
Understanding Local Ecological Context through Historic and Contemporary Vegetation Maps
An overview of Oregon's vegetation map and data products for vineyard managers

Figure 2. Historical vegetation classes in the Willamette Valley, 
Oregon, based on General Land Office survey data, 1851-1910.
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Figure 1. Generalized Vegetation of the Willamette Valley. Above is the 2024 National Land Cover Database and below is a 1851-1937 
generalized composite historic vegetation map (Brunner et al. 2024). 

Forests

Riparian and Wetland Forest — Riparian and wetland forest occurred in bands of varying width along floodplains of larger 

streams and rivers. Riparian and wetland forests were composed mostly of fire-intolerant deciduous trees and shrubs, 

sometimes in very dense stands. Early successional species such as willow, red alder, white alder, and black cottonwood 

typically occurred along active channels, with Oregon ash, bigleaf maple, and white oak occurring on higher terraces. Extensive 

areas of riparian forest have been lost to agricultural and urban development, and typically only a narrow band of forest 

remains along larger rivers where historical stands were much wider. 

Coniferous Forest —Upland coniferous forest formed the major vegetation cover in the northern portion of the valley and 

around the margins of the valley adjoining the Cascade Range and Coast Range. Drier sites supported monotypic stands of 

Douglas-fir, or mixtures of Douglas-fir, incense cedar, ponderosa pine, chinquapin, and madrone. Mesic sites in the northern 

part of the valley and at higher elevations supported mixed conifer forest with various combinations of Douglas-fir, western 

hemlock, western red cedar, grand fir, bigleaf maple, dogwood, white oak, and red alder. Fire suppression has enabled forest 

vegetation to expand its extent in the valley dramatically since 1850.

Oak-Pine Forests—Upland forests were dominated or co-dominated by white oak, black oak, or ponderosa pine. Depending on 
site and fire history, forests dominated by oak and pine included various combinations of Douglas-fir, western red cedar, 
western hemlock, bigleaf maple, white oak, red alder, Oregon ash, and dogwood. 

Prairies
Prairie occupied a variety of landscape positions but was best represented on the Wilamette 
Valley floor and on south facing slopes of lower foothills. Both soil moisture extremes and fire 
excluded trees and other woody vegetation. Prairies were often surrounded by concentric zones 
of savanna or woodland where, presumably, fire frequency diminished. This vegetation class has 
a long history of human influence and less than 2 percent of the former extent of these 
ecosystems are estimated to remain in the Willamette Valley today. 
Upland Prairie—Occurred on well-drained soils in a variety of upland settings, presumably 
dominated by various combinations of grasses including Roemer’s fescue (Festuca idahoensis 
ssp. roemeri), Sandberg bluegrass (Poa secunda), prairie Junegrass (Koeleria macrantha), 
Lemmon’s needlegrass (Achnatherum lemmonii), wheatgrass (Elymus trachycaulus), and 
California oatgrass (Danthonia californica). A diversity of native perennial forbs also occur in high 
quality upland prairie remnants.
Wet Prairie— Primarily found on heavy clay soils of the valley floor that were perennially 
saturated or flooded during the winter and early spring. Wet prairie in most of the valley was 
dominated by tufted hairgrass (Deschampsia cespitosa), rushes (Juncus spp.), and sedges (Carex 
spp.). A great diversity of perennial and annual forbs were present in both upland and wet 
prairies including camas species. 
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Savanna and Woodlands

Savanna occupied an ecotone between prairie and woodland. The understory was usually open, with grassy or herbaceous vegetation but few or no shrubs. Savanna was distributed more 

abundantly in drier areas such as the valley floor, while woodland tended to occur in more mesic areas in the foothills. Much of the woodland recorded by the GLO surveys may have developed 

from earlier savannas, given the general decrease in fire frequency after about 1700 caused by precipitous declines in the Native American population.

Savanna— Savannas contained either monotypic stands of white oak or Douglas-fir, or stands containing mixtures of Douglas-fir, white oak, and ponderosa pine. Less than 1 percent of historical 

savanna remains today, and no unaltered examples are known to have survived. The GLO record indicates that most surviving stands of what had been savanna in 1850 have converted to forest, 

and most of today’s savanna-like stands were prairie in 1850, having converted to savanna after establishment of scattered trees. The composition of the original herb layer in may have been 

similar to upland prairie.

Woodland— Woodlands usually had a dense shrub layer and typically occurred along the ecotone between prairie or savanna and upland forest, in foothills and along streams in the 

north-central portions of the valley. Stand density and a brushy understory suggest that burning was less frequent in woodland than in prairie or savanna, but more frequent than in closed 

forest. White oak was abundant and commonly various combinations of Douglas-fir, ponderosa pine, and bigleaf maple were also present. A mesic type with Douglas-fir, red cedar, and western 

hemlock occurred on north-facing slopes and sheltered areas, with beaked hazelnut or vine maple dominating the understory. Woodland has disappeared from the modern landscape because of 

invasion by conifers or conversion to forest in the absence of fire.

Modern Vegetation Map

Statewide contemporary vegetation mapping from 2018 uses a combination of field data and remotely sensed imagery 

to map 77 vegetation classes across the state of Oregon. This detailed map and vegetation class descriptions can serve 

as a great first step towards understanding what is growing around your vines.
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