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CCC DOCENT PROGRAM
Welcome to Cowiche Canyon Conservancy’s Docent Program.
A docent for Cowiche Canyon Conservancy is a volunteer who represents
the Conservancy by communicating our mission to the general public.
Docents will participate in various forms of outreach, both on and off
Conservancy property with the aim of sharing our mission of conservation
and nature education, and promoting the recreational use of CCC
properties.
The only requirements to be a docent are: be at least 18 years old, be a CCC
member, be in adequate physical condition, and make a commitment of 15
to 20 volunteer hours per year. Docents are able to participate within their
area of interest.
A docent is not expected to be an expert. Docent training and the docent
manual will provide basic information that will enable volunteers to answer
questions about the organization as well as the natural and social history of
Conservancy properties. Independent study is encouraged.

Tasks of docents may include:
On Site
• Trailhead greeting: Inform visitors of the importance of low impact
recreational use (staying on trails, foot traffic only except trails where
mountain bikes and horses are permitted)
• Inform visitors of trail conditions and facilities
• Encourage visitors to join CCC and hand out brochures
• Remove any small articles of trash and non-native invasive weeds
along the trail, as per the docents’ comfort level
• Lead interpretive walks (general or specialized), hikes or bike rides as
per the docent’s interest and ability
• Provide assistance to teachers on school field trips
• Mentor high school senior projects and Eagle Scout projects
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Off Site
• Community outreach at events
• Demonstrations or power point presentations to students at
educational events
• Informational power point presentations about CCC or CCC
properties to groups
Docents are NOT expected to:
• Enforce trail use policies
• Be responsible for visitor safety or first aid

What CCC will provide to Docents:
• Training sessions, which will include both a classroom session and
visits to CCC properties
• The Docent Manual
• Useful reference materials, including maps, brochures, and species
lists
• A name badge
• Garbage bags and other necessary maintenance supplies

What Docents will provide:
•
•
•
•

Weather appropriate clothing including rain gear
Sturdy boots that will stand up to rough terrain and mud
Sunscreen, sunglasses, field guides, binoculars
Personal first aid kit
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Qualities of a Docent
• Be friendly! Be genuinely pleased to have people join you on your
tour and be gracious and warm with all visitors.
• Be a good listener: pay close attention to questions
• Be helpful: if you don’t know the answer to a question, write the
question down and get back to them.
• Know when to stop: sense when the group needs to change
direction or move on. Also, leave a little for the visitor to figure out,
leave them with a question, a thought to review.
• Have objectives: Know what you are going to do, why you are doing
it, and how you will measure your success.
• Maintain a professional attitude. Remember the reputation of CCC is
at stake.
• What visitors like: Sensory involvement, humor, new information
made understandable, an enthusiastic interpreter.
• What visitors don’t like: Dry lectures, an interpreter who talks too
much, a program that is too technical, long and unenthusiastic
presentations.
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THE COWICHE CANYON CONSERVANCY
The CCC Mission

To promote a healthy future for our community by conserving our heritage
of open space, scenic vistas, and riparian corridors from Yakima to the
Cascade foothills with interconnected recreational trails and natural
landscapes.

Who we are

Cowiche Canyon Conservancy is a local, non-profit 501 (c) (3) organization
made up of citizen volunteers from around the Yakima Valley. A meeting of
the membership is held annually. The organization is run by a Board of
Directors and standing committees. These committees are Acquisition,
Education, Recreation, Stewardship, and Sustainable Business.
An Executive Director manages the day to day operations, currently with
the assistance of an Operations and Special Projects Coordinator.

What CCC does

The Conservancy maintains its properties and trail systems, works to
maintain healthy ecosystem, and restores native habitat. The Conservancy
promotes the educational and recreational use of its properties.

Rules for Use of CCC Properties:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Trails are closed from dusk to dawn
Stay on established trails
No specimen collecting
Motorized vehicles prohibited
No overnight camping
No campfires
No bike or horse traffic when trials are wet
Discharge of firearms prohibited
Pack out what you take in
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AREAS MANAGED BY CCC
The Cowiche Canyon Preserve
Six miles northwest of downtown Yakima, Cowiche Creek winds between
the towering cliffs of Cowiche Canyon. Once a railroad line, this site is now
a 2.9 mile unpaved trail, from Weikel Road at the west end to Cowiche
Canyon Road at the east end.
The Canyon trial is framed with basalt and andesite rock as it winds to make
9 crossings of the creek. Lying in the rain shadow of the Cascade
Mountains, the arid shrub-steppe environment has evolved on the slopes
and uplands surrounding the canyon. In stark contrast, lush trees and
shrubs dominate the riparian zone along Cowiche Creek, which hosts an
important and mostly hidden world, including a remnant run of coho
salmon. Several hundred species of trees, shrubs, wildflowers, birds and
other wildlife flourish in the area.

Cowiche Uplands
The Cowiche Canyon Trail connects with the 1.0 mile long Uplands Trail,
accessible from the Scenic Drive trailhead. The Uplands Trail starts along
the lithosol and shrub-steppe zone and drops sharply down to the riparian
area of the Canyon along Cowiche Creek.

Snow Mountain Ranch
Snow Mountain Ranch encompasses 2,000 acres, with an elevation gain of
over 1000 feet from the South Fork of the Cowiche Creek to the summit of
Cowiche Mountain. There is a system of approximately 14 miles of unpaved
trails accessible from the parking lot on Cowiche Mill Road. A short trail
leads down to a bridge crossing Cowiche Creek and from there the trail
system provides a wide range of trails in varying length and elevation gain.
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Lying on a ridge of the Cascade Mountains, Cowiche Mountain and Snow
Mountain Ranch have a complex topography, including lithosol, shrubsteppe and riparian zones. These zones have a high biodiversity, including
shrub-steppe plants, wildflowers and a large variety of birds.

