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Preface

One impulse from a vernal wood
May teach you more of man,
Of moral evil and of good,

Than all the sages can.

—Wordsworth

Here, in pictures and in words, is the story of what happened, over little more than a century, to
places drained by the Van Duzen and main Eel rivers. We will look at lands claimed by four Indian
tribes that together contained more than four dozen tribal groups. We will witness the coming of
hundreds and then thousands of whites, most of them intent upon wresting wealth from the forests
and the prairies that blanketed the hillsides and the valleys that were everywhere to be seen. We will,
if we so choose, discern both “moral evil” and “good” in the way these peoples have treated the land.

Here is Blocksburg, poised atop its rugged ridge, offering succor to the travelers who have reached
it by their day-long climb from the Eel.

Here is Pepperwood, with its wagon road running between a band of redwoods and a band of
laurels, both trees so useful that soon many will be cut.

Here is Bridgeville, built where two great travel corridors crossed, bypassed by the modern highway
when its usefulness had ended.

And here is No-le-bi, a Nongatl village lying deep in the forest, hidden for decades after all its
inhabitants had left.

In these southeastern Humboldt places and in many others, the vernal wood may be no more,

but here is a record of its impulses, and what they have to teach.



Introduction

This book is the fourth volume in my “History of Humboldt County Peoples and Places” series.
It covers 28 areas in the southeastern part of the county, running from laqua on the north to the
Mendocino county line on the south and from Mail Ridge on the west to the Trinity County line 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, I have colorized it using MyHeritage and Adobe Photoshop
Elements software. Several maps appear at key points in the text. These are mostly based on a 1916
United States Army Corps of Engineers 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, [ 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. I 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 the previous one, Southwest Humboldt Hinterlands, in part represents a con-
tinuation 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
Highway 36 and the rise and fall of sheep ranching 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.

xi



Chapter Locations

N
TN g
s ure”




Table of Contents

Expressions of Gratitude v
Acknowledgements vii
Key to Photo Credits viii
Preface .4
Introduction xi
Chapter Locations xii
Table of Contents xiii
1. Harris 1
2. Mail Ridge 21
3. Fruitland 33
4. Alderpoint 47
5. Fort Seward 61
6. Eel Rock 77
7. McCann 83
8. Camp Grant 89
9. South Fork 97
10. Redcrest 101
11. Larabee Area 109
12. Holmes 123

xiii

13. Shively 129
14. Pepperwood 145
15. Elinor 159
16. Stafford 167
17. Dobbyn Creek Area 175
18. Blocksburg 181
19. Burr Creek & Upper Larabee Creek 197
20. Dinsmore 203
21. Larabee Valley 209
22. Bridgeville 217
23. Strong’s Station 233
24. Carlotta 243
25. Yager 263
26. Redwood House 273
27. Showers Pass 277
28. Jlaqua 299
Sources 311
Endnotes 349
About the Author 367







Chapter 1

Harris

Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades

Past the near meadows, over the still stream,

Up the hill-side . . .

—Keats, Ode to a Nightingale

Perched on its hillside, Harris has endured
the decades, an outpost in a far corner of the
county, necessary for a few but ignored by many.
Whatever anthem of farewell once passed the
lips of passing travelers has faded to silence,
replaced by the rumble of dusty pickups that may
slow but seldom stop. Pause here long enough,
however, and other sounds may emanate from
the ridgeslope surroundings—the whispering
wind passing over the headstones of the half-hid-
den cemetery, the creak of the rusty barn hinge
that has seen no oil for decades—reminders that
recollection awaits not only those who look, but
also those who listen.

The story of the Harris area begins with
words last spoken perhaps a century ago, when
Indians from both sides of the Mail Ridge
divide told their stories to ethnographers like
Pliny E. Goddard and C. Hart Merriam. The
ridge separates the South Fork Eel drainage
from that of the main Eel. As such, it served
as a summer hunting and gathering location for
tribal groups that spent their winters close to
one of the two rivers. From the west came the
To-kub-be ke-ahs,! who had winter villages along
the South Fork near Benbow and also on the
lower East Branch and claimed all of the latter’s
drainage as part of their territory.” A noted
location for their summer activity was at Des-
an-dun, a summer camp at Spruce Grove, on

the ridgeline a mile or so northwest of Harris. A

“little ways north” of Des-an-dun was a second
camp, La-citel-tci-bi.> Over the divide from the
head of Tom Long Creek, a major tributary of
the East Branch, was Bun-kuttco-tcin-ne-dun,
a large pond where, according to the To-kub-be
ke-ah Albert Smith, “that place white man kill
all my people. Soldiers.”

On the east side of the ridge were three
Wailaki tribal groups that came up seasonally
from winter villages on the main Eel. The Kai-
kichekaiya camped several miles southeast of
Harris on Chamise Creek in summer and went
there at other times to hunt elk.’ The Dalsokai-
ya likely went onto Walker Ridge, which lies west
of Chamise Creek.® And the Setaltcitokaiya were
located in the Jewett Rock area east of Harris.’

