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vii



Key to Photo Credits

The photo captions use initials to designate the sources. I colorized numerous black and photos
using both the colorization feature at myheritage.com and Photoshop Elements 2021, and I have
noted this at the end of the relevant captions.

BL = UC Berkeley, Bancroft Library

BLM = Blue Lake Museum

CDV = California Division of Highways

CE = United States Army corps of Engineers

CEFP = California Ethnographic Field Photographs. UC Berkeley: Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of
Anthropology; the photographer is Pliny E. Goddard

CPH = Cal Poly Humboldt Library Special Collection

CNC = California Nursery Company - Roeding Collection, Fremont, California

CSP = California State Parks

DPR = Department of Parks and Recreation. State of California: the Resources Agency
DTC = Don Tuttle Collection

FC = Frank Callahan

FM = Ferndale Museum

FMC = Fritz-Metcalf Photograph Collection. UC Berkeley: Bioscience & Natural Resources Li-
brary; the photographer is Emanuel Fritz

GH = Gordon Hewes

GR = Gisela Rohde

HCHS = Humboldt County Historical Society
HRSP = Humboldt Redwood State Park

IA = Internet Archive

JIC = Jack Irvine Collection

JNL = J. N. Lentell, Map of Humboldt County, 1914
JR =Jerry Rohde

JRC = Jerry Rohde Collection

LC = Library of Congress

viii



LI = Leigh Irvine’s Humboldt County California

MCNAP = Merriam (C. Hart) Collection of Native American Photographs. UC Berkeley: Ban-
croft Library; the photographer is C. Hart Merriam

MVHS = Mattole Valley Historical Society
MWC = Melinda Wilson Collection

RGC = Rusty Goodlive Collection

SLR = Save the Redwoods League

SM = Steve Matson

THPO = thehumboldtproject.org

UP = University of the Pacific

USGS = United States Geographical Survey
WM = Wikimedia

WP = Wikipedia



Preface

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; —
Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

—Wordsworth

And what would we have seen of Nature, had we visited the world of southwestern Humboldt County
in the early 1900s?

A flat of some 200 acres that stood above a protected harbor—Shelter Cove—a place where ships
unloaded the cargoes that supplied southern Humboldt and loaded the cargoes that paid for the
supplies.

Hills filled with vast stands of tanoak, the trees rapidly reduced in number as their bark was taken
for its tannin, an agent prized by the state’s many leather tanneries.

A single road that led south, mostly near the coast, winding and climbing and dropping and
twisting through terrain so daunting that only necessity brought travelers upon it.

Towns that often were but a cluster of houses, huddled around a store and saloon, with perhaps a
small school to provide distinction to some deeply rural place.

Redwood forests that crowded the river canyons, shading streams that each year filled with salmon
in the fall.

The imprint of the Indians from six different tribes, who lived in harmony with their surround-
ings until the onslaught of white newcomers sent most of them to the land of shadows.

Read on, and perhaps learn what else the land waits to tell us.



Introduction

This book is the third volume in my “History of Humboldt County Peoples and Places” series. It
covers 24 areas in the southwestern part of the county, running from Bear River on the north to the
Mendocino county line on the south and from the Pacific Ocean on the west to the drainage of the
South Fork Eel River on the east. It generally reports on the time period from 1850, when whites
first began taking over the region, to 1964, when the huge Christmas flood rearranged much of the
local landscape.

Each chapter tells the story of a particular place, generally presented in chronological order.
Certain significant events and processes that are described in detail are placed within sidebars or
appendices that speckle the work. The main illustrations are mostly photographs or postcards. If the
original image was in black and white, [ have colorized it using MyHeritage software. Several maps
appear at key points in the text. These are mostly based on a 1916 United States Army Corps of
Engineer series that I have not seen anywhere in print.

As with the other volumes in this series, I have tried to link every factual statement with one or
more sources upon which the statement was based. This results in a lengthy set of endnotes. In eval-
uating the accuracy of sources, I have followed what I call a “hierarchy of reliability.” In this system
[ generally place the highest value on reports that originated at the time of an event, while being
mindful of possible bias by the reporter. [ also try to find other sources that corroborate such reports,
especially when they are of a controversial nature. I usually have less faith in the veracity of accounts
given some time after an event, even if provided by one of the observers or participants, since the
corrosive effects of time sometimes affect the accuracy of the recollections.

This book, along with next one, Southeast Humboldt Hinterlands, in part represents a continuation
of the accounts given in volume 2 of the series, Southern Humboldt Indians. That volume described the
ethnogeography of the southern Humboldt area as it appeared in early 1850, the time of stability for
the local tribes, and it also provided certain accounts of Indian history after the arrival of the whites.
The two hinterlands books contain further reports on the local Indians, which are now localized to
the chapter that covers the area where specific events occurred.

Some streams of activity transcended connection with a single place. The construction of the
Redwood Highway and the creation of state redwood parks are two examples of this. In such cases,
the main story appears as either a sidebar or an appendix within one of the chapters whose location
is closely related to the subject.

The sources upon which I've based my account were acquired during more than 30 years of
research. For some locations this has resulted in the collection of ample information, but for a few
places there is less coverage than I had hoped. I offer what I have found, knowing that it is only part
of the story, but hopefully the most important part.
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Chapter 1

Bear River

Bear River . . . is not of great length nor of much value in itself, but flows through a region excel-

lently adapted to stockraising and dairy purposes, and to some extent to agriculture.!