Cowiche Creek
Cowiche Creek is a major tributary of the Naches River that flows through
Yakima County. The creek’s headwaters are found 5,800 feet above sea
level in the Wenatchee National Forest. It makes a 33 mile journey through
the rain shadow of the Cascade Mountain Range before joining the Naches
River at a considerably lower 1,150 foot elevation.
Starting out in a mixed conifer forest, Cowich Creek descends into a “dry
forest” made up of Ponderosa Pine and Garry Oak before entering the
shrub steppe and irrigated farmlands just west of the city of Yakima.

CULTURAL HISTORY
Cowiche Canyon
The 20th century history of Cowiche Canyon begins in 1909 with the
purchase of land adjacent to Cowiche Creek for $5,054 by Northern Pacific
Railway to run a five mile rail line to the productive fruit orchards in Naches
Heights, and the agricultural lands around the towns of Cowiche and
Tieton. Building a rail line through Cowiche Canyon was a challenge. The
Cowiche branch of the railroad crossed over the large siphon of the
Congdon ditch and proceeded upstream through the andesite and
Columbia River basalt rock that form the canyon walls. The railroad was
finally completed in 1923 and operated until 1984 when the line was
abandoned. Alongside the existing Cowiche Canyon Trail, one can
sometimes see ties from the original railroad and the remnants of the old
wagon trail that preceded the rail line.
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Cowiche Canyon Conservancy, the Organization
A group of local outdoor enthusiasts, recognizing that abandoned rail lines
make good trails, saw an opportunity to obtain a right of way and develop a
trail for public use that would also protect the natural beauty of Cowiche
Canyon. Cowiche Canyon Conservancy was incorporated on April 29, 1985
with the original directors, Daniel G. Patten, Tom Rehfield, Douglas W.
Johnson, Christine Jessup and Mari L. Hoffman.
The development of the2.9 mile trail was not without a lot of hard work for
the volunteer members of the board, with setbacks along the way,
including the removal of three bridges. In November 1987 CCC acquired
the right-of-way from Glacier Park Company, the holding company for
Northern Pacific Railroad, for the sum of $1,000. From 1987 to 1990 CCC
prevailed over several legal challenges and, with the court’s approval, the
Cowiche Canyon Trail became a reality in 1990. CCC has continued to
acquire parcels of land adjacent to the canyon from willing sellers in order
to broaden the protection of the watershed.
In 1991, with the help of Pacific Power and many volunteers, Bridge #8 was
replaced with a footbridge. The entire trail is now accessible, with the use
of the old county road, to get around missing Bridges 9 and 10.
Additionally, a trail was constructed from Scenic Drive, though Bureau of
Land Management property and adjoining tracts owned by Bill Shields, to
connect to the main trail. The latest 0.5 mile trail addition runs from
Bridge #8 up the north canyon wall to Wilridge Winery on Naches Heights.
The canyon trail is marked at the Weikel Road trailhead with an
informational kiosk and a large sign trailhead, donated by REI. The west
end of the trail has a parking lot off Weikel Road. The east end has a
parking lot at the end of Cowiche Canyon Road.
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Snow Mountain Ranch
In 2005, CCC purchased 1600 acres on the north side of Cowiche Mountain,
including a reach of the South Fork of Cowiche Creek, known as Snow
Mountain Ranch. The acquisition was made possible through the
collaboration of the Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Bonneville Power
Administration and Trust for Public Lands. CCC’s ownership of Snow
Mountain Ranch provides public access to a unique section of shrub-steppe
habitat, a rapidly disappearing ecosystem in the arid lands of Central
Washington. As a tributary of the Yakima River, the South Fork of Cowiche
Creek also serves as an important spawning stream for anadromous fish.
With additional land acquisition from willing landowners, Snow Mountain
Ranch now encompasses approximately 2000 acres. As a condition of the
purchase, two diversion dams used for ranch irrigation were removed and
active stream side riparian restoration was begun. The dam removal
opened up an additional 125 square miles of salmon/anadromous fish
habitat to the Yakima River watershed. Additionally, CCC has begun an
ambitious program to return the impacted area of the ranch to native
vegetation and eradicate invasive weeds. By 2010, a system of trails was
constructed with trail markers and an informational kiosk adjacent to the
new concrete bridge.

The Gilbert Family
Snow Mountain Ranch (originally Three Bar Ranch) was purchased from
Carol-Anne de La Chapelle, the niece and one of five heirs of Elon James
Gilbert (1897-1978) and Joan Sprague Gilbert (1901-1981). Elon Gilbert
was the son of Horace M. and Marion Richey Gilbert, well-known Yakima
Valley pioneers. Their family businesses, the H. M. Gilbert Company and
the Richey Gilbert Company were mainstays of the Valley’s fruit growing,
packing and shipping industry. Elon was well educated and had
considerable personal magnetism. He was student body president at the
University of Washington in 1920 and received an MBA from the Harvard
Business School. Joan Sprague Gilbert was a graduate of the University of
Washington where she studied interior design. She attended the Parson
School of Design in New York City and spent time in Europe studying art.
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The ranch was purchased for the Gilberts in 1944 by Joan’s brother,
Hollister T. Sprague and the Gilberts moved to the ranch in the late 1940’s
after the tragic death of their only child, Jennifer, from spinal meningitis at
age 12 years. Sprague transferred ownership of the property to his sister in
1958/59. The Gilberts called Cowiche Mountain “Snow Mountain” which
led to the naming of the ranch. SMR was primarily a cattle and horse
ranch, with irrigated bottom lands used for production of hay and pasture.
In his sixties, Gilbert raised a variety of cattle, including Herefords,
Charolais, possibly Angus, as well as Welsh ponies and Arabian horses. A
compiled history of the Gilberts by Jim Fitch is available in the CCC archives.

William O. Douglas
William O. Douglas, the longest serving justice of the U.S. Supreme Court,
and a resident of Yakima in his early years, was a regular visitor at SMR and
a longtime, close personal friend of Elon Gilbert. They attended school
together, went on frequent hikes in the shrub- steppe and Cascades,
enjoyed horse riding expeditions, and also traveled much of the world
together. Douglas loved his yearly visits to SMR, typically in June after the
U.S. Supreme Court term ended. Legend has it that Douglas stayed in the
back room of the existing barn at SMR. Douglas collected many wildflower
specimens from SMR and preserved them for his enjoyment. His pressed
wildflowers are on display in the Library of Congress, the William O.
Douglas display at the Yakima Valley Museum and some remain in the
possession of Cathy Douglas Stone, Douglas’ widow.

