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Part II - The Oregon to California Trail
Also Known As

The Old Trapper Trail and the Siskiyou Trail
By Dee Owens and Richard Silva
As soon as the news of the gold discovery at Sutter’s Mill reached Oregon in the summer of 1848, men in a
hurry to get to the gold fields used the Oregon to California trail as the most direct route. The Oregon Spectator, published in Oregon City, reported:
“almost the entire male and part of the female population of Oregon has gone gold-digging in California.”

Peter Burnett in his Recollections of an Old Pioneer stated:
“I think that at least two thirds of the male population of Oregon, capable of bearing arms, started for California in the summer and fall of 1848.”
Gov. Abernathy, on Sept. 18th, said that no fewer than 3,000 men had left the Willamette Valley for California. Not all travel to the gold fields was on the Oregon to California Trail. Peter Burnett, an early emigrant
arrival to Oregon, opened a wagon road, the Burnett Cutoff.
In September 1848, he organized a company of 150 men,
one family with several children, and 50 wagons and followed the Applegate Trail to
Klamath Lake, where they
turned south. They reached the
Pit River and discovered wagon
tracks, which they followed.
Eventually they met up with
Peter Lassen’s struggling wagon company. Burnett’s company assisted Lassen’s and they

Peter Burnett

reached the Sacramento Valley at Lassen’s Rancho, south of Red Bluff. The Burnett Cutoff became the main
wagon road from the north to the gold fields of California.
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Assembly and took a leading part in its proceedings. He was appointed judge of the superior tribunal in August 1849 and participated in the framing of the State Constitution. In September he was
chosen Chief Justice, and on the thirteenth of November 1849, he
was elected the first American Governor of California, although
California was not admitted as a state until September 1850.

All travel over the rugged Siskiyou Mountains up to this time was
by pack train and horses, as no roads had been built. It isn’t clear
when the first wagons crossed the mountains. In 1849, Jesse Applegate brought six wagons as far south as Wagon Valley. Governor
Lane, first governor of the Oregon Territory, did the same with one
wagon in 1850. Lt. Williamson, U.S. Army topographical engineer,
wrote on February 20, 1852, to his Commanding Officer after he had
come from Oregon into Shasta Valley,
“…. Leaving the Rogue River Valley a wagon road passes to the
southward over a rugged range called the Siskiyou Mts. which separate that valley from the Shasta Valley…. From the Shasta Valley a
pack trail proceeds to the southward over high & very precipitous
mountains, and enters the Sacramento Valley at its head…… The
trail is impassable in winter and very difficult in the most favorable
season.”
So it was probably in 1852 that the first wagons crossed the Siskiyou
Mountains on the Oregon to California Trail. Judge Tolman went to
California in 1849 and returned east in 1851 with $20,000 in gold
dust. In the spring of 1852, he married Elizabeth Coe and they immediately set off overland for California. They arrived in Yreka on
the newly opened Yreka Trail and determined to continue on into
Oregon. As one of the first wagons on the newly opened road over
the rugged mountains they discovered that everyone had to walk,
while the wagons were dragged up and lowered over the rugged
pass, often with the use of ropes.
The Placerville Herald,
October 8, 1853 reported:

“There is a wagon road from Yreka to Oregon through the Rogue
River country, into the Umpqua and Willamette Valleys.”
In 1854, an independent operator provided a tri-weekly wagon from
Yreka to Jacksonville, Oregon. However, the service was spasmodic and only offered in the dry season. The more challenging sections of the old trail were repeatedly moved and improved for easier
wagon travel. West of the Old Oregon to California Trail (Trapper
Trail), the Oregon Territorial Road was opened in 1855.
The Oregon Territorial Government granted permission to build a
toll road over the Siskiyous in 1857. The Siskiyou Wagon Road
Company, owned by Tobias and Michael Thomas, began construction. It started about eight miles from Ashland and eventually ended near present day Hornbrook.
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The route differed slightly from the old trapper trail. Some excavation was done and a few culverts were put
in. The road work was done mostly by hand and with slip scrapers. The first toll was collected in 1859. Lindsey Applegate owned and operated the toll road from 1860 to 1869. His daughter, Alice, described growing up
in the toll station just north of the pass.
“Every day the road was thronged. There were immense freight wagons drawn by six yoke of oxen, towering
Marietta wagons drawn by six span horses. The lead span had [bells] attached to their iron collars… to warn
other teams [since] there were only occasional places on the narrow grade where these teams could pass one
another. There were the long trains of 50, 60, 80 pack mules all following the bell mare in single file. Twice
daily the great red and yellow stage coaches [came] swinging by, drawn by six splendid horses.”
The two daily stages provided the most profit. They paid between $40 and $80 dollars a month in tolls. Of
the $107 in tolls collected in December 1866, $80 was paid by the California Stage Co. The stages ran from
Sacramento, California, to Portland, Oregon. What made them profitable was a lucrative contract to carry the
U.S. Mail. The contract required that the mail be carried from point to point in seven days in summer, twelve
days in winter. This 710-mile route was the second longest stage run in the U.S.
The Dollarhide family operated the toll road from 1885
until 1915. At this time, a toll station was located at
each end of the road, as well as the way station near the
summit. Three of Jesse Dollarhide's sons operated the
stations. John Wesley Dollarhide was stationed at the
California end at Hornbrook. Henry Clay Dollarhide operated the station south of Ashland, where he maintained
a Post Office there with the name Barron, Oregon.
Mountain House Stage Stop