In August 1851 the Daily Alta California carried
an account of the Eel River valley, noting that
one of the local residents, a “Mr. Dobbins,”
had just “explored a stream to the southward.””
“Dobbins” was probably Kennerly Dobyns, from
the Alton area.’ His report found

. . . the country to be not less beautiful
than any he has seen, abounding in
elk and in “grislys,” feeding about, in
his own words, like hogs. The stream
which, for this reason, he calls Bear river,
debouches into the Pacific among the

rocks just north of Cape Mendocino.”

If Dobyns had inquired of the Indians who
inhabited the area, he would have found they
already had a name for the river: “Tcalko.”
But that term, like their name for the tribe
itself—Nekanni®—was washed away on a torrent
of white words, and today Tcalko is referred
to almost exclusively as Bear River, just as the
Nekanni tribe is now known as the Bear River
Indians.

Despite Dobyns’s glowing report, it appears
that no other whites visited the Bear River area
until the summer of 1852. Then Silas Morrison,
Silas Hoagland,” Robert M. Williams, and an un-
identified fourth man “camped on Bear River
Ridge for a while and then returned to Trinity
County.” Silas Morrison’s grandson, Clyde,
indicated that

—Owen C. Coy

... Silas rode from the camp to a point
on Olympia Ridge just above the present
[1962] Olympia Ranch. Here he sat on a
large rock and looked out over the valley.
From this point he could see much of
the land that he later acquired. The view
was enchanting, so quiet and restful. A
small stream meanders lazily westward
toward a wall of interspercing [sic] ridges.
Here and there are sprawling benches
set at varying elevations that are in turn
hemmed in by steeply rolling hills and
at no point is the valley floor more than
three quarters of a mile in width. To the
north for most of the year the tawny
coloring of the open range dominates
the scene with some intermingling of
grays and greens of small clumps of
trees. To the south the deep green of the
thickly wooded slopes blends into a dark
blue in the distance. All this could easily
create in a land hungry emigrant a deep

sense of longing to be a part of it.}

Regardless of such manifold enticements,
Morrison did not return to Bear River immedi-
ately. Meanwhile, others arrived.

In the fall of 1852 Joseph Russ purchased a
herd of cattle in Placerville, driving them all the
way to Bear River Ridge. There he grazed the
beeves'® before taking them to sell in Eureka.!!

That same year Barry Adams drove his own herd



Southwest Humboldt Hinterlands

In 1852 Silas Morrison would no doubt have seen a similar view, minus the road

and the buildings of the Green Pond Ranch (JR, colorized by JR).

to Bear River, whereupon he went into partner-
ship with Russ. Adams and Russ brought over
“a large number of beef cattle” from Sacramen-
to in the fall of 1853 and thus supplied, the
men opened the first meat market in Eureka.!?
Adams then “engaged in the butcher business in
connection with stock raising for twenty years.”
Russ sold his half interest in the meat market to
Adams in 1855, relocating to Forks of Salmon,
where he opened a market. In the spring of 1857
Russ went to Oregon, bought another herd of
beef cattle, drove them to Bear River, “and again
opened a meat market in Eureka.” Soon Russ
“commenced to invest in grazing lands.”"” He
probably began by preempting “a cattle range
on the cape ridge between Capetown and
Ocean House.” Here Russ established the first
of his many ranches, which his windswept wife

Zipporah named “Spicy Breezes.”!

Whether Russ and Adams were the first
ranchers to graze cattle in the Bear River area is

unclear, but others soon came to the valley. The
Humboldt Times noted in July 1855 that:

Some five or six families, with large
stocks of cattle, have lately removed into
the county, and settled on Bear River.
They are old farmers, and will form
quite an addition to our populations. In
addition to the number of families lately
settled in the place, we hear that four or
five more are expected to arrive by the

next steamer, from San Francisco.!”

One of the arrivals that year was Seth
Kinman, a peripatetic Pennsylvanian who had
recently reached Humboldt County and estab-
lished a ranch on Table Bluff. Kinman then
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took up land on Bear River Ridge to use “as
a grazing place for stock. It was a lovely place
and the grass was as tall as you could reach and
of the most nutritious kinds.” He calculated
that he “was some 14 or 15 miles distant from
neighbors,” who had ranches near the mouth of
Bear River.”® Seth’s property was high atop the
eastern part of the ridge; his water source still
bears the name Kinman Pond."”

In 1856 a small flood of newcomers washed
up on Bear River. John Lewis Southmayd, a
New Hampshirian, started ranching above
the south side of the river. He is credited with
building the first house and establishing the
first dairy in the vicinity.” William T. Olmstead
moved a cattle herd from Tehama County to
Bear River that June. He also moved his family
to Hydesville and started a meat market in
Eureka.?! For five years, Knyphausen “Foss”
Geer worked at Olmstead’s Bear River ranch.

[t was there, claimed Geer, that he produced

“«

. . the first butter that was made on Bear
River.” Geer also took out a claim for his own
160-acre property.??

Also in 1856 Silas Morrison at last returned
to Bear River, where “he took up government
land and engaged in the stock business.”?® That
same year George Williams drove a herd of
cattle to Bear River and in 1857 he went into
partnership with Morrison, a connection that
lasted 49 years.”* Morrison ran the ranch, while
Williams spent over a decade in Weaverville and
then moved to Hydesville, where he operated a
meat market for 18 years.”