William O. Douglas Trail
The proposed William O. Douglas Trail is intended to honor the legacy of
William O. Douglas and his love of the landscapes surrounding the City of
Yakima and the Cascade Range. The route will wend its way from the
streets of Yakima, through the shrub-steppe hillsides, through the riparian
habitat of Cowiche Canyon, across the wildflower fields of Snow Mountain
Ranch, westward into the foothills of the Cascades and finally ending at the
feet of the queen of the Cascade Range, Mount Rainier. CCC has adopted
the William O. Douglas Trail project and will continue to work to provide
access for the full 75 miles of proposed trail.
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Native American Connections
Native Americans inhabited the Cowiche Creek watershed for thousands of
years. They traveled across the watershed as part of their seasonal round
to hunt, fish, and gather traditional foods such as roots and huckleberries.
The Cowlitz Pass Trail is an ancient Indian route travelling west from
present-day Yakima, paralleling Cowiche Creek, ascending and crossing the
Cascade Crest at Cowlitz Pass (5,200 ft), and skirting the south side of Mt.
Rainier before dropping into the Cowlitz River Valley. During the Yakima
Indian War (June 1856), over 1000 U.S. Army soldiers camped next to
Cowiche Creek at the former Kwi-wy-chas Indian village (now Cowiche),
using Indian trails to pursue the Indians. The war ended in 1858, and the
Indians were relocated to the Yakama Indian Reservation.
At the signing of the Treaty of 1855, which took place near present day
Walla Walla, Washington, 14 tribes and bands were confederated into the
Yakama Indian Nation. Of the original 10.8 million acres of Yakama lands,
1.3 million acres were set aside by the Treaty of 1855 as the Yakama
Reservation. All the remaining land was “ceded” to the United States
Government in exchange for rights, privileges and guarantees which
Yakama tribal members exercise today.
Yakama ancestral subsistence methods include gathering of traditional
foods, fishing and hunting. Gathering of native roots and plants was done
using the “kapin” or digging stick. The edible parts may be tubers, corms,
bulbs, tuberous roots and even underground sprouts. Plants were usually
harvested between March and June and also in late summer and fall. This
harvesting tradition carried out by women was an important element in the
Indian diet.
Today, many of these native vegetation species have been reduced to areas
of restoration, due primarily to the spread of modern agriculture and
introduction of invasive species.
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Euro-Americans and Agriculture
Euro-American settlers began arriving in the late 1850’s, occupying former
Indian villages and camps along Cowiche Creek. Settlers crushed the native
shrubs, flowers, and grasses to create pastures for their cattle. Farms and
fruit orchards were started in the late 1800’s but required irrigation
because of the low annual precipitation of 8-10 inches of rain. Individual
irrigation ditches were dug in the 1870’s to divert water from Cowiche
Creek. In 1905, Congress passed the Federal Reclamation Act and in 1910,
the Yakima Irrigation Project started delivering large amounts of water to
Cowiche area farms from the Tieton River diversion near Rimrock Lake,
although many growers along Cowiche Creek continued to depend on
water rights from the creek. Large swaths of sagebrush and bunchgrass
were cleared for planting apples, pears, and irrigated pasture.
Euro-American settlers established the town of Cowiche at the former
Indian village site of Kwi-wy-chas. In 1923 the railroad spur line through
Cowiche Canyon was completed to haul fruit from the Cowiche area to
Yakima and then on to markets across the country. In 1948, the town of
Tieton was incorporated at the end of the railroad line, and Tieton
developed into a thriving fruit packing and warehouse community.
Through the years many migrant workers have also settled in the Cowiche
area to work in orchards and the fruit packing industry.
Over the last century, agricultural production in the Cowiche Creek
watershed has been predominately fruit orchards, forage crops and
livestock grazing. Conventional farming in this arid climate required large
inputs of water and pesticides/fertilizers. Cowiche Creek supplied limited
amounts of irrigation water, but these diversions reduced in-stream creek
flows and created barriers to anadromous fish migration, eliminating the
salmon fishery. Between 1905 and 1957, lead arsenate was used in
orchards to control the coddling moth, leaving some residual lead and
arsenic in soils. There is an emerging trend in the area to switch to organic
farming practices and a there is a growing eco-tourism economy. As an
example, Wilridge Vineyard/Tasting Room Yakima, above Cowiche Canyon,
uses biodynamic farming practices and offers organic wines.
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NATURAL HISTORY
GEOLOGY
There are two kinds of rocks at Cowiche Canyon: Columbia Basalt and
Tieton Andesite. Only the Columbia Basalt is found at Snow Mtn Ranch. It
forms the columns and shale on the south and lower north sides of
Cowiche Canyon and the row of columns at Snow Mountain Ranch. It is
known as flood basalt because when it erupts it is very runny (like pancake
batter). Between 17 and 13 million years ago huge amounts of it
repeatedly poured out of fissures in the earth in the area where
Washington, Oregon, and Idaho come together, flooding most of eastern
Washington and Oregon and much of Idaho’s western edge. It was so hot
and runny that some of it flowed all the way down the Columbia River to
the ocean. (Haystack Rock at Cannon Beach is Columbia Basalt that came
out of the ground in Idaho.) When such a large area is flooded by basalt,
geologists refer to it as a flood basalt province. To give you some idea of
how much basalt erupted, over time it covered 200,000 square miles and at
Cowiche Canyon, which lies at the western edge of the Columbia Basin, the
basalt is 6000 feet deep.
But if basalt is everywhere, why is Columbia Basalt considered to be world
class? It is world class because basalt seldom erupts on a continent – it
usually comes out under the ocean. And, at some 200,000 square miles,
the Columbia Basin is one of the largest flood basalt provinces in the world.
(There are only 3 other provinces that are larger: one in Siberia, one in
India, and one in South America). And the individual flows within the
Columbia Basalt are the world’s largest individual basalt flows. Sometime
after the basalt flows ended, pressures from the movement of the Pacific
and North American crustal plates against each other folded the western
portion of the Yakima Basin into a series of east-west ridges called the
Yakima Fold Belt by geologists. The Cowiche Canyon uplands and Cowiche
Mountain are part of the fold known as Yakima Ridge.

