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A DISCUSSION ON THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CALIFORNIA AND 
NEVADA BOUNDARIES 

A Series by Frank Tortorich 

Few people know that Great Britain, Spain, Russia, France, Mexico, Florida, Texas and Utah all played a role in how 
California became a state!  For this discussion let’s define what I mean by California. 

Prior to 1850, it was Mexican territory known as Alta California and prior to 1821 it was Spanish territory. It was all the land 
south of the 42nd parallel (Oregon-California state line) and from the Pacific Ocean to the Continental Divide. 

In 1818 the United States and Great Britain signed an agreement over the Oregon Territory. This was known as the Joint 
Occupation Agreement, meaning citizens of both US and Great Britain could occupy the Oregon Territory.1   This did not address 
the southern boundary of the Oregon Territory, which came one year later. 

The southern boundary of Oregon and northern boundary of present day California and Nevada was established in 1819 
by agreement between Spain and the United States; it being known as the Adams-Onis Treaty. John Quincy Adams (US secretary 
of state) and Louis de Onis (Spanish Foreign Minister) were the signers of this document.   

This was also known as the Transcontinental Treaty or the Florida Treaty. This treaty gave Florida to the United States 
and better defined the Texas area. This settled the ongoing 
boundary dispute between the US and New Spain (Mexico). 
The 42nd parallel was agreed upon and still defines several 
state boundaries today.2  

All the land west of the Rocky Mountains was 
Spanish and not clearly defined as to how far north it went 
until the 1819 Treaty.  In 1821-22 the Mexicans revolted and 
drove the Spanish out of Mexico for good between 1819 and 
1848, not much changed regarding the eastern boundary of 
Alta California. 

 Manifest Destiny 
Donner Trail 

 By 1844 people were flooding into the Oregon 
Territory to find new land while others had their eyes on 
California. A wagon group called the Murphy-Stephens-
Townsend group was looking to come to California by way 
of a Sierra crossing which had never been accomplish with 
wagons. 
 They opened the Truckee River Route for wagon 
travel. Two years later this trail would see the Donner 
disaster take place and the trail became known as the 
Donner Trail.                    (Continued on page 5) 
     

                                                      
1
 Jacobs, Melvin, Winning Oregon, Caxton Printers, LTD. Caldwell, Idaho 1938. 

2
 Wikipedia free encyclopedia. 
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CHAPTER BOARD NOMINATIONS 

It is that time of year again to find members 

who like to serve on the Chapter Board of Directors. 

Each year two of the six seats on the board become 

available. Each director serves a three (3) year term 

and may be a candidate for a consecutive three year 

term. Members who have served on the board in the 

past may serve again, providing there is a lapse of 

one year from their last six consecutive years of 

service. You may nominate a person or you may 

nominate yourself. Candidates will be presented to 

the membership during the spring symposium and 

chapter meeting on April 28 in Fallon, Nevada. If 

you would like to be a candidate or would like to 

nominate a person, contact Mark Wilson at 

wwht@sbcglobal.net or call 646-812-1727.  I would 

like for you to also consider being a candidate for 

board of directors. It also has openings every year. 

Although CA/NV has the largest chapter 

membership, we only have one elected board 

member, Dick Waugh. John Winner now serves on 

the national board as past president.  