Another 1856 arrival in the Bear River
area was the Johnston family: Richard, Mary,
and their two children. Twenty-six years later,
Richard wrote a “Narrative” that told of the
tribulations of being a small rancher in a valley
dominated by a big rancher. (See sidebar 1.)
The Johnstons had reached Bear River just

after the area’s first reported incident between

SOUTHMAYD
[ iss0 ]

Charles Henry Southmayd left Bear River in 1885, but he left his name on a local landmark (JR).
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1. Ranchers Rich, Ranchers Poor

In December 1856, Richard Johnston and his family reached Bear River
Ridge, where Richard “dairied” W. T. Olmstead’s*® cattle for several months,
finally selling enough butter to net him about $300. As Johnston lamented,

the money constituted the proceeds from

. . about seven months [sic] work which did not make us very rich.
Be that as it may, we moved down to Bear River about the middle of
June 1857. Employed a man by the name of John Wilson to build a log
house for us, 14 x 20, with a shed roof 10 x 20, which was to answer as

a kitchen and dairy. When completed, took all my money.”

Events progressed quickly:

I think in July, or the beginning of August, our house was ready for
us to move into and by September we had a corral made so that we
milked a few cows that fall. In October, my dear wife give [gave birth
to] another daughter. I had to act as Dr. and midwife, but she got along

very well, as she was, and still is, a very healthy woman.?®

Johnston, along with an unnamed partner from Weaverville, then essen-

tially sharecropped, or rented, a herd of milk cows:

All of the cows that ever Mr. Swales furnished me was 50 cows,
American, good, bad and indifferent, and 25 Spanish cows with horns
nearly a yard and a half long that no one would try to milk but myself.
Such was my first dairy on Bear River. I was to raise all the calves and
give one third of the Butter, which did not make either of us very rich.
[ got some in debt that year, and have never been out of debt more or
less since. My Weaver friend made a lucky escape.?

... Another friend traded me a cow for chickens, which was the first
cow | owned in Humboldt Co. It was uphill work to make two ends
meet as there had to be improvements made and every thing of the
kind was new to me. We had no sawed lumber nearer than Eureka, and
that was out of the question. In the first place, the distance (35 miles)

was so great with no roads, and what was still worse, no money to buy
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with, so that every thing in the shape of board had to be split out and
as that a kind of work I had never done until I did it here.

In fact, every thing that I did was done by main strength and awk-
wardness and had I not been young, strong and determined, I never
would have succeeded and, as I had left the mines never intending to

return, [ had to stick it out.*®

And stick it out, more or less, the Johnstons did. Their family grew until
they had six children, whose welfare was a great responsibility. Many of the
local ranchers became worried about an Indian raid on Bear River. Although
Johnston claimed he “had no fear of an Indian attack,” he wanted to be
cautious. In December 1863 he accordingly moved his family to the Eel River
valley, where his four oldest children could attend school. Ironically it was
there, at Alton, that Indians indeed attacked two children: one of the victims
was his oldest daughter, Ellen, whom they wounded severely and left for
dead.’

But Ellen Johnson survived, and in March 1865 the family returned to
Bear River. Soon a brief oil boom hit the area, with the result that the Dick
Johnston Company was formed, a derrick raised on the Johnston Ranch, and
a well sunk about a hundred feet. It gushed nothing but expenses, leaving
Johnston with no oil and a deficit of about $470.3

Johnston’s financial struggles continued. He bought 360 acres of land to
fill in a gap between his two existing ranch properties. This cost $1,080, for
which Johnston had to give a mortgage.”® He fenced part of his property at a
cost of about $800.** Johnston bought into a butcher shop in Eureka, but he
had difficulty selling his beef, since an unnamed neighbor, who was actually
Joseph Russ,* “had the butcher business monopolized for years.”?®

Johnston wanted to sell his beef to the local lumber companies, but
because Russ was there first and offered a better price, only two potential
purchasers were interested. One was the Occidental mill, whose owners “gra-
ciously” accepted Johnston beef as payment for lumber. The other was John
Vance. As Johnston explained it, “Mr. John Vance, a man of varied peculiari-
ties could neither be bought nor induced to trade at the other shop as long as
I owned a butcher shop in town, although he was offered beef and etc. a cent
a lb. less than he was paying me for it.”*

Johnston seemed unable to avoid further financial misadventures. He

offered security to James D. Henry Brown?® for a lawsuit Brown brought against
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mill men and loggers on Elk River. Brown lost the case, leaving Johnston with
a security pledge of $1,995. Brown said he would make good on the debt but
never did. Johnston had to take out a second mortgage to clear the pledge.*
The last pages of Johnston’s narrative continue to chronicle his growing
indebtedness. He borrowed money from one of his brothers-in-law, but then
Joseph Russ foreclosed on the property. Still refusing to use Russ’s name in his
account, Johnston refers to “his neighbor” as a “miserable two faced hypocrite,”
someone whose “avariciousness and greed got the better of him when he seen
he had a good plausible pretext for making a clean sweep of all that I had into

40

his own purse.”* After much haggling and maneuvering, Russ and Johnston

finally made a new agreement, in which the “interest only changed from ten to

twelve per cent per annum.”*

Johnson concludes his narrative
in 1882 with a final reference to Russ:
“But enough of this, | am nearly done
with him and wish him or his no harm
and would not harm if I could.”*?

Joseph Russ died four years later,
in October 1886. His laudatory
biography in Leigh Irvine’s History
of Humboldt County claimed that:

So systematically did Mr.
Russ plan his undertaking,
and so thoroughly were

his plans blocked out, that

many of them were practi-

cally self-operating for years
#

Richard Johnston, perhaps con-
templating life’s difficulties (CPH,
colorized by JR).

to come.. ..