13

Finally, a million years ago what we now know as the Goat Rocks west of
Yakima was a large volcano like Mt. Rainier. A little less than a million years
ago a lava rock called andesite erupted from the Goat Rocks and flowed
down the Tieton and Naches Rivers to what we now call Painted Rocks.
Geologists call this rock the Tieton Andesite. It forms the more convoluted
shapes on the top of the north side of Cowiche Canyon as well as the cliffs
at Royal Columns and other places along the south side of the Tieton River.
Naches Heights is the top of the Tieton Andesite flow. Andesite is not as
runny as basalt (it’s more like molasses than pancake batter) because it has
more silica and other minerals and thus it usually does not flow very far
when it erupts– maybe a couple of miles or so. At almost 50 miles long, the
Tieton Andesite is the longest known andesite flow in the entire world.

SHRUB-STEPPE
The Shrub-Steppe is the most common habitat in the Columbia Basin, and
includes areas where scattered shrubs form a layer rising above the
bunchgrass. The relatively deep soils of this habitat can be found on slopes,
the less barren portions of ridgetops, and in drainages.
The word “steppe” refers to any extensive arid grassland and was originally
applied to the vast grasslands of central Asia. When naturalists first
encountered the dry lands of the intermountain west they found a country
similar to the steppes of Asia except that the predominant vegetation was
shrubs (especially sagebrush, antelope-bitterbrush, and rabbit brush), along
with the bunchgrasses, and so they called it “shrub-steppe” to distinguish it
from the “grass-steppe”.
Steppes are grasslands rather than forests because they do not receive
enough moisture to support large stands of trees. The Yakima area
receives 8 to 10 inches of moisture a year. The area is dry due to the rain
shadow effect of the Cascade Mountains. Warm, moist air blowing in off
the Pacific ocean cools as it rises over the Cascades, condensing into clouds
and dropping its moisture as rain or snow on the west side. Once across
the mountains, having lost most of its moisture, this air meets the warmer,
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drier air on the east side and the clouds dissipate, leaving us with mostly
warm, sunny skies.
The shrub-steppe ecosystem is far more complex that it first appears. It has
several distinct components including shrubs, grasses, wildflowers, and a
cryptobiotic soil crust. The dominant shrubs (like Big sagebrush, Stiff
sagebrush, and Bitterbrush) form a sort of canopy, providing shade while
catching bits of wind-blown debris. The space between shrubs is filled by
perennial bunch grasses such as Bluebunch wheatgrass. Wildflowers, both
annual and perennial, add variety and color.
Shrub-Steppe Habitat Zones: Within the shrub-steppe there are four
primary vegetative zones; the standard-type zone, the lithosol zone, the
talus zone, and the riparian zone. All four zones are present in both the
Cowiche Canyon Preserve and at Snow Mountain Ranch.
The Standard-type Zone: The standard-type zone is characterized by
moderately deep, somewhat sandy and/or gravelly soils. Here is where the
shrubs, bunchgrasses, and many wildflowers are found. Much of this zone
has been lost to cultivation, urbanization, or overgrazing. However, it is
found throughout the Cowiche Canyon Preserve and the Snow Mountain
Ranch.
The Lithosol Zone: Lithosol literally means “stone soil”. This zone is
characterized by a crumbly, dry habitat with only a thin layer of soil.
Because the dominant shrubs and grasses of the steppe are unable to grow
in this environment, less competitive but more environmentally tolerant
wildflowers are able to flourish here, giving the lithosol zone the most
spectacular spring wildflower display in the shrub-steppe. Plants of the
lithosol grow low to the ground and often form mats to protect themselves
from the hot sun and drying winds. This zone is also found throughout the
Cowiche Canyon Preserve and Snow Mountain Ranch.
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The Talus Zone: Throughout the shrub-steppe there are numerous rocky
outcrops and canyons. Many of the slopes of these features are covered
with talus, a mixture of coarse gravel and small boulders. These slopes
tend to be unstable and thus favor a particular combination of plants,
especially large shrubs such as serviceberry and wax currant. This zone is
found below the cliffs in Cowiche Canyon and in many of the draws at the
Snow Mountain Ranch.
The Riparian Zone: The riparian zone is that zone of lush vegetation
growing alongside the creeks, lakes, and seeps of the shrub-steppe. This
vegetation helps stabilize the stream banks, prevents erosion and cools the
water for fish. It also provides habitat for many species of plants and
animals that could not otherwise survive in the dry conditions of the
steppe. This zone is found along the banks of Cowiche Creek at both
Cowiche Canyon and the Snow Mountain Ranch as well as around the
edges of the pond at Snow Mountain Ranch.
Cowiche Creek is important fish habitat because it is so long and because it
is in the best condition of any of the small tributaries of the Yakima River
below the Yakima Canyon. The riparian area along Cowiche Creek in
Cowiche Canyon is a narrow strip of vegetation with clumps of Water Birch,
White Alder, Black Cottonwood and Quaking Aspen. There are a few single
large ponderosa pines along the trail that were probably carried down the
creek from the Cascades.
The riparian area along Cowiche Creek at Snow Mountain Ranch is a lush
community of shrubs and trees dominated by Black Cottonwood and
Peachleaf Willow, with a dense shrub layer of Red-osier Dogwood. A grove
of Oregon White Oak (Garry Oak) lies adjacent to the creek at Snow
Mountain Ranch. These are at their most northernly location in
Washington.
Cryptobiotic Crust: Covering the soil throughout the shrub-steppe is a
cryptoboiotic crust composed of lichens, mosses, fungi, algae, tiny insects,
diatoms, nematodes, arthropods, and algae. This microscopic life makes all
other life here possible. They grow to form an almost invisible web, a living
16

community that may be only 1/8 inch deep. Covering the otherwise
exposed dirt, this crust helps fix nutrients into the soil, prevent rapid
erosion from wind and water, and keep out invasive plants like cheatgrass.
This crust also soaks up moisture to prevent flooding and provides a
seedbed for new plants to grow. Because these organisms are microscopic,
it may take decades to produce a healthy, lumpy soil crust. These crusts
are so fragile that it may take only one footprint to destroy it.

