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[This a draft of revised and edited text published as Chapter 1 of John Lofland, Davis (Arcadia, 2004).]

l. EXPECTANT DAVISVILLE, 1868-71

At Vallejo in March of 1868, the California Pacific Railroad (the “Cal-P”), one of numerous new rail companies across the west, began laying tracks pointed toward the as yet nonexistent Davisville.  At that future town, the single line would become two. One would continue east to Sacramento to meet the soon-to-arrive transcontinental railroad. The other would turn north to Woodland and on to Marysville (a major center once planned as the western terminus of the transcontinental railroad).


I. CONSTRUCTING THE RAILROAD.  The track reached the new Davisville some six months later, in late August or early September (depending on whose account you accept).  Over that period, people in Yolo and Solano counties followed the project with great interest. The Woodland papers printed frequent reports on it and speculated excitedly about the increase in growth and prosperity the train would cause. In particular, getting the tons of wheat out of Solano and Yolo counties was a problem the train would solve. Bagged, grain had to be hauled on horse-drawn wagons to Knight’s Landing or to Suisun in order to be loaded on boats. The railroad would mean much shorter trips and more frequent shipping. (And in fact, the sidings built at Davis did become an important point for shipping wheat and other grain.)  

In May, the editor of the Yolo County Democrat made a trip by “stage” (as in horse-drawn stage coach) to the site of the town-to-be and printed this report of what he saw:

The road from [Woodland] . . . to Putah Creek passes over one of the richest portions of the county, and is skirted on either side by vast fields of grain which present a prospect of one of the most abundant and valuable harvests ever garnered in any part of the world. . . . At the crossing of Putah Creek, on the Solano side, a station is kept by J. H. Shuman, who, in company with enterprising citizens, is preparing to survey a plot for the depot of the Solano and Yolo Railroad . . . .  The prospective settlement is, we believe, to be called “Veranda City.”

The July 4 Democrat described progress.

The proposed location of the depot of the Vallejo Railroad, on Putah Creek, is now being laid off in lots, and a town of considerable importance will soon spring up in that locality. The site is on the bank of Putah Creek, at Davis’ ranch, in a healthy and rich agricultural district settled by farmers most of who have secured a competence to themselves as the reward of their energy and frugality. A large store is already in process of erection and will be completed and furnished with new goods in a few days, by the proprietor, Wm Dresbach, who is well known to the community as a gentleman of superior business and attainments and social qualities. The hotel there is thronged with visitors attracted by the promising business character of the place. The new town is to be called Davisville.

Sources disagree on exactly when the tracks (and train) actually reached the new depot at Davisville. Some report August 24, others say September 8th or so.  The Democrat of September 5th stated, the “road has been completed as far as Putah Creek. A bridge will be immediately constructed across that stream and in a few days the locomotive will make its first appearance in Yolo County.”

For about three months, Davisville was the “end of the line.” But the Cal-P was pressing on and the Democrat of November 14 announced:  “CONNECTION COMPLETE––The track of the California Pacific Railroad has been laid down between Davisville and Washington [now merged into West Sacramento], thus making the connection by rail complete between Vallejo and Washington. The first train passed over the new road on Tuesday evening last [November 10] . . . .“


II. CREATING DAVISVILLE.  The “Big Five” owners of the Cal-P had nineteenth century names straight out of a Dickens novel: John B. Frisbie, DeWitt C. Haskin, DeWitt C. Rice, William F. Roelofson, and James M. Ryder, In addition to building a railroad, these five gentlemen were land speculators and developers. As part of their railroad plan, they, on November 1, 1967, bought a mortgage on the southern portion of the Davis farm, which had fallen on hard times because of drought and flooding.  Davis defaulted on payment in 1868 and the Cal-P came to control much  of the mortgaged part of the farm. Constituting themselves a separate entity called the Davisville Land Company, 200 acres of the now former Davis farm was transferred to it.  All the members of the Davis family had left the farm some time before. Many of its structures were the initial buildings of Davisville, although they were outside the grid of blocks named Davisville (and are seen in the bottom portion of Figure 1.1).   

The 32 block grid shown in Figure 1.1 is reported to have been conceived and sketched by the Davisville Land Company President, Dr. D. W. W. Rice (a pharmacist). For historical context I should report that inventing towns composed of ad hoc grids connected to new railroads was very common across the mid-west and west in this period. Thousands of town began in this fashion. Davisville was such as a typical “paper town.”


Historical accounts suggest the blocks and lots were staked out and buildings constructed as early as May.  But, the Plat was not officially recorded until November 28, 1868.  


