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INTRODUCTION

The chapters  that follow make up one kind of history of  “Davis, CA.” Founded in 1868, two features of the some thirteen decades of events at that place are especially striking. First, the ways of life there have changed radically. But second and at the same time, there have been many forms of continuity.  

I. CHANGES AND CONSTANTS. Let me begin with a brief overview of these both radical changes and deep constants.  


A. Changes: Nine Periods/”Communities.” The history of Davis takes place in a single location. But, in some ways, it is difficult to say there was also only one community there.  Instead, the changes have been so profound that one is tempted to suggest there was a series of communities. Reflecting the permutations and transformations of America itself, there may have been at least nine communities in succession, each a re-making​​—a refashioning and re–inventing––of a previous community in response to changing forces from within and without. In this way, there is no single HISTORY of Davis. Instead, there are many histories.


The sequence of these nine provides the organizing principle of this book. Following an account of what was at Davis before there was a Davis (below), one chapter each is devoted to chronicling and interpreting each of them.


1. EXPECTANT DAVISVILLE, 1868-71.  The initial settlers of what was then called Davisville were exuberant or even euphoric with expectations of fast growth and great fortunes.


2. FARMING DAVISVILLE, 1872-90. But, population and commerce soon stopped growing. There came the recognition that Davisville would only be a little village from which crops produced on surrounding farms would be shipped and in which people changed trains.

3. CULTIVATING DAVISVILLE, 1891-1904.  The vicissitudes of alternating drought and floods and other factors prompted farmers to move from large​-field dry crops to irrigated specialty crops and livestock. Davisville life reflected this agricultural change.


4. RESTARTING DAVIS, 1905-16. In 1905, California agricultural interests believed the state needed a full–fledged experimental farm. A commission to select a site was established and a “call for proposals” issued.  It was a thunderous wake–up call to the leaders of small and stagnant Davisville. In the period of preparing a proposal and in the early years after winning the competition, Davis was transformed from a saloon-ridden train-stop to a confident and booster-driven community. 


5. URBANIZING DAVIS, 1917-29. Davis incorporated as a City just as World War I began. Fostered by the economic prosperity following that war, urbanized over the twenties. It finally got a fire department, water and sewage systems, some paved and lighted streets, and other civilizing accoutrements.  

6. DEPRESSION DAVIS, 1930-45. The economic crash of 1929 and World War II pretty-much froze the town in time right up to 1945. The booster mindset of the previous period was put on hold, but reactivated as the end of the war came into view. 

7. EXPLODING DAVIS, 1946-71.  Myriad changes wrought by World War II fostered giddy post-war growth in Davis––as well in the nation at large. Davis exploded in numbers of people and square miles (Fig. I.1).  The now University of California at Davis campus was, of course, a major cause of this explosion. 

8. PROGRESSIVE DAVIS, 1972-89. Many Davisites were unsettled by this wild growth. Unease crystallized in a 1972 sea-change city council election. In it, long-time “old boy” and pro-growth leadership was displaced by a new generation of environmentally sensitive “progressives.” An array of pioneering environmental policies ensued and Davis developed a national reputation as a cutting-edge city 

9. CONTESTED DAVIS 1990-​​––. Over the progressive period, “moderate” versus “progressive” political tendencies formed in Davis public life. As growth continued, the two tendencies were back-and-forth in control of the city government and, therefore, the rate of growth and other tendencies in Davis life. The character and future of Davis became an object of on-going contest.  

When categorizing as I do above, there is the question, “How did you  decide periods and select the years that separate them?” The answer is that I used two kinds of criteria. First and mostly, people at the time identified these years as critical turning points that marked the borders of periods.  In addition, with the 20-20 vision of historical perspective, we can see that perceptions at those times were correct. Things did change dramatically in and after them.  these perceived-at-the-time years-of-disjunction were: 1868,  the Davisville grid was laid out and recorded; 1905, the State Farm site search; 1917, Davis incorporated as a city and World War II began; 1929, the American economy collapsed, also depressing Davis; 1945, World War II ended and a new world began; and, 1972, electoral revolt against “mindless” growth.

Second, some large changes took place but were not marked by a single, dramatic year. It is nonetheless necessary to signal that they happened. One way to do this is to pick a plausible “midpoint” year in the change. For Davis history, I have selected these three: 1872, marking a shift from a boom and wealth mindset to expectations of a stable town; 1890, marking a gradual shift to cultivating from farming agriculture; 1990, marking movement from a progressive to a contested Davis.