CA-NV & OCTA 
MAINTAINING OUR TRAILS 

HERITAGE 
By Frank Tortorich 

Last winter experienced record snowfall in the 
Sierra Nevada. The deep and heavy snow damaged 
buildings, cabins, roads and tumbled numerous trees 
across the Carson River Route. All our interpretive signs 
on the Carson River Route came through with flying 
colors. 
 However, that was not the case in the winter of 
2015-2016 when the heavy snow snapped off one of our 
interpretive signs from its supporting base. This one is 
located at the Caples Lake Boat Launch Ramp where we 
have two interpretive signs. The problem stemmed from 
the use of an incorrect design base for the area.  
 For some reason, known only to the sign gods, 
we were originally sent two different designed bases for 
the signs at Caples Lake. 
 It is important to know that we did not get the two 
signs in the same year. If my fading memory serves me 
correctly, the first one came one or two years before the 
second one, which is the one that broke. 
 The first sign has the base with the two legs 
supporting the middle of the sign panel providing even 
support.  
 The second one had a cantilever design, 
meaning the two legs supported the two front lower 
corners of the sign panels, leaving the sign panel 
suspended upward and outward with no support. 
 This might be an acceptable design for the low 
country and desert, but a poor design for our mountain 
snow.  
 In the spring of 2016, my friend Carl, an Eldorado 
Irrigation District (EID) Park Ranger, notified me that one 
of our signs at Caples Lake had broken off of its 
supporting base. He took the sign and interpretive panel 
for safe keeping until I could pick it up and inspect the 
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damage.  We both concluded it was heavy snow and not 
vandalism that caused the damage. 
 We are fortunate that only the base was 
damaged and not the interpretive panel. 
 I took the panel home and contacted our CA-NV 
Chapter Board of Directors, and submitted a request to 
purchase a new base to replace the one destroyed. 
 Without hesitation, the board approved $1,000 
for the replacement base that included shipping and 
materials for installation.  

On August 17, 2017, five dedicated CA-NV 
OCTA members assembled at Caples Lake to replace 
the legs and sign. Those members were Jon and Janet 
Nowlin, Larry and Phyllis Schmidt and Mike Stroude. 
Along to help was EID Ranger Denney and me.  I wore 
two hats: an OCTA member and the US Forest Service 
representative.  
 When we arrived at Caples Lake to start the work  
Ranger Denny was there with the area coned-off so we 
could work unencumbered by parked vehicles. I did not 
expect that wonderful support by EID.  

 The US Forest Service should also be thanked 
for their help providing tools, transporting of the sign base 
and an employee (me) to assist with the project. 
 The crew did a wonderful job, completing it in 
about two hours.  
  

SWALES CLEANUP 
The trash cleanup of the historic Fernley Deep 

Sand Swales on Public Lands Day, Sept. 30, was a 
success, thanks to the efforts of over 50 volunteers from 
the local community, the Bureau of Land Management, 
The Oregon-California Trails Association (OCTA) and 
the Daughters of the American Revolution.  

The work was coordinated by Fernley Boy Scout 
Troop 1783 and the Fernley Rotary, in partnership with 
BLM and OCTA.  Hopefully, having removed 4 years of 
trash accumulation, continued public education will 
reduce future trash dumping on this historic resource. 

 
 

 
 
Eagle Scout candidate Steven Schroetlin and 

BLM archaeologist Rachel Crews providing instructions 
for the cleanup. 
 

 
 

   
 
 
 

Submitting Trail Talk  Articles
 We need you to send in electronic-    

digital articles only and to submit them:  
     SINGLE SPACED 

   

     INDENTED paragraphs  

 

     In WORD  (.doc) 

  

     NO SPACES between paragraphs.   

       It is not necessary to “layout” an 

article as I have to fit it between other articles 

and pages.  Write your story and include pictures 

at the end of it.  You can indicate where you 

would like them placed if you want.   
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Wedge Warriors’ Outing  
July 17– 18, 2017 

by Dee Owens 

     On July 17th and 18th the yearly Wedge Warriors’ outing took place on the Big Tree Road, starting in Hope 
Valley. With the goal of mapping in mind, Frank Tortorich led the group along segments of the road he has 
discovered over the years.  Beside the Wedge Warriors, archaeologists from the Humbolt-Toiyabe National 
Forest participated in data collection and mapping.  
     The Big Tree Road was opened in 1856.  It was a built road designed to take emigrants to the southern 
mines on the Merced, Tuolumne, and Stanislaus rivers and to the city of Stockton.  Leaving the Carson Route 
at Hope Valley, the Big Tree Road goes south to meet up with the present day Highway 4 corridor at Hermit 
Valley.  It is named for the grove of Giant Sequoias at Calaveras Big Tree State Park on Highway 4 through 
which it passes.   
     The field work began at the start of the Big Tree Road where Blue Lakes Road leaves Highway 88.  A good 
part of the wagon road is under modern Blue Lakes Road until reaching Hope Valley Campground, but sections 
of visible trail can still be seen on either side of the road.   A bridge abutment on Red Lake Creek and a possible 

