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Oregon State symbols
Oregon has a number of officially designated symbols, ranging from those that are essential to the state government,
such as the seal and flag, to some that some may consider superfluous, including the state dance and gemstone.
Legislators and proponents of state symbols have argued that there is an economic benefit to identifying state symbols,
either in increased tourism or in raising the profile of Oregon products. As of 2011, Oregon had twenty-two symbols,
but it is likely there will be more. Some states have twice as many symbols as Oregon, which has yet to choose a state
muffin, crustacean, grass, reptile, or toy, among others. In the last several decades, failed symbols include a state waltz
(Oregon Waltz) and a horse (Kiger Mustang).
State Seal (1859)—Oregon’s provisional government (1843-1848) used a simple seal with three bundles of wheat and a
salmon under the banner “Oregon.” The territorial seal (1848-1859) included the motto “Alis Volat Propiis” ( see
Motto). It showed a plow and a merchant ship, surrounded by a Native American, a beaver, five stars, and an eagle
about to take flight. In 1859, the newly established state legislature adopted a new seal, which has undergone only
minor changes since. On the seal is written, “The Union” ( see Motto). Pictured are a covered wagon; an elk; a plow; a
pick ax; and two ships, a departing British man-of-war and an arriving American merchant ship. Surrounding the
symbols are thirty-three stars, signifying that Oregon was the thirty-third state accepted into the United States.
Flower: Oregon grape (1899)—At their annual convention in 1892, the Oregon Horticultural Society nominated the
Oregon grape (Mahonia aquifolium) as the state flower, beating out the bearded gaillardia, Washington lily, wake robin,
and madrone. The state legislature officially adopted the Oregon grape in 1899. The Oregon grape is not a grape but a
small broadleaf evergreen shrub, native to the Pacific states, in the barberry family. The berries are edible, but bitter.
Some people use the Oregon grape in jellies or jams, and also in alternative medicine.
Flag (1925)—Oregon’s flag, adopted in 1925, is the only state flag with a different image on each side. One side shows
a shield from the state seal, under the banner “State of Oregon,” and includes the date 1859; the year Oregon became a
state. On the reverse side is a beaver. The parade version of the flag has gold fringe. The Oregonian reported that the
beaver was placed on the flag because it “was the primary incentive for early exploration and it dominated the fur trade
era in this part of the Northwest . . . its appropriateness is intensified also by its commonly accepted attributes. It is the
universal symbol of thrift and industry and constructive endeavor—qualities as essential now as ever.” Portland's Meier
& Frank Company made the first flag, which was unfurled on April 11, 1925. Until that time, Oregon used a blue
military regimental flag.
Bird: Western Meadowlark (1927)—In 1927, the Oregon Audubon Society sponsored a contest among schoolchildren
to choose the state bird. The western meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta) won by a large margin (40,000 out of 75,000
votes), and Governor Isaac L. Patterson officially proclaimed it the state bird. The state bird is the only Oregon symbol
not officially chosen by the state legislature. Oregon is one of seven states to favor the species. The western
meadowlark is native to western North America, favoring open grasslands. In Oregon, the species has declined in the
Willamette Valley and is more commonly found in the eastern part of the state. The birds nest on the ground and are
also ground feeders, eating insects, invertebrates, grains, and seeds. The western meadowlark is known for its lilting
melody.
