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WILLAPA HILLS TIMBER COUNTRY

Some of the largest contiguous regions of empty map area 
are in Southwestern Washington’s Willapa Hills, mostly 
in Pacific County and the southern part of Grays Harbor 
County. The moderate temperatures, heavy rainfall, and 
old soils of this area all contribute to rapid tree growth. 
Nearly all of the “old growth” present at the arrival of 
white settlers has been felled, and nowadays the forests are 
planted, nourished, thinned, and then entirely cut down 
on a roughly 50-year cycle. A view of satellite imagery 
in the area (Figure 7) shows a patchwork of timber lands 
in all stages of growth, from clear cut to ready-to-har-
vest trees. Figure 8 gives a view of this landscape on the 
ground.

Empty map areas in the Willapa Hills are owned primari-
ly by Weyerhaeuser (which holds over 20% of the land area 
of Pacific County) and the State of Washington (which 
relies on timber revenue as source for local budgets). 

Rayonier, Hancock, Forest Investment Associates (FIA), 
and a handful of other private timber companies also 
manage lands in the empty spaces. The companies en-
gage in strategic land swapping with each other to try to 
consolidate holdings and achieve the most profitable sup-
ply chains. Figure 9 shows the five largest landholders in 
Pacific County.

Only one major highway crosses this part of Washington. 
State Route 6 winds through the hills from Chehalis to 
Raymond, where a Weyerhaeuser mill takes in raw logs 
and outputs plastic-wrapped packages of lumber headed 
for The Home Depot and other domestic outlets. Still, 
this is a relatively small mill, and many of the ubiquitous 
logging trucks on the highway head west to Chehalis or 
Longview where they can fetch a higher price. Some of the 
trees wind up being shipped internationally. Piles of logs 
at the Port of Olympia await transport to Asian markets, 
where they will be milled according to metric standards.

On both sides of State Route 6, a vast labyrinth of narrow 
logging roads blankets the Willapa Hills. Traditionally, 

Figure 7. Commercial forest in various stages of growth in 
southern Pacific County. This image includes parts of areas 3 and 
4 from Figure 6. Source: Esri Imagery basemap.

Figure 8. Clear-cut and other managed forest land in different 
stages of growth, Pacific County. Photo by author.

Figure 9. Land owners with the largest holdings in Pacific County, 
as determined from GIS tax parcels data obtained from the 
county in 2019.
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most private timber lands in this area were open for the 
public to roam, but in the past decade the companies 
have installed locked gates at their road entrances to 
deter dumping, poaching, and other destructive activities. 
Weyerhaeuser now operates a recreation permitting sys-
tem that allows the company to claim some revenue from 
the use of the lands while keeping track of who enters. 
State roads are still open, although they are often narrow, 
unmarked, and difficult for ordinary passenger vehicles to 
navigate. Thus, much of the empty space on this part of 
the map is impenetrable by most of the local population, 
even though these people rely on the timber resources for 
economic support and public service funding.

In this part of Washington, clear-cuts are common sites. 
The denuded landscape can be a shock to visitors unaccus-
tomed to the practices of commercial logging. It is more 
economically efficient for companies to harvest an entire 
stand, and the full sunlight allows the stand to regener-
ate more quickly, at an even pace. Such clear-cuts have re-
cently been avoided in forests visible from the most urban 
parts of the state. Outside this view, in the empty areas of 
the map where rural economies and local budgets rely on 
logging, there is greater social license for clear-cutting and 
other rotational forest management practices.

HIGH PLAIN BETWEEN THE OREGON 
BORDER AND THE YAKIMA VALLEY

A second notable cluster of empty areas is found in South 
Central Washington, bounded by the Cascade Range to 
the west, the Horse Heaven Hills and Yakima Valley to 
the north, and the Columbia River to the east and south. 
Most of this land is situated on a sparsely-inhabited, high, 
and dry plain, punctuated only by the deeply gouged 
drainage systems of the Klickitat River, Rock Creek, and 
Alder Creek. These gulches hinder travel, and there is 
little reason for people to traverse them when Interstate 
Highways 82 and 84 offer quick east-west routes on either 
side.

The landscape in this area consists of large farms, ranch-
es, and vineyards, as well as uncultivated rangeland. 
Coniferous forest appears in the higher elevations skirting 
the Cascades. Some of the farms are close enough to the 
Columbia to be fed by pumped water. Irrigation is often 
applied through center pivot systems that result in emerald 
circles on a satellite image. Potatoes, corn, onions, carrots, 
and other row crops flourish in this environment.