III. EXPECTANT DAVISVILLE. The quote from the July 4 Democrat given just above begins to convey the atmosphere that prevailed at the new Davisville.  Judging from the reports of nearby newspapers and in the Davis Advertiser (published weekly from December 4, 1869 to May 7, 1870), the ethos was one of “big things are going to happen.”  People were in on the ground floor of a future big (and rich) town. 

A. Nineteenth Century Booms and Davisvillle. This belief becomes more understandable when we also know that recently founded towns that were the scenes of rapid growth and new fortunes occurred with some frequency in nineteenth century America. The city of Chicago was the prototypical example. From frontier outpost, it had rapidly become an urban giant and the producer of many fortunes. Who could be certain where the next one of these fortune-producers would occur? Why not Davisville? After all, it was at the junction of major east-west and north-south railroads. In a matter of a few months in 1868-69, at least 500 people had arrived and begun to make a town. From open land, virtually overnight this was already a small but bustling center made all the more lively by frequent trains and large-scale grain shipping.

The pages of the Davisville Advertiser portrayed this Davisville in 1869-70. Here is a montage of items that suggest how these first Davisites might reasonably have formed expectations of imminent growth and fortune. I begin with a sketch of Davis written by the Advertiser publishers/editors Orr and Bonham and published on December 4, 1869.  This date was about a year-and-a-half after people began congregating at this new town:

At the present time of writing Davisville has a voting population of nearly 400. Up to the present time, there has been 200 houses built. We have our hotels, drug stores, hardware, dry goods, and clothing stores; post office and express office, liquor stores, livery stables, blacksmith, wagon making, carpenter and furniture shop; meat markets, and in fact everything of that kind a town should have. 

Several different religious denominations hold services here on the Sabbath, whilst our public school is in a most flourishing condition. 

Davisvillle, situated as it is in one of the largest agricultural districts in the State, will in the future assume a population and wealth to rank it second to none on the coast. Its railroad advantages give it now predominance over other places; with its two railroads converging here, and the third a fixed fact, why should it not prosper. 

To any of our readers in the Eastern States, or on this coast, desirous of investing their money in town property that will double itself in a short time, we would say visit Davisville and judge for yourselves the truth of our remarks.


B. Aspects of Life in Expectant Davisville. Although an expectation of prosperity seem to have been the overarching mindset, there were many ordinary aspirations and activities. The following were among them.

1. A LIVELY RANGE OF BUSINESS ACTIVITY.  Perusing the Advertiser’s advertisements, one found the expected livery stables, dentists, liquor merchants, wagon makers, and the like. And, one also found some goods and services less expected on the western frontier:

Mrs. Bryant will take a few pupils for instruction

on the piano. Those desirous of learning will do well to call,

as she is a lady fully competent to teach. Tuition, $8 per month.

*
*
*

Fashionable Dressmakers

Olive Street, Davisville

Mrs. GROSCUP and Miss FLIGGLE

Have now rooms in Dr. Lane’s building

And are prepared to do all kinds of

Plain and Fancy Needle Work,

CUTTING AND FITTING OF DRESSES,

TRIMING HATS, ETC.

*
*
*

Miss Louie M. Brown will give instructions in the

Art of Spencerian pennmanship at the schoolhouse, commencing on Tuesday eve. Jan. 25. Tuition, for fifteen lessons, $5, stationary included. All are invited.

*
*
*

Mrs. C. M. Stowe, trance medium, is in the city and will give a lecture at Cark’s Hall on Sunday eve, March 6; a collection will be taken up after the lecture to defray the expenses of the lady. . . . “Having directed her mental vision toward the curing of disease, she clearly sees it, and that of the medical agents required.” She can be consulted at the American Hotel, room 5 from 9 A.M. to 9 P. M., for a few days.

*
*
*

Jacob Fuey, watchmaker is located on Olive street, and is prepared to do cleaning and repairing of watches, jewelry, etc..

*
*
*

A. C. Simpson, tensoria artist, can be found at Morgan’s saloon.

2. SHOP AT HOME. From virtually the first issue, Advertiser editors and advertisers enunciated the shop locally theme that would become one of strongest and frequently repeated elements of Davis civic life.  If ever there was a clear example of an eternal verity (at least in the sense of an incessantly harped-on notion), it is surely the admonition to “shop at home.” Here is an editorial version of it appeared in  March 12, 1870 Advertiser:

One of the means by which we may build up a place, neighborhood or county, and bring prosperity to our business generally, is for everyone to patronize home institutions, especially in articles that are manufactured there. Keep the money circulating in your neighborhood is the way to make it rich, and every man that sends away for work that he can just as easily get done  at home deprives the place of just that wealth, as well as discourages enterprises.