Whites came to the locale at least as early as
the spring of 1850. It was then that Aristides
J. Huestis and a party from Sonoma County
rode along “the divide between the main Eel
river and the South Fork.” Remarkably, Huestis
and the group were taking wagons over what
was no more than a trail. Most of the vehicles
were wrecked along the inappropriate route.
Somewhere in the vicinity of what became
known as Huestis Rock, they gave up, took the
last remaining wagon down to the main Eel, left
it there, and continued on wagonless.®

In 1851 four prospectors, Thomas Smith,
“Redemeyer of Ukiah, Requa of Long Valley,”

and Enoch Jewett, came through the Harris
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Spruce Grove (JR).

area on their way south “through the wilds of
Trinity county.” They had “found no gold and
the Indians were very troublesome, forcing them
to take a stand against them where Harris is now
situated.” The results of the encounter are not
described, but the report confirms the existence
of an early travel route through the site of the
town.

At an undetermined but early date, the
ridge became the major travel corridor between
Humboldt and Mendocino counties. The 1865
Humboldt County map refers to the route as the
“Overland Mail Trail,”"® but at various times it
was also called the Sonoma Trail, the Govern-
ment Trail, and the Mail Ridge Trail.!! The last
of these became permanent, probably because it
referred to the main item carried along the trail.
Upon entering Humboldt County from the Bell
Springs area, the route went north to the future
site of Harris, where it turned northwest and
promptly reached what was called “Spruce Grove
Station.”!? From there the trail curved around

the west side of Pratt Mountain and then more

or less followed the ridgetop until it reached
later-day Fruitland, whence it dropped to the west
bank of the main Eel to reach Camp Grant.”
There was a mail station at Spruce Grove,
where trails arrived from the South Fork
Eel (at the future site of Garberville) and the
East Branch.!* In September 1861 the station
was reportedly attacked “by about seventy-five

Indians.”? It proved to be a lengthy event:

The station-keeper and one other man
were in the house; a few yards distant was
the corral, containing about six horses
and ten tons of hay. The Indians secured
the horses, took them a short distance
and killed them. They then returned
and set fire to the hay, and attempted
to fire the house by throwing burning
brands and wisps of hay on the roof. . . .

In the house the occupants fought to
save their lives. . . . The two men prevent-
ed the house from burning by removing

the shingles. There were some fifteen
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rifles in the hands of the Indians with
which they kept up a desultory fire upon
the house; they did not attempt to take
possession, as two of their number had
been killed in an attempt to approach
the door. After destroying the hay and
out-buildings the Indians withdrew to
where the carcasses of the horses were,
when they commenced a feast of roast
horse beef. . . .

As the Indians dined in style, three
men, on foot, arrived at the besieged
station. . . . The Indians returned after
a short absence, and renewed their at-
tempt to burn the house and murder the
men; but finding that there were more
white men than in the morning, and
two or three of . . . [the Indians] being

dispatched to kingdom come, they con-
cluded it best to be off.'®

In March 1863 Enoch Phelps Jewett arrived
in Little Valley,'” a flat spot between two ridges
about three miles southeast of Spruce Grove.
Here he bought a squatter’s claim from a Mr.
Redd. Jewett married Belle Fenton, “a Wailaki
woman,” and the couple had four children.
Enoch Jewett brought in the first livestock ever
seen in the valley.'"® Eventually the Jewett Ranch
came to comprise 2,400 acres, upon which grazed
some 2,500 sheep, 200 head of cattle, and 100
horses." And Little Valley became Jewett Valley.?°

Spruce Grove fairly straddled the divide
between the main Eel and the South Fork. It
still commands a view that raced the pulse of an

anonymous resident in 1876:

There are features here for the romantic
inclined that cannot be excelled by only
a few places in the State. Standing but a

few feet from the house one can direct

Jewett Rock looms above Jewett Valley (JR).



the eye over mountains with their for-
est-topped peaks and deep solemn look-
ing canyon and gaze for miles to either
point of the compass. In the west and
on a clear day, we cheerfully overlook
the fantastic shapped [sic] mountain for
a look at the old Pacific, and its many
freighted vessels, slowly passing up or
down the coast, and wait with no little
anxiety for the setting of the sun, a view
that is as grand and imposing as was ever
witnessed in any clime. . . . The east is
not without its attraction or grandeur.
[ts mountains many of which are higher
in altitude than any one on the Coast
Range, are generally without the dense
forests that cover the latter, and instead
are crowned with snow that seems to

mock the sun’s heat. . . .2!