Song: Oregon, My Oregon (1927)—Oregon’s state song was the result of a 1920 contest sponsored by the Society of
Oregon Composers. Five judges chose John A. Buchanan’s poem from 212 entries, and Society vice-president Henry
B. Murtagh set the poem to music. Buchanan was a city judge in Astoria and a former state legislator. Murtagh was
well-known silent-film theater organist, then living in Portland. The Society shortened and edited Buchanan’s poem,
“Oregon” and renamed it “Oregon, My Oregon.” The Oregon legislature officially designated “Oregon, My Oregon”
as the state song in 1927:
"Land of the Empire Builders, Land of the Golden West / Conquered and held by free men, by free men / Fairest and
the best / Onward and upward ever, Forward and on, and on / Hail to thee, Land of Heroes, My Oregon"
"Land of the rose and sunshine, Land of the summer’s breeze / Laden with health and vigor, Fresh from the Western
seas / Blest by the blood of martyrs / Land of the setting sun / Hail to thee, Land of Promise, My Oregon"
Tree: Douglas-fir (1939)—The Oregon legislature chose the Douglas-fir Pseudotsuga
(
menziensii) as the state tree in
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1939 at the request of the Daughters of the American Revolution. It was the eighth state to choose an official tree. The
choice for Oregon was an obvious one. Douglas-firs are and have been abundant in the state and played an important
role in the timber industry. In 1939, the Oregonian reported that the tree was a “magnificent emblem,” known for
growing tall and wide. “It furnishes the finest and largest saw-timber of any tree in the world.” Douglas-firs were
named for botanist David Douglas, who traveled in Oregon in 1825-1827. Douglas-firs are not actually firs, but are in
the Pseudotsuga genus, meaning “false hemlock.”
Father of Oregon: John McLoughlin (1957)—The state legislature gave Dr. John McLoughlin (1784-1857) the title of
“Father of Oregon” in 1957, a century after his death. McLoughlin first came to the Pacific Northwest in 1824 as the
chief factor of the British Hudson’s Bay Company’s Columbia District. He established Fort Vancouver in 1825
and was the most influential regional figure until 1846, when he retired, settled in Oregon City, and became an
American citizen. In naming McLoughlin the “Father of Oregon,” the legislature recognized his role in settling Oregon
and his aid to many early Oregon immigrants, whose presence eventually undermined British claims to the region.
Fish: Chinook Salmon (1961)—The Chinook salmon Oncorhynchus
(
tshawytscha) was named the state fish in 1961.
Known as “Kings,” Chinook are the largest and most commercially prized of the Pacific Northwest salmon species.
Since the late nineteenth century, over-fishing, hydroelectric dams, and habitat destruction have dramatically reduced
numbers of Oregon Chinook salmon. Many runs, recognized as distinct populations, have federal endangered and
threatened status. Chinook salmon are native to the Pacific Ocean and western North America. They are born in
freshwater rivers and streams and then migrate to the ocean. At the end of their life cycle, they migrate back to their
spawning grounds and reproduce before dying.
Rock: Thunder Egg (1965)—In 1965, the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry (OMSI) asked Oregonians to
choose a state rock. Voters chose the thunder egg “by a landslide,” according to the Oregonian. In officially
recognizing the thunder egg, the legislature described it as a “remarkable and colorful agate-filled spherical mass of
silicified claystone, and rhyolite.” Thunder eggs are similar to geodes and are found in central and eastern Oregon.
While the exterior of a thunder egg appears ordinary, the interior reveals agate, jasper, or opal. The town of Nyssa
celebrates the state rock each year with a "Thunderegg Days" festival.
Animal: Beaver (1969)—The “Beaver State” was late in officially recognizing the American Beaver C
( astor
canadensis) as a state symbol. After the Oregonian called attention to the oversight in 1968, Governor Tom McCall and
Secretary of State Clay Myers Jr. nominated the beaver as the state animal. The legislature adopted it in 1969. The
association of the beaver with the state is longstanding. In 1849, the Oregon provincial government issued “beaver
money” with an image of the icon, and the animal was included on the territorial seal and state flag. Although fur
trappers nearly exterminated the species in the region in the nineteenth century, beavers have recovered their population
in Oregon. Known for their engineering abilities, beavers create ponds by damming creeks and rivers. They are mostly
nocturnal, weigh between thirty and seventy pounds, and are strong swimmers. Beavers eat bark, grasses, and other
plants found along streams and rivers.