Toll House

Jesse's youngest son, Leander Dudley Dollarhide, operated the way
station near the summit of the mountain pass. The Dollarhide Toll
Road was the main route to travel overland from California to Oregon for many years. In the 1870s and 80s, one could take a railroad
from Sacramento as far north as Redding, California. On the Oregon side, the railroad south out of Portland ended in Roseburg, Oregon. Between those two points, virtually all travelers between Oregon and California had to pass over the Siskiyou Mountains by way
of the Dollarhide Toll Road.

The Peter Britt Photography wagon in the
photo to the right is on the 1855 Territorial
Road. Britt was a famous photographer in
Southern Oregon. The rim-sandstone bluff
in background is the Old Oregon to California Trail.

3

A railroad over the Siskiyous was started in 1884 by the
Oregon to California Railroad Company. In December
1887, the line was completed and came under control of
the Southern Pacific Railroad.

In 1856, four years before the daily stages linked
Oregon with California, Dan Cawley drew straws
with J. Robbins and won the honor of driving the
first company stage from Yreka north over the
Siskiyous into Oregon. Thirty-one years later, on
December 17, 1887, he drove the last stage south
over the same mountains.

Stages over the Siskiyous

The toll road continued to operate until 1915 when
the Pacific Highway was constructed on basically
the same route. Although still a dirt road, it was
straighter and wider. By 1921, the road was paved
in Oregon.

In 1945, the federal government designated it U.S. Highway 99 and in 1967, it was replaced by Interstate 5.