C. Robles, a photographer located at the corner of First and Olive streets headlined his Advertiser ad with this exhortation:

Patronize Home Institutions.

Don’t visit the city 

when you can get a better article and cheaper at
C. Robles

Photographer
3. SOCIAL LIFE AND LODGES.  Significant numbers of people who were strangers to one another were congregating at this new place called Davisville. The bases on which they might relate to one another aside from sheer commercial transactions was problematic. At some other places of such congregation, family, religion, and/or ethnicity often provided a universe of commonality and discourse that facilitated social life, conviviality and order beyond sheer commercial and political relations.

But the people congregated at Davisville did not appear to have been strongly bound together in family, religious, nationalistic or ethic ways (although some shared a religion––Catholicism and a middle-of-the road Protestantism).  Or, the number of people representing any of these non-economic/non-political relationships seemed below the numbers needed to crystallize much organized social life.

Given this context, I was struck with the scale and vigor of the lodges that were organized almost from the first days of the village. Consider these Davis Advertiser reports of very early and widespread activity.

The Good Templar lodge is in a very flourishing condition, having initiated eight more members last Saturday night––making in all 51 members.





*
*
*

Guiding Star Lodge No. 361 I.O.GT. gave a public installation of officers on Friday night the 4th.  . . . after the initiatory ceremonies––five being initiated, making in all 62 . . . they returned to the hall and hopped away the hours of the night . . . .

*
*
*

On Tuesday evening, April 12 there will be instituted in this place a Lodge of the Independent Order of the Odd Fellows.

 


*
*
*

The First Annual picnic Excursion of Siskyon Tribe No. 19, Davisville, will take place at Tammany Park [aka Grove], St Tammany’s Day, Thursday May 12th, 1870.  Members of the Order at Vallejo, Marysville, Sacramento and other points . . . are invited. Ladies, gentlemen and children. . are assured that perfect order will be maintained during the day. Arrangements have been made with the California Pacific R. R. to issue Excursion tickets at half fare for the Vallejo and Marysville routes. A special train will be waiting at the Vallejo Depot, Sacramento to convey the Citizens of Sacramento to and from the Park. . . A first class band has been secured. The dancing floor is [in]] excellent condition. Every effort has been taken to make this the Pow Wow of the season. Everyone who wishes to see the Indian war dance will be present.

As this last item suggests, lodge events were a significant element of social life in the Central Valley and not simply Davisville.  Tammy Grove [or Park] was a picnic grounds established in 1870 by the Improved Order of Red Men in a “fine oak grove” about a mile north of Davisville.  An Advertiser story described as a “dance hall 50x100, with all the necessary dressing rooms, etc. for the ladies, the floor is elevated 10 feet above the ground, and enclosed. [There are] also ample seats throughout the ground, clear, clean water and the cars of the Cal. Pa. R.R. run by it. The Tribe have spared no means to make this the best place of resort in the State."

4. TEMPERANCE AND THE LODGES. Hard drinking and saloons were an important feature of the male-dominated frontier west. As the gender-ratio began to even out in more domesticated new towns such as Davisville, there remained the problem of social life to compete with saloon life. One suggestion is that lodges provided settings of conviviality outside saloons in particular and drinking in general. Consider this letter to the Advertiser editors:

EDITOR ADVERTISER––I notice in the columns of your last issue that a Lodge of the I.O.G.T’s has been established in your burg. Well, I am pleased to hear of any move to advance real happiness in our land. Intemperance is an evil that ever preys on its victim’s mind and lures him on to misery and death.

5.  PUBLIC  EDUCATION. Establishing a public school was among the first acts of citizens as the new Davisville.  Consider this enthusiasm and pride over the local school:

On last Friday our public school took a vacation for one week to allow both teachers and pupils an opportunity to recuperate for the Spring term. Under the skillful management of Prof. Shellhous, our public school has acquired a reputation second to none in the State, and we challenge any public school in the State to compete it in any of its educational branches.

Raising funds for schools was (and is) a perennial and unending community  

Benefit Wednesday Night was a grand success, there being $50 taken in, all of which goes to pay off our school indebtedness. The audience was an appreciative one, as was fully demonstrated by the loud and prolonged cheering . . . The public school of this place will ever be indebted to Dr. E.J. Schellhous for the liberal spirit manifested by him towards it.