By the 1870s there were three focal points
near the future site of Harris. To the west was
Spruce Grove, to the east was Jewett Valley,

and to the south was newly established Dark

Southeast Humboldt Hinterlands

Canyon. David M. Stoody and his unnamed
wife came to the last location in 1873, claimed
320 acres, and built a hotel, saloon, and feed
stable. In 1878 they proved up their homestead,
Stoody became postmaster at the newly estab-
lished Dark Canyon Post Office, and the place’s
status as a community was assured.?

In 1877 the Overland Road was completed
when its two ends, one coming south from
Eureka and the other coming north from
Mendocino County, met at Dark Canyon.”
Now wagons and stages could at last travel
between Humboldt and San Francisco bays, and
the Stoodys’ facilities at Dark Canyon served as
a stopover on the route.’*

But the new community faced at least two
obstacles to its continued existence, both geo-
graphical. First, as one early-day local put it,
“Dark Canyon was and still is DARK.” The
canyon was filled with fir trees, which so en-
shadowed the surroundings that one apocry-
phal account claimed that “it was necessary to

stretch a rope across the road so that the [mail]

rider knew he had reached there.””” Second,

The Overland Road is much lighter south of Dark Canyon (JR).
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the new wagon road, after coming south from
Alderpoint, passed more than a mile east of
Spruce Grove, thereby creating a junction where
the new road met the old mail trail that ran up
the mountainside and headed north along Mail
Ridge. The location of the junction was on an
open hillside that offered a hospitable town site.

Thus the town of Harris was a community
waiting to happen. All that was required was for
someone named Harris to move to the junction
and make a few improvements. This occurred
in 1881 when William and Amelia Harris gave
up their hotel in Blocksburg and purchased
180 acres, a cabin, and a large barn?® from Jack
Robinson. And, faster than you can say Jack
Robinson, the Harrises turned the property
into a town. In short order William Harris
built a store, saloon, community hall (that also
served as a schoolhouse), and a house that was
eventually expanded into a hotel. Harris was
aided by the timely arrival of Andrew Haun,
who happened to have a portable sawmill with
him. Harris took Haun’s lumber as fast as it was
sawn, hammered a few nails, and soon had his
four new buildings.?’

Meanwhile, David Stoody had sold his town,
Dark Canyon, to Cornelius Swett in 1881,
only to buy it back in 1882 and then sell it that
same year to Dick and Perry Drewry.?® But the
property was diminishing in value; on July 25,
1882, the Dark Canyon Post Office moved up
the road to Harris.”’

Despite now having a post office called
Harris, there was apparently some hesitation
in applying the name to the whole community.
The 1886 county map refers to the location,
complete with four black squares indicating
buildings, as Spruce Grove, while the site of
the mail station up the ridge is now shown as

“Old Spruce Grove.” By then a road went from

Harris/New Spruce Grove on to Old Spruce
Grove and then dropped to the East Branch
South Fork Eel on its way to Garberville.’® Never
making it onto the maps was another temporary
name for Harris: “Dog Town.”’!

Down the road from Dog Town was the Goat
Sheds, a location just south of Dark Canyon
where school was held. The entire Dark Canyon
area was temporarily illuminated when it was
burned over by a fire in 1895.3? By then the local
school was safe and sound at Harris, having shed
itself of the Goat Sheds in 1891.%

While the town of Harris was still wet
behind the ears, it was featured at least twice in
the Eureka newspapers. First, meandering cor-
respondent “McTavish” stopped there during
his 1885 peregrination of southern Humboldt
County, sending a lengthy paragraph to the
Daily Humboldt Standard:

HARRIS. A public stopping place. Mr.
Harris, Sr., owns the hotel, while his son,
C. Harris, carries on a general merchan-
dise store; another son, George Harris,
has a blacksmith shop and feed stable.
They also have a nice farm, orchard and
fruit garden. This place was formerly
known as Spruce Grove. It seems to be a
central point for a large section of coun-
try. A stage, conveying the United States
mail, leaves on Wednesdays and Satur-
days for Garberville, returning the same
day. The store of Mr. Harris does a large
trade, and is in [the] charge of Mr. Scott,
an efficient and accommodating clerk.
On the occasion of our visit there were
not less than thirty persons stopping at
this station—teamsters, sheep-shearers
and travelers. The “Troubadours,” gen-

uine negroes, gave a minstrel perfor-
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Remnant of the old Spruce Grove-East Branch road (JR).

mance, which was well attended. . . . A
dance followed the performance, and
to say that Harris was a lively place that
night but dimly describes the situation.
To tell the truth there is always life and

stir about this place.**

row wagon road for a hundred yards or
more. . . .