Fall 2018 Board of Directors Meeting
On November 3, 2018, the CA-NV Chapter of OCTA Board of Directors met in Oroville, CA at the request of
President Dick Waugh. There was a good turnout and included three members who are not on the Board. The
focus of the meeting was the budget and calendar for the 2018-19 fiscal year, but there were also reports on
several other items of interest to our members.
The Treasurer, Phyllis Smith, reported there was about $16,000 in our checking account and another $26,000
in CDs. The Board reviewed and discussed the draft budget, made a few changes and adopted a final budget.
Items of particular interest are that we expect to again receive a donation of $350 from Terrible’s Casino for
clean-up work at Fernley Swales; we plan to spend $2,500 on interpretive panels for the Beckwourth Trail; and
we will continue to support the California State Library Western Trails Collection and OCTA’s Western Regional Representative with donations of $1,000 to each.
Another budget-related issue is the production of Trail Talk. The cost of printing is increasing, with each issue
costing about $1,200. The Board discussed several ways to mitigate the cost, including distributing more copies via email, using volunteers to copy and mail the issue, and investigating selling advertising space.
Continued on Page 5
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One source of income for our chapter is membership. Our membership chairs, Janet and Jon Nowlin, reported
that we have about 270 members of our chapter, and our expected income from dues is nearly $4,000.
Several events are planned in the upcoming year. Workdays and outings include Trail Days in Elko, NV (May
18-19) and dates to be announced for the Beckwourth Trail, Big Trees, Luther Pass, Johnson Cutoff, and a possible outing on Highway 70 in the summer. In addition, a new and enthusiastic member will lead three or more
trips this year near Winnemucca. Also on the schedule are the California Archeological Meeting/ Symposium
(March 7-10 in Sacramento); our chapter’s Spring Symposium (April 26-28 in San Juan Bautista, CA); and the
2020 OCTA Convention in Elko (September 18-24). Members of the Board are also meeting with the owner of
the Johnson Ranch in Wheatland, CA, where the rescue parties for the Donner Party were organized and where
the survivors were first brought after coming out of the Sierra Nevada.
In other news, Trails West is almost finished marking trails and is ready to dispose of its equipment to other organizations involved with trails. Several OCTA chapters have expressed interest in receiving the equipment to
mark their trails. The CA-NV chapter has asked for first right of refusal of Trails West’s band saw that is used
for fabricating trail markers.
There were reports on ongoing preservation projects by John Winner, mapping and marking efforts by Dee Owens, the successful Fernley Swales cleanup by Jon Nowlin, and interpretive panels for the John Marsh House by
Bob Evanhoe.
The next meeting of the Board will be at the Spring Symposium, and all members are welcome to attend.
Advertisement
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What’s next…??
by Bob Evanhoe, Acting Editor
The CA-NV Chapter of OCTA has been around since 1984, and Trail Talk
has existed as a printed publication for most of that time. (The publication’s
paper files go back only to No. 21 in October 1993.) In those days, it was not
uncommon to have 20-page editions four times a year. For the past few
years, input has been scarce, and 8-page issues have been common, with only three publications a year. We have been fortunate lately with two lengthy
installment articles by Frank Tortorich and Richard Silva with additional information gathered by Dee Owens, and have turned out two 12-page editions.
I do not know what the cost was to print and mail a 20-pager in the 80s and
90s, but dues were exactly what they are today: $10/year! We spent about
$3,000 to print and mail three issues last year, which pretty much consumed
our $10 individual dues.
We have investigated other printing and mailing sources and have been unable to come up with significant savings for similar quality and service. We
currently publish and mail in Nevada with all available discounts from the state and the post office: not-forprofit, bulk, pre-sort, etc.
Your Board of Directors has discussed this situation at the last two meetings and will again do so at the
Symposium in April in San Juan Bautista. The thinking to date is that we will go digital through email, with
some accommodation being made for those without such access. Other OCTA chapters have already made
this move. Many chapter members currently receive their issues via email, and Trail Talk is always available, when published, on the Chapter’s website: CANVOCTA.ORG.
Both Board and Trail Talk staff wish to have input from members on this very important topic. We invite
your comments directed to canvocta@gmail.com or CA-NV OCTA, P.O. Box 1521, Yreka, CA 960971521.
In closing you may note the inclusion of an advertisement purchased by chapter member Michael LaSalle
for his new book No Trail to Follow. It chronicles the Bartleson-Bidwell party’s 1841 emigration to California. While we do not see ads as significantly offsetting production costs, a small income might fund
mailings to members without email access.

Proposed Chapter Field Outings — 2019
Johnson’s Cutoff—Tahoe Basin
Luther Pass Road
Big Tree Road
Carson Trail—Eldorado NF
Pony Express Trail—Eldorado NF
Beckwourth Trail
California Trail—Winnemucca Area
Hastings Cutoff—Nevada
For More Information see the CANV Chapter Website—
canvocta.org
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A DISCUSSION ON THE ESTABLISHMENT