ford indicate the road’s route.  Rust on rock is still visible along this section 
and metal detecting helped verify the location of the road. The road goes 
right through the campground and up the hill on the other side.  Although 
the road here has seen improvements in the past, it has the appearance of 
a Class 1 trail as it leaves the campground.  The group was able to walk and 
map about two miles of the road leaving the campground to the south.    
     The evening was spent in the Hope Valley Campground with a potluck 
dinner at Frank and Mary Ann’s campsite.   
     The afternoon of day two was a driving tour showing the general route 
of the road and highlighting several class 1 segments.  We continued south 
through Faith Valley and Charity Valley to Border Ruffian Flat, northeast of 
Lower Blue Lake.  Frank pointed out sections of the road we will need to 
walk and record on another outing.  He took us to two outstanding 
examples of pristine class 1 trail.  John Nowlin verified one beautiful 
segment with a corroded hand forged rivet or bolt and the remnants of a 
heavier than a can container.  Border Ruffian Pass is at about 8,200 feet 
elevation.  There were patches of snow still on the ground in shaded spots 
we walked past.   
     Looking to next year, we will continue mapping the road south of Hope 
Valley.  It is truly beautiful country and I encourage others to join us!   

 

***************************************************************************************** 

ETCETERA . . .  **The 2018 Symposium will be in Fallon, NV – Steve & Patty Knight in charge.             

**OCTA 2018 Convention will be in Ogden, UT.    **CA-NV OCTA Convention is on tap for 2020.  
Elko folks say they want to put it on – last Elko convention was in 2010.   
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Class 1 Trail Segment 



 

AND WE REMEMBER . . .

     Richard (Dick) Carroll Young, 85, of Yuba City, passed away August 6, 2017. He was born in Sacramento 

to Anne and Jacob Young and graduated from CK McClatchy High School. He married Joan Bosworth in 1954 

and graduated from UNR in Civl Engineering to begin his 38 year career at Division of Highways/CalTrans. 

     During his life, Dick presided as Mayor of Yuba City and President of 

Lake Tahoe Historical Society, Barton Memorial Hospital Auxiliary and 

El Dorado County STAR at So. Lake Tahoe. 

     He is survived by his wife of 63 years, Joan Young; children, Sharon 

Wonder, Peter Young, Christina Estabrook; 5 grandchildren; 3 great-

grandchildren and two cousins. 

     Donations may be made in his memory to: Barton Memorial Hospital 

Foundation, 2170 South Avenue, So. Lake Tahoe, CA 96150,  South Lake 

Tahoe Historical Society, 3058 Lake Tahoe Blvd., So. Lake Tahoe, CA 

96150 or the Oregon-California Trails Association, 524 S. Osage Street, 

Independence MO 64050.   
 

 
 
In December of 1845, President Polk started to fulfill his champagne promise to possess the entire land west of the Rocky 

Mountains. Polk invited Texas to join the union to become the 29th state, adding a slave state to the 14 free states and 14 slave 
states. 

May 13, 1846, US Congress declared war with Mexico. There would be two main battle areas: the southern boundary of 
Texas and the far western front called California. Polk, needing more troops to fight in California, petitioned Brigham Young, leader 
of the Mormon Church (Latter-Day Saints) for 500 men to join the Army to join General Kearney’s Army of the West to fight the 
Mexicans in California. This Mormon group, known as the Mormon Battalion, joined with the army regulars to march to California, 
by way of Santa Fe (New Mexico) and into San Diego. 
 The war ended and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on February 2, 1847, just nine days after Marshall 
discovered gold at Coloma on January 24, 1848. This treaty gave all of Alta California to the United States which included all of 
today’s states of California, Nevada, Utah and Arizona.  

