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The Oregon to California Trail
Also Known As

The Old Trapper Trail and the Siskiyou Trail
By Dee Owens and Richard Silva
The Oregon to California Trail, sometimes referred to as the Siskiyou Trail or the Old Trapper Trail, was a
trail of commerce from the beginning, one of north and south directions. It was a trail between two territories
or countries, British and American to the north and Mexican to the south. It holds the distinction of being the
only early trail in northern and central California to have a history of early trapper and animal herding use
prior to the main emigration period. It shares this
distinction with the trails of the Platt River and other
eastern trails.
In the north, the trail began at Fort Vancouver, headquarters of the Hudson’s Bay Company. The current
towns of Portland, Salem, Eugene, Grants Pass, and
Ashland were near the route in Oregon. In California
the trail passed near Yreka, Dunsmuir, Redding and
south through the Sacramento Valley to San Francis- Fort Vancouver—1845
co.
The Oregon to California Trail developed from early game and Indian trails into a more obvious transportation route due to the large numbers of horses and pack animals in the Hudson’s Bay Brigades going to and
from California. Later the demand for animals in the Willamette Valley brought enormous herds of cattle,
horses, and sheep over the route, further establishing its presence.
The Siskiyou Mountains were first crossed from the south in 1826-27 by the Hudson
Bay Company’s Snake Country Expedition, led by Peter Skene Ogden.

“Thursday, February 8th (9th), 1827. With the sun in motion and at 8 a.m. we started
and at 2 p.m. we succeeded in crossing the mountain with grater facility and less labour than expected the greatest dept of snow did not exceed more than a foot if we
found the ascent gradual the descent was certainly the reserve for in some parts so
very steep it was with difficulty the horses were prevented from falling. . . following a
small stream for three miles I encamped. . . all here looks like summer . . . grass
green and four inches in length. . .”
Peter Skene Ogden
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In 1829 Alexander McLeod, another Hudson Bay trapper, led a group north from the
Sacramento Valley crossing the Siskiyou Mountains back into Oregon. This
opened the route for trappers to travel from Oregon to the Sacramento Valley and
back.
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John Work’s California Expedition of 1832-33 for the Hudson’s
Bay Company and his collaboration with Michel Laframboise’s
party completed the route over the Siskiyou Mountains and
through the Sacramento River Canyon. Work’s expedition included 28 men, 22 women, 44 children and 200 horses. They entered California on the east side of Goose Lake, followed southwest along the Pit River, crossed the mountains north of Mt. Lassen and trapped along the Sacramento River as far south as
French Camp, 3 miles south of Stockton, California. In the Sacramento Valley they met up with Michel Laframboise’s party and
the two groups worked together. On their return in 1833 to Oregon Country, Work and LaFramboise took different routes.
LaFramboise opened the Sacramento River canyon route.
Work took the route to the Fall River Valley, then north crossing
the northeast base of Mt. Shasta to the Shasta Valley. Work’s party met the tracks of LaFramboise above Yreka and followed them
over the Siskiyou Mountains and on north.
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With the opening of the trail over the Siskiyou Mountains, commerce between the two regions became possible. In 1834, Hall
Kelley and Ewing Young drove a herd of horses and mules north
from California for sale at British and American settlements in Oregon. Young had seventy-seven head of mules and horses. Hall
Kelley and his men had twenty-one. In 1837, Young returned to
California, purchased 700 head of cattle, and drove them over the
trail to Oregon.
Just getting the cattle from California over the mountains was a
challenge
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“Moved before sunrise – road brushy and difficult in ascending the hill. The cattle today were driven in three
bands. The first ascended with little trouble, the second,
which I was assisting to drive with more. Some of the
third band were unable to get up and were shot by the
drivers.”
Philip Leget Edward – The Great Cattle Drive from California to
Oregon in 1837.