The main part of the store was a room
twenty-by-twenty, with a wide board
counter on each side and a trap door
leading down into what was called the cel-

lar. The whole store set upon large pine

Frank Asbill, who never met a story he poles, for it was built on a sidehill. . . .

couldn’t enlarge, elaborated on the liveliness of On the counter at the east side, the

the town: calico, blue jeans, socks, jumpers, shoes

At Harris Station I have seen there with
my own eyes, fifty people, and many times
a great many more, gathered at the little
store, stage barn and hill side hotel. . . .
There would be at least fifty or sixty
head of saddle horses tied to the long
horse rack, and to the large fir post that
held the store up, and all along the pick-

et and rail fence on each side of the nar

and blankets were kept. At the end of the
counter, there was a narrow door leading
into another part of the building. That
room was about fifteen-by-twenty. It was
the saloon. The bar was about ten-feet
long, and the only other thing of impor-
tance in the room was the blanket-cov-
ered poker tables, where sometimes a
draw poker game would run for as long

as a week at a stretch.
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Of course these were saddle horse post master, store clerk, and all, but he

men, but they all had plenty of gold and
there never was a game less than a quar-
ter ante, generally half a dollar ante. . . .

All drinks at the bar were two for

let anybody tend bar. I heard him say one
time he did not think he ever lost a five-

cent piece all the time he ran the place.”

In 1887 “Rambler” rambled through Harris
and reported his (or her) findings to the Daily
Humboldt Times:

a quarter or five for a half dollar. Any-
body tended bar until he got too drunk,

then someone else took his place. The
cash register was an old cigar box setting
on the shelf with six or seven different
shaped bottles with the different kinds
of whiskey printed on them in gold let-
ters. Bill Harris tended to the filling of
the bottles when they were empty, and
it all came out of the same big barrel, in
the bottom of which there were nailed
two very swelled up plugs of tobacco.
On the counter on the west side of the

store was the post office. Bill Harris was

The vicinity of Harris—say within a radius
of ten miles—is by far the finest stock-rais-
ing region in the county. It is a country
of open glade and prairie slope with little
timber, and is covered everywhere with
a luxurious growth of chess [cheat grass]
and foxtail. The entire country is devot-
ed to sheep. Within the regions above
described are the magnificent ranges of
James Wood, B. Tuttle, J. Smith, Wood

Harris Store, 1905 (DTC, colorized by JR).




and Shroeder [sic], Ben. Arthur, Pierce
Asbill, Drewry Bros., J. P. Jewett and John
Beaumont. These ranges pasture proba-
bly more than sixty thousand sheep and
export annually more than a half million

pounds of wool.*

Then came the “hard winter of 1889.”
Pierce Asbill, one of the ranchers mentioned by
Rambler, lost 3,500 sheep. He had a $12,000
debt at the time, which the sheep loss left
him unable to pay off. He was thus “financial-
ly ruined.” He soon found a new source of
income: killing deer out of season. Asbill, with
his brother, W. J., and two others, shot “deer by
the wholesale,” dried the venison, and tanned

the hides, sending the latter to a glove factory

Southeast Humboldt Hinterlands

in San Francisco. The foursome were caught,
found guilty, and sentenced to a $100 fine or
100 days in jail. Only W. J. could pay, so his
brother Pierce and the others went to the “Hotel
Brown, Eureka,” a synonym for the county jail
operated by Sheriff Thomas McGinnis Brown.*’

In 1890 the Harrises sold their namesake
town to George ]. and Louisa Hart Tooby for
$9,000.® The Toobys had arrived in the area
in 1865, and for years George busied himself
“making trips into the mountain fastnesses with
his pack trains.”® Now he took up the more
sedentary pursuits of storekeeper, hotelkeeper,
and postmaster. In addition, Tooby engaged in
stock raising, which allowed him to still spend
some time in saddle.* The Toobys” hotel came

to have a telegraph office, which caused the

Harris clings to its hillside, 1910 (DTC, colorized by JR).
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Tooby children to become proficient in Morse
Code. At dinnertime they would sometimes
insert a knife between the tines of a fork and
vibrate coded messages to one another.*! The
telegraph office once proved personally useful to
its owner. (See sidebar 1.)

Two of the more interesting ranchers in
the area were brothers Graham* and John
Beaumont,¥ who had property on Island
Mountain. In 1871 itinerant bookseller John

Morris, carrying a revolver and riding a horse

“loaded . . . with books,” reached the Beaumont

Ranch one evening. There he

... found intelligent people. The Beau-
mont brothers were highly educated
Frenchmen who could read the dead

languages, and who had a fine library.*

In July, 1878, the Beaumonts took 4,500
pounds of wool to Port Kenyon; it was their

second delivery of the season.”® At some point

He telegraphed Eureka.

for anything.*

plishments.

1. Mountain Medical Aid

In January 1906 George Tooby had a toothache. There was “no dentist within
a hundred miles,” and it was the middle of winter. What was Tooby to do?