Carson Trail 
 With the war in California over and their enlistment coming to an end that July, the discharged Mormon soldiers had little 
idea of where to go. A group of about 200 made their way to Sutter’s Fort and most worked for Sutter and James Marshall. 
 In the spring of 1848 these discharged Mormons desired to join church and families in the new Mormon settlement near 
the Great Salt Lake.  One small group of Mormons, consisting of 45 men and one woman with seventeen wagons and 300 head of 
animals, explored a new route over the Sierra by following the ancient Indian trade trails. This trail became known as the Carson 
River Route.  
 This route followed over Carson Pass (State Highway 88), through what is now Genoa, Carson City, Dayton, to near 
Fallon, then north to join the Truckee River Route, aka Donner Trail near Fernley, NV, the “old” trail opened in 1844. Here they 
turned east toward the Salt Lake Valley. Word soon spread that this was the best route to California. 
 This Carson River Route would become not only the Gold Rush Trail, but the main transportation route that would lead to 
Nevada becoming a state.  
 President Polk announced to the nation and the world in December of 1848 that a significant gold discovery was made in 
California and as J.S. Holiday stated, the “World Rushed In.” 

California Constitutional Convention 
 It did not take long for the residents, who lived along the coast in Alta, California to start moving toward statehood. 
General Riley issued a proclamation on June 3, 1849, calling for a constitutional convention.  
 An election was held and 48 delegates from up and down California were elected. There were 14 lawyers, 12 farmers, 
seven merchants and the rest consisted of physicians, engineers, printers and various craftsmen.   
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As one can imagine, there were numerous debates over numerous issues. None were more lively and longer than the 
debate over the location of the eastern boundary for California; it went on for six weeks.  When Alta California was under Mexican 
rule, the east boundary was at the edge of the Louisiana Territory or the Rocky Mountains.  Would it not then be natural to have 
the eastern boundary of the state of California the same?     
 Part of the issue was over slavery. California was to become the 31st state. At the time there were 15 Free states and 15 
slave states. Which way would California go? Of the 48 delegates, only 15 were southerners.  The issue was not only involved of 
the California convention but it had to be approved by US Congress. Would congress allow the Rocky Mountains be the eastern 
boundary?  
 Robert Semple was elected to preside over the convention. He appointed a committee to study the issue and bring back 
ideas to be voted on by the entire body of 48 delegates. This committee would be dealing with a tract of land estimated to be 
448,691 square miles, which is nearly equal to that of all the non-slave-holding states in the Union. Members of the committee 
were chosen because they were assumed to have some knowledge of the land as it existed under Mexico. 
 The men were: Lansford W. Hastings (the man who mislead the Donner Party), John Sutter of Sacramento, Jacinto 
Rodriguez of Monterey, Pablo de la Guerra of Santa Barbara and Hugh Reid of Los Angeles.  The committee, led by Hastings, 
submitted their first recommendation to the delegates: 42º N latitude, 116º W longitude, and south to the boundary set by the 
Treaty of 1848, Gila River to the Colorado and west to one League south of the most southern point of San Diego. (See map 
below) 
 John McDougal, not happy with the committee’s submission, stated that other proposals would be submitted by other 
members of the House.  Mc Dougal submitted two options:  
#1 option: 42º N latitude, 105º W longitude, 32º S latitude. 
 In case Congress did not accept the first, he submitted a second. 
#2 option: 42º N latitude, 120º  W longitude, south to 38º latitude, SE to 116º longitude. 
 Semple suggested letting Congress settle the eastern boundary issue. 
 William Gwyn of San Francisco suggested letting Congress establish the exact line. 
 One of the arguments for 120º boundary was because of the Mormons at the Great Salt Lake. They suggested it was not 
right to make decisions about the Mormon country without their having representation at the California convention. 
 William Shannon of Sacramento proposed: 42º N latitude, 120º W longitude, S to 38º then, SE 35º where it meets the 
Colorado River. 
 Hastings’ revision: 42º N latitude, 118º W longitude to 38º latitude, SE to 114º where it meets the Colorado River. 
 This was adopted, but Congress wanted reconsideration.  Many debates on revisions continued back and forth. 
 Gwin-Halleck submitted a revision that would eventually be accepted: 42º N latitude, 120º W longitude, S to 39º latitude, 
then SE to 35º N latitude where it meets the Colorado River.  The study began on September 12, with the final vote on October 8, 

1849. 
 