Travel from Oregon to California across the Siskiyou
Mountains soon expanded to include emigrants. In 1841,
the United States Exploring Expedition of 1838 – 1842,
known as the Wilkes overland expedition to California,
led by George Emmons and Henry Elds, mapped the Oregon to California Trail, known then as the Trapper Trail,
from the Columbia River to San Francisco. It was a
packing party made up of 39 people and 80 horses. Included in the party was Joel Walker and family. The
Walker family arrived in the Willamette Valley in 1840.
He was the brother of Joseph Walker (Joseph Chiles Party – Walker Pass). Mary Walker, Joel’s wife, was the first
white woman to enter California overland. She preceded
Nancy Kelsey, of the Bidwell-Bartleson Company, by
about twenty days. In California, Joel Walker worked as
a manager and drover for John Sutter.

Hall Kelley Map

Joel Kelsey returned to Oregon with cattle and
horses in 1843 and his family returned by ship.
They came back to California in 1848 and settled in
the Napa Valley. Joel Walker was a member of the
California Constitutional Convention in 1849.
In 1844, Ben Kelsey, husband of Nancy Kelsey
mentioned earlier as being preceded as the first
white woman to reach California overland, traveled
from Oregon bringing a party of emigrants including his father David and brother Samuel from Oregon to Sutter’s Fort via the Oregon to California
Trail.
James W. Marshall was also an
early traveler on the trail. He
traveled in 1845 with the
McMahon-Clyman party from
Oregon and was employed by
John Sutter to supervise the
building of the sawmill at Coloma where he picked the first
gold nuggets from the sawmill
tailrace.
Ben Kelsey
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Route of the Wilkes Overland Expedition - 1841

To Be Continued in a Future Issue

Along the trail…
Greetings. A short message this issue since I am on the road, traveling cross country to the east coast and
back for six weeks! It has been a busy year for the Chapter as you can see in this issue. I am pleased to say
we have had members step up to lead outings and workdays along the trails.
The Chapter has also been busy planning next spring’s symposium and the 2020 National Convention. The
momentum will continue into next year as we complete several interpretive signage projects, trail marking
outings and pleasure trips/hikes.
Keep checking the website and your email for information and announcements.
See you on the trail!
Dick Waugh - President CA-NV Chapter OCTA

California-Nevada OCTA Chapter Symposium

April 26, 27, 28, 2019
The 2019 chapter symposium is in the early planning stages. The location will be historic San Juan Bautista, California. The theme of the
symposium will be “After the Tragedy”. We will talk about the survivors of the Donner Party. Who survived, what happened to them, where they went, how their family prospered or did not. We chose San Juan
Bautista because the Breen family went there immediately after their rescue. Although San Juan Bautista is
a very small community (1700), they are rich in history. We will visit the mission, the Castro-Breen adobe,
the cemetery, Fremont Peak and the De Anza Trail. If none of that interests you, this little community has a
downtown area worth the trip by itself, with old adobes and numerous wine and gift venues along with several antiques shops. Mark your calendars and make your plans. Specifics and reminders will follow through
email and Trail Talk.
(Ed. Note: This symposium will again be hosted by Steve and Patty Knight.)

AWARD NOMINATIONS
CA-NV Chapter - 2019
By Norine Kimmy
Elsewhere in this newsletter is the article telling about the awards presented in 2018. As you read (or reread)
the article, ask yourself whom you know in our chapter is deserving of recognition?
Before you forget, take out your trusty pen and jot down their name or names. It is a good idea to take time to
write a sentence or two to illustrate what you recall about the individual. That is, what triggered your memory
at this time? With that done, you have almost completed the nomination. The next step is to place the name(s)
and information into an envelope and send it off to the Awards Committee. It is as simple as that. You can
write more about the individual if you wish; more information is helpful! Currently, the members are Norine
Kimmy, Kathy Buob, and Tom Fee. The nomination is placed in the Award folder for consideration for the
next round of awards.
Remember: Our chapter presents awards in recognition of trail preservation and/or service to our CA-NV
Chapter. The two categories are: a Certificate of A ppreciation, which is given to acknowledge specific contributions, and the Lifetime Achievement Award honoring long-term service to our chapter. A business entity or
an individual, who is not a member of OCTA, is entitled to be the recipient of a Certificate of Appreciation.
Awards and Certificates of Appreciation will be presented during the Spring Symposium April 26-28, 2019.
Nominations must be received by March 15, 2019. Letters of Nomination should be sent to Awards Committee chairperson Norine Kimmy, 1437 Piedmont Rd., San Jose, CA 95132, or email nkimmy@sbcglobal.net.
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2018 Annual Chapter Awards
by Norine Kimmy
Each year our chapter presents awards to individuals who have been selected for recognition because of their contribution to our goal of preserving and enjoying the history of the trails. Known as Certificates of Appreciation, these recipients are selected by the Awards Committee from the nominations the
members send us. Certificates of Appreciation can be given not only to OCTA members but also to nonmembers in recognition of their service. A Senior Trail Boss certificate may be awarded an individual by
our President, and one Lifetime Achievement Award may be presented to a member of our chapter in recognition of their many years of service.
On April 28, 2018, following the dinner at the Fernley-Fallon Symposium, the Awards committee
had the pleasure of presenting the awards; Norine Kimmy was assisted by committee members Kathleen
Buob and Tom Fee. Ken Johnston was the photographer for the ceremony.
The presentations began by Norine Kimmy
giving DUANE JONES his award for Enhancing Public
Awareness of Westward Movement and
Duane has
been deeply involved in developing a program that will
allow the Western Emigrant Trail information to be
available to more of the population throughout Northeast Nevada and the nation. In addition, Duane has
been working closely with the 2020 National Convention committee to ensure continuity between the Convention Committee and the Board.