B. Changes: Civic Culture.  In the above, radical changes are depicted in terms of the dominant tendencies of time-periods. There is, though, a second way to think about changes. This is in terms of alternations in major themes in Davis’ civic culture. Let me mention three of these here and elaborate on them at their points of change in Davis history.

• “We want Davis to Grow and Develop at a Significant Pace.” Up until the late 1960s or early 1970s, growth and development were unchanging as well as unchallenged dominant themes. But in the early 1970s, they became conflictful.

• “Whatever is good for UC at Davis is good for Davis.” Important disputes between “town” and “gown” began only in about the mid-1970s. These heavily focused on the town’s complaint that the gown made plans and changes without informing the town and taking account of the effects on the town.

• “We pretty much agree on who should serve on the City Council.”  In chapters 5 through 9, I report the percentage of Davis voters in City Council elections who cast ballots for the (1) highest vote receiver and the (2) lowest percent of votes that elected a candidate. Over these years––1918-2004––both percents fell very, very substantially. These declines signal significant increases in political disagreements in Davis.  Alternatively, these changes can be thought of as large expansions in democracy

C. Constants.  Davis history is not an unrelieved story of change. Some things have been remarkably constant. Postponing discussion, here are pithy expressions of some enduring themes.  

• “Davis has a severe housing shortage.”

• “We are proud that Davis has a small town character.”

• “We must maintain Davis’ small town character.”

• “Shop at home. Patronize local merchants.”

• “We should (or are) improving the town by . . .”

• “We need to increase support of our schools by . . . .”

• “We need to clean up the yards and streets.”

• “It’s hot.”

• “That north wind is really strong, hot and gritty.”

Separate from such elements of Davis civic culture are enduring forms of the behavior and organization. For example:

· Davisites have been exceptionally active in volunteer or “third sector” ways, that is, in public activities outside of and in addition to economic or political pursuits. This has taken many forms over time, but the level has always been high.

· Although the sheer size of the population has changed dramatically, both immigration and emigration have been high and seemingly a constant.  Much is rightly made of pioneer families with decedents still in Davis. But also, a large portion of pioneer offspring emigrated.  Conversely, immigration has much more than replaced them.



D. What’s Featured and What’s Not. Within the overarching theme of “radical changes/deep constants” certain topics are featured in this book much more than others. Those featured include population and growth, business and economics, politics, education, religion, the State Farm in it many incarnations, physical structures and infrastructure, and civic culture.  In contrast, I do not report very much on such matters as athletics and organized sports, race and gender struggles, social service and welfare activities, medical practices, or crime and other deviance.


Several circumstances explain this selectivity. One, this book was written under an absolute limit of 160 pages.  That being the case, I elected to do a few things in a slight depth rather than a lot of things in no depth. Two, I have stood on the shoulders of my Davis history predecessors and sought to use their contributions here. Their works exhibit a selectively similar to mine. Three, my interests and previous work have been in the treated areas rather than in the others.

I have written many books about human social life, but only now have I been overwhelmed with a recognition of the severely selected and abbreviated nature of any story one tells. Not only do I slight the matters just listed, my reports on the topics I do feature are extraordinarily truncated. For the reasons just given, major and important aspects of virtually every matter I treat have been left out. Such is a price we pay for saying anything.

One implication, of course, is that history is not a product, it is a process. Any story told is only a moment in a never concluded process of telling.

 
II. BEFORE DAVIS.  As we shall see in the next chapter, Davis grew like a mushroom patch.  One day there was nothing much there; the next day there was a complex structure.  Even so, Davis did not pop up entirely no-where and in a virgin land. Much was already in the immediate vicinity and a great deal had happened at that location in previous decades, centuries, and eons.   


A. The Valley Environment. The Central Valley of California is some 500 miles long from north of Yreka to south of Bakersfield. Before Americans profoundly reorganized it with the largest water control scheme in human history, the environment lurched year-to-year among three kinds of winters-springs-summers: drought, flood, and Mediterranean-moderate.  There was (and still is) no discernable pattern of year-to-year drought, flood, or moderate climate. 