Dance: Square Dance (1977)—At the request of the Oregon Federation of Square and Round Dance Clubs, the state
legislature named the square dance the official state dance in 1977. The legislation was part of a national campaign by
square dance clubs that resulted with nineteen states declaring it their state’s dance. The effort to have it named the
national folk dance has not yet been successful. The square dance features eight dancers (four couples) in a small square
formation, accompanied by guitar, fiddle, banjo, or accordion. There are about 100 clubs in the Oregon Federation of
Square and Round Dance Clubs, formed in 1956.
Insect: Oregon Swallowtail (1979)—After the rain beetle failed to become the state insect in 1977, because it was
harmful to orchard fruits, Portland Zoo director Warren Iliff nominated the Oregon swallowtail (Papilio oregonius), a
large yellow and black butterfly native to the Northwest. The state legislature approved this selection in 1979. The
species lives in sagebrush canyons in eastern Oregon and in the Columbia, Deschutes, and Snake river basins.
Mother of Oregon: Tabitha Moffatt Brown (1987)—Oregon pioneerTabitha Moffatt Brown (1780-1858) was founder
of a school for orphans that grew into the Tualatin Academy, a high school in Forest Grove. The institution later
became Pacific University. She is also known for having survived a difficult 1846 overland journey from Missouri to
Oregon as a sixty-six-year-old widow. Brown and her traveling party took a shortcut into Oregon Country on the
Applegate Trail. Moffatt later remembered: “We had sixty miles of desert without grass or water, mountains to climb,
cattle giving out, wagons breaking, emigrants sick and dying, hostile Indians to guard against by night and day.” In
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selecting Tabitha Moffatt Brown as the “Mother of Oregon,” the state legislature declared that she “represents the
distinctive pioneer heritage and the charitable and compassionate nature of Oregon's people."
Gemstone: Oregon sunstone (1987)—In 1987, the legislature named theOregon sunstone as the state gemstone. “The
development and marketing of these beautiful gems," the legislature stated, "can contribute to tourism and the economic
development of the high desert country of southeastern Oregon.” Sunstones, found in Lake and Harney counties, are
transparent and are found in a variety of colors. The U.S. Bureau of Land Management allows the public to collect
sunstones in the Rabbit Basin near the town of Plush.
Motto: "She Flies With Her Own Wings" (1987)—In 1859, the state of Oregon adopted a new seal, which included
“The Union,” likely an affirmation of legislators’ unionist sentiments immediately preceding the Civil War. During
Oregon’s centennial in 1959 , the state legislature officially chose “The Union” as the state motto. In 1987, the Oregon
legislature changed the state motto from “The Union” to “She Flies With Her Own Wings,” the unofficial motto from
Oregon’s territorial period. Supporters of the change argued that “She Flies With Her Own Wings” reflected Oregon’s
independent nature. The phrase comes from the Latin “alis volat propiis,” which was first added to Oregon’s territorial
seal by Jesse Quinn Thornton, a judge for Oregon’s provisional government and later a state legislator. While it is now
translated as “She Flies With Her Own Wings,” Thornton translated the phrase as “He Uses His Own Wings.” He said
it was “an allusion to the general facts of the history of colonization of Oregon and the establishment and maintenance
of the provisional government without aid of the mother country.”
Nut: Hazelnut (1989)—The Oregon state legislature designated thehazelnut as the state nut in 1989, recognizing the
economic and historical significance of Oregon’s hazelnut farmers. Oregon farmers produce less than 5 percent of the
world’s hazelnuts but 99 percent of the national crop. Hazelnuts have been traditionally known as filberts in Oregon,
but the Oregon Hazelnut Marketing Board adopted “hazelnut” in 1981 to reflect more common terminology. Oregon
farmers began importing European varieties of hazel trees as early as 1876. By the 1920s, there was a notable industry.
There are fifteen species of hazel and filbert shrubs and trees in the genus Corylus, including a variety native to the
western United States (Corylus cornuta var. californica). Native Americans ate the nuts of the native hazel, which is an
understory shrub common in Northwest forests.