Awards Committee: Norine Kimmy, Tom Fee,
and Kathy Buob

The second award was presented to BILL ADAMS by Kathy Buob. Bill was the tour guide for Sunday’s tour of the 40-mile desert. In addition, he was a
speaker during the symposium. The image on his plaque
was of the 40-mile desert.

Duane Jones accepts award

Unfortunately, recipient BOB EVANHOE was not able to attend. However, Norine Kimmy stated that his award was to
acknowledge Bob’s serving CA-NV in various leadership positions
including his willingness to assist new board members become familiar with procedures. He has been a member of the Trail Talk staff for
many years and has proofed issues before publication. Bob assumed
responsibility for producing a well-balanced Trail Talk for April 2018.
Later, I called on the phone to tell him about his award, Bob expressed
surprise and pleasure of having been selected for an award; a few days
later, it was delivered to him in the mail.
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Bill Adams receives award

Next to be recognized was FORREST BIETZ owner of TERRIBLE’s TRAVEL CENTER. Forrest, not a member of OCTA, has made a significant contribution to trail awareness and preservation. The
award Tom Fee presented states it was bestowed for
placement of a post with interpretive panels to be
placed on his property at the TERRIBLE’s TRAVEL CENTER; in addition, he volunteered his time and
money to assist in the project.

Forrest Bietz-Terrible’s Travel Center gets award

Dee Owens presented with certificate

Then Tom Fee presented DEE OWENS with an award in recognition of her commitment to our
chapter. Her award states our appreciation of Dee using her computer skills to facilitate the publication of the
well-balanced April edition of Trail Talk. The background image on Dee’s award is that of William Henry
Jackson’s painting of Wagons Approaching Chimney Rock. OCTA has permission from Scotts Buff National
Monument to print a photo image of his painting.
The last Certificate of Appreciation was presented by
Kathleen Buob to DAVE SMYTHE. The image on his award
is that of the 40-mile desert. His award is for being an active
contributor on our chapter board and becoming our financial
guru. Other chapters have even asked him for help.

Dave Smythe displays his award
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Before presenting this year’s LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD, Norine pointed out the two plaques on
the table listing the names of members who have been chosen
to receive the Lifetime Award. The first award was given to
Tom Hunt in 2002. Lifetime recipients present at the meeting
were acknowledged and thanked for their contribution and
continued support of our chapter. Members who are still active include: Mary Mueller, Don Buck, Frank and Mary Ann
Tortorich, Steve and Patty Knight, Carol and Hugh March,
Tom Fee, and Richard Silva.