OF THE
CALIFORNIA AND NEVADA BOUNDARIES
A Series by Frank Tortorich

SUSANVILLE NEVADA OR SUSANVILLE CALIFORNIA?
(Ed note: This is the third and final installment of this article which first appeared in the Fall 2017 issue of
Trail Talk. The second installment appeared in the Fall 2018 issue. All are available on the CA-NV OCTA
Chapter website.)
Sagebrush War
A serious problem erupted in 1863 over the
community of Susanville, California.
The California Legislature felt that Susanville was part of Plumas County, while the government of the Nevada Territory felt the town and surrounding agricultural area belonged to Roop County, Nevada.
To exercise their political might, both jurisdictions caused the election or appointment of their
own full complement of government offices. This
came to a culmination in early 1863 when the citizens of Susanville got into a bit of a spat over just
where they were.
Speaking for Nevada were Judges Gordon
Mott and John Ward, Sherriff William H. Naileigh
and community leader Isaac Roop, for whom the
county was named. Opposing them for California
were Plumas County officials from the county seat at Quincy, including Judge William Young, Judge Hogan, Sheriff E.H. Pierce, a hundred-man posse and a piece of artillery, caliber unknown.
Now let’s see if I can keep this straight for you: (N) means from Nevada, (C) from California.
Judge Mott (N) came to Susanville,”Nevada” to hold court. Judge Young (C) enjoined him from
practicing in Susanville, California. Judge Ward (N) then enjoined Judge Young (C) from practicing in Susanville, California; had him arrested and fined $100.
Judge Hogan (C) issued an injunction against Judge Ward (N) and Sheriff Naileigh (N), which Sheriff Pierce (C) served, only to be served himself with an injunction.
Pierce (C) arrested Naileigh (N) and Ward (N) and was returning them to another part of California,
when Roop (N) and other good citizens intervened and prevented Pierce (C) from taking his prisoners out of
the Territory of Nevada.
Things got out of hand, and gunfire erupted at what is known as Roop’s Fort, which was actually
some poor farmer’s barn in Susanville.
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The “Sagebrush War” was on, claiming a number of causalities in several hours of fighting. Soon
common sense reasserted itself, and a commission composed of members of both parties was dispatched to
the state and territorial governments with a call for a decent survey. 1
Further south, the town of Aurora found a better way to deal with such uncertainties. The town was
the county seat of Esmeralda County, Nevada, and Mono County, California. They elected two judges, two
sheriffs and representatives to both the California and Nevada legislatures. As two polling places were set up
at opposite ends of the main street, with all the intervening saloons doing a land office business, Election Day
was cause for great celebration.
The citizens could vote at both polling places so if your candidate did not win in one place they might
in the other.
This may have been where the phrase “Vote early and vote often” might have come from.2

1863 Survey
With agreement by both the California Surveyor General J.F. Houghton and Nevada Land Commissioner Butler Ives, a survey was conducted, first to establish the line from Lake Tahoe north at the 120th W
meridian and the 39th parallel to the 42nd parallel. Then their attention turned to the “oblique line.”
Just past Bodie, they encountered a huge group of Indians having a ceremony. Not wanting to disturb
them, they decided to wait it out, plus they were very extremely outnumbered if hostilities broke out.
By October they could not continue because of the cold and snow.
Their survey was resumed two years later, but again came up
short of its end point due to the Civil War.
In 1867-1868, Daniel G. Major surveyed the OregonCalifornia border for the General Land Office (GLO) and found the
intersection of 42º and 120º to be two miles west of the Hough-Ives
Line. This led the GLO to request a Congressional appropriation for
a full survey.
In 1872, the GLO contracted with surveyor Alexy W. Von
Schmidt to survey the entire eastern boundary of California and to
erect a stone marker every mile.
The GLO survey showed the Von Schmidt Line to be threefourths of a mile south of the GLO survey and the Von Schmidt
Line was not straight as it had a ”kink” in the middle of the
“oblique” line between Lake Tahoe and the Colorado River.
From 1893 to 1899, personnel from the US Coast and Geodetic Survey (USC&GS) surveyed this
same area. They not only found the Von Schmidt “kink” but that the end points were incorrect. As a result
the Von Schmidt marker was moved 2,000 feet southwest.
In October of 1975, Mac and Maggie Mcshan of Needles, CA, wrote in their local publication Footprints about a dedication ceremony being held in November at the Von Schmidt boundary monument.

1

Metcalf, Bruce A. A Moving Monument, Doc. Users.adelphia.net/ brmetcalf/rr/monuments.htm
Ibid

2
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The monuments mark the end of the first survey line between
California and Nevada at the Colorado River flood plain. Apparently
the line which was surveyed by Von Schmidt and his team was not
correct and a later survey placed the state boundary ¾ mile north.
The monument is dedicated as California Historical Landmark No.
859 and Nevada Historical Landmark No. 188 but even this marker
is not at the original location of the first survey. In the early 1970s
personnel from the Bureau of Land Management, Yuma office, did
some archive research and field surveys to attempt to determine the
original Von Schmidt line which is believed to be 0.10 miles south
of the current marker location. In the 1970s the monument’s current
location was called the “wrong wrong line” and the supposed original location called the “right wrong line.”
The east boundary was not finalized until 1899 when the USC&GS corrected all the previous mistakes.
Well, that settles the issue, except the NE corner is not where it is legally described. It is at least half a
mile south of 42º N latitude, 120º W longitude.
Oh, and to this day, there are on-going discussions about the NW corner.
And when the Colorado River changes its course, as it has over millennia, will that “oblique line”
move with the river again?