Such was the case with his loan to Richard Johnston. According to one
of his descendants, Johnston, not having read the fine print in the loan
agreement, failed to fulfill one of its requirements. Russ’s widow, Zipporah,
thereupon foreclosed on Johnston, who forfeited half his ranch to her as a
result.* In March 1894 Johnston gave up 1,860 acres to pay off two mortgages
totaling $15,924.60,% proof that Joseph Russ’s plans were indeed “self-oper-

ating for years to come.”
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Indians and whites. A perceived crime by the
Indians provoked a massive retaliation that
ended in a massacre. (See sidebar 2.)

During the early 1860s several Bear River
whites reported various hostile acts by Indians,
none of which resulted in either injury or death.
There are no known accounts about what the
whites did to the Bear River Indians during this

time, but elsewhere the record shows repeated

acts of “ethnic cleansing” by genocidal white vig-
ilantes and military units, the most notorious
being the series of at least a dozen massacres
in late February 1860 that included the mass
killings on Indian Island.*

On July 2, 1860, Seth Kinman’s dwelling
on Bear River Ridge was reportedly burned
by Indians.* Kinman, whose tales were often

among the tallest, claimed that “three different

2. The Just and the Dead

Although Bear River ranchers feared trouble with the Indians, the biggest
known conflict that occurred there was caused by the whites. There are
various versions of what happened, but the most plausible account came
from Silas Morrison. It was handed down to his son, George, and then told
to, and recalled by, Viola Russ McBride.

According to the Morrison-McBride story, in late 1856 a group of whites
that included Silas Morrison descended from Bear River Ridge, intending to
cross Bear River and explore the southern slope of the valley. With them was
a late arrival, an Australian named Charles Hicks. The group was doubtful
about letting Hicks join them, and only agreed to do so after he promised to
“be SURE not to make any trouble.”*

But Hicks broke his promise.

The group crossed the river and went by an Indian camp, which was
located on the future site of the second Bear River School.* The men “passed
the encampment peaceably enough, but as they did, Hicks apparently spied
an attractive Indian girl.” The whites camped about half a mile south of the
Indians. Hicks announced that “he was going hunting to see if he could get
some meat.”°

He had a different quarry in mind. Soon the whites “heard a commotion
down the hill at the Indian encampment and then, after a bit, a gun shot!” Hicks
never returned. The next day the whites rode to the Indian camp and indicated
they wanted Hicks back. Then they rode back up to Bear River Ridge.”!

Hicks, it turned out, “had gone straight to the Indian camp and tried to
get the Indian girl. The chief and other men objected, and there was a struggle
during which one Indian was knifed and killed.” An Indian from Eel River
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managed to wrest Hicks’s gun from him. Hicks ran for the river and was half
way across when the Indian fired at him, hitting Hicks in the shoulder. Hicks

managed to reach the other side of the river and crawl out of sight.”? Then:

The next day, the Indians did the best they could. They sent some
squaws across the river with water and food. The squaws, when they
found him, treated his wound by packing it with herbs and made a

litter for carrying him.”’

The Indian women hollered until they caught the attention of the whites
on the ridge. The women then left Hicks. The whites came down and got
Hicks and took him to their camp, where he died.**

The Humboldt Times soon printed a letter from someone calling himself
“Eel River” that told a different story. In this version, several whites were
hunting on Bear River. One of them, Charles Hicks, went to a nearby Indian
rancheria, where he was “attacked by about fifteen diggers. . ..” In the melee
that followed, Hicks and an Indian were wounded.>

The Times’s account is similar to that of Knyphausen Geer’s. Geer
continued the story, stating that Hicks was attended by a doctor®® but that
he died from a severed artery. After Hicks’s burial, Thomas Hawley, who was
his trapping partner, exclaimed, “Who’ll go with me?! I can’t eat or sleep in
peace until I kill a God Damned Digger.”” Hawley, Geer, and several others
accordingly set off after the Indians, who had fled northeast over Bear River
Ridge and then down Price Creek. The pursuers finally located them near
Grizzly Bluff. The whites gathered local reinforcements and in the morning
eleven men attacked the Indian camp. According to Geer, “we fought and
killed quite a lot. . . . They never resisted.”®

Another version comes from Seth Kinman, whose story is similar to Geer’s:
an unprovoked attack on Hicks by a “whole squad of Indians.” Kinman’s
conclusion to the incident was more graphic than Geer’s: “We slaughtered
Indians in piles and the work of slaughter and revenge went on.”®

For years the “bad Indian” accounts of the Times, Geer, and Kinman
were the only reports available that described the Hicks incident. The Morri-
son-McBride version of the Hicks story was not published until 1995.%° Only
then was it revealed that a large group of Indians were killed simply because
they tried to prevent one of their women from being raped. Such was the

white vigilantes’ version of justice.
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times did the Indians burn my cabin. 1 was
engaged in dairying—making butter—and a large
quantity of this was stored under the cabin in a
kind of a cellar and it melted and ran down the
hill, a distance of 200 yards.”®! Kinman failed to
mention that these attacks may have been retal-
iatory, for he was known to have shot Indians
on sight.®

In October 1860, John Lewis Southmayd and
his partner, Osgood, returned to their ranch to
find their house burned, “no doubt,” as the
Humboldt Times put it, “set on fire by Indians.”®
The following June, not having learned their
lesson, the two ranchers left their house again;
they were gone only a few hours but that was

robbed by

Indians of every portable article of furniture, as

long enough for them to be “. . .

well as clothing, blankets and provisions.” It was
the third invasion of Southmayd and Osgood’s
property, and although “. . . the cash value of the
property stolen did not exceed, probably, two
hundred and fifty dollars, . .