Seashell: Oregon hairy triton (1991)—In 1991, at the request of the Oregon Society of Conchologists, the state
legislature named the shell of the Oregon hairy triton (Fusitriton oregonensis) the state seashell. The Oregon hair triton
is a snail that grows to a length of three to five inches. Its range includes much of the northern Pacific Ocean.
Unverified sources attribute the snail's original naming to botanist J.H. Redfield, who is said to have chosen the name in
1848 to honor Oregon's territorial status.
Beverage: Milk (1997)—In 1997, elementary school students from Tillamook requested that the state legislature
designate milk as the state beverage, which it did, making Oregon one of nineteen states with milk as its official
beverage. In a joint resolution, the Oregon house and senate announced that “milk production and the manufacture of
dairy products are major contributors to the economic well being of Oregon agriculture.” In 2007, Governor Ted
Kulongoski proclaimed February “Oregon Dairy Farmer Month,” and the Dairy Farmers of Oregon installed a
milk-vending machine in the state capitol.
Mushroom: Pacific Golden Chantrelle (1999)—At the request of Oregon Mycological Society member Kevin
Winthrop, the legislature named the Pacific golden chanterelle (cantharellus formosus) the official Oregon mushroom
in 1999. Winthrop testified that the annual harvest of the wild mushrooms was valued at $25 million. In a joint
resolution, the house and senate found that “more than 500,000 pounds of Pacific golden chanterelles harvested
annually represent a large portion of Oregon’s commercial mushroom business.”
Fossil: Metasequoia (2005)—Oregon became the last western state to name a state fossil in 2005, when the state
legislature selected ancient remains of the Metasequoia tree, or dawn redwood. Newport amateur paleontologist Guy
DiTorrice and eleven-year-old MacKenzie Smith of Tigard both testified in favor of the fossil, which faced no
competition. While Metasequoia trees went extinct in Oregon about 5 million years ago, abundant fossilized remains
have been found in the state. The trees have been growing again in Oregon since the late 1948, shortly after scientists
discovered living Metasequoia trees in China.
Fruit: Pear (2005)—At the request of the Pear Bureau Northwest, the 2005 Oregon legislature named the pear the state
fruit. Teenage girls from Hood River, representing that city’s “Blossom Court,” testified before lawmakers in favor of
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the measure. In their resolution, legislators noted that pears were Oregon’s “top-selling tree fruit crop and its 10th
largest agricultural commodity.” Historically, Oregon’s pear industry has been centered in the Hood River and Rogue
River valleys.
Crustacean: Dungeness Crab (2009)—In a hands-on civics lesson, fourth graders from West Linn's Sunset Primary
School successfully lobbied the legislature to declare the Dungeness crab (Cancer magister) the state crustacean in
2009. In their campaign, students worked with the Oregon Dungeness Crab Commission and testified before legislators.
The industry-funded crab commission reports that while harvests can fluctuate radically, Oregon's fishermen harvest an
average of about 10 million pounds of Dungeness crab each year, making "the Dungeness crab fishery the most
valuable 'single species' fishery in Oregon." Dungeness crabs live in coastal waters and thrive in estuaries. The state
government regulates the fishery for sustainability, with restricted seasons, size limits, and a ban on harvesting female
crabs.
Jory soil (2011)—A nearly twenty-year effort by the Oregon Soil Science Society culminated in the legislature
designating Jory soil as a state symbol. The society unofficially adopted Jory soil in 1993 as part of a nationwide effort
by soil scientists to recognize soil’s importance for agriculture and the environment. Members aligned with state
representative Mitch Greenlick and with Richard Page, a descendent of the Jory family for which the soil was named.
After a failed 2007 attempt, Greenlick ensured approval in 2011 by threatening to block unrelated legislation.
USDA soil scientists first identified the soil in 1970 on Jory Hill, which was named for 1847 Marion County pioneers
James and Mary Jory. The red soil largely came from ancient volcanic basalt flows that originated in eastern Oregon.
In the Willamette Valley, the rock weathered into a deep soil that drains well and is optimal for growing Christmas
and filbert trees, berries, and other crops.
Written by Kathy Tucker
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