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For more information on the Denman Wildlife Area 

contact: 
 

Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife 
Rogue District Office 

1495 East Gregory Road 
Central Point, OR 97502 

(541) 826-8774 
 

Siskiyou Environmental Education Center 
Southern Oregon University 

1250 Siskiyou Blvd. 
Ashland, OR 97520 

(541) 552-6876 
 

Oregon Stewardship 
(541) 770-2703 

www. Oregonstewardship.com 
 

Rogue Valley Audubon Society 
www.grrtech.com/rvas 

 
For more information on the Agate Desert Vernal Pools contact: 

 
The Nature Conservancy®of Oregon 

(541) 770-7933 

 
Welcome to the Denman Wildlife Area!   
 
The Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife 
(ODFW) manages these 1,920 acres for the 
benefit of all fish and wildlife species and to 
provide quality recreational and educational 
opportunities to the public.   
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Denman Wildlife Area - Historic Home for... 
 
...Native Americans 
The Takelma people lived in and around the 
Rogue Valley for nearly 5,000 years. Acorns, 
salmon, deer and the camas plant were staples 
of their diet. On October 7, 1855 the Lupton 
Massacre occurred in a Takelma village near the 
confluence of Little Butte Creek and the Rogue 
River, on what is now the Denman Wildlife Area. 
In 1856, at the end of the Rogue Indian Wars, 
the government relocated the Takelma people 
on the Siletz and Grand Ronde reservations.     
 
...Soldiers 

During World War II the government established 
Camp White in this area. The U.S. Army’s 91st “Fir 
Tree” Division trained here and subsequently 
fought in Italy from 1943 to 1945. Keep an eye out 
for remnants of training activities along the trail, but 
please leave them where you find them. 
 

...Wildlife 
In 1954 the government conveyed 1,760 acres of Camp 
White to the Oregon Game Commission specifying that 
the area be used only for wildlife management purposes. 
The Denman Wildlife Area was named in honor of   
Ken Denman, an attorney and conservationist who 
served 14 years on the Oregon Game Commission. 
ODFW authorizes fall hunts for deer, pheasant, quail and 
waterfowl. Otherwise, no firearms are permitted in the 
area. Check with ODFW for information on hunting 
seasons. Many Rogue Valley residents use the area to 
watch birds, study nature, fish and enjoy a quiet hike. 

 
Trail  History  
Jim Collins, ODFW Nongame Wildlife Biologist 
coordinated the development of this interpretive trail in 
1974. He collaborated with John Ifft of the Bureau of Land 
Management and its Young Adult Conservation Corps to 
make the trail a reality. Mr. Collins wrote and illustrated the 
original guide for the trail. The steel plated trail signs are 
historic artifacts of the trail itself. Some are missing, 
vandalized or the aspect they were marking is no longer 
observable.    

 

ODFW 

D 

CWMM 

SOHS #1167 
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Where will they spawn?   
The female salmon selects 
shallow gravel bars like the one 
downstream. She digs a nest, 
called a redd, with her powerful 
tail. She may dig several redds 
and lay up to 5,000 eggs! Male 
salmon fertilize the eggs as they 
are being laid.   
 
Egg Survival 

Very few of these eggs become adult salmon, however. Hungry 
Steelhead (anadromous trout) hang around redds when the bright 
orange eggs are being laid. Sculpin, Lamprey and other fish may 
be waiting too. The female must cover her eggs well with gravel 
to keep them hidden. They will hatch in anywhere from 80-150 
days. The incubation period is a critical time. Eggs need the well 

oxygenated water of the gravel to survive. It the gravel is inundated with silt 
and fine sediments, oxygen will be cut off and  the eggs will suffocate. 
 
Seafood To Go  
Migration and spawning exhaust the adult salmon. They have not eaten 
since they left the ocean to enter the river. Adults end their lives where they 
began, in their natal stream. As they decompose, their bodies contribute 
nutrients from the ocean to riparian ecosystems. Animals feeding on the 
carcasses transport these nutrients into the upland ecosystems. 
 
What happens in winter?   