NATIVE PLANTS AND WILDFLOWERS
Native Plants of the shrub-steppe region are made up of four vegetation
layers: shrubs, perennial grasses, wildflowers and a thin biotic crust
composed of lichens and mosses. They have adapted to the extreme
conditions of the Central Washington where there is little rain, strong
winds, summer heat and cold winters.

Shrubs

Sagebrush, rabbit brush and bitterbrush are the most common native
shrubs of Cowiche Canyon and Snow Mountain Ranch. The Big sagebrush is
a woody evergreen with narrow leaves that protects them from the drying
wind and heat. Sagebrush grows to about 4 feet tall, but can reach up to 10
feet.
Common Shrubs:
Big sagebrush
Bitterbrush
Desert buckwheat
Rabbitbrush
Red-osier dogwood
Serviceberry
Stiff sagebrush
Strict desert buckwheat
Thyme-leaf desert buckwheat

Artemesia tridentata
Purshia tridentata
Eriogonum heracleoides
Chrysothamnus nauseousus
Cornus stolonifers
Amelanchier alnifolia
Artemesia rigida
Eriogonum strictum
Eriogonum thumoides

Species in bold are on photo pages
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Grasses
Grasses have also adapted to the regions, low precipitation, wind and
extremes of cold and heat. Bunchgrasses are common. They grow mostly
in autumn, spring, and early summer when the soil is moist and go dormant
in summer. They are important in providing food for wildlife and
preventing soil erosion. A common invasive, non-native grass species is
Cheatgrass.
Typical native grasses:
Agropyron spicatum
Poa bulbosa
Poa cusickii

Bluebunch wheatgrass
Bulbous bluegrass
Cusick’s bluegrass
Species in bold are on photo pages

Wildflowers
A diverse and colorful spring wildflower display is characteristic of the
Lithisol Zone. Shrub-steppe wildflowers at Cowiche Canyon and Snow
Mountain Ranch start to blooming in March as the soil warms. The shrubsteppe wildflower show is relatively short because flowers must depend on
water stored in the soil over the winter. Blooming begins in warmer
lowland areas then shifts to the cooler slopes of surrounding hills and ridge
tops as spring progresses.
Hoover’s tauschia, a rare and threatened local endemic is found in the
Lithosol Zone at mid elevations of the Uplands. Some have also been
identified at Snow Mountain Ranch. It is particularly threatened by loss of
habitat.
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Examples of Perennial Wildflowers:
Bitterroot
Canby’s desert-parsley
Carey’s balsamroot
Cusick’s sunflower
Hood’s phlox
Cushion phlox
Death camas
Foothills onion
Goldstar
Grass Widow
Gray’s desert-parsley
Hoover’s tauschia
Long leaved aster
Rock lupine
Showy phlox
Purple sage
Rock penstamon
Sagebrush buttercup
Sagebrush violet
Piper’s desert-parsley
Showy penstamon
Yarrow
Yellow bell

Lewisia rediviva
Lomatium canbyi
Balsamorhiza careyana
Helianthus cusickii
Phlox hoodii
Phlox pulvinata
Zygadenus venenousus
Allium scilloides
Crocidium multicaule
Olysium douglasii
Lomatium grayii
Tauschi hooveri
Aster chilenisis
Lupinus saxosus
Phlox speciosa
Salvia dorrii
Penstamon gairdneri
Ranunculus glaberrimus
Viola trinervtata
Lomatium piperi
Penstamon speciousus
Achillea millefolium
Fritillaria pudica