One Lifetime Achievement Award is presented each year in recognition of many years service to our
CA-NV chapter. This year JOHN WINNER is the recipient of the LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD.
For many years our chapter has had the
benefit of John Winner’s steady dedicated leadership. John has actively participated in activities
such as in Photo Monitoring, Mapping and Trail
Marking. He has been a motivating force and inspiring leader. John has promoted the Goals of OCTA and preserved our Trail Heritage.
While his involvement began with the CANV chapter, it has evolved to include our National
organization. John has served as both our CA-NV
Chapter and OCTA’s National Association as President, Preservation Officer, and Member of the
Board of Directors. On top of all that, John’s quickwit commentary as an auctioneer has entertained
his audience and enabled money to be raised for the
organization. John is a skillful auctioneer and committed member of OCTA.

Lifetime recipient John Winner
Ken Johnston photographer

Chapter Hike to Roller Pass
July 15, 2018
by Dee Owens
On July 15, 2018, David Fullerton
led a CA-NV Chapter hike to Roller
Pass on the Truckee Trail. Crossing
the summit on Roller Pass, a few
miles south of Stephens Pass was an
easier route although Roller Pass itself was difficult. The trail came
through Coldstream Canyon and then
almost straight up Roller Pass between Mt. Lincoln and Mt Judah. It
was so steep the wagons were brought up one at a time. Double teams of oxen pulled the wagons up the 400foot slope with chains passing over a log at the top. After a year or two switchbacks were cut into the slope
nearby providing a gentler grade and bypassing the original “Roller” Pass.
It was a beautiful summer day for the steep climb up to the pass on the Pacific Crest Trail. David was an excellent leader, giving answers to our many questions and descriptions of the trail. After lunch at the pass, I
recorded John Krizek and David talking about Roller Pass while standing right on the edge. You can watch
the video John produced on the CA-NV website home page (canvocta.org). Before starting downhill, we explored the switchbacks heading down to Coldstream Canyon. Trail evidence is still visible in the area. Keep
a lookout for emails announcing his next hike. I’m looking forward to it!
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A DISCUSSION ON THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CALIFORNIA AND
NEVADA BOUNDARIES
A Series by Frank Tortorich
(Ed note: The first installment of this article appeared in the Fall 2017 issue. It covered the period 1818 to
1850. This issue covers through 1862. The Fall 2017 issue is available on the Chapter website.)
NEVADA BECOMES A STATE
Now let’s turn our focus to Nevada.
On September 9, 1850, California became a state. Also on the same day, the Territory of Utah was
formed but Congress established its dimension to about half the size of Deseret. 1
In the autumn of 1851, a small group of people, in and about what is now the Carson Valley area,
wanted some type of government to help settle mining and land claims in western Utah Territory. The population was only about 100, half of which were Mormons. 2
There were no settlements between Salt Lake and California except for that small group on the east
side of the Sierra at what was soon to become Mormon
Station3 (Genoa) and few prospectors at Gold Canyon
(Dayton).
Mormon Station’s isolated group decided to set up
their own local government. Seven men were selected to
make up this committee: William Byrnes, A. Woodward,
John Reese, E.H. Barnard, H.H. Jameson, T.A. Hylton
and N.R. Haskill.4 The first meeting was held November
12, 1850, with Absalom Woodward presiding. Woodward
and George Chorpenning would soon be awarded the mail
delivery contract between California and Salt Lake City. 5

This group passed a resolution to be sent to
Congress to set up a distinct territorial government in
the valley (Carson Valley). This group was too far
Mormon Station—Genoa
away from Salt Lake and the non-Mormons did not
want to be governed by the Mormons.
Things moved fast as a Justice of the Peace (E.L. Barnard), a sheriff (William Byrnes) and a clerk
(T.A. Hylton) were appointed. It was decided that each land claim would be one-quarter section (160
acres).
By 1853 more claim regulations were instituted: a married man could claim 640 acres (one section), a single man half that amount. One hundred dollars worth of improvements must be made within
60 days.6 But who would enforce this?
Joseph P. Barnard, Frank Barnard, A.J Rollins, Frank Hall and W.L Hall came over the mountains
from California in November 1851 in search of gold. Finding none they took up land where Carson City
now stands.
Frank Hall shot an eagle one day and stretched its skin in front of their cabin. Travelers began to
refer to it at Eagle Station, then Eagle Rancho and finally Eagle Valley. 7
This group of men disregarded the authority of the self-constituted government in the matter of
land claims.
1
2