Young salmon, called alevin, emerge from their eggs with a 
fat belly called an egg sac. They feed off 
the nutrients in their egg sac. In about 2-3 
weeks they use up their egg sac and will 

need to find their own food. At this point they are called fry.  
 
What do fry eat?  
Larval forms of Caddisflies, Mayflies and Stoneflies and other aquatic 
insects living on the river bottom provide a tasty meal and also serve as 
indicators of the health of this ecosystem.    
 
Fry Survival? 
The fry in turn may become lunch for the Great Blue Heron 
and Kingfisher who hunt the river. If the fry make it 
through the winter, they will begin their journey to the 
ocean in spring and start the cycle all over again!      

ODFW 

ODFW 

ODFW 

ODFW 

CW 
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Who’s Swimming Here?   
It depends on what time of year...   
River ecosystems are different from any others. 
The biota of the river not only  depend on the 
aquatic environment but on the terrestrial 
environment of its watershed. During their 
seasonal migrations, salmon inhabit many parts 

of the river. Monitoring their populations can tell us something about the 
health of the river. Salmon serve as indicator species and can help us 
learn how to protect this ecosystem we depend on for many resources.   

Rogue River 

If it’s spring... 
Spring Chinook Salmon are just 
returning from 2-5 years of feeding in 
the ocean, while juvenile chinook are 
heading to the ocean where they will 
feed and grow to 15 lbs. or larger 
before making their way back to 
where they were born.   
 

In the fall… 
Fall Chinook Salmon are joining the Spring Chinook, though as not many 
come this far up the Rogue. You are walking along river mile 132, which 
means we are  132 miles from the ocean as the river flows. That’s a long 
swim! Coho Salmon are returning  
from the ocean as well. They leave 
the river at different points to spawn 
in the tributary creeks like Little Butte 
Creek upstream.   
 
Homing In 

All of these salmon return to the place where they were born. 
They find their way by using their keen sense of smell and 
even the stars! Fish that are born in freshwater, live for a while 
in the ocean and return to freshwater to spawn are called 
anadromous.   

If it’s summer… 
the salmon will be looking for cold 
water. Where will they find it? In the 
shade of riparian trees and shrubs 
that overhang the banks, in the cool 
pools created by fallen logs and root 
wads, and at the mouths of tributary 
creeks which bring their cool waters 
to the main stem of the river.    

EW 

ODFW 

ODFW 

ODFW 

CA 
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The Denman Interpretive Trail  
The 0.7 mile loop takes about two hours to complete, depending on your 
pace. To access the trailhead on Tou Velle Road obtain a key for the gate, 
free of charge, at ODFW Rogue District Office. There you may pick up a 
species list as well as other information about the area. The trail may also be 
accessed through Tou Velle State Park, where restrooms and picnic tables 
are available. Refer to the map on the back cover to locate the ecosystems 
you’re passing through. Numbers indicate the approximate area where the 
ecosystems may be found. The guide is arranged as if you were beginning 
at the trailhead on Tou Velle Road, but you may use it any way that fits your 
visit. The trail is best suited for small groups to increase the chance of 
wildlife encounters and reduce disturbance of the area. 

Trail Ecosystems  
This trail loops through six ecosystems representative of those found 
throughout the Rogue Valley: pond, chaparral, Agate Desert vernal pool, 
oak savanna, marsh and the Rogue River. Ecosystems do not have 
distinct boundaries, but change with changes in the physical environment 
like soil type, elevation and availability of water. Explaining the complexity of 
any ecosystem is too big a task for a trail guide. So this one focuses on just 
one important element of each ecosystem it describes. For example, in 
describing the aquatic ecosystem of the pond, food web interactions are the 
focus. As you journey along the trail today consider this...   

 

Ecosystems are communities of  living 
things interacting with one another 
and their non-living environment.  

 

Be Alert! 
Ticks and poison oak are a part of the ecosystems you’ll be passing 
through, but you don’t want to interact with them! Long sleeves and long 
pants will offer some protection. Avoid brushing against vegetation and 
check yourself after your hike.  