Species in bold are on photo pages
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TREES
The riparian zone within Cowiche Canyon, and along Cowiche Creek at
Snow Mountain Ranch is a brushy “thicket” of low lying vegetation with
an overstory of Black Cottonwood. Just back from the cottonwood
stands, in the drier zone, Oregon White Oak (Garry Oak) fades to
Elderberry on the adjacent shrub steppe slopes.
Although trees below the Snow Mountain ranch occur only adjacent to
the creek, they are still an important component of the ecosystem.
Without the large woody debris, beavers could not establish their dams.
Shade and root structure further support fisheries habitat and prevent
excessive bank erosion. Perch and nesting habitat support a healthy
environment for all kinds of birds.
Within the wet zone of Cowiche Creek, under the cottonwoods, hikers
will find Chokecherry, Blackberry and a wide assortment of low lying
riparian vegetation. Quaking Aspen are also found along the Creek.
Water Birch is the predominant tree in Cowiche Canyon. It is
characterized by a dark, coppery brown bark that does not peel. Its
leaves are blunt or only slightly pointed and its twigs are covered with
warty glands. It grows only east of the Cascades and almost exclusively
along streams, springs, or othe watercourses. It sometimes reaches 45
to 50 feet in height and 10 inches in diameter.
Ponderosa Pine extends down from higher elevation, Fir stands along the
riparian corridor in scattered clumps. These groves are easily observed in
the Yakima River Canyon. Because pine has a deep tap root, individual
trees may occur anywhere from the direct edge of the creek back to
damp areas where soils and sun offer suitable growing conditions.
Individual Ponderosa trees and a few scattered stands remain in Cowiche
Canyon but settlement and farming pretty much stripped pine from
Snow Mountain Ranch. One, lone “ponderous” pine remains two miles
west of the ranch adjacent to the Cowiche Mill road and healthy stands
are encountered directly west of this sentinel. About thirty pine trees
remain in the Cowiche Canyon.
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Black Cottonwood is a soft “hard wood” characterized by the release of
large amounts of air borne “cotton” in late spring. Although Cottonwood
can grow to very large sizes, both in diameter and height, it is not known
as a long lived species. Branches start to self-prune almost as soon as the
tree breaks above adjacent vegetation. The resulting damaged areas and
trunk cavities attract wildlife for nesting and protection.
Peachleaf Willow is the only large willow east of the Cascades. It grows
along streams in rocky or gravelly soil and can reach a maximum height of
60 to 80 feet. Its distinctive leaves are shiny, long, narrow, and pointed
like a peach leaf. It is found along the creek at Snow Mtn Ranch, but not in
Cowiche Canyon. Because it grows straight and tall, the Peachleaf Willow
was important to the Native Peoples of the area as a source of timbers for
their winter longhouses.
Oregon White Oak (Garry Oak) is common along creeks in the transition
forest zone throughout southeastern Washington. Offering acorns to
wildlife, it is also a favored tree for wild honeybee colonies. Several bee
trees of this oak species have been identified at Snow Mountain Ranch.
If you are looking for these colonies, look for natural limb scar openings
on warm days when the colonies are active. These bees are very
aggressive during warm weather and should be given a wide berth.
Elderberry and Chokecherry are just two of the many brush species
found in East Washington riparian zones. Both were food sources for
native peoples and today they are an important food source for all kinds
of wildlife, from birds to coyotes. Native Americans harvested many of
these lesser known plants for utilitarian purposes, such as arrow shafts,
herbal and medical uses, and food.
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BIRDS
Birds of Cowiche Canyon
The Cowiche Canyon Trail follows Cowiche Creek in a narrow riparian zone
of trees and shrubs in which the common trees are Water Birch, White
Alder and Black Cottonwood. There are a few large Ponderosa Pines along
the trail, but too few to attract bird species. The dominant riparian shrub is
the Red-osier Dogwood. The conspicuous trailing shrub is the White
clematis. The low walls of the canyon have a lush shrub-stepped
community of plants. The steeper north walls of the canyon are of rugged
andesite.
On spring mornings in the Canyon, Yellow-breasted Chats and Lazuli
Buntings are common along the trial. The Canyon Wren, a permanent
resident, is seldom seen. But the song of this insect gleaner of cliff crevices
is a beautiful descending chant. Also heard over the noise of the creek is
another permanent resident, the Black-capped Chickadee. Overhead the
Violet Green and Cliff Swallows swoop. Listen for the melodic song of the
Western Meadow larks.
In the summer, Red-tailed Hawks, American Kestrels, Common Ravens and
Turkey Vultures soar. Spotted Towhees skitter in the bushes. Bullock’s
Orioles perch atop shrubs. Raucous Black-billed Magpies contrast with the
melodic Rock Wrens. The magpie, intelligent and mischievous is the
character wearing a “tuxedo” because of its striking black and white
plumage. Warbling Vireos and Orange crowned Warblers become
common also and are attracted to the Red-osier Dogwood. The dogwood is
also of great value as a food source for Varied Thrushes and Townsend’s
Solitaires.
Common Nighthawks can be seen on summer evenings all over Yakima
when they leave their nest in the uplands surrounding Cowiche Canyon.
Fall berries nourish Cedar Waxwings and Black-headed Grosbeaks.
American Robins invade the Canyon for the multitude of berries.
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Birds of Snow Mountain Ranch
Snow Mountain Ranch has four main habitats; the riparian zone along
Cowiche Creek of mainly Black Cottonwood and Peachleaf Willow, Garry
Oak woodland with a well developed shrub under story just north of the
creek, open fields of abandoned farmland being restored, and shrub steppe
habitat on the north flank of Cowiche Mountain.
The well-developed riparian zone flanks the creek. This healthy ecosystem
supports a rich diversity of birds. Spring’s colorful denizens serenade from
the riparian greenery: Bullock’s Orioles, Black-headed Grosbeaks, Yellowbreasted Chats. Colorful songbirds such as the Western Tanager, Blackheaded Grosbeak, Lazuli Bunting can be seen.
Lewis’ Woodpeckers harvest insects and nest in the oaks. Look in the oaks
also for Ash-throated Flycatchers. Lewis’ Woodpeckers are also seen in the
cottonwoods near the ditch bank. On the slopes right above the basalt
columns, there are often flocks of Black-billed Magpies.
The riparian zone is flanked by pastures, where a diverse insect population
attracts swallows and flycatchers. The fields harbor Killdeer and Wilson’s
Snipe. Red-tailed Hawks, Northern Harriers, Turkey Vultures, Prairie Falcon
and American Kestrels soar overhead. Common Nighthawks nest here in
the summer. Great Horned Owls nest here and fledgling owls can often be
seen during the day. On spring and summer nights, the Great Horned Owl
and Common Poorwill can be heard.
Sage Thrashers, Brewer’s and Vesper Sparrows and Horned Larks are seen
in the higher elevation shrub-steppe on the lower slopes of Cowiche
Mountain. Western Meadowlarks are common and the Loggerhead Shrike
has been observed.
In the pond, there are Wood Ducks, Blue-winged Teal and Mallards.
In the spring Snow Mountain Ranch has a large variety of neo-tropical
migrants. These often colorful birds include: Red-naped Sapsucker, Blackchinned and Calliope Humming birds, Olive-sided and Hammonds
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Flycatchers, Western and Eastern Kingbirds, Yellow-rumped Warblers,
Western Tanager, Lazuli Bunting and Bullock’s Oriole.
Snow Mountain Ranch is home to several species listed as threatened
including: Lewis’ Woodpecker, Prairie Falcon, Loggerhead Shrike and Sage
Thrasher. Other species such as Vaux’s Swift, Ash-throated Flycatcher,
Yellow breasted Chat and Brewer’s Sparrow are declining in parts of their
range. The high quality of habitat found on Snow Mountain Ranch will help
these and many other species from declining to the point of being
threatened.
Bird Species
Wood Duck
Mallard
Blue-winged Teal
Turkey Vulture
Northern Harrier
Red-tailed Hawk
American Kestrel
Prairie Falcon
Ring-necked Pheasant
California Quail
Killdeer
Wilson’s Snipe
Rock Pigeon
Mourning Dove
Great Horned Owl
Common Nighthawk
Vaux’s Swift
Black-chinned Hummingbird
Calliope Hummingbird
Lewis’ Woodpecker
Red-naped Sapsucker
Downy Woodpecker
Northern Flicker