The largest of these irrigated farms in the study area 
(partially intersecting area 9 in Figure 6) is operated by 
AgriNorthwest, a for-profit subsidiary company of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The church’s 
farmland holdings in Benton County alone total over 350 
square kilometers, with additional land in Walla Walla 
County to the east. Latter-day Saint leadership has viewed 
agriculture as a safe and profitable investment for a por-
tion of the church’s finances, one that could be repurposed 
to bolster existing church welfare farming activity in times 
of extreme need (Deseret News 1991). Similar farms and 
ranches can be found throughout the United States, and in 
other countries such as Canada and Argentina.

To the northwest of this farm, the Horrigan family holds 
land and ranches totaling over 180 square kilometers in 
Benton County (straddling area 8 in Figure 6). Their 
wheat crops sit outside the irrigated region and depend on 
whatever moisture falls from the sky. In the early 1950s, 
then-owner Leo Horrigan was one of the first to exper-
iment with hiring “rainmakers” who seeded clouds with 
silver-iodide particles in hopes of increasing raindrop pro-
duction, an experiment that according to Frank Taylor 
(1954) was successful.

Further west, in Klickitat County, sprawling wind farms 
take advantage of air masses forced through the Columbia 
River Gorge (Sharp and Mass 2004; Figure 10). In 2005 
the county designated an “energy overlay zone” to expedite 
the permitting process for wind power projects. This zone 
covers the entire eastern part of the county, which is oth-
erwise empty space on the map, occupied by a few scat-
tered farmers and ranchers. Wind developers flocked to 
the area, and within four years of the zone’s creation, the 
county’s taxable property base grew from $1.7 billion to 
$3 billion (Mulkern 2010). The revenues were enough to 

Figure 10. Wind power production in Klickitat County. Photo by 
author.
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finance a new high school in the only town in the county’s 
eastern interior, Bickleton. At the time of this writing, the 
county’s web site lists 14 permitted wind farms (klickitat-
county.org/273/Wind-Projects), which supply power to 
public and private utilities all over the Pacific Northwest. 
One of these intersects area 7 in Figure 6.

The region has also caught the eye of solar developers, and 
nearly seven square kilometers of mixed public and pri-
vate land in Klickitat County are slated for the construc-
tion of half a million photovoltaic panels that will supply 
power to Puget Sound Energy (PSE). Financing stems 
from PSE’s “Green Direct” plan, which allows its munic-
ipal and corporate customers (most of whom are located 
in suburban Seattle and Tacoma) to purchase 100% of 
their power from local renewable sources (The Columbian 
2019).5 The project, located fewer than 5 km west of area 8 
in Figure 6, would be the largest solar power endeavor in 
Washington State.

In addition to supplying electricity to urban households, 
eastern Klickitat County also receives a substantial por-
tion of their trash. Each day, multimodal shipping con-
tainers full of the Pacific Northwest’s garbage arrive on 
rail cars at the small town of Roosevelt and are trucked up 
the hill to Republic Services’ Roosevelt Regional Landfill, 
which takes refuse from as far away as Alaska. The ashes 
of burned trash from the city of Spokane are also brought 
to the landfill, where they are mined for metals before 
being laid to rest. Methane gas from beneath the landfill 
is harvested and converted into a natural gas product like 
that used for powering vehicles. The landfill itself sits in a 
natural bowl and is invisible to passers-by on paved county 
roads. Its underlying geology of low-permeability clay and 
basalt rock make it ideal for depositing trash, and Waste 
Management operates a facility of similar magnitude just 
across the river in Oregon.6

DRYLANDS ON THE PERIPHERY OF THE 
COLUMBIA BASIN

The third region abounding in cartographic empty spac-
es is arid farmland on the far reaches of the Columbia 
Basin in Douglas, Grant, Lincoln, and Adams Counties. 
The more populous, central part of the basin is irrigated 
through the Columbia Basin Project, a program run by 

5. For information on the Green Direct program, see pse.com/green-options/Renewable-Energy-Programs/green-direct.

6. Much of this information comes from my notes taken at the facility during their annual public open house in 2019.

the United States Bureau of Reclamation to distribute 
water extracted at Grand Coulee Dam (usbr.gov/pn/proj-
ect/brochures/columbiabasinproject.pdf ). Beyond the 
extent of this project, the agricultural landscape changes 
to mostly dryland wheat farming, in which fields are fre-
quently left fallow to absorb a year of the region’s scant 
precipitation before replanting (Delevingne and Turner 
2011, xiv). Most of this wheat is exported, with Asian 
countries such as the Philippines, Japan, and South Korea 
being top buyers from Washington State (Granillo 2019). 
Farmers must work around enormous “erratic” boulders 
left by ancient glaciers (Figure 11), and land too steep or 
rocky for cultivation is often given over to cattle grazing.