Poison Oak  
is not an oak, even though its 
leaves appear similar to the 
rounded lobes of Oregon white 
oak. Poison oak is actually a 
member of the cashew family. 
All parts of the oak are capable 
of exuding oil which can cause 
a rash in sensitive individuals. 

Ticks  
are members of the class 
Arachnida, along with 
mites, scorpions and 
ha rves tme n . 
Ticks feed on  
blood and can 
s p r e a d 
disease. 

EW FL 
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Who’s eating whom? Follow the energy flow! 
Constructed by ODFW in the 1970s, this pond and the 
ones upstream provide habitat for waterfowl and many 
other organisms. The pond offers us a place to discover 
food web interactions.   
 
It all begins with the sun!        
Food production on earth begins with 
energy from the sun. Plants and algae 
are the primary producers in 
ecosystems. They absorb the sun’s energy 

and use it to make food in a process called photosynthesis. 
Plants and algae store food energy in their tissues. That energy is released 
when they  are consumed. Animals are the consumers and get their energy 
in a variety of ways. Primary consumers eat plants and algae. They are also 
called herbivores. Carnivores are secondary consumers that eat primary 
consumers. Omnivores are secondary consumers that eat plants, algae and  
other animals. Which one are you? 

Pond 

Energy 
= 

Food! 

Pond slime and other producers...  
The slippery green or brown goo 

that gives pond bottoms that 
slimy character is actually a 
very important producer in the 
pond’s food web. Periphytic  
algae form gooey colonies 

attached to pond bottoms and 
plants around the pond. Algae 

photosynthesize like plants. They are consumed by 
grazing consumers like snails and water insects.  
 
 
P h y t o p l a n k t o n  a r e  
microscopic algae, drifting 
passively in the upper 
layer of the pond’s water. 
They are the most 
abundant and  important 
producers in pond and 
l a k e  e c o s y s t e m s . 
Phytoplankton are consumed 
by zooplankton  
in the early links of the food chain.  
During photosynthesis algae release much of the 
oxygen that is available to aquatic animals.   

Zo What? 
 
 
 
 
                
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zooplankton, tiny 
animals moving freely 
throughout the water, 
are the pond’s 
primary consumers. 
They, in turn, are 
food for pollywogs 
and other secondary 
consumers. 

EW 

EW 

EW 

EW 
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Marsh Monarch 
The dominant plant in many marshes and other 
wet places is the cattail. Cattails tolerate the low 
oxygen and saturated conditions of the hydric soils 
found here. They are called emergent plants 
because their roots and rhizomes (horizontal, 
underground stems) grow in shallow water while 
their leaves, stems and flowers extend (emerge) 
above the water’s surface.  
 
Cloning Around 
Cattails are one of the first plants to colonize a wet 
area. Two reproductive strategies ensure their 
success, seed dispersal and cloning. Wind aids 
the pollination and dispersal of cattail seeds. The 
densely packed female spike may hold up to 
200,000 downy seeds! Once germinated, the 
cattail begins developing rhizomes. New cattails 
will sprout from these rhizomes in the first year. Rhizomes allow cattails to 
establish themselves quickly in new environments since the original cattail 
won’t set seed until its second year. Their multiple sprouts are clones of the 
original plant. Cattails can form huge clusters of these clones. One rhizome 
system was found to produce 100 clones in a year, forming a cluster 10 feet 
in diameter!  
 
Cattails for dinner?   
Muskrats, geese and beavers eat cattail rhizomes and young 
shoots. Native Americans ate the rhizomes and lower stems, 
made flour from the pollen of the male spike and roasted the 
immature green female spikes and ate them like corn on the 
cob. Birds may appear to be eating the seeds on a mature spike, but they 
are actually feeding on moth larvae growing in the seed heads.  

Marsh Mammals at Midnight! 
The fur bearing residents of the marsh are mostly active at night, but you can 
look for signs of muskrat, raccoon and even beaver. A tracking book will help 

you compare their tracks. Beaver dams are helping keep 
water in the marsh. Watch for stumps, trunks, and 
branches gnawed clean of bark. Beavers are considered a 
keystone species in the habitat modification of aquatic 
ecosystems. Although all species contribute something to 
the ecosystem they inhabit, keystone species play critical 
roles in the ecosystem’s structure, function and integrity. 
The loss of a keystone species greatly affects the other 
species in the ecosystem.        