Black-billed Magpie
Common Raven
Black-capped Chickadee
Rock Wren
Canyon Wren
House Wren
Townsend’s Solitaire
American Robin
Sage Thrasher
Cedar Waxwing
Loggerhead Shrike
European Starling
Warbling Vireo
Orange-crowned Warbler
Yellow-Warbler
Yellow-rumped Warbler
Wilson’s Warbler
Yellow-breasted Chat
Western Tanager
Black-headed Grosbeak
Lazuli Bunting
Spotted Towhee
Chipping Sparrow
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Olive-sided Flycatcher
Western Wood-Pewee
Hammond’s Flycatcher
Dusky Flycatcher
Western Kingbird
Eastern Kingbird
Horned Lark
Violet-green Swallow
Northern Rough-winged Swallow
Bank Swallow
Cliff Swallow
Barn Swallow
Steller’s Jay

Brewer’s Sparrow
Vesper Sparrow
Song Sparrow
Dark-eyed Junco
Red-winged Blackbird
Western Meadowlark
Brewer’s Blackbird
Brown-headed Cowbird
Bullock’s Oriole
House Finch
American Goldfinch
Evening Grosbeak
House Sparrow

Species in bold are on photo pages

REPTILES AND AMPHIBIANS
Reptiles seen at Cowiche Canyon and Snow Mountain Ranch are the Short
Horned Lizard and Fence Lizard.
One amphibian seen at Snow Mountain Ranch is the Pacific Treefrog.
SNAKES
The Western Rattlesnake is common at Cowiche Canyon and in much of
eastern Washington. It has a broad, triangular head that is wider than its
neck. The diamond-shaped pattern along the middle of its back and the
rattles on the tip of its tail help to identify it. Color patterns vary with
habitat and they can measure anywhere from 18 inches to 4 feet at
maturity.
The Gopher snake, also known as the Bull Snake, is often mistaken for a
rattlesnake due to its similarity in coloration, coiling, striking, and loud
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hissing. It can also vibrate the tip of its tail in dry grass or leaves. It is,
however, not a poisonous snake. It kills its prey by constricting.
Although often viewed as threatening, snakes are one of nature’s greatest
cohorts. They are an important indicator of a healthy ecosystem and they
also serve as a natural form of pest control and help manage rodent
populations. Remember to give them distance and give them respect.
To keep your family and pets safe around snakes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wear good hiking boots and loose fitting pants
Stay on established trails
Always walk with your dog on a leash, even if they are well behaved
Don’t let children run ahead
Be aware of your surroundings—watch where you are walking
Most snake bites occur when they have been provoked or startled—
If you see one, leave them alone
If a rattlesnake does bite, get medical help immediately—keep the
victim calm, restrict movement, and keep the affected area below
the heart

MAMMALS
The Yellow-bellied Marmot is seen in the rock slopes of Cowiche Canyon.
A loud piercing whistle can be heard coming from the rocks. This is the
marmot’s warning of danger. Feeding mostly on grasses and denning in the
rocks, the marmot emerges from hibernation in February and March.
Withered grasses and heat force into a summer sleep in June and, after a
late summer period of fattening, it begins a long winter’s hibernation in
August.
Beaver have been seen in Cowiche Creek at Cowiche Canyon and at Snow
Mountain Ranch.
Cougars have been seen in the Uplands. They are thought to be young
male cougars moving through in the spring looking for new territories.
They commonly come down out of the upper Cowiche/Tieton/Naches area
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to the west. They generally move back uphill as they encounter cars, dogs
and people. Cougars can cover huge territories quickly.
Small mammals at Snow Mountain Ranch include the Piute Ground Squirrel
and Vole.
Large mammals seen at Snow Mountain Ranch include Mule Deer, Elk and
Coyote.

FISH
Fish found in Cowiche Creek are Steelhead Trout, Coho and Spring Chinook
salmon and resident Rainbow Trout.
The diversion dam removal at Snow Mountain Ranch in the fall of 2005 was
an important step in the recovery of threatened steelhead in Cowiche
Creek by restoring fish access to 120 miles of Cowiche Basin.
An important part of the conservation work at Snow Mountain Ranch is the
protection of the stream corridor to reduce erosion and deposition of soil
fines into spawning gravels.
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BUTTERFLIES
Cowiche Canyon is home to one of Washington's rarest butterfly species,
the Lucia Azure Butterfly (Celastrina lucia). It is common in the Canyon
during April/May in most years, the only locality for it in the Yakima area
and one of the very few localities in Washington that you can find this
species reliably and in good numbers. The population at Cowiche can be
quite large in some years with many of the small blue butterflies seen flying
around red osier dogwood, the larval host. Consequently, Cowiche Canyon
is very important to the conservation of this species.
Snow Mountain Ranch also harbors a few butterfly species that are that do
not occur at other Yakima area sites. One of these is the 'Ruddy Copper'
which is bright orange and was fairly common at some locations within the
reserve during July.
Snow Mountain Ranch also appears to be an important breeding ground for
the Coronis Fritillary. This species has a fascinating life history involving
migration to the upper peaks of the Cascades during late spring, spending
the summer at high elevations and then returning to sagebrush country in
the Fall to lay eggs in the soil near desiccated violets. Caterpillars develop
on Sagebrush Violets during March-May with emerging adults congregating
then flying off to the mountains. Snow Mountain ranch appears to be one
of the best local breeding areas for Coronis Fritillaries with hundreds flying
during May-June as they emerge.
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Butterfly Species
Cowiche Canyon and Snow Mountain Ranch
Anise Swallowtail
Western Tiger Swallowtail
Becker's White
Spring White
Large Marble
Clouded Sulphur
Orange Sulphur
Purplish Copper
Ruddy Copper
Sheridan’s Hairstreak
Gray Hairstreak
Behr’s Hairstreak
Sooty Hairstreak
Western Tailed Blue
Lucia's Blue
Coronis Fritillary
Mylitta Crescent
Satyr Comma
California Tortoiseshell
Painted Lady
Common Ringlet