There were telephones in Eureka, a device not yet present in Harris, and
from the city a phone call was made to Dr. Louis P. Rossier, the physician
in Garberville, a town that had telephone but not telegraph service. Rossier
was bade come over the ridge to Harris to treat Tooby’s ailment. He dutifully
rode the ten miles across the mountains and removed the offending molar,

adding to his luster as a physician who was reputedly willing to go anywhere

Another time Rossier rode to the Harris area to treat a more serious case.
Stella Lauffer, age 15, had a severe cold that turned into something worse,
which the doctor soon diagnosed as diphtheria. By now phone service was
locally available and Rossier phoned to Eureka for serum.

The serum was dispatched for Harris, but it took two days to reach the
Harris Post Office. Meanwhile, Stella’s condition grew ever more critical. Her
father, Martin Lauffer, set out on horseback for the post office, nine moun-
tainous miles away. Rossier told him to hurry, for “without the serum his
daughter could live but a few hours.”*

Lauffer did as he was told, riding as fast as possible. As he reached the ranch
at the end of his 18-mile round trip, his faithful horse sank to the ground and
died. But the serum had arrived in time and Stella’s life was spared.®

The name of the heroic horse, who gave his life to save another’s, was

not recorded. Monuments have been raised to humans for far lesser accom-

41
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Lassoing on the Lauffer Ranch, 1905 (DTC, colorized by JR).

John Beaumont joined with Eph Parker to run
a 60-mule packtrain.>

Frank Asbill, whose father, Pierce, had
a nearby ranch, gave an account of John
Beaumont that changes his nationality. Asbill,
whose “facts” were often fluctuant, described

him as

.. a Scotchman from the Isle-of-Man.
He was a man of letters and owned a
fine library. The mountain men called
him “the walking encyclopedia,” and it
was to him they went for most of their
advice. Mr. Beaumont was the only edu-

cated man in the mountains.”!

The roads north of Harris made the news
twice in 1898. That August, Vic Pedrotti learned
the dangers of distracted driving while traveling
in his wagon on the Harris to Dyerville road

along Mail Ridge. He noticed a deer near the

roadside. Good nimrod that he was, Pedrotti
reached under the seat for his rifle. While doing
so, he knocked the gun in such a way that it dis-
charged, wounding Pedrotti in the neck. The
horses, startled by the blast, commenced to
run away, tumbling the half-conscious Pedrotti
from the wagon onto the road. A wheel from
the wagon then passed over his face, “cutting
and gashing it in a shocking way.”** So much for
multitasking on Mail Ridge.

Then in October, Assistant Superintendent of
Mail Service Rager inspected the local postal routes
and found the road from Alderpoint up “Harris
Hill” nearly impassable in winter. Rager was fond
of the route near Dobbyn Creek, although he
noted that it lacked a bridge, and therefore the
rather large stream had to be forded.”

In a few years the perils of the Dobbyn
Creek route would be tested by Eleanor Tracy,

who was on her way to teach school at Harris.

(See sidebar 2.)
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2. High Times at Harris

Eleanor Tracy spent over a year teaching school at Harris, from 1905 to 1906.
It was her third teaching position. In 1903 she had taught at nearby Alder-
point but hadn’t been asked back; in 1904 she was at Stone Lagoon, and after
one of her students died and Tracy had to make the funeral arrangements,
she didn’t want to go back. Instead, in March 1905, she set off for Harris, and
it proved to be quite an adventure.*

Tracy took the stage up the Van Duzen. There was one other passenger,
a Miss Knowles, who carried a geranium in a can. She was the Bridgeville
school teacher and got off there. It began raining, and by the time the stage
reached Blocksburg Tracy was somewhat damp. The Blocksburg teacher,
Emma Swithenbank, loaned Tracy her coat and gloves. Although the road
had been very rough all the way from Hydesville, Tracy “did not get sick to
my stomach until I reached Dobbyn Creek.” Many miles later, she arrived at
Harris at 3 A.M.>

The Tooby family provided Tracy with “a tiny nest of a room” at their
hotel. There was space only for her bed, a “dresser” that consisted of “a box
with a glass over it,” a wash stand, and her trunk—on which she put two “red
cretonne pillows” so she’d have somewhere to sit. Tracy had “good board” but
felt somewhat uncomfortable since she was “the only woman at a long table,
full of stage drivers and cowboys.” Excitement consisted of the arrival and

departure of the three daily stages.’®

L1
pt
r

The boxlike Harris Hotel was built after Eleanor Tracey stayed in
its predecessor across the road (DTC, colorized by JR).
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Tracy started with nine pupils, but she expected more to come later. The
schoolhouse had “been refitted with a new floor, seats, and stove.” It had
two porches, but one was partitioned off to provide a place for Mr. Tooby’s
cattlemen to sleep. As predicted, within a week two more students showed
up.5?

In early April there was snow, and by climbing to “the big rock on the
hill,” Tracy could see a white-clad panorama from the “Yolla Bollies, to Lassic
Peak in Trinity County, and all the ranches from Alder Point to Schroeder’s
Rock.” Despite the cold weather, Tracy found that “the flowers were very early
this year.” They included “a yellow pansy-like violet” that Tracy had never seen
before, “large purple blue-eyed grass,”® and even “a few small goldfields.””