By April of 1870, the Davisville school had two teachers and an enrollment of 50 students, with 36 in the “Primary Department.” The front page of the April 7 issue of the Advertiser contained a list of the names of all the students together with the percentage grades of each in the subjects of spelling, geography, grammar, arithmetic and reading.  An average of these five grades was also given. Those with an average over 90% were marked with a star.  For example, these famous Davisville pioneers had these grades in the order of the subjects just given above:

George Hamel: 86, 85, 81, 72, 80,  (average 81)

Eddie Marden: 96, 88, 90, 88, 94, (average 91 1/4)

Dedie Lillard: 95, 86, 91,89,93,  (average 91)

Fourteen of the 46 students listed had averages of 90 or more and had stars beside their names. Only three student had averages in the 70s (one of them being the prominent Byron Pierce). So, 29, or the majority of the students, were graded in the 80s.


Also in April, 1870, the public school “gave an exhibition at Philliber’s Hall.” The program, also printed on the front page of the April 7, 1870 Advertiser, consisted of twenty parts, beginning with a Greeting Song sung by the entire school and proceeding through four types of performances:

Declamation, four of them by four different students.

Dialogue, ten of them by several students each, on such topics as “Disease of my punctuation,” When Doctors Disagree, who shall decide,” The Pedagogue in trouble,” and “My Grammar Class.”

Speech, one of them, by Grant Marden

Song, three of them by the entire student body, including the songs “Our Beautiful Flag,” and “Good Night.”


In this same period, people began to feel that the rented building in which the school was conducted was too crowded, small and uncomfortable. A campaign to rise funds for a school building ensued. What was now called the “Town Company,” which still owned many Davisville lots, agreed to “donate a tract of land in size sufficient for school buildings and playgrounds and subscribe in money liberally toward the building, if the citizens will take hold of the matter and erect a No. 1 school building” (DA, 3-9-70).  A vote on this proposition was held on April 25th, 1870. It passed and a two-story school schoolhouse was erected on six lots donated by the “Town Company” that same year. (The lots were in the block bounded by B-C and Third-Fourth.  


6. GENDER RELATIONS. Expectant Davisville was definitely run by men. Although some operators of businesses were clearly women (see the examples given above), business people were written of as “he,” “him,” and “his.” But gender equity had become an issue, especially as regarded the right to vote. Among a number of reports in the Advertiser, consider:

Enfranchisement of Women

On Tuesday evening Mrs. M. Fields lectured at Clark’s Hall on the above subject, to a large an enthusiastic audience of ladies and gentlemen.  She handled the subject in a masterly manner, and depicted to her listeners the amount of misery would be brought upon the human race, the disgrace that would befall the daughter of Eve, should they secure the right to vote. On the whole, we think, the lecture was one of eloquence and common sense (DA, 3-12-70).

7. TRANSIENCY. Each issue of the Advertiser contained columns of what were called “Left Letters.” The issue of April 2, 1870, for example, had “ninety-eight in the post office and forty in the express.” This was the count of one “J. O. N.” who wrote a weekly “Davisville Doings” column for the Woodland Daily Democrat in 1897.  In January of that year, someone gave him a copy of the April 2, 1870 issue of the Advertiser and he remarked that these numbers were “fairly indicative of the transient nature” of the Davisville population (Woodland Daily Democrat, January 4, 1897).  He went on to opine about Davisville in 1870:

Hundreds were coming and going. A few remained, but even these were too busy to look after their letters. Davisville was then a lively town with bright prospects, but in common with many another it has gone backward since. Then it supported the Advertiser, two doctors, two dentists, a restaurant, two hotels, half a dozen saloons, as many stores, and one resident lawyer. Now is scarcely supports itself (Woodland Daily Democrat, January 4, 1897).

C. Reports of Growth and Improvement. Let us return to the topic of  expectations of fortune at Davisville. The proprietors of the Advertiser seemed to have made every effort to report any sign of growth and improvement that came to their attention and to use such examples as vehicles for exhorting emulation:

A number of our citizens have already planted trees in front of their dwelling houses and places of business. This is right and we hope to see our streets lined with them, for there is nothing a person can do that will so beautify a place or make it seem more like home than to have trees and shrubbery around . . . The sides of our streets lined with shade trees . . . would give our town a very picturesque appearance, and at the same time it would be inviting to strangers who visit us to come again.

*
*
*

Our citizens have become aroused at last, for from the depot to Mr. Dresbach’s store they are laying a plank walk, and also, one will soon be commenced from the depot to this part of the town. The crossing to the post office on Olive street is completed; Gentleman, we, in behalf of the ladies, thank you.