. the annoyance

arising from the coercive familiarities is not to
be reckoned with in dollars and cents. . . .”%
Other “coercive familiarities” may have
occurred. Referring to the early 1860s, Historian
Owen C. Coy claimed, without citing his sources,
that “the ranges on Yager Creek were those most
seriously affected during the earlier years of the
war, with the result that a large part of the stock
was removed to the coast region near Bear and
Mattole rivers. These valleys became overstocked

and likewise were infested by hostile bands.”®

According to Viola Russ McBride, the
Russ ranch house was twice approached by
Indians when Joseph Russ was gone and his
wife Zipporah left with the children. Once, an
Indian boy who was raised by the Russes foiled
the attempt when he persuaded Zipporah to
shoot a hawk from a tree. This feat so impressed
the Indians that they promptly left. In the other
instance, John Mackey from the Mattole Valley
rode up to find the Russ house surrounded by
Indians. He approached with gun in hand and

The Southmayd Ranch house, 1900 (DTC, colorized by JR).
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the Indians fled. Mackey entered the house to
find one of the Russ children hidden “under an
overturned washtub and the rest under her [Zip-
porah’s] skirts.”®

As the above reports indicate, Indians
in the Bear River area had burned houses,
stolen or ruined goods, and frightened people.
In apparent response to such acts, Captain
William B. Hull of the Second California
Volunteer Infantry received, in early 1864,
“orders directing me to take the field and
capture or kill all Indians found between the
northern boundary of the Mendocino Reserva-
tion and Bear River, in Humboldt County.”®
[emphasis added] Apparently no one at the
time questioned the use of deadly force against
a group of people accused of no more than
theft and vandalism.

That March,

from Company E, First Battalion, California

a detachment of soldiers

Mountaineers, pursued Indians over much of
southwestern Humboldt County. The unit’s
commander, Lt. W. W. Frazier, reported Indians
“killing horses and cattle on Bear River.” He
also noted that his troops had recovered “several
articles of clothing, supposed to be taken from
Mr. Russ’ house when robbed by them [the
Indians] some time since.”®® In early April the
same soldiers nearly caught an Indian raiding
party, which left behind “frying pans, milk pans,
earthenware, cups and saucers; property they
had stolen from the citizens on Bear River. We
also found the remains of cattle, potatoes and
pumpkins.”®

And this appears to be the worst the Bear
River Indians had done. According to Viola
Russ McBride, the rapist Charles Hicks was
the “only white man killed on Bear River by
Indians.”” When, a few years later, the Indians

went on a potato and pumpkin rampage, the

Southwest Humboldt Hinterlands

response was for the state militia to attempt to
“capture or kill” all the Indians.

In the accounts of the early white settle-
ment of Bear River, there is no mention of
the permanent Indian villages that had long
occupied the north side of the valley. There
had, in fact, been several, as noted by two eth-
nographers: Pliny Goddard’s informants named
six villages™ on the lower river, and Gladys
Nomland, with information from a different
interviewee, mapped eight.”” The process by
which this string of Indian communities was
converted into ranchland has never been fully
described, but the search and destroy tactics of
the state militia must have removed most or all
of the village inhabitants from their homeland
on Bear River.

This removal was apparently still in progress
in 1864, for in that year it appears that many
white residents of Bear River, imagining them-
selves to still be under dire threat by the Indians,
had vacated their properties; in the presiden-
tial election that fall only four votes were cast
in the local precinct. Come the following year,
however, many whites had returned, since a
state and county election drew thirty-two local
voters.”

And by 1865 almost all of the land in the lower
Bear River valley and its north slope up to the
ridge had been patented.”™ No mention is made
of how title of the land was transferred from the
previous owners, the Bear River Indians. The
next ten years found land patenting of smaller
areas south and northeast of the river.” Despite
these acquisitions, the white community in the
valley experienced population stasis; the 1875
election found twenty-nine voters present, three
less than a decade earlier.”

Then came 1876, and the bright eye of Nellie
Wildwood, new correspondent to the West Coast
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Signal, focused upon Bear River. Calling the
area a ‘little paradise,” Nellie noted, however,
the dominating (and sometimes deleterious)

influence of the topography:

Bear River valley lies between some of
the hills of the Coast Range, and does
not exceed half a mile in width at the
widest point. The main river, or North
Fork, takes its rise some seventeen or
eighteen miles inland, just southeast of
Mount PIERCE, more familiarly known as
“The Monument,” and empties into the
ocean. It is as full of kinks and turns as
an old maid’s temper, and in ascending
a distance of five miles, one has to ford it
about twenty times. The wagon road lies
in the bed of the river often, as the banks
are so perpendicular it is impossible to go
on the land. The whole valley is used for
dairying purposes, the hills making fine

ranges for the cows.”

A vyear after Nellie’s trip came another
newcomer—innovation. In the fall of 1877 A.
D. Spear, who had located on Bear River Ridge,
announced plans to manufacture cheese. Butter
was something Bear River had aplenty, but
Spear, “an experienced cheese maker,” saw the
opportunity to expand the scope of the area’s
dairying operations. He accordingly construct-
ed two buildings for cheese processing, piped
in “cold water from mountain springs,” and
introduced “all the modern improvements
which have made cheese making a success in the
Eastern States and Canada.” Spear was hoping

¢

to offset the “. . . statistical fact that California

has never yet produced enough cheese for home
consumption. . . .” "

As Spear worked during the winter on his

11

cheese factory, a January storm disrupted the
valley’s transportation, wrecking Clark, DeLas-
seaux & Company’s ferryboat. Another boat of
unspecified function, Captain Brown’s Black
Rover, was left as the only “vessel afloat in this
vicinity.””

