journal entry dated June
24, 1878, he wrote: “I visit Bernard’s battle ground
alone. Debris of the camp. Graves of the men . .. I
found an old squaw crouching under the fierce sun
and motionless as if dead . .. What weary days they
must have been.”

The place still held its enchantment, however. The
next year, Hanley laid his bedroll at this same site as
the lives of Wood and Hanley intersected geographi-
cally at OO Springs, later Hanley’s OO Ranch.

The young cattleman had been gathering strays all
by himself for two weeks in the lonesome country to
the west and south when he descended to the aban-
doned ranch site at the springs. “Slept that night for
the first time at the OO,” he recalled. “Nothing there.
The Paiutes . . . had burned down the buildings, but
there was water! It came out from under the moun-
tain in great quantities, clear and warm. . . . Woke in
time to see the sun come straight up out of the
desert —the most wonderful sight. . . . I said then,
lying there, ‘I’ll have this for mine someday.” And so
he did, and swapped stories with Wood years later
about the days when Indians still inhabited that part
of the country.®

If Hanley seemed bred for the role he would play
in the wide-open Harney Basin country, Wood, nine
years his senior, came to his more circuitously. His
stiff-necked, authoritarian father used his position as
the Navy’s surgeon general to get his son C.E.S. into
West Point for a military career. But the young Wood
seemed to have enjoyed the bright social life that
swirled around the young officers at the academy at
least as much as the soldiering.

And Wood’s experiences as an officer during the
Indian campaigns in the West caused him in later
years to question the military values he had been
taught, reinforcing instead Wood’s own evolving credo
of philosophical anarchism and personal freedom
gleaned from the writings of Thoreau and other
American thinkers.

His contacts with Native Americans also left an
impression upon Wood that led during his reflective
later years to a stronger appreciation of their cultural
achievements, some of which he compiled in an eth-
nographic study called A Book of Tales, published in
1891, and in related magazine articles.”

Indeed, it had been Wood who transcribed the
immortal “I will fight no more forever” speech of
Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce upon his surrender in
the Bear Paw Mountains of Montana.

Bill Hanley leads a cattle drive. Photo courtesy Ecola Educational Associates

But Wood left the West in 1880 to accompany his
commander back to West Point and the stimulation
of urban life. Not so Bill Hanley, who was just get-
ting down to his life’s work on the Oregon desert.

The teenaged Hanley’s first cattle drive from the
Rogue Valley ended when he and his partners let the
herd stop on a long, grassy stretch of the Silvies
River just south of the present community of Burns.
Here, the young pioneers put up wild hay for the
winter and settled down to the business of making
their herd prosper. Hanley returned to Jacksonville
the following spring and brought a hay mower and
rake —among the first in Central Oregon—with him
when he returned to the Silvies spread that would
become the Bell A Ranch.?

Owning such useful equipment made Hanley an
important figure among the sparse ranching commu-



nity. Many of the ranchers suffered severe stock losses
in the winter of 1879, putting the carrying capacity of
the Harney rangelands in question and giving Han-
ley’s ranching genius a chance to work.®

Hanley knew how to cut and cure hay, having
learned much from his father’s early experiments with
hay and alfalfa production. Not only had Hanley cut
hay for many of his neighbors, he also understood
the importance of advance planning and progressive
management, in addition to “cow sense,” in making a
success of beef production.

With his brothers Ed and John already established
in the Harney country, the Hanley boys were in a
position to buy lands from other discouraged settlers
during the hard times and consolidate their holdings.

In 1882, Hanley sold most of his cattle interests to
John Devine, the Californian, and returned to the
Rogue Valley a young man with a lot of money in his
pocket. Just as he prepared to set out for the desert
again with a fresh herd of cattle, however, his father
fell ill, and Hanley remained in the Rogue Valley
tending the family farms and ranches until his father
died in 1889.10

Freed of his obligation to his father, Hanley made
plans to return to the desert and did so in 1892 in a
buggy with his new wife, Applegate native Clara
Cameron Hanley, at his side. They returned for good
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I know that Nature is part of Eternity,
And I, a part of Nature.

I know that I am one with Beauty,

And my brother is one.

All are Nature’s experiments

Toward a harmony.

We sound our tone

In the everlasting tune;

Oaks and mosses, thrushes and tree-toads,
Man and the cunningly designed insects,
Little hidden musicians we never see,
Winds and seas and running waters,

Skies and the assemblage of distant worlds.
Nature has given me to dive into

The depths of the sky;

To catch the pulsing tread of the stars

When, through their bright recessional,

We commune together.

—C.E.S. Wood, Poet in the Desert

A tapestry of aspens, Fish Creek. Photo by Ron Cronin