In the meantime, the Mormons were 

watching the situation carefully. In fact, they 
were planning to apply to Congress for the 
statehood of “Deseret.” They had formed a 
convention in early 1849 calling for 
representation of people east of the Sierra 
Nevada.  
 The State of Deseret’s proposed 
boundaries were: Southern, 33º N latitude, 
where it crosses 108º longitude. Then west to 
the Gila River, continuing to the Pacific Ocean, 
north up the coast of California to the 118º 30’ 
line of longitude. North to the crest of the 
Sierra Nevada until it reaches the dividing 
range that separates the Columbia River 
drainage from the waters of the Great Basin 
and west to the Wind River Range. 

 
(Continued on page 7) 
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On September 6, 1848, by order of US 
President Samuel Taylor, General John 
Wilson, US Indian Agent, held a consultation 
with Brigham Young, Heber Kimball, Willard 
Richards and other Mormons to see if some 
arrangement could be made for temporarily 
uniting the whole of the California under one 
government for the purpose of keeping the 
slavery question out of Congress. The 
proposal intended that in the beginning of 
1851, the union was to be dissolved with 
Deseret and California to become separate 
states. 
 As a result of this conference, Mormons 
John Wilson and Amasa Lyman were sent as 
delegates to California. 
 On January 8, 1850, the Mormon 
delegates sent a communication to newly elected 
California Governor Peter Burnett, requesting a 

meeting of the convention to submit their proposal.  Burnett notified them that the convention was over but it was possible to 
reconvene. The Mormon delegates, after stating their purpose also stated that, if accepted, the boundary would have to be the 
Sierra Nevada. This boundary would also include the area south of the Tehachapi Mountains. The Mormons also said they would 
cast a NO vote on the slavery issue. 
 Burnett sent the communication to both houses with his recommendation to reject the proposal.  As a result, the 
legislature took no action and the proposal died.  After much debate, the California east boundary was set at 120 W meridian 
where it intersects the 42nd parallel, S to the 39th parallel and then SE “obliquely” to the 35th parallel, where it intersects the 
Colorado River and south following the river. 
 This was approved by Congress but no one knew where this east boundary actually existed on the ground. The exact 
location did not seem to be of great concern for the California politicians.  In 1852, to everyone’s surprise, Captain L. Sitgraves 
discovered that the “kink” in the boundary line was in the middle of Lake Tahoe.  With all this, the issue was by no means settled, 
even though many considered it a done deal.  (To be continued in the next issue of TRAIL TALK).    
 
 
 

 
 
 

MOVING?  CHANGING YOUR ADDRESS? 
 

PLEASE send your new address to the attention of Membership Chair, Susie Winner, 
as soon as possible at:  CANVOCTA@GMAIL.COM (see address page for more info) 

The Postal Service DOES NOT forward Ballots or TRAIL TALK. 
It is returned to the Chapter which must pay first class mail rates on them. 
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Email address for Trail 

Talk submissions, 

Inquiries or Membership     

questions, contact us at: 

      CANVOCTA@GMAIL.COM 
Also visit our Chapter web site:            

CANVOCTA.ORG 
Mail: 

CA-NV OCTA Chapter 
P.O.Box 1521 

Yreka, CA 96097 
 

 
TRAIL TALK IS PUBLISHED THREE TIMES A 
YEAR.  NEXT DEADLINE FOR ARTICLES AND 

NOTICES IS: March 1, 2018 
------------------------------------------------------------- 

2018 Activities 
Trails West Banquet……….... April 13 - 15 
Chapter Symposium………… April 27 – 29 
Elko Trail Days………..………May 19 - 20 
OCTA Convention……..……August 6 - 10 
Beckwourth Mapping…………….……..…? 

 

CALIFORNIA-NEVADA CHAPTER  
OREGON-CALIFORNIA TRAILS ASSOCIATION 

870 ATLAS CT. 
RENO, NEVADA  89512 
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