During these years Joseph Russ assiduously ac-
cumulated land throughout much of Humboldt
County, a large part of which was in the Bear
River area. In 1881 Elliott’s history noted that:

. . . Joseph Russ owns thousands of
acres which he has divided into suitable
ranges, and he is still laying out new
farms on Cape and Bear River ridges,
where the largest dairies are situated.
Mr. Russ is fitting up a dairy in the heart
of the Bear River country, which will
be one of the largest in the county. All
this country is well supplied with spring
water for stock and dairy use.

Of the eighty-one dairies® in the
Bear River country, Mr. Russ owns
twenty, nineteen of which are leased. On
these eighty-one dairies, 4,580 cows are
milked, being an average of a trifle over
fifty-six cows to the dairy. These 4,580
cows yielded 732,800 pounds of butter
for the season of 1881, being an average
of 160 pounds to the cow. . . . The great
bulk of this butter is shipped to Eureka

and San Francisco markets.’!

With 81 dairies, butter was king at Bear River,
but it rested on a tottering throne. (See sidebar 3.)
Elliott’s 1881 history caught agricultural
activity in Bear River at, or near, its peak.®’ It
was also a time of high tide for the area’s largest
landowner, Joseph Russ. Humboldt County

assessments for that year showed Russ owning
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Four-footed cheese factories at the Bunker Hill Ranch (CPH, colorized by JR).

3. A Better Place for Butter

Richard Johnston, who was embroiled with Russ in their loan dispute,

provided some specific information about dairy operations:

A good milker will milk twenty cows in two hours and a half, or three
hours at the farthest. . . . We churn every day by horse power, wash the
butter thoroughly with water in the churn. . . . [The butter] is either
moulded into what is called two pound rolls, or put down solid . . . [as]
one hundred pounds of butter. . . .

A dairy of 100 cows requires the labor of five men for about five
months,®® and four men for another month, and three men until the
cows are dried up, except when they feed. The milking season lasts in
Humboldt County on Bear River, seven months. On the Mattole from

five to six months. On the farming land in the valleys, longer.3*
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Other dairy workers described the milking process. It wasn’t a picnic.
In the early days on Bear River milking was not done in a barn but in an
open corral. A cowboy drove the herd into the corral at about 3:00 A.M. and
milking began in the dark. The milkers carried a lantern, a bucket, and a stool
with them, moving from cow to cow. Each milker had his own string of cows
that he would milk in the same order every day. The corral was covered with
crushed rock, but on rainy days the surface still turned to mud, so that “it
wasn’t unusual for a cowboy to lose his boots” as moved through the corral.®®
There is no report about how much mud and rainwater wound up in the
milk buckets.

Johnston described Bear River dairying at its high point in the early 1880s.

He also alluded to a problem with the area’s forage:

... [O]n most of the dairy ranches on Bear River, a cow can be kept
on every four acres. The valley or farm land, which is a rich alluvial

deposit . . ., can be made to keep a cow to the acre.®

Johnston may not have foreseen the day when hand milkers would be
replaced by machines, but his statistics suggested another change that was
coming. “Rich alluvial” land in the Eel River valley and elsewhere could
provide four times as much forage, per acre, as that at Bear River. Gradually
Eel River bottom land was cleared and wetlands reclaimed, while potato
and grain growing there was reduced. Dairy cows increasingly occupied the
lower Eel, their milk creating products that, starting in 1884, could be easily
shipped by rail to Humboldt Bay. Bear River, remote and offering less fertile
land, could not, in the long run, compete. Yet it held out for a time, perhaps

because of its reputation. J. A. Mulcahy stated that:

From 1904 to 1908 each year [ made a trip to Bear River to purchase a
year’s supply of butter for the Korbel, Riverside and Glendale lumber
manufacturers. The Bear River Dairymen were fine Swiss people who
knew their business. The butter they made would keep much better than
the Creamery butter made in Humboldt County. They would deliver the
butter in 50 and 100 pound kegs to Singley Station. I would go there, test
the butter and ship it to Arcata. I recall the last shipment was in 1908

when 11 tons was shipped to Arcata and distributed from there.%

This represented the end of Bear River’s dairying heyday:

13
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place in the state.®®

to make butter.

The dairies began to fade in the early 1900s. Some stayed in operation
but not many. Sheep came in to replace the dairy cows and beef cattle
took the place of other stock. . . . The Bear River country went into the

raising of sheep, selling wool and lambs of a quality second to no other

Nearly a century later, in 2002, dairy operations were concentrated in the
Eel River valley and the Arcata bottom.® Of the 81 dairies that once occupied

Bear River, nary a one remained. Humboldt ranchers had found better places

or co-owning property valued at over $380,000,
more than twice as much as his nearest rival,
William Carson.”® Russ was assembling a land
empire that would exceed 150,000 acres’
and would include a collection of some 30
ranches, most of them in the Bear River area.
One reviewer of Russ’s business transactions
reported that “between 1857 and 1886, the Re-
corder’s Office lists 296 land transactions with
Russ as the grantee, plus 44 patents.””> He was
serving in the state assembly when in July 1882
the San Francisco Call announced that “Hon.
Joseph Russ, of Ferndale, Humboldt County, is
mentioned as a candidate for Governor on the
Republican ticket.”®?

But Russ was not nominated for governor.
Instead, he was implicated in a gigantic land
fraud scheme that attempted, and partially
succeeded, in illegally securing thousands of
acres of prime timberland on Redwood Creek
and Prairie Creek.”* He died in October 1886,
five months after the district court in San
Francisco quashed the indictment against him.”