PA 

ODFW 

ODFW 
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Wasteland or Wonderland? 
Water from the ponds above fills these low spots on 
the Rogue River flood plain, creating a flooded 
grassland called a marsh. Marshes are fragile, 
complex and  dynamic ecosystems. With their 
complexity hidden from view, many consider these 
precious wetlands “wastelands.” Yet, these 
ecosystems perform many vital functions and are 
one of the most productive ecosystems on earth.  

Marsh 

Ah, smell the aroma of nature’s recyclers at work! 
As the marsh’s organic matter dies and decays, it becomes 
detritus and reenters the food chain with the help of consumers 
called detritivores. They include detritus eaters like ants, 
termites and earthworms, and microscopic decomposers like 
bacteria, protozoa and other microorganisms. Decomposers are 
the agents of a process called fermentation, the breakdown of detritus in 
the absence of oxygen. One byproduct of this process is hydrogen sulfide 

that, when released into the air, gives marshes their 
characteristic rotten egg odor. Detritivore activity converts organic 
matter into nutrients available in the soil and water for primary 
producers. Detritivores are Earth’s original recyclers!   

Plants With a Purpose! 
Wetland plants absorb and recycle nutrients. They also trap runoff and 
sediment, holding moisture in the soil for slow release during dry periods.  
Sedges, rushes and grasses grow around the edges of marshes and other 

wet places. These plants are difficult to identify to 
species, but you can sort them out with the rhyme 
that refers to the shape of their stems.   
 
The spiny heads of teasel, an introduced 
exotic species, indicate areas that have 
been disturbed. The large area named 

on the map as the grain field is a disturbed area. ODFW sows grain 
there and floods it each year for the benefit of visiting waterfowl. 

Sedges have edges,  
rushes are round,  

grasses have joints  
all the way to the 

ground. 

Home Sweet Marsh  
The abundance of food, water and vegetative cover make the marsh critical 
breeding and rearing habitat for furbearers, deer, snakes, frogs, toads, 
turtles, salamanders, crustaceans, waterfowl and other resident and 
migratory birds. Marsh invertebrates like dragonflies, mosquitoes and 
spiders are food for many of these species.    

EW 

FL 

CA 

CA 

CA 
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Predators to watch for...  
Grebes, geese and Great Blue 
Heron may be seen foraging here 
throughout the day. If you’re very 
quiet you might be lucky enough to 
catch sight of a Western Pond Turtle 
basking in the sun.  

Garter snakes hunt prey on land and water looking for 
a tasty meal of fish, frogs, and small birds. 
 
Introduced Predators  

The frogs you hear squeaking as they plop into the pond 
are most likely Bullfrogs. They were introduced to the 
west in the 1920s or 30s and raised for human 
consumption of their meaty legs. Bullfrog tadpoles 
emerge in the fall and winter over. By the time the native 
tadpoles emerge in spring the Bullfrogs are bigger and 
more aggressive. They out compete the smaller natives. 
Bullfrogs also prey directly on turtle hatchlings, 
ducklings, other birds and small mammals. They have 
caused declines in populations of native species.  

That’s not scum!  
At least three kinds of plants may be found floating on the pond’s surface 
spring though fall. Dabbling ducks, (Mallards, Gadwalls, and Pintails) as well 
as surface feeding ducks (Teals, Shovelers) feed on these rich resources.   

Duckweed leaves float 
on the water’s surface 
while the roots dangle 
in the water. 
 

Plants need food too!  
Saturated, hydric soils like those around the pond are naturally low 
in nitrogen, a major nutrient needed for plant growth. Anabena, 
living among Azolla’s leaves, makes nitrogen available to aquatic 
plants through a process called “nitrogen fixation.” Its association 
with this nitrogen fixer makes Azolla valuable to commercial rice 
growers as a natural fertilizer. 

Azolla is a water fern with feathered leaves that turn red in the 
fall. It can become a weed in ponds by choking out other plants. 
Azolla can also help the other pond plants by hosting Anabena, a 

microscopic blue-green algae.  