Papillo zelicaon
Papilio rutulus
Pontia beckeri
Pontia sisymbrii
Euchloe ausonides
Colias philodice
Colias eurytheme
Lycaena helloides
Lycaena rubida
Callophrys sheridanii
Strymon melinus
Satyrium behrii
Satyrium fuliginosum
Cupido amyntula
Celastrina lucia
Speyeria coronis
Phyciodes mylitta
Polygonia satyrus
Nymphalis californica
Vanessa cardui
Coenonympha tullia

Species in bold are on photo pages
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CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION
The Cowiche Canyon Conservancy conservation program follows two
principles to achieve lasting results—we acquire selected parcels from
willing sellers to protect the most critical habitat, and we restore lands that
are too degraded to support habitat. Over the last 25 years we acquired the
valuable habitat in Cowiche Canyon and Snow Mountain Ranch. Along with
the City of Yakima, more targeted lands along the route of the William O.
Douglas Trail have recently been purchased. Some of these lands were
overtaken by weeds, some had been converted to other uses in past times,
and some had structures that needed to be removed. These kinds of
conditions drive our restoration strategy: finding the biggest threats to
habitat, and doing restoration activities that return the land to a condition
that supports the birds, fish, mammals, butterflies, and snakes, that make
our preserves so rich.
CCC currently has two restoration programs underway at the Canyon and
Snow Mountain Ranch. The new sites along lower Cowiche Creek acquired
for habitat and trail development require a long-term restoration program,
and we’re working with our many partners to restore stream banks and
floodplain habitat. Funding from the Salmon Recovery Funding Board, the
Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program, and the Mid-Columbia
Regional Fisheries Enhancement Group has made it possible to get this
work done. This explains why fields are currently brown and barren on the
bottomlands at Snow Mountain Ranch, adjacent to Cowiche Creek.
CCC has also embarked on a six year long restoration project funded in part
by a grant from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to restore all the old fields
along Cowiche Creek. We have been helped by the North Yakima
Conservation District and the Regional Fisheries Enhancement Group on
this project, and as always, are delighted by the great partnerships that
make all of this work.
We need to eliminate all of the weeds that had invaded the old farm fields,
which means multiple years of broadcast treatments to knock out the
current and future crops of weeds. Once the weeds are in full retreat, we’ll
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reseed and replant the fields to native grasses and shrubs, allowing the
natural vegetation to reclaim its old territory. Volunteer hours are also
critical, not only for the land, but to help us secure grants by providing our
share of the project costs.

Shrub-Steppe Vegetation and Fire
Wildfires are a natural occurrence in shrub-steppe plant communities in
late summers. By July and August, the hottest months of the year, the
leaves and stems of shrubs, grasses, and flowers have been desiccated by
the heat and lack of moisture, making them susceptible to naturally caused
summer burning. Because rainfall is scant, lightning strikes easily ignite the
dry plants. If wind follows lightning, fire spreads rapidly.
Many shrub-steppe fires are not naturally caused. Some are ignited by
people tossing burning materials or by automobile accidents. Still others
are started as acts of arson. A large brushfire, thought to be caused by
arson, burned over 1200 acres at the Snow Mountain Ranch in July 2010.
This has forced CCC to reset the calendar for its habitat rehabilitation
projects there.
For the most part, native shrub-steppe grasses and wildflowers are
resistant to fire damage and quickly recover from burning. They can usually
resume growing the season following a burn because they sprout new
shoots from below ground. But burning kills shrubs, especially Big
sagebrush and Bitterbrush because new plants establish by seeding. If fire
chars aboveground parts of the shrubs, the foliage dies, so no seed can be
produced. Other shrubs such as Three-tip Sagebrush and Rabbitbrush
regenerate after fire because they sprout new shoots from their roots.
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SHRUBS & GRASSES

Antalope Bitterbrush

Big Sagebrush

Stiff Sagebrush
Desert buckwheat

Rabbitbrush

Serviceberry
Blossom
Red-osier dogwood

Red-osier dogwood

Strict Desert Buckwheat

Thyme-leaf
desert buckwheat
Photos by David Hagen

Bluebunch wheatgrass

WILDFLOWERS

Canby’s Desert Parsley
Bitterroot

Carey’s Balsamroot

Cushion Phlox

Cusick’s Sunflower

Goldstar
Death Camas

Foothills Onion

Gray’s desert parsley
Grass widows

Hoover’s Taushcia
Photos by David Hagen

WILDFLOWERS

Lupine

Showy Phlox

Long Leaved Aster

Purple Sage
Sagebrush Buttercup

Rock Penstamon

Sagebrush Violets

Yarrow

Yellow Bells
Showy Penstamon

Piper’s desert parsley
(Salt and Pepper)

Photos by David Hagen

Autumn Trees at
Snow Mountain Ranch

Black Cottonwood

Garry Oak

Peachleaf Willow
Quaking Aspen

Photos by David Hagen

BIRDS

Red-tailed Hawk

Turkey Vulture

Black-headed Grosbeak
Black-billed Magpie

Sage Thrasher
Western Meadowlark

Great Horned Owl
Lewis’ Woodpecker

Northern Flicker
Photos by George Vlahakis

BIRDS

Orange-crowned Warbler

American Goldfinch

Cedar Waxwing
Western Tanager

Black-capped Chickadee

Bullock’s Oriole

Spotted Towhee

Yellow-breasted Chat

Lazuli Bunting
Photos by George Vlahakis

BUTTERFLIES

Lucia’s Azure
Celastrina lucia

Becker’s White
Pontia beckerii

Gray Hairstreak
Strymon melinus

Sheridan’s Hairstreak
Callophrys sheridanii

Large Marble
Euchloe ausonides

Lucia’s Azure
Celastrina lucia female
Photos by David James