The Russ ranches in the Bear River Ridge-
Bear River-Cape Ridge area were numerous and
often either poetically or enigmatically named.

“Lone Star” and “West Point” were outdone

by “Bunker Hill” and “Central Park,” which
in turn were eclipsed by “Dublin Heights” and
“Mazeppa.”®

As Elliott’s history indicated, by 1881 all
but one of the twenty Russ ranches in the Bear
River area were leased. A notable number of
[talian-Swiss dairymen put in time at Bear River
as lessees or workers. Many of them came from
a single canton in Switzerland. (See sidebar 4.)

By the end of the 19 century, everyday life
in Bear River had receded from the headlines
of the county’s newspapers. In the early 1900s
reportable excitement transpired only occasion-
ally.

Two such instances involved animal attacks
and occurred within a year of each other. In
November 1903, Fred Richardson, who lived
on the north side of Bear River Ridge,” found
a “wild cat” trying convert a turkey into dinner.
Richardson seized the only weapon available, “an
ordinary hammer . . . and entered the fray, and
with one or two well directed blows, killed the
cat and saved the turkey.”® It was a timely rescue,
since it occurred just before Thanksgiving.

The next year, across the Bear River valley
to the south, a panther inspected the Dublin
Heights Ranch, found that the two-year-old son
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The prosaically named Green Pond Ranch lies but a few ridges away from the blue Pacific (JR).

of Cipriano and Theodorlinda Ambrosini® was
available and carried the child off preparatory
to “eating it at its leisure.” According to the

newspaper account, Cipriano

... was taking care of morning milk in the
dairy, when startled by the fearful scream
from his child, he rushed out to see his
baby in the jaws of a ferocious panther,
who, hampered by the weight of the
child was prevented from making rapid

progress in the direction of the woods.

Cipriano grabbed a stick and immediately
gave chase, pursuing the panther for nearly a
mile before the fatigued feline “finally dropped
the child and escaped into the woods.” Remark-
ably, the little boy was unhurt, suffering only the
tearing of his clothes. A posse of men and dogs

were soon after the panther but failed to catch
it.IOO

Like catching a panther, reaching the ranches
in the middle section of Bear River was never an
easy task. As Nellie Wildwood noted in 1876,
going up the valley from Capetown required
numerous river crossings, which could not
be made in times of high water. By the 1920s
an alternate route had appeared on the map:
it left Bear River Ridge Road about two miles
southeast of the junction with the Wildcat
Road. From there it seemingly dropped off the
edge of the earth, twisting southward down
a spur ridge past the Bolivia and Green Pond
ranches to reach Bear River on the Walter and
Audrey Ambrosini property.’° After passing the
Ambrosini house the road crossed the river on a
covered bridge.!

The Bear River bridge caught the attention
of bridgeologist S. Griswold Morley,'”® who
was compiling a book that ultimately listed 29
California covered bridges, 12 of which were

in Humboldt County. Morley, who was also a
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4. The Switzerland of Humboldt County

Canton Ticino is the southernmost state in Switzerland, the only one that
has Italian as its sole official language.’® It lies in a beautiful section of the
southern Alps and includes parts of Lake Lugano and Lake Maggiore. Yet
Ticino has had its difficulties. A geographer in the early 19% century, Conrad
Malte-Brun, was harsh and brief in describing the area: “The canton of
Tesino [Ticino] is the poorest, and the people the most ignorant of any in
Switzerland.”'®

Poor the Ticinoians might have been, but ignorant they were not. By
the late 19% century they had devised an effective method for ending their
poverty: migrate to Humboldt County.

Records are incomplete, but between 1875 and 1914, more than a score of
men from Ticino arrived at Bear River to engage in dairying, many on ranches

owned by the Russ family.!® Perhaps the first of this group was Bernardino

What they left behind: stone hut in Canton Ticino (WM, partly colorized by JR).
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professor of Spanish at University of California
Berkeley, in 1938 noted the interesting approach
to the bridge he called “Ambrosini’s”:

Genzoli, who came from the town of Lodrino in 1875 and “immediately found
work in a dairy on Bear river ridge.” Nine years later, Bernardino joined forces
with his brother, Morello, and leased the Harken Ranch near Capetown. There
followed a progression of other Genzoli ranches—at Bear River, Elk River, and
Arcata bottom, the latter of which Genzoli was operating in 1915.1%7

Martin Ambrosini also emigrated from Lodrino, arriving in Humboldt
County in 1882. He “commenced his career with humble employment in
dairies on Bear River Ridge and near Ferndale. When he had accumulated
considerable means by faithful work and wise economy, Mr. Ambrosini . . .
in 1895 purchased twenty acres . . . [near] the town of Ferndale. This he has
improved to great extent, and has engaged in the dairy business there since
that time.”!%

Fedele Guglielmina’s biography sums up the experience of many of the

transplanted Ticinoians:

.. . his early training among the Alps mountains in Switzerland has
combined with favorable conditions in this region [Humboldt County]
to win him success in the line which has been his life work [dairying] up
to now. His prosperous career speaks well for the land of his birth and
for the land of his adoption. Reared in a region noted for the productive-
ness of its herds, he became familiar with the care of dairy cattle from
boyhood. But he was ambitious for greater returns than the intense com-
petition and small areas of his own country made possible, and settled in

the new world, which has indeed proved a land of promise in his case.!””

Although Bear River was considerably lower than the Alps, it became a

welcoming place for Italian-Swiss dairymen with lofty aspirations.

unfenced, one of those aimless modified
cart tracks that seem to have laid them-
selves out on the line of least resistance.

