A Tale of Forgotten Splendour: The Oat Crop in Coastal Pacific Northwest History
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Ny R ~_ Western Washington, the focus of this

research, comprises nineteen counties lying

west of the Cascade Mountain Range in the

. coastal Pacific Northwest (Figure 1).

. The Koeppen climate classification of the W Tl
region is Csb (warm-summer
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Oats remained important in western Washington’s small-scale mixed farming systems until the mid
The British Hudson Bay Company established the first farms in western Washington and the coastal Pacific

Northwest in the mid nineteenth century, to supply its trading routes (2). Immigrants began to flow to the re-
gion in the 1860s, attracted by timber, mineral resources and fertile agricultural land. Much of the land was alluvi-
al floodplain and needed to be diked. The economic engine for this expensive work was the oat crop (Figure 2).

twentieth century. Washington’s oat production peaked in the 1910s, remained comparatively high until

the 1950s, and then entered a rapid decline (Figure 7). The market value of oat grain had been in steady
decline throughout (Figure 8).
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weight than carrots or sometimes potatoes (3).

. Oats were shipped by sea to Seattle and further south down the west coast. A single merchant in Skagit

County (the Gaches Brothers of La Conner) shipped 5,930 sacks of oats offshore in 1876 (3). Explaining the collapse
. The contraction of the oat crop in western Washington coincides with the mechanization of

. There was strong demand for oats as a horse feed. . . .
agriculture and transport, suggesting that the loss of the horse-feed market was an important factor.

. Oats were also processed for human food by local mills. In the early 1900s,as many as |.25 million bushels of . . . . o
P Y Y Y . Nationwide, agricultural policy frameworks have accelerated the replacement of oats in livestock

the region’s oats may have been made into breakfast foods each year (4). feeds by corn, soy and wheat

. The sustained stronger interest in wheat vs. oats eventually led
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Figures 3 and 4. Distribution and scale of oat (left) and wheat (right) production in Washington, early twentieth ® and grain quality performance under local climate conditions and

century, showing the concentration of oats to the west of the Cascades and of wheat to the east (6). 8l establishing a regionally focused breeding program.
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