The French-Glenn Livestock
Company was established

wm 1872 by Dv: Hugh Glenn
under the management of
Peter French. Over a period of
25 years, the ranch expanded
to 110,000 deeded acres with
land 1n the Blitzen, Catlow,
Diamond, and Happy Valleys.
30,000 additional acres of
public land was surrounded
by deeded land. This
wmcreased the ranch land base
to 140,000 acres, the largest
privately owned cattle ranch
wn the Unated States.

The Men

John William “Peter” French

Peter French was born on April 30, 1849 in Missouri. His
family moved to California where his father operated a
cattle ranch and later a large sheep ranch near Red Bluff.
When he was 20 years old he was hired by family friend
Dr. Hugh Glenn to work on his sheep ranch. His natural
leadership, competence and skill with horses and livestock
led to positions of increasing responsibility within the
Glenn empire. Well-liked by Glenn, the Mexican vaqueros
and the foremen with whom he worked, French quickly
became a dynamic, respected and important figure in the
Glenn ranching operation.

Peter French

Impressed by French’s work ethic, Glenn promoted
French to the position of “Boss” and sent him north into
Oregon to search for a suitable location to establish a
cattle ranch. Six vaqueros, a few ranch hands, a Chinese
cook and 1,200 young short-horn cows and heifers were
sent with French on his journey to Oregon. When the
men and herd reached the Blitzen Valley, French realized
that minimum effort would be required to transform the
valley into an efficient working cattle ranch. This was the
start of the largest privately owned cattle ranch in the
nation.

French had the advantage of sufficient capital from Glenn
to accumulate large herds of cattle and he constantly
worked to improve his stock breeds. He was the first
rancher in the basin to harvest native hay for winter
feed and continually enlarged natural hay lands. He also
had access to large seasonal labor forces. His ranch
operations were actually a blend of the traditional Texas
“open range” system and the more sedentary English/
European stock farming techniques — he combined the
cattle driving, branding and herding methods of Spanish
ranching with the breeding, feeding and enclosure
practices of northern Europe.

The Upper Blitzen Valley with P Ranch in the distance at left

The Land

The Buckaroo Hall of Fame

Buckaroo Corey Smith

William Hanley, a well-respected Harney County
cattleman, described Peter French as

“a little dapper man, with his cane, looked like a
dancing master. Slim built, wiry, never weighed over
125 pounds, had very dark hair and skin and very
brilliant dark eyes. Was all business, active and quick
of decision, always a real boss. Knew the country and
everything in it. Splendid vaquero [horseman/, good
with a rope, liked to ride an old worn saddle. He had
brought up many of the best vaqueros of California,
and everyone of his men had his own string of good
saddle horses and the best vaquero equipment. They
were all under his control, but always loyal to him. A
hard worker; kept going himself, and kept everyone else
going.”

In 1883 French married Dr. Glenn’s daughter Ella.
French and Dr. Glenn decided the couple would live

at the P Ranch, but when Peter and Ella reached
Winnemucca, Nevada on their way to the ranch, they
learned that Dr. Glenn had been murdered. Ella
returned to San Francisco without ever seeing the ranch.
She gave birth to French’s son Harold in San Francisco.
Neither Ella nor Harold ever visited the ranch. Ella
later divorced French.

Just before his death in 1883, Dr. Glenn gave Peter
French one-third interest in the ranch. French continued
to be part owner of the ranch until 1894 when the Glenn
heirs formed the French-Glenn Livestock Company
and he signed papers giving to the company his right,
title and interest to all lands in Harney County. The
Company then filed lawsuits against settlers on

the south side of Malheur Lake declaring that they
were homesteading deeded ranch property. When
other settlers crossed company land to reach their
homesteads, the directors denied them further access.

Edward Oliver, one of these homesteaders, shot Peter
French on December 26, 1897, after an argument over
access. His body was taken to Sod House Ranch. French
was 48 years old when he died. After the inquest his
coffin was transported to Red Bluff, California for burial.

After French’s death the ranch was managed as the
French-Glenn Livestock Company until debts forced
the sale of land in 1907 to Henry L. Corbett and C.E.S.
Wood of Portland.

Hugh Glenn
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Historic P Ranch, Headquarters of the French-Glenn
Lavestock Company (copied from a map by Caryn Talbot)
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The Ranch

The Round Barn

Constructed in the 1880s, the Round Barn is not actually
a barn but rather an enclosed corral designed to train
horses to pull wagons during high desert winters. Local
homesteader Nimrod Comegys was the lead carpenter
during construction of this unique structure. The interior
of the barn consists of a circular rock wall, constructed
from local rock and mud, and encloses a central stable
area. Juniper posts from Steens Mountain provide the
main support for the structure and ponderosa outriggers
support portions of the roof. The remainder of the
structure is built from lumber hauled to the site from

the Ranch’s mill at Harney. A second round barn was
constructed at the P Ranch, but was destroyed while in
private ownership. The Round Barn was owned until 1969
by the Jenkins Family and is now managed by Oregon
State Parks. The Round Barn is open all year to the
public.