Bancroft, Hubert Howe, HISTORY OF NEV A DA 1540-1888 Nevada Publication, Box 15444 Las Vegas, NV. 1981 69

Ibid: 69
Bancroft, 68
4
Bancroft: 69.
5
Hafen, LeRoy R. THE OV ERLA ND MA IL, Arthur H. Clark 1926. 63
6
Ibid: 71.
7
Ibid: 71
3
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However, on March 3, 1852, the Utah legislature created a district out of seven western
Utah counties. Judges were appointed, and colonies were planned to be established throughout the area.
John Reese had already established Mormon Station in 1851, which some claim to be the oldest
settlement in Nevada, unless you wish to get into the debate with the Dayton folks. In 1852, Reese and
Israel Mott secured a franchise to construct a toll-bridge over the Carson River.8
Thomas Knott and his son Elzy in 1853 built a saw mill (flutter wheel) at the base of the Carson
Canyon and employed John “Snowshoe” Thompson to work for them. Thompson carried communications
back and forth over the Sierra in the winter. This is before Thompson became famous for his bi-monthly
winter US mail delivery for twenty years.
As soon as the mill was built, Knott sold it to John Cary, and it became
known as Cary’s Mill. That was until Daniel Woodfords took over, when it
became Woodfords Station.
In 1853, Knott moved to Mormon Station and built a grist mill for
Reese, which had a 30-foot overshot wheel.9 To pay Knott for the grist mill,
Reese transferred land to him at a value of $4,000.10 As the population in the
Carson Valley grew, more and more people wanted to be affiliated with California rather than Utah.
In January of 1856, the inhabitants of Carson Valley petitioned the California assembly for the second time, for judicial and other purposes. The resolution was asking for the east boundary of California to be moved east ward to
118° W longitude.11 This would include nearly the entire western third of present day Nevada.
In 1857, circumstances would change the entire complexion of the terJohn “Snowshoe”
ritory. With the news that the US Army was coming to Salt Lake City to conThompson
trol Brigham Young’s threat to the country, Young called for all Mormons to
come to Salt Lake City to help defend the city from the invading Army.
This left the Carson Valley area released of Mormon influence. It did not take long for the remaining residents to petition Congress for territorial organization of western Utah. Several small towns were
already popping up. One was Genoa at Mormon Station, named by Judge Hyde after the birth place of
Christopher Columbus12
When the US Army finally did arrive in Salt Lake City, it came under military control and a new
governor was appointed to replace Brigham Young. With Young “no longer in control,” the urgent need
for the western territory went dormant, but still remaining on the minds of some.
Gold mining began in Gold Canyon from 1849 when Abner Blackburn discovered gold there on
his way to California. Not enough was discovered at that time to create a rush. However, it did not take
long for others to move into the area and set up some serious prospecting. The mining camp called Chinatown popped up, soon to be named Dayton.
Later, four miles up Gold Canyon, Johntown settled, then Gold Hill (1858). No more than 150 to
200 miners were prospecting here.13
In 1858, Henry T.P. Comstock and Company were working a claim at what became Gold Hill
which contained a spring. Comstock convinced the miners that they needed him as a partner because he
controlled the water rights for their operation. 14
Comstock was an astute observer of activities and soon realized that some thick gray clay like material was getting in the way of their working the gold. A sample was sent to California to be assayed,
couriered by none other than “Snowshoe” Thompson. It proved to contain silver.
As a result, the Comstock Lode rush was on, changing the complexion of the territory again.
During this period there were still activists pushing for territorial status.
8