Before American re-crafting, the Valley floor was with some frequency an “inland sea” (as described in Robert Kelley's Battling the Inland Sea). This was a function of a simple but huge hydraulic in which the amount of melting snow running off from the mountains exceeded the drainage capacity of the delta, the Carquinez Straits, and the San Francisco Bay. The result was back-up and a large but temporary lake or “sea.”


Short of an “inland sea,” there could be serious flooding from the run-off of the Coastal Range toward the Sacramento river.  Floods or worse occurred in 1822, 1832, 1853, 1861-62 (the “flood of the century’), 1868, 1869, 1871, 1872, 1895 and in later years.


Conversely, droughts happened in 1856, 1857, 1863, 1864, 1865, 1870, and in later years (Larkey, 69-73:11).


On top of these, infrequent but disastrous frosts coming at blossom-times could wipe out entire crops, as could heat waves. And, the dread north wind could dry out and kill crops.


B. Plant and Animal Life. There were, however, a sufficient number of moderate rain and snowfall years to allow the Valley to develop considerable plant and animal life.  Plant life on the Valley floor was of two main kinds.  

1. The channels where water ran in significant amounts down to what would be named the Sacramento River developed rich riparian forests along their banks.  In what would become Yolo county containing Davisville, there were two main channels from the Coastal Range to the Sacramento river. The northern channel is now called Cache Creek and the southern one, on which Davisville would be sited, Putah Creek. Early observers reported that Putah Creek’s riparian forests extended out upward of two miles on either side of it. But the Putah channel did not run all the way to the Sacramento River. Instead, its waters fanned out into a  miles-wide lowland delta or basin that was a marsh in most years and which had developed into what was characterized as an “impenetrable thicket.”   This marsh/thicket began in the vicinity of what is now called El Macero (just southeast of Davis) and extended to the Sacramento River. 

The riparian forest contained a variety of types of trees and plants, including Oaks, tule, cottonwood, grapevines and wild roses.  Abundant wildlife inhabited these forests, including beaver, deer, elk, coyote, wild cats, and the famous California grizzly bear.


2. The second type of plant life was native grass and it covered the great bulk of the Valley floor in the moderate winters, springs and summers.  Early observers reported that one could see for many miles across what was, in many places, gently rolling countryside. Failed gold miners from the mid-west were struck with how these plains looked like home. (One ecologist has termed Yolo County “California Kansas.”)


C. The First Humans.  Apparently there was a time when people could and did walk across the Bering Strait from Asia to North America. They spread south and across the continent, some settling in the Valley and along Putah Creek.  Organized as what anthropologists call “hunting and gathering” societies, the richness of the riparian forest provided for their survival. 


By being semi-nomadic, these Native Americans, called the Patwin, could successfully adapt to droughts and floods (Larkley, 68:6). In drought, they followed the stream bed higher into the western mountains where water still flowed from underground springs and plant and animal life still flourished. In flood, they moved about the Valley in boats made of tule reeds or likewise retreated to the mountains.

Thus, they moved among a number of settlement-sites depending on the climate of the moment. One of these sites appears to have been in the vicinity of what is now called First and A streets in Davis. At least, over several decades residents of that area have found a great many carved stone arrowheads lying on the ground or close to the surface.  Some people theorize that the earth beneath the parking lot at the southeast corner of First and A streets likely contains major artifacts remaining from a large encampment (Larkey, 69-73:97). 

As an isolated population, the Patwin had never been exposed to diseases such a malaria, measles, small pox and gonorrhea.  They had therefore not developed the resistance that comes from certain kinds of exposure.  The arrival of Europeans and Americans in the early and middle 1800s spelled disaster.  It is estimated that as much as three-quarters of the native population in the Valley had died from disease epidemics by the time of the Gold Rush in 1849. When Davisville was founded in 1868, almost all Native Americans had been gone from the area for at least 20 years.


D. Pre-Gold Rush Europeans and Mexicans.  An assortment of European and American explorers, hunters, adventurers and settlers ventured into the Valley in the early 1800s. The Spanish and then the Mexicans early laid claim to most of the land and divided it into large Rancheros used, primarily, for grazing cattle.  


The trappers were likely the most environmentally significant visitors of the early 1800s. The riparian forests and streams had large numbers of fur bearing animals, especially beaver.  It was simple work to trap and kill them for the large and worldwide fur market. The hunters were so rapacious that by mid-century a number of species––especially beaver​​––were all but extinct. 