Some people clearly were not satisfied with such examples. In the Februry 19, 1870 Advertiser the editors felt it necessary to reply to the allegation that Davisville was dead:

Who dare say Davisville is dead, that there is not any improvement visible.  Morgan has commenced to build a residence on the corner of Oak and First streets, which will be, when finished, an ornament to our town; and between Mr. Haight’s drug store and Mr. Philliber’s restaurant there is another house going up, intended, we believe, for a saloon. Across the railroad a gentleman has finished a house; Mr. Philliber has planted a lot of very large and handsome trees in front of his restaurant, and First street shows visible changes. One the whole we think that is enough to convince the most skeptical that the burg is on the improve, and that this was be a Spring of improvements.
D. Some Growth and Improvement. To say that expectations for growth were dimming and that, in historical perspective, a boom did not happen, is not to say there were no improvements.

Among others like those the editors mention above, there was an 1871 enlargement of the original eight by four block grid. On its eastern edge, another tier of blocks was added, creating what is now L Street as the most eastern street. On the north, another tier of blocks from B to L was added, creating what is now called Sixth Street. As the first and for a time the only railroad station in Yolo county, Davisville quickly became the local shipping center. In a short history of the village published in 1900, William Henry Scott claimed that “during that first year [1868-89] from fourteen to twenty thousand tons of wheat were shipped from here” (1900: January 5). But, the railroad was subsequently completed though Woodland and Knights Landing.  These new shipping points “deprived Davisville of a large proportion of the freight and business that before had been tributary to it” (Scott, 1900:January 5).
E. Disillusion Confessed. Even though there were improvements, there was also clearly no boom or any reason to think one might start soon. 

Near the end of the six month run of the Advertiser, on March 12, 1870, Orr and Bonham appear to have come to this realization.  Rather than exuberance, they expressed disillusionment. Further, they blamed large land owners for the now slackening of immigration and growth.

We are told every day that it is necessary to do considerable blowing for Davisville. Now we would like to know what is the use? . . . . The citizens of our town are willing to do all they can to induce immigration, but let the citizens outside hold out some inducement; and our Legislature put a tax on these heavy land holders equal to the value of their property and they will be glad to sell.  If we are the lucky owners of a 50x120  we could be compelled to pay taxes to its full valuation; whilst our neighbor Jones, owns 20,000 acres and he is assessed at thirty cents an acre! And as long as this is the case, so long will our changes be slim for an increase of population.


Davisville is admitted by all to be the very Eden of California; to be the finest wheat growing, wine producing, stock raising portion of the state, but as long as a few own all the land everything will remain as it is.


F. A Village Too Small.  Almost two months after publishing the above confession of disillusionment, Orr and Bonham threw in the towel. Declaring May 7, 1870 to be the date of their final issue, they wrote bitterly about Davisville’s lack of support. One issue was the amount of advertiser and reader pationage. While these were not entirely adequate, the even larger problem was  that the prospects for growth and new support were not good.  Here is how Orr and Bonham ended their venture.

VALEDICTORY

We are done. We have wrote the last line! We have pressed the last sheet! Our pilgrimage is o’er. None had done more for the prosperity of Davisville than us; and none have done less to help than you. We are through! Vale!  

WILL ORR.

To those of our patrons who have came forward and helped us in our days of want we thank you; to those who promised to and held aloof, you can thank yourselves. For six months night and day we toiled and struggled on promises, but promises wouldn’t pay board bills . . . . Corporations had promised to help us, in case we needed it, but when we asked them for it, they quietly told us to burst.


But we have friends here, good, true friends. They would gladly have come forward to our help, but we did not wish to involve them. 








ORR & BONHAM 

(DA, 5-7-70)

There would be at least three more unsuccessful efforts to publish a newspaper  in Davisville before, finally, in 1898 (28 years after the Advertiser’s demise), the Davisville Enterprise  succeeded. The first effort, The Facts, was published from January 29 to September 2 of 1878 (Scott, 1900). The second, the Signal “published intermittently in the 1880s” (Larkey, 1968:110). And the third, a second Advertiser, appeared briefly in 1892. Its editor commented “one would have to live off the labels of tomato cans to run a paper in Davisville” (Larkey, 1969:110). Unfortunately, not even a single issue of any of these three papers has survived.  This 28 year gap means that it is more than ordinarily difficult to  glimpse Davisville between 1870 and 1898. 

