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By Debby Schoeningh

Across the wide open spaces of Harney County’s high desert, 
the thundering hooves of wild horses kick up dust from the dry 
earthy floor speckled with juniper and lava rock that make up 
much of the area’s landscape.

There are many areas in Oregon and across the West that 
boast the presence of feral horses. Thousands of those horses 
are removed from the nation’s open range each year by the U.S. 
Bureau of Land Management to protect public lands from the 
environmental impact of herd overpopulation. 

But there are no feral herds quite like the wild horses of 
Harney County. 

The county lays claim to the Kiger mustang, one of the 

purest descendants of a primitive Spanish breed. Kigers were 
discovered in the area during a 1977 BLM wild horse roundup.  

Kiger mustangs thrive in the eight-herd management area 
of the Burns District in Harney County. They do so well in the 
area that more than 100 of the mustangs were selected from the 
herds by BLM this year and made available for public adoption 
in October at Oregon’s Wild Horse Corral Facility in Hines.

People come from across the country and overseas to bid for 
the coveted horses, an event that takes place about every four 
years as the herds’ populations increase. 

But the mustangs aren’t the only draw to this 10,134-square-
mile area that is the ninth-largest county in the United States. 

Opposite page, cracked playa stretches out across the Alvord Desert. Top, from left, a mountain stream in the Steens. The east face of Steens Mountain. Above, from 
left, a dominant Kiger stallion. A short-eared owl.
Photos by Erik Gauger/Dreamstime.com, Craig LaFollette, U.S. Bureau of Land Management (2), Brian O’Keefe
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Don’t Let the Cracked Earth Fool You
The flat, hard alkali surface of Harney County’s Alvord Desert, 
a 12-by-seven-mile dry lake bed, provided the surface for 
rocket car racer Kitty O’Neil to set an unofficial women’s world 
land speed record in 1976. 

Her rocket-powered vehicle, called the Motivator, zoomed 
past an assortment of much less than break-neck speed paced 
wildlife, hot springs, playa lakes and bubbling mud geysers at 
512 mph.

The Alvord also experienced fame in 1990 when a National 
Guard pilot spotted a quarter-mile wide Sri Yantra (Hindu 
symbol) etched into the dessert surface during a fly-over of the 
area. 

A group of Iowa artists claimed credit for the pictograph 
with the aid of an old garden cultivator, but some still regard it 
as a UFO phenomenon.

The Alvord playa offers travelers a desolate, open-air escape.  
Despite the lack of potable water, cell phone service or restroom 
facilities, the adventurous flock to the region to land sail, fly 
gliders and camp.  

The privately owned, no-fee Alvord Hot Springs bubble up 
into man-made sitting pools. 

There is plenty of fishing at the shallow, 200-acre Mann 
Lake, where anglers catch Lahontan cutthroat trout from March 
to October. While the site has two vault restrooms and boat 
ramps, according to the BLM, travelers are advised there is no 
shade or shelter, so come prepared.

The Diversity of ‘Out There’
Just west of the shimmering salt flats of Alvord is Steens 
Mountain, a large fault-block formation that rises 9,733 feet. 

The federally protected Steens wilderness area includes 
425,000 acres of public land, which excludes mining from 1.2 
million acres and cattle grazing from 100,000 acres.

The Steens encompass four major gorges, including the 
Kiger, the namesake of the wild mustangs. The gorges were 
carved out by massive glaciers millions of years ago.

In higher elevations, the mountain supports a diverse 
ecosystem of lakes, rivers, meadows, stands of quaking 
aspen and mountain mahogany, plants and wildlife—a stark 
comparison with the sagebrush-laden ground at its base. 

Adjacent to the Steens, 320 bird species, as well as other 
wildlife, thrive on the wetlands that make up the Malheur 
National Wildlife Refuge. 

The 187,000-acre refuge supports the highest known 
densities of willow flycatcher, up to 20 percent of the world’s 
population of white-faced ibis and almost half of the entire 

population of the tiny breed known as Ross geese use the refuge 
during migration.

Although Harney County is predominantly a wilderness 
area bursting at the seams with wildlife, the land is shared with 
people, including descendants of Northern Paiute Indians.  

Dubbed the “Real Old West,” Harney County cattle out 
number people about 10 to 1. The 2010 census reported 7,422 
residents in this region of sprawling ranches and scattered 
towns.

Changing Economy Creates Hardships, Opportunities
The county’s isolation—with no freeway or rail access, coupled 
with a declining population and workforce—has placed an eco-
nomic strain on the area.  

In the past, timber was the number one industry, but new 
forest management practices led to the elimination of several 
mills and more than 1,000 jobs. Agriculture is now the county’s 
top commodity.

A potential addition to Harney County, and adjacent 
Grant County to the north, is Silvies Valley Ranch. Retired 
veterinarian Scott Campbell, owner of the guest ranch, plans 
to expand beyond the typical bed and breakfast facilities into 
a full resort, with 575 cabins, lodging rooms and time-share 
units, a restaurant, tennis courts, swimming pools and possibly 
a golf course.  

Harney County Commissioner Pete Runnels says even with 
the county’s economic struggles through the years, he chooses 
to remain a citizen here “because of family and heritage, the 
people, our way of life.” 

Pete was born and raised in Harney County, and has lived 
here for 52 years, except for six years when he lived in Oregon’s 
Union County. 

Even though Pete counts the wilderness areas in his list of 
the county’s “best assets,” he says the people and communities 
are what truly make the area what he likes to call “God’s 
Country.” 
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Planning a Visit?
For information about all of the 
exciting things to do in Harney County, 
contact Jen Hoke, director of the 
Harney County Chamber of Commerce.  

484 North Broadway
Burns, OR 97720
(541) 573-2636
www.harneycounty.com

Read about one visitor’s “harrowing” adventure during 
a camping trip on Steens Mountain. See page 28.

Jen Hoke