Watermeals may be the 
smallest flowering plants in 
the world! They float around 
on the pond’s surface like 
little green bubbles of chlorophyll. EW 

EW 

EW 

EW 

ODFW 

IB 

CW 
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Fire...Friend or Foe? 
Moving from the moist pond environment 
you are entering the  chaparral ecosystem 
with its xeric soil. Xeric means “dry.” 
Organisms living here are adapted to 
seasonal drought. Chaparral ecosystems 
are characterized by shrubs that grow so 
thick you need “chaps” to walk or ride 
through them. The dominant shrub at this 
elevation is wedgeleaf ceanothus, known 

locally as buckbrush. Besides its ability to cope with dry conditions, it is 
also adapted to fire. Many ecosystems depend on periodic disturbance to 
keep them healthy. Historically, fire has played that role in the chaparral. 

 
Rising From the Ashes 
Although, wedgeleaf ceanothus can be destroyed by fire it  
regenerates vigorously from seed. Its seeds are specially 
adapted to live for many years in the soil. They are 
serotinous, which means they need heat from a fire to 
stimulate their germination. The first year after a fire 
countless seedlings will appear. If not consumed by 
herbivores they become the new generation. Plants in 
chaparral ecosystems that are not “disturbed”  by fire lose vigor and can 
then offer only poor nutrition to browsing animals. Human development near 
chaparral ecosystems has created a need for fire suppression. 

Home in the Chaparral 
The wedgeleaf ceanothus offers food and cover for many 
species of wildlife in the chaparral ecosystem. Its seeds 
are eaten by birds, squirrels, mice, rabbits, and insects. 
Deer are the primary consumers of wedgeleaf ceanothus. 
They browse its leaves and twigs throughout the year. In 
spring the new growth is tender and highly palatable. In 
summer and fall  when grasses have dried out the leaves 
and twigs are still available to 
provide deer with protein and 
vitamin A. Wedgeleaf ceanothus 
does not lose its leaves and 
continues to offer food in winter.   
 

A big-eared mouse makes its home in the cover of 
wedgeleaf ceanothus where it hides, feeds and 
nests. Its close association with this ecosystem has 
earned it the name chaparral mouse. In other 
areas it is known as pinyon mouse.  

Chaparral 

EW 

FL 

IB 
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Where have all the acorns gone?   
Western Scrub Jays eat acorns in a mutualistic 
relationship with the oaks. How does this benefit the 
trees? Jays don’t eat all the acorns they harvest. They 
hide the acorns in the soil or leaf litter and don’t always 
remember where they put them. Great oaks from 
forgotten acorns grow and the oak gets help spreading 
its fruits around.  

Oak “predators”  
The Acorn Woodpecker’s relationship with the oak is not as 
mutualistic as the jay’s. The clown-like Acorn Woodpeckers live 

in large, noisy, family groups and hoard 
thousands of acorns in the bark of trees 
where they can’t germinate. These trees 
are called granaries. Sometimes  
woodpeckers create a granary in a tree 
that eventually rots and falls to the forest 
floor where the acorns can then set root. 
Look for them along the trail. A spectacular granary 
in a ponderosa pine may be seen from the last 
parking lot in Tou Velle State Park.   

Why are some oaks green in winter? 
Evergreen live oaks do exist, but  are not native to the 
Rogue Valley. If you’re seeing clusters of small green 
leaves on the oaks, you’re looking at mistletoe. 
Gathered in winter to cheer up our homes, mistletoe 
has a parasitic relationship with Oregon white oak 

and other trees in our region. Mistletoe’s modified roots 
penetrate and persist in the tissues of the oak robbing it of 
water and nutrients. Mistletoe seeds are encased in a sticky 
white fruit that helps them travel on beaks and feet of birds 
who end up spreading this parasite around the valley.  

Oh my(corrhyza)! 
Critical to the health of this and 
other ecosystems are many kinds 
of fungi that form an association 
with plant roots called mycorrhyza. 
The mycorrhyzal fungi form a living 

network throughout the soil and help the oak 
(in this case) get nutrients and water. The oak 
shares its nutrients with the fungi in this 
mutualistic relationship.  