P Ranch The RunBown

P Ranch, at the south end of the Blitzen Valley, was the
main headquarters for the Company and the residence
of Peter French. During his lifetime over 21 buildings
were constructed to facilitate ranch functions including
houses, a round barn, various sheds and barns, a store,
blacksmith shop, and machine sheds. A long barn, beef
wheel, hay derrick tripod, and corral remnants are the
only structures remaining from French’s time. Poplars,
cottonwood trees and the fruit orchard were planted
during French’s tenure at the ranch. P Ranch is open
whenever the Refuge is open to the public.

“Doghouse,” P Ranch

Building a Bigger Ranch

During the 25 years that Peter French managed the vast
cattle empire for Hugh Glenn, he helped build a ranch of
over 110,000 acres. In the late 1800’s there were five ways
to acquire land in the Harney Basin. All of these methods
were exploited by French and Glenn.

1. The Homestead Act of 1862

Under the Act the head of a household could claim 160
acres of land. The Homestead Act also allowed the head
of a household to claim 640-acre parcels, called Desert
Claims. Ranch employees also filed homestead and desert
claims. The ranch paid for improvements on the claims.
Between 1882 and 1889, ranch employees “proved up”
16,096 acres, which were then sold to the ranch.
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2. The Oregon Swamp Land Act of 1860

Under the Act, an applicant could claim 320 acres for an
amount ranging from $1.00 to $2.50 per acre. In 1878, the
State issued a Quit Deed to Hugh Glenn for 48,570 acres
of swamp land. By 1885, French and the Glenn heirs had
acquired another 22,055 acres of swamp land for $1.00 an
acre.

3. Purchase of Deeded Lands

The ranch purchased nearly 3,300 acres of deeded land

from ranches and homesteaders on the south side of

Malheur Lake, in the upper end of the Diamond Valley, at

Barton Lake, and in the Catlow Valley. The Catlow Valley

gcquisition included the Roaring Springs Ranch for just
10.00!

Sod House Ranch

Sod House Ranch

Sod House Ranch served as the headquarters for the Sod
House Division of the French-Glenn Livestock Company.
Situated at the north end of the Blitzen Valley the ranch
managed over a dozen fields. Ranch hands used water
diverted from the Blitzen River to irrigate over 9,000
acres.

The first development made at the ranch was a fence
constructed in 1878 in the Sage Brush Field. Ranch hands
camped in canvas tents for many years while they worked
in this end of the Blitzen Valley. When homesteaders
began moving to the south side of Malheur Lake, French
decided that the ranch needed a permanent ranch
presence. The large cottonwood and poplar trees were
planted between 1892 and 1894.

Sod House Ranch and the P Ranch were placed on the
National Register of Historic Places in 1972. It is open to
the public from mid-August through September.

Catlow Valley

This 1,300 square mile valley was the first area considered
by Peter French for the location of the new ranch.
However, after discovering more abundant meadows

to the north, he transferred the main operation to the
Blitzen Valley. Abundant springs issue from the base

of the rimrock lining the east side of the valley. Peter
French, John Catlow and David Shirk wintered their
herds of cattle on the valley floor during the winter. From
1905 to 1920, a dry-farming homestead boom drew many
would-be farmers to the northern Great Basin, including
Catlow Valley. Hundreds of optimistic people settled on
the sagebrush flats, dug wells, and attempted to grow
grains, although the high-elevation region’s short growing
season typically permitted only hardy rye to survive.
Catlow Valley’s dry-farm communities, often with simply
a school building and post office in a homesteader’s cabin,
included Blitzen, Berdugo, Catlow, Sageview, and Tiara.

Roaring Springs Ranch in Catlow Vlley

4. Scrip Land Purchases

The ranch was able to acquire more land by purchasing
40 acre parcels (scrip lands) from the State of Oregon
that bordered one another in a straight line either east
to west or north to south. French then fenced the outer
boundary of this property. Public lands located between
the scrip property and ranch-owned properties were
inaccessible to others, giving the ranch full control of an
additional 30,000 acres of public land.

5. Law Suits against Homesteaders

Peter French and French-Glenn Livestock Company

filed “Action of Ejectment” suits against 14 settlers on
the south side of Malheur Lake. Lawyers hired by the
Company tried to force homesteaders off land inside the
ranch boundaries or on land adjacent to the ranch. After
lengthy court cases, the homesteaders finally received
legal ownership to their homesteaded lands between 1902
and 1903 — nearly five years after Peter French’s death.