Vic Pedrotti, having recovered from his earlier Mail Ridge mishap, drove
the stage that came from Hydesville. The snow made it hard on all the drivers,
but Vic suffered especially because of a landslide between Hydesville and Brid-
geville. This slowed him enough that he wouldn’t reach Harris until daylight,
and he then had to try to sleep while everyone else was having breakfast and
bustling around.®°

School closed near the end of June. Tracy took the stage from Harris
to Camp Five (Elinor), where she caught the train to Eureka. After staying
there with her family for a month, she returned to Harris and started a new
school year in late July. This time she began with 15 pupils, which was just
the number of passengers that crowded onto the July 30 stage. The vehicle
arrived at Harris already “loaded” and then took on a couple from Garber-
ville, “a man and woman and four squally children,” and a Miss Hotorf from
the distant Trinity County outpost of Hoagland. Somehow they were all
packed into and onto the stage, although for a time it appeared that Miss
Hotorf might be left off.°!

On August 7 there was a crowd at the Harris hotel as “the 3 passengers
stayed over—a nice man with a typewriter, a lady who is a fright, and Mr.
Tucker.” Before he left, the “young and interesting” typewriter man taught
Tracy how “to run his machine.”®

Tracy had just returned from a dance at Alderpoint. She had borrowed
a horse, wore a white piqué suit that soon got dirty, and arrived at Alder-
point at 10 P.M. after a four-hour ride. Tracy said that her former Alderpoint
students “surprised me by seeming glad to see me.” She danced four or five
times, stopped at a ranch on the way back for breakfast, and reached Harris
a little before 11 A.M.%

In mid-August came the dreaded alarm: “fire!” Some travelers had failed
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to extinguish their campfire before leaving, and it was soon burning the
prairie. George Tooby was away in Garberville, but the other residents rallied
to keep the flames in check, fighting all afternoon. Tooby was reached by
phone and he arrived about 9 p.M. The fire burned into the woods, where
it could be better contained. Soon it was “about out,” with “only a tree or
stump burning.”®*

Tracy wrote her family about all the news in the area. She reported that
A. B. Huyck and Joe O’Neil had died.®> O’Neil’s sister and her husband, col-
lectively the Bardins, “were on the verge of a divorce suit that will scandalize
even scandalous Blocksburg.”®® A “Mr. Red” from Louisiana had “southern
prejudices” and “took a cat fit because he had to eat with our negro hostler.”
His companion, Mr. Pember, shared Mr. Red’s bias.®” September brought
fires on the East Branch and at Whitethorn, sending smoke to Harris at
night.%® In addition, “a large piece of the Prior and Tooby winter range at
Blocksburg was burned,” but rains in late September ended the fire danger.®’

In late October Tracy went to the SchroederWoods Ranch, about five
miles east of Harris. Mrs. Woods played both the violin and banjo and had
“a lovely house.” The next day Tracy went to the next ranch south, owned by

the Lauffers. Getting back to Harris required a 16-mile ride. The distance to

=
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An early, very small “stage” stops at Harris (HCHS, colorized by JR).
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the Harris School was so great that the Lauffers maintained a private school
on their ranch.”

Tracy finished the school term in late fall. Before she left Harris, a
snowstorm played havoc with the roads. The stage from the south “tipped
over above Bell Springs” and arrived nine hours late. The driver only had
time for supper before he turned around and headed back to Laytonville,
making two nights and one day of driving in bitter cold without any rest.”

In March 1906, Tracy returned to Harris for the next school term. Her
good friend Stella Tooby had married a Mr. Hamilton in San Francisco, but
they were caught in a snow storm on their way back to Harris and had to stay
over at Cummings. During the time that the stages couldn’t run, the mail
was brought in on pack mules. Tracy got to know Stella’s new husband and
decided she liked “Mr. Hamilton more than I thought [ would.” 7

Tracy’s patience with her accommodations at Harris wore thin. She com-
plained that “this ‘hotel is a dreary place to call home. It’s all I can do to keep
my temper, and sometimes I am pretty mad.”” And then there was the food:
“We have been on a diet of fat salt pork, watery beans, all mushed up, and
potatoes, sometimes salted and sometimes sugared to give variety.” To make
matters worse, Tracy finally ran out of the bananas and oranges she’d brought
from Eureka.™

In April things improved. The weather warmed up and Tracy and others
“visited on the Tooby’s porch until after 10 o’clock and never felt cold.” Then
“Mrs. Fowler invited me over to supper. We had fresh roast pork & spuds,
huckleberry dumplings, watercress greens (they are fine) and cake and fruit.

Mrs. Fowler was afraid I wasn’t being properly fed. .. .””