Ibid: 72
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Bancroft, 79.
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Ibid: 95
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One of their citizens, James
Crane, had been appointed a delegate
to Washington to petition Congress to
form a new territory out of western
Utah to be named Sierra Nevada.
Some of the proposed names
for the new territory were: Washoe,
Humboldt and Esmeralda. There were
other names talked about: Sierra Plata,
Silver Mountain, Oro Plata, Gold and
Silver, and even Bullion. But in the
end, which is not clear how, the name
simply was to be Nevada, meaning
snowy.15
In 1859, the Nevada constitution boundaries were to be; commencing at a point of the Sierra Nevada
where the 42nd parallel touches its
summit, following the crest of the
mountains south to the 35th parallel,
thence east on that line to the Colorado
River, thence up stream to the mouth of
the Rio Virgen, thence ascending to its
junction with the Muddy River, and
thence due north to the Oregon state
line.
In the Organic Act, however, the
state was bound on the north by the 42º
latitude and on the east by the 39th meridian (This is 39º W of Washington,
D.C.),16 south by the northern boundary
of New Mexico and west by the summits of the Sierra Nevada to the 41 st parallel, whence it ran due north
to the Oregon state line. This would give the territory considerable portions of the counties of Mono, Alpine, Lassen and Siskiyou counties, subject to the consent of the State of California. 17
The boundary between California and Utah (Nevada) was always in dispute as to its actual location and now here comes Nevada to further muck up the issue.
In 1861, things began to get more complicated.
California had been petitioning the federal government to form a boundary commission and an accurate survey.
The governor of California’s January 1861 message to the legislature mentioned the populations at
the mines (Comstock) were desirous of being annexed to California at 118° west longitude.
Now remember, the Civil War is revving up, and having the Comstock gold and silver in a state of
the Union, other than Utah, was important to Congress as well as California.
Nevada became a territory on March 2, 1861, and now the boundary between California and Nevada needed to be settled.
15

Ibid: 151.
Wilusz, John P. LS, PE. The Colorful History of the California/Nevada State Boundary. Doc. www.profsurv.com
January 2002
17
Ibid; 151
To Be Continued in a Future Issue
16
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Fernley Swales Cleanup 2018
This year’s cleanup was quicker and more efficient due to more organizations becoming passionate about
protecting their city’s history.

The BLM arranged for and paid for three dumpsters. The City of Fernley (in partnership with Rotary) arranged for the other two dumpsters
and Waste Management donated 2 dumpsters. The Fernley mayor, Roy
Edgington, and two members of the Fernley Board of Supervisors were
there as volunteers. No city employees were paid for their time.
BLM provided the big backhoe (Operator was Paul Spencer),
the 2nd backhoe was provided and operated by Dana Ulhorn, president
of the Fernley Chamber of Commerce
Jon Nowlin and Rachel
Crews, BLM Archaeologist, were the major organizers along with Fran
McKay from Fernley Rotary. Rachel applied for and received $1,000 in
special National Public Lands Day funding from the BLM Washington
Office. The BLM Carson City District also contributed funding to cover
the rest of the expenses.
Our final cleanup numbers
were: 27 volunteers, 4 BLM employees, removal of 100 cubic
yards of trash , plus 76 tires and a half bucket of used syringes.
OCTA volunteers were Jon and Janet Nowlin ,Tom Fee, John
Winner, Dave Smythe and Steve Knight.

Fifth Annual Heritage Day – John Marsh House
Marsh Creek State Park, Brentwood,
California
October 20, 2018

The Fifth Annual Heritage Day will be celebrated Saturday, October
20 on the grounds of the John Marsh House in Marsh Creek State
Park, Brentwood, CA. This is a large celebration of California and
local history, as well as current and ongoing activities. Upwards of
2,000 attendees are expected from 10 am to 4 pm; admission is free. OCTA has been invited to staff an information table publicizing our ongoing efforts to protect the emigrant trails of the nineteenth century, with
especial emphasis on those leading to California. Dr Marsh’s Los Meganos rancho was the terminus of the
Bidwell-Bartleson party in 1841, the first wagon train headed to California. His letters back to Missouri
were instrumental in convincing people to join him. Among the displays to be featured by state park staff are
maps and details of the party’s trek. This is a great opportunity to increase our exposure in this part of California, and perhaps gain a few new members.
We encourage members and friends to visit this unique area and learn about its place in California history.
We especially need about 6 volunteers for 2-hour shifts at the OCTA information table. To sign up or ask
questions, please contact Bob Evanhoe: <yreka98bob@yahoo.com>, cell/text 530.598.7068, home
530.842.5563
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

Upcoming Activities:
October 20, 2018—Fifth Annual Heritage
Day – John Marsh House -Marsh Creek State
Park, Brentwood, California—
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