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[This is a draft of subsequently revised and edited text published in John Lofland, Davis (Arcadia, 2004).]

2. FARMING DAVISVILLE, 1872-90

Exuberant hopes of rapid growth and riches faded and residents settled into the idea of Davisville as a farm-centric village. Disillusioned “boomists,” left town or at least dropped out of public life. New people arrived. 

This stable (or perhaps stagnant or declining) and agricultural Davisville would last some 33 years, from about 1872 to1904.  

These 33 years divide in a general way into periods of the predominance and decline of  “farming” agriculture and a period of the increase in  “cultivating” agriculture. 

I. FARMING VERSUS CULTIVATING. Farming agriculture refers to plowing open plains in the Fall or Winter, planting wheat, barely or other gain, and expecting the winter rains to produce the crop. This is called “dry crop” farming, meaning that the farmer does not irrigate.  Cultivating agriculture refers to planting specialty plants that must be tended (cultivated) year-after-year and irrigated. Near Davis, major such plants included Almond trees and grapevines. People engaged in this kind of activity are sometimes referred to as orchardists or cultivators rather than as farmers.

Over the decades of the 1850s to the 1910s farming gradually decreased in emphasis and cultivating gradually increased in emphasis.  I have selected 1890 as the year in which the two crossed. Other students of this history might reasonably select some other year before or after this one.

But before the 1890s, “dryland cereal grains––barely, oats, and wheat” were the order of the day. “By 1875 nearly 200,000 acres were in cultivation across the region” (24:6).  

Factors that encouraged a “California ‘wheat boom’ of the 1880s,” of which Davisville was very much a part, included the presence of “farmer-engineers” (Sherring, p. 6). These were farmers “with a mechanical bent, who invented or helped design mule-drawn machines that literally marched across wheat fields like an army” (Sheering, 200x:6).  At its classic peak, one man could operate “four combines at one time –– each one drawn by 18-mule teams” [Larkey, 1969:205].) (One of these is shown in Fig. 2.1.)

But this dry-farming was not to last and there were at least five reasons for its decline. First, such farming was at the mercy of flood and drought. One could become wealthy in a good year or years.  But, one could also be wiped out in a bad year. Not infrequent flood and drought years made it prudent to hedge one’s bets by growing crops with more controllable yields (e.g. almonds). Second, people who planted wheat and other gains on the Yolo plains in the 1850s were growing on virgin soil of very high fertility.  By the 1880s, these lands were still productive, but not as productive as before. But, the same process of exceptionally high yields on virgin land was then being repeated further north in Oregon and Washington. Yolo farmers were competing against them with now lower yields. Other crops thus became more attractive. Third, Central Valley wheat was marketed at good prices worldwide because the yield elsewhere had been poor. As wheat yields improved abroad, prices dropped, prompting shifts to other crops. Most pointedly, the wheat market crashed in 1887, making production very problematic. Fourth, the new nation-wide railroads combined with new refrigeration technology made it possible safely to transport fragile foodstuffs to distant markets.  Items such as apples, peaches, and lettuce became parts of the diets of distant urban dwellers.  Fifth, there were cultural shifts in conceptions of the “healthy diet,” which expanded the market for foodstuffs beyond gains such as wheat. Of special relevance to Davis history, before the late 1800s, the almond was considered an exotic item and consumed by a very small portion of the population.  But by the early 1900s, the almond, along with some other food items, had become virtual health foods. Almonds therefore became a major, Davis product in part because the market for them expanded.

II. DAVISVILLE ECONOMIC STRUCTURE IN 1880. In the late 1870s, L. M. McKenney undertook to compile and publish what he titled McKenney’s District Directory  for 1879-80 of Sacramento . . . and Yolo Counties, Including all Residents, with Sketch of Cities and Towns. The title page went on to inform us that every RESIDENT AND LAND-OWNER in these . . . counties appears with the Number of Acres and Postoffice Address.

The entry on Davisville was in two parts, a brief textual sketch and a list of people. The textual sketch read, in part:

The society of the place is above the average, so far as morality and refined culture are concerned. The business men are enterprising and keen-witted, and the town justly claims a “full compliment” of handsome ladies.


There are three pretty churches, which represent the Catholic, Methodist and Presbyterian denominations, several nice residences and two hotels––the Gafford House, conducted on the European plan, being a most desirable haven for the weary traveler. Its kind and generous-hearted host, J W Gafford, Esq., never fails to inspire feelings of confidence, in his honesty of purpose in the breasts of his guests.


The natural advantages of the place warrant a steady increase in its size. The farmers, as a class, are industrious and