No signposts mark the forks, and if you

To reach . . . Ambrosini’s ranch, six
miles above Capetown, you must drive
fourteen miles south from Ferndale, over
one of those tremendous long rounded
hills or mountains which are a specialty

of Humboldt County. The gravel road is

fail to heed carefully the last rancher’s di-
rections, you are as likely as not to land
ten miles away from where you aimed,
and find no soul to set you on your way.
But if you follow the rule “Take every

right-hand turn,” you will meander for a
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The Bear River covered bridge MWC, colorized by JR).

distance along the hippopotamus back,
and then, after having opened and shut
at least five cattle gates, drop down by
second-gear zigzags into the valley of
Bear River. There you will come to a
small brown bridge, obviously new, with
iron roof and board sides. The stream,
modest in autumn, flows lazily under
the flooring. The twelve-by-twelve truss
timbers are in part new and sawn, in
part old and hewn. The hewn ones were
evidently taken from an earlier structure.
Steep twenty-seven-foot plank approach-
es, uncovered, follow the fashion of this
region. Near by lies Ambrosini’s, not
so isolated as you might think, for he
has many neighbors up and down Bear
[River]Valley.'°

Years later, Audrey Ambrosini indicated
that Morley had underestimated the ranch gate

count, claiming that there were about seven

gates to open and close, thereby requiring
fourteen car stops. Ambrosini was living nearby
when the bridge was built, and she “saw it taken
out by Bear River in 1955.”"! Afterwards state
highway engineer John Canfield was sent in to
build a replacement bridge out of logs. Canfield
had his crew construct a large center pier for the
bridge. Walter Ambrosini, who was observing
the work, told Canfield, “I am afraid you've
made the center pier too wide. It will be too
much of an obstruction during flood stage.”
Canfield responded with a polite demurral.
It then rained heavily for two days. When he
subsequently checked the bridge, the pier had
vanished. Canfield indicated that:

A week or so later, when the river was
reduced in volume where it could again
be diverted to one side, we rebuilt the
pier. This time I consulted with my
rancher friend and followed most of his

advice. . . .
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[ later learned that this log bridge
remained in place for about five years
before it was replaced by a permanent

concrete structure.'?

Both Morley and Ambrosini would have
likely complained about another route to the
valley floor. This was a private road that left the
Wildcat Road a couple of miles west of the Bear
River Ridge Road junction and made at least 11
switchbacks as it descended through Russ and
Morrison ranches to reach the river about two
miles west of the Ambrosini bridge.!”

East of the bridge, the Bear River valley
narrowed to a canyon. Brothers Victor and
Ferdinand Ambrosini ranched an opening above
the river on the slopes of Bear River Ridge. In
the valley below them the Teichgraber family had
steep hillside property that stretched across both
sides of the river. The Ambrosinis reached their
ranch from a road that descended from Bear River
Ridge west of Kinman Pond. A half-mile upriver
from Teichgrabers was the Barbettini Ranch.

Although part of it was on the river, the ranch
was accessed by a road from Bear River Ridge.!*
The last ranch up the river canyon belonged to
Alice and Arthur Chase, who homesteaded the
Monument Ranch in the 1870s."® Their property
was about a mile east of the river and a mile
west of Mount Pierce, a landform more recently
known as Monument Peak."¢ (See sidebar 5.)
When Mabel Lowry arrived in the valley
in 1931, she found “there was no telephone,
electricity or school.”'” Bear River had not
always been schoolless, however. In 1868 the
first school in the area was established on
the Johnston Ranch, about halfway between
the center of the Bear River community and
Capetown. Then, in 1879, Capetown started its
own school and the Bear River School moved
to a new location upstream, on the north side
of the river."® An elderly Indian'” would help
the younger southside students cross Bear River
on a log to reach the school. Sometimes the
students crossed on their own, once with almost

dire results. (See sidebar 6.)

5. A Monumental Task

In 1853 Deputy Surveyor Henry Washington came north to establish the

120 of northwestern California. Washing-

“Initial Point” for the cadastral survey
ton had already used Mount San Bernardino as the initial point for southern
California (Mount Diablo became the initial point for central and part of
northern California). Washington, whose political leanings are not known,
named the northwestern initial point for Franklin Pierce, who was President
at the time.'”! Pierce, as a “Doughface” Democrat, was one of a series of 1850s
presidents who, although from the North, sympathized with the South on
the slavery issue.!?? He supported the Fugitive Slave Act and has consistent-
ly been ranked as one of the country’s worst presidents.””> Unsurprisingly,
Mount Pierce soon came to be called Monument Peak, a politically neutral

name that merely described its function.'*
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6. “An Act of Bravery”

One day in May 1889 Georgie Morrison, 13, was riding to the Bear River
School in company with Amelia'>® Meyer (no age given), the school teacher.
When “opposite the Geer place Georgie rode across the river to bring Jennie
Lowry over.”!?® The first crossing went okay, but on the way back things

became difficult. Georgie had Jennie, age nine, behind him on his horse,

... and when in the middle of the stream the horse began to rear and
plunge, throwing the girl, who clung to Georgie, and they both went into
the river, which was pretty high and running swift. She lost her hold of
him in the fall, but the brave boy seized hold of her clothing, and they
both were carried quite a distance down the river. The girl seemed to
be perfectly helpless, but the boy struggled manfully until he reached
the shore, and dragged his friend after him, who was nearly as heavy as
himself. Miss Meyer tried to ride to their rescue, but her horse refused
to go to them, and all she could do was 