ACCEPTING NOMINATIONS
For Chapter awards
By Norine Kimmy
The Spring Symposium in San Juan Bautista is just around the corner. As you recall, it is the time our CA-NV
chapter acknowledges individuals for service to our chapter. Before the symposium, a call goes out for members to submit names of individuals deserving of consideration for the awards. At this time we are giving you
a “Last Chance” to send the award committee the name(s) of individuals deserving to be considered for an
award.
A Certificate of A ppreciation, which is given to acknowledge specific contributions to our chapter, is the most
common award. However, we will also accept nominations for the Lifetime A chievement A ward, which is
meant to honor long-term service to our chapter. Remember, in addition to our members, a business entity or
an individual, who is not a member of OCTA, is entitled to be the recipient of a Certificate of A ppreciation. If
nominations are for more individuals than we can recognize in a given year, the names are held over for a subsequent year. Also, don’t hesitate to nominate someone you think may have already been honored; our record
keeping can address that issue. Actually we accept nominations at any time; we just add the submitted names
to our Brainstorm list for future consideration.
The nomination process is simple! All it takes to nominate a wor thy individual is a letter fr om you containing information about the nominee's service that merits award consideration. Please let us know what they
have done so we can acknowledge it during the presentation. 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 emailed to norine.kimmy@gmail.com.
Awards and Certificates of Appreciation will be presented at the Spring Symposium in San Juan Bautista.
Thank you for your contribution to this effort.
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The Future and the Past – Elko 2020 Convention
“Through the lens of history – preserving the past – focusing on the future.”
Elko in September 2020 is the place to be for that special magic associated with OCTA Conventions. Since
October 2018 the local committee has been working on tours, talks, and special events. The theme of the
convention is: “Through the lens of history – preserving the past
– focusing on the future.”
At present tours are planned to a local gun museum with over
1,000 pistols, rifles, shotguns and other Western paraphernalia
combined with a rut tour in and around Humboldt Wells. Another tour will visit the relatively recently excavated and interpreted
Fort Ruby at the south end of the Ruby Valley. A third tour will
visit the area of Newmont’s Long Canyon Gold Mine to discuss
modern day trail impacts. (Long Canyon is near Big Springs,
where the Bidwell-Bartleson Party abandoned their wagons.) A
photography and natural history tour of Lamoille Canyon is also Fort Ruby
planned. A one-day pre-tour is planned from Goose Creek to
Humboldt Wells and a post-tour is planned to address the question about why the emigrants didn’t go on the north side of the East Humboldt Range instead of south down
Ruby Valley. Some other convention tours and pre- and post- tours are pending approval of land owners or
others.

Some adjustments have been made in the schedule to accommodate those OCTA members who also plan to attend the
overlapping Snata Fe Trails Association meeting in Kansas.
The OCTA Board meeting will be Saturday, September 19,
2020 at the California Trail Interpretive Center. Convention
Tours will be on Sunday and Tuesday. The Opening Session
will occur on Monday, September 21, 2020. There will be
speakers on Monday and Wednesday. The Awards Dinner
will be Monday evening and the End of the Trail Dinner will
be Wednesday evening. Special exhibits and activities are
Lamoille Canyon
being finalized. A key feature available to convention attendees throughout the convention is the California Trail Interpretive Center which is completed. Some special activities
and exhibits are planned there by the BLM. Contracts with the Elko Convention and Visitor Authority and
the Red Lion Hotels have been finalized. The Call For Papers will be out soon. For more information, contact helenhankins@gmail.com

President’s Column

Staff received a note from the Prez as we were putting this issue to bed. He had just returned home from
transporting a fire victim to Minnesota, and “between the fire and floods (newer one, no dam involved) I am
just getting back into the trails. I want to thank those who reached out during the last several months to our
members and me who were affected by the Camp fire. I hope to see everyone in San Juan Bautista and somewhere along the trails.” Dick Waugh, President
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CALIFORNIA-NEVADA CHAPTER
OREGON-CALIFORNIA TRAILS ASSOCIATION
P.O. Box 1521
Yreka, CA 96097

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

Upcoming Activities:
April 26, 27, 28, 2019 - California Nevada
OCTA Chapter Spring Symposium
May 18, 19, 2019 Tr ail Days Elko Nevada
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Email address for TRAIL Talk
Submissions, Membership questions or
Inquiries, contact us at:

canvocta@gmail.com
Or

CA-NV OCTA Chapter
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Also, visit our Chapter website:
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