On April 13 Mr. Davis, the soap salesman from Oakland, arrived. He had
traveled the route for 30 years, but this was the first time he found the Harris
telegraph operator on duty. So he sent a telegram just for the fun of it. The
excitement continued the next day with the appearance of Dr. Waterman the
dentist, who “will stay until he mends up the teeth of the community.”?®

In May Tracy and a friend drove a buggy to Garberville. They took the old
mail route, which was now a road, up past Spruce Grove and north along
Mail Ridge. On the west side of Pratt Mountain they turned west onto the
relatively new road to Garberville.”” The distance of the trip was about 11
miles and required opening and shutting 11 gates along the way. They passed

the Robertson Ranch, “a very pretty place,” and had four or five views of

Garberville—a little village with white houses right next to the river,
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high in the hills at Harris.

which winds in and out of sight in 4 or 5 places. On each side of the
river are green grain fields and farms. Then the hills in back are just
now golden with poppies and gold fields. There were clouds blowing
across a blue sky and resting on the mountains in the background. All
together it was one of the prettiest places I have seen, and that scrap of

level land looked almost homelike to me.?

On June 5, 1906, Tracy boarded the stage for her trip back to Eureka. She
was done with her teaching at the Harris School, and for the next four years
she taught at Kneeland. Then she was on to the Scotia School and in 1920
finally reached her goal, a teaching position in Eureka. She started at the
old Lafayette School and later transferred to Marshall. Tracy retired in 1945,

having taught for over 40 years, few of which had the vividness of her time

George Tooby sold the Harris hotel, post
office, and store, which were on the west side of
the county road, to George M. Gratto in 1909,
at which time Gratto became postmaster. Soon
he had built a new hotel and a store with a post
office on the east side of the road. For a time
travelers may have stared in confusion at the
twin sets of town buildings, but Gratto solved
the problem when he tore down the old hotel,
moved the lumber across the street, and used it
to enlarge his new hostelry, which for a time was
called the Harris House.”

In fact, 1909 proved to be a year of hotel
fever. In addition to Gratto’s new structure in
downtown Harris, Lewis Snook began building
his own hotel about a mile and a half to the
south. Snook finished the East View Hotel the
following year but died that October. His widow
sold the hotel and associated ranch property to
Irvin and Sarah Drewry in December 1913.%°

The East View Hotel lived up to its name. It
was situated on the west side of the Overland

Road and faced east, offering a panorama of the

Eel River canyon and the mountains beyond.
The new owners were siblings who had grown
up in Mendocino County. Their family had
been associated with the Bell Springs area for
three generations, ever since Perry and Elizabeth
Drewry took up a homestead there in the 1860s.
After they died their oldest son, John, inherited
the ranch. He rented out the property and
took a job as a sergeant of the guard at Folsom
State Prison. This proved to be a bad idea as
he was killed there in 1914 by a convict during
an escape.’! John’s brother, Dan, continued the
family’s ranching operation at Bell Springs. In
1889 Dan happened to arrive in Harris after
the Forepaugh Circus had stopped there for the
night. He came to a dead halt when he saw an
elephant unexpectedly emerge from the Harris
stable’s barn.®? The barn was used by the stage
lines and had a capacity of 30 horses®’ but wasn’t
rated for its ability to hold elephants.

Sarah Drewry ran the hotel while her brother
managed the ranch. On May 4, 1936 Irvin was

home alone, playing his violin in the front room

15
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The Harris Barn awaits its next elephant (JR).

of the hotel. He noticed that the building’s
second story was on fire. Unlike Nero, Irvin
stopped his fiddling and went to the phone to
call for help. It was a useless undertaking, since
the phone was out of order. The hotel burned to
the ground, and Drewry sold the ranch to Buck
Cann. Two years later, Cann lost the property to
Leonard Robertson,® who held the mortgage.
Eventually the property became part of the
Tooby holdings.®

Although the Tooby family sold their busi-
nesses at Harris in 1909, they remained active
in the area. Three of George and Louisa Tooby’s
sons—Norton, Frank, and Ira—owned ranches,
either singly or in partnership, in the Harris
and Blocksburg areas.®® Norton had property
southeast of Harris running as far as Chamise
Creek. Norton and Frank had a partnership
with W. G. Dauphiny, owning land that ran
from Harris west to the South Fork Eel.¥” The

partnership later became the Western Livestock
Company.® Tooby & Prior (Douglas H. Prior)
had ranchland southeast and northeast of
Blocksburg.® In 1949 Ira and Norton Tooby
each held various parcels east of Harris.” When
Norton Tooby died in 1957, “he owned several
ranches and thousands of acres in the county.”
Although Norton was the oldest sibling, his
two brothers and two sisters had already passed
away.’!