Black or White? 
Hidden among the white 
oaks along the trail are at 
least two California black 
oaks, whose acorns were 
preferred by the  
Takelma. Try to 
find a change in 
bark and pointed 
leaf lobes. 

EW 
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What’s the Connection? 
One kind of interaction among living things 
in an ecosystem is called symbiosis. The 
trees in this savanna offer living lessons 
on three kinds of symbiosis found in nature 

Oak Savanna 

What’s on that leaf?   
The little spotted ball on the underside of the white oak’s 
leaf is one of the many galls that oak trees make. A gall 
is a structure produced by a plant in response to the 
chemical secretions of insects that pierce its tissues. In 
the case of the Oregon white oak, a tiny wasp from the  
Cynipid family lays its eggs in the midrib of the oak’s 

leaf. The oak grows a gall around the wasp’s 
larvae that both protects and feeds the growing 
wasps. This is an example of a parasitism because the wasp (the 
parasite) benefits and the oak (the host) is harmed through loss of 

nutrients. 

Why are the trees so shaggy?  
Lichen and moss cover oak branches and 
trunks giving the trees a shaggy appearance. 
The lichen and moss use the branches for 
structure to grow on without helping or 
harming the oak. This is an example of a 
commensalism where one organism benefits 

and the other is not affected. Lichen and moss provide food, shelter and 
nesting material for many kinds of wildlife. Birds especially like to forage for 
insects living among the lichen and moss.  
  
Life Partners 
A lichen is actually an association of two organisms living 
together in a classic example of mutualism - a relationship 
that benefits both organisms. One partner is a fungus that 
provides structure for the organism. The other partner may be 
an algae or cyanobacteria (blue-green algae). Either of these 
two will become the photosynthetic partner to the fungus 
providing nutrients to the organism. Lichens are distributed 
worldwide on plants, rocks and soil. They are very sensitive 
and are used as biological indicators of air pollution.      
   

Parasitism 
     Mutualism 
         Commensalism 

Oregon white oak’s leaves, branches, trunk, fruit and roots tell the story.  

EW 

FL 

EW 

EW 
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Bucks in the Brush! 
Deer like to eat buckbrush. They like to 
hide in it too and you are unlikely to see 
them on your walk today. You may, 
however, be able to use your tracking 
skills to find where they’ve been. 
Look for… 
• branches with chewed tips   
 
• two-toed hoof prints 
 
• small piles of deer scat on 

the ground.  
 
You may even be able to detect their 
paths worn through the brush. The deer  
found here, west of the Cascades, are 
Black-tailed Deer.   

Birds in the Bush!   
Watch for California Quail, Mourning Doves and 
Spotted Towhee searching the soil for wedgeleaf 
ceanothus seeds.   

 
 
 
Wrentits, Bewick’s Wrens, and Lark Sparrows may be 
foraging among branches for insects and spiders.   
 
 

 
In winter keep an eye out for White-crowned and  
Golden-crowned Sparrows. 

Human Uses 
Historically, Takelma women periodically set fire to the 
chaparral. This practice improved the browse for the deer they 
depended on for many things. They also boiled wedgeleaf 
ceanothus leaves to make teas and medicine. They used its 
pungent spring flowers to make soap.   

 
Takelma men used buckbrush branches to make fish 
weirs and dams that helped them trap and harvest the 
river’s abundant salmon and steelhead . 

EW 
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From Volcanoes to Vernal Pools 
The nonliving (abiotic) 
environment influences 
living things (biota) within 
an ecosystem. The 
environment of the Agate 
Desert strongly affects  
life in the vernal pool 
ecosystem. Let’s find out 
how. It’s an age old story. 

Ancient Agates  
The stones beneath your feet were once part of the 
volcanic Cascades formed millions of years ago. 
Cascade lavas are rich in silica, a water soluble 
component of glass.   As lava weathers, water dissolves 
silica and flows into cavities in the rock called vugs. 
When the water evaporates, the silica crystallizes into 
agate. How did agate get to the Rogue Valley?   