John Sutter was perhaps the most famous of Pre-Gold Rush Europeans. Although he was headquartered at his fort some twenty miles east of what would be Davisville, he and his people are reported to have come to Putah and Cache Creeks to cut down trees for lumber and fuel and to kill animals for pelts.


E. Gold Rush Failures.  In the famous phrase, “the world rushed in” in 1849. While there were abundant miners, gold was abundant only briefly. Most people arrived too late to find gold without significant investment in machinery and scale of organization. Too embarrassed to have come a long way for little or nothing, these failed miners looked around for other ways to survive. 


Many of them were from Midwestern farms and farms in other parts of the country.  Looking at the expanse of open and unfarmed plain that was the Valley, it did not take much brain power to form the idea that perhaps one could stay in California and farm. Indeed, one historian of his period, David Vaught (26), has argued that in the mid-1800s there was a vast effort to recreate the Midwest in the California Central Valley.


By the 1860s, the years just before Davisville, there were already several hundred farms of various sizes in Yolo and adjacent Solano Counties and several thousand people on them. Although there had been both droughts and floods, the soil was so rich that in the moderate years a great deal of money could be made, canceling out bank debt caused by bad weather. In addition, this was a period of poor wheat harvests in other parts of the world, making wheat-growing an especially lucrative activity.

 
Jerome Davis was one of these Yolo farmers. He had developed what was for a time a prosperous and diverse agricultural enterprise on the north bank of Putah Creek. But like other farmers, the ravages of the weather created hard times for him.  He mortgaged a portion of his holdings to a company about to build a railroad from Vallejo to Sacramento. 


F. The United States Acquires California. The political background to all this new farming on what were large, grazing rancheros was that the United States took California from Mexico in 1848. The ownership of  a large portion of the Valley was thrown into doubt. As well, some of the ranches were so large that their putative owners had never visited them. To American eyes, these lands appeared unused, abandoned, or unowned and cried out for the high moral purpose of farming.


In the 1850s, the state was divided into counties and one of each county’s early tasks was internally to subdivide the land on a grid system using the concept of the township. In this process of exactly  specifying plots and boundaries, a good deal of land trading went on, as well as much sheer squatting on what were asserted to be previously un-owned lands.  Many years of litigation over ownerships ensued. Extending over a period of years, these disputes were eventually settled by hearings before, and the decrees of, the U. S. Land Commission. 

G. Towns and Cities Near the Future Davisville. By the later 1860s but still before Davisvillle was invented, Yolo and Solano counties contained a considerable number of villages, towns, and even cities. Washington (now part of West Sacramento) was, in 1850, the first Yolo county seat. But flooding caused relocation to Cachville in 1857, other moves, and final relocation in Woodland in 1862.  Founded in 1853, Woodland was the bustling center of agriculture in the county, even boasting two daily newspapers.  


H. The Countryside. Out in the countryside, churches were going up and served as social as well as religious centers for farm families.   Although there was as yet no train, a dirt trail ran across the tules from Sacramento, next to what would be Davisville, and toward what would become Dixon, and into Vallejo (an already well established small city of some import).

At irregular intervals along this dirt trail, entrepreneurs had established primitively constructed horse stables, eating places, and overnight lodgings. One of these stopping places was just to the south of where a traveler forded Putah Creek and next to the site of the future Davisville. In what is now the UC Davis arboretum, this stopping place was called Solano House. It had stables and was a station on the route of the famous Pony Express (which existed for eighteen months prior to completion of the transcontinental telegraph in 1861, which put it out of business).

Some accounts hold that before the Davisville grid was laid out  in 1868 the former home of Jerome Davis, just southwest of what is today A and First streets, had been turned into a hotel, general merchandise store, and saloon. There may also have been some nearby former Jerome Davis farm buildings that housed an assortment of other activities and perhaps squatter residents.
*
*
*

These, then, were some of the major features of the environment in which an organization of railroad entrepreneurs decided to build a railroad. They were, in addition, land entrepreneurs. Along with buying the railroad right-of-way, they acquired other, adjacent lands on which to create towns in which to sell lots.  The one of interest to us was just north of Putah Creek. They would decide to name it for the failed farmer from whom they bought a soon-to-default mortgage. In such a manner, Davisville would be born.