Infrastructural connections with the more urbanized 
western side of the state are still strong here, although per-
haps difficult to see at first glance. Since 1992, wheat, hay, 
canola, and sunflower farms in rural Douglas County have 
received over 2 million tons of treated sewage sludge from 
around Washington State as “biosolid” fertilizer (King 
County and Boulder Park, Inc. 2019). The majority of this 
comes from the Seattle and Tacoma metro areas in tanker 
trucks that make their way over the Cascade Range. The 
program is operated as a public-private partnership be-
tween King County (which contains Seattle) and Boulder 
Park, Incorporated. Some of the participating farms fall 
within area 12 of Figure 6, and others adjoin area 13. Such 
applications of biosolids are generally accepted as an eco-
nomical way to dispose of human waste while improving 
soil properties and providing an organic fertilizer option, 
although efforts are ongoing to understand the ways that 
long-term accumulation of pharmaceuticals and personal 
care products (PPCPs) in the biosolids might affect human 
food and drinking water supplies (Lu, He, and Stofella 
2012; Clarke and Cummins 2015; Healy et al. 2017).

Figure 11. Cultivation around glacial erratics in Douglas County, 
Washington. Photo by author.
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People have sought out the sunny reaches of 
the Columbia Basin periphery as a place to get 
away. A stark example is in area 15 of Figure 
6 in the northern part of Grant County, just 
south of the town of Wilson Creek (imagery 
shown in Figure 12). Here, uncultivated rocky 
shrublands have been carved up into parcels 
and sold off as part of a development called 
Eagle Springs Ranch. “Private Road - No 
Trespassing” warnings adorn each road sign. 
According to local real estate agents, many 
owners have purchased these parcels in order 
to have their own slice of the wilderness where 
they can pursue rest or recreation in solitude. 
An advertisement for one such lot (now on 
the market for about 4 years) proclaims that 
the space is “perfect for horse riding, hunting, 
or just bring the RV and get away.” A look 
through local tax records shows numerous 
owners from Seattle, Tacoma, and Southern 
California who have apparently been trying 
to do just that; however, the land is perhaps 
more remote than people bargained for and 
occupants must bring their own accommoda-
tions for electricity and water. Most lots have 
no vehicles or structures on them.

Next to this mostly absentee neighborhood 
lives the community of the Marlin Hutterian 
Brethren, surrounded by their farmlands. 
The Hutterites are a Christian sect that 
share roots with the Amish and Mennonites 
in the Anabaptist movement of the 1500s. 
Early Hutterite settlement in the Americas 
was largely confined to the Dakotas and the 
Prairie Provinces of Canada; however, in the 1950s and 
60s, some Hutterites moved from Alberta to Washington 
State to take advantage of the longer growing season and 
fertile soils (Youmans 1995). Hutterite colonies regu-
larly break off and migrate in this fashion to ensure that 
no one group grows unmanageably large. This pattern 
has produced four Hutterite colonies on the periphery 
of the Columbia Basin Project (Warden, Stahl, Marlin, 
and Schoonover), all established between 1972 and 1980 
(Janzen and Stanton 2010, Appendix).

Hutterites live in colonies of typically 50–120 members, 
sharing material goods, favoring conservative dress, and 

attending daily religious services. They use modern farm-
ing technologies to provide the best yields possible for 
their communities, but prefer to avoid extensive contact 
with the rest of society. In some respects, they have sought 
out the empty spaces on the map to practice agriculture 
and live a life unsullied by outside interference. Ironically, 
the Warden Hutterian Brethren colony appears promi-
nently on Google Maps at the scale studied here, due to 
what appears to be an algorithm filling empty spaces with 
places from the USGS Geographic Names Information 
System (GNIS) database. The colony is labeled with the 
same font size as the nearby city of Moses Lake, which has 
a population of over 20,000 (Figure 13).

Figure 12. Eagle Springs Ranch and Marlin Hutterian Brethren neighboring 
each other in one of the map’s empty spaces. Source: Esri Imagery basemap.

Figure 13. Hutterite colony in Eastern Washington filling space in Google Maps 
(January 2020). Overview map added by author.