Cascade Waterslide  
During the Pleistocene ice age glaciers, huge rivers of ice, 
covered much of the northern hemisphere including the 
Cascades. Glaciers crushed and ground the agate-bearing 
rock into boulders, cobbles and gravel. As the glaciers 
retreated the Rogue River, Antelope Creek and Dry Creek 

carried the rocks down and left them on the floor of the Rogue 
Valley. You are standing on a terrace of loose rock recorded to 
be 36-63 feet  deep! This gravel terrace covers 32 square 
miles and is one of the main abiotic features of the Agate 
Desert. Look for more evidence of the terrace in the road cut 
as you walk the trail along Tou Velle Road.   

Landforms, soil and gophers set the stage... 
Mounded Prairie is another name for the landform 
of the Agate Desert. No one is sure how the subtle 
mounds that pattern the surface of the Agate 
Desert formed. Possible explanations include 
weathering, erosion and even pocket gopher 
activity, which is still visible today.   

 
Duripan is an impermeable layer of soil found throughout the Agate Desert. 
It formed when dissolved silica, other minerals and suspended bits of clay 
trickled down through the gravel terrace. The particles cemented together 
and created a waterproof barrier. This 9-30 inch layer is what holds water in 
the low areas between the mounds creating the vernal pools.    

Agate Desert 
Vernal Pools 
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Is it really a desert? 
Early settlers to this area gave it the name Agate 
Desert. The thin, rocky soils and hot, dry summers 
make it difficult for large plants and trees to grow here, 
giving it the appearance of a desert. A desert is 
classified as an area receiving less than 10 inches of 
annual rainfall. On average, the Rogue Valley receives 

about 19 inches of rain each year so, no Virginia, it’s not a desert. But with 
summer high temperatures reaching 100 degrees it just feels like one!   
  
Life in the Vernal Pools  
owes its existence to the duripan soil. Water  from winter and spring rains is 
held in the pools until it evaporates in late spring. Vernal means spring and a 
few weeks are all the time a remarkable assemblage of organisms has to go 
about the business of living. These organisms have adapted to the seasonal 
dry periods in several ways.   
Permanent Residents spend their entire life in the 
temporary pool. Their life cycles are shortened to allow 
them to complete the cycle before they lose their aquatic 
home. Other strategies are to burrow into the soil or create 
a mucous covering. The federally listed Vernal Pool Fairy Shrimp forms 
resting eggs called cysts. Its offspring live as cysts for many years in the 
bottoms of vernal pools. Their hatching is a biotic reaction to the right abiotic 
conditions of temperature, oxygen and moisture.  
Temporary Residents include insects and amphibians that spend their 
juvenile life stages in the wetted pools, but emerge and disperse as adults 
before the pools dry out.   

 
Native Wildflowers & Introduced Noxious Weeds 
compete on the dwindling mounded prairie for habitat. Cheatgrass, 
Medusahead and Star Thistle are found with ease. You’ll have to 
look more carefully to find the Large-flowered Wooly 
Meadowfoam  and Cook’s Desert Parsley, two federally 

protected natives found on the Denman Wildlife Area and local preserves of 
The Nature Conservancy ®. 

Mitigation  
Humans rather than natural processes have created the pools along the trail.   
When people build over wetlands certain federal laws require that they make 
up for (mitigate) that lost habitat by creating new wetlands 
elsewhere. That is a difficult task. This landscape was an 
experiment in habitat construction. The construction of 
these pools was planned to mitigate the effect of wetlands 
lost when Jackson County Medford International Airport 
expanded its runway in 1999.    
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	Wasteland or Wonderland?
	Water from the ponds above fills these low spots on the Rogue River flood plain, creating a flooded grassland called a marsh. Marshes are fragile, complex and  dynamic ecosystems. With their complexity hidden from view, many consider these precious wetlands “wastelands.” Yet, these ecosystems perform many vital functions and are one of the most productive ecosystems on earth. 
	Plants With a Purpose!
	Wetland plants absorb and recycle nutrients. They also trap runoff and sediment, holding moisture in the soil for slow release during dry periods. 
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