The Toobys were both successful and
fortunate. By 1912 George Tooby had made
enough money from the sale of Harris and
from his ranches to purchase a 1913 “Little
Six” Locomobile,” which featured not only a
“Sterling Silver Finish” and “Eleven Lights,” but
also “Woodwork in Solid Mahogany.” These
amenities were reflected in the Little Six’s price,
which was $5,350.”

Perhaps funds for the auto had come from
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George’s wife, for the previous year Louisa Tooby
had been the beneficiary of a most unusual
bequest. When making her will, a childhood
friend, Sally B. Stoup, fondly recalled the doll
tea parties she, Louisa, and Philip A. Gray had
enjoyed together in Fon du Lac, Wisconsin.
Stoup left her two friends each $5,000,’* which
would allow for plenty of additional partying.

George Tooby’s extravagance in purchas-
ing his Little Six Locomobile may have been
justified. The road north of Harris, which the
postal inspector had found “nearly impassable”
back in the horse-drawn stage day, was apparent-
ly little improved by the time the automobile
era arrived. A newspaper clipping from early
in this period announced that “a man by the
name of Willis, who was journeying to Eureka
in a White Steamer, is stalled below Harris. He
offered to sell his machine for $500.”

Also below Harris, but far off the main road

was (for a brief time) the most southeasterly post
office in Humboldt County. (See sidebar 3.)

Harris owed its start as a community and its
continued success to its function as a station
on the Overland Road, which served as the
main route connecting Humboldt County with
Mendocino County and points south. In 1893
the trail that ran from Harris northwest along
Mail Ridge was converted to a road,”® which
then became the preferred route to Eureka. This
diminished Harris’s importance not a whit and
perhaps even enhanced its status, since the town
now stood at the junction of two major north-
south routes. What did diminish Harris was
the coming of the Redwood Highway, which
was opened for travel between Sausalito and
Eureka in 1918.°” The main travel corridor thus
dropped from the ridge to the South Fork Eel,
thereby making Garberville, and not Harris, the
gateway to Humboldt County.

The highway’s effect on Harris was gradual
but insistent. Twenty years passed, and then, in
March 1940, a sure sign of the town’s decline

came with the announcement that the Harris
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An auto that is not George Tooby’s “Little Six” pauses on the road to Harris (HCHS, colorized by JR).
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3. Who Was Irma?

On June 15, 1905, a fourth-class post office was established in the extreme
southeastern corner of Humboldt County. It was located on the landform
known as Island Mountain and was understandably, if misleadingly, called
Island. The first postmaster was John ]. Morrison, who owned the property
upon which the post office stood. The following year, on September 24,
Caroline Morrison became postmaster. On August 7, 1907, the post office
was moved a half-mile east, into Trinity County, and its name changed to
Irma. Caroline Morrison continued as postmaster. Four years passed, and
then, On October 26, 1911, the San Francisco Call announced, by “Special
Dispatch,” that there was a “CHANGE AT POSTOFFICE, IRMA, TRINITY
COUNTY.” The change consisted of Caroline Robertson being appointed
the Irma postmaster. She replaced Caroline Morrison, her former self, who
had just gotten married.”®

Time passed, and in June 1915 John C. Buster was listed as the Irma post-
master. Then, on August 16, 1915, the Irma Post Office was discontinued. A
new post office, Island Mountain, was established about two miles northeast

in the store situated across the tracks from the Island Mountain train station.””

The Island Mountain store, long after its post office replaced Irma’s (JR).
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Ninety years later, the long-abandoned store still clung to the hillside above
the station. In its northwestern corner was a small room with perhaps a dozen
pigeonhole boxes—the vestige of the Island Mountain, nee Irma, Post Office.!®

But a question remained: who was Irma?

According to two accounts, she was Irma Morrison, who was allegedly the
Irma postmaster and who “rode her horse to Harris three times a week and
took the mail and then brought it out,”!'*! on a 25-mile-long trip.!*

But no one named Irma Morrison ever served as the Irma postmaster.
Caroline Robertson, nee Morrison, did, however, raising the possibility that she
went by the nickname Irma. But no, in the 1914 Humboldt County directory,
the listings for the community of Irma includes “Carrie Robertson” as post-
master, indicating that Caroline Robertson went by the name of Carrie.!®

There was an Irma in the area. She was Irma Asbill, whose parents, Pierce
Asbill and Kate Robertson'® Asbill, had a ranch between Pipe Creek and
Jewett Creek on the eastern side of Jewett Rock.!® The ranch was about five
miles from the post office that shared their daughter’s name. Irma Asbill Ellery
(she had married in 1903'%) was about 23'%" when the Island Post Office’s
name was changed to Irma. It is certainly possible that Irma Asbill Ellery made
the 25-mile trip with the mail that caused her first name to be given to the post
office, but she was not the postmaster at Irma and was not a Morrison.

The nomenclatural confusion continued when the post office moved to
Island Mountain, a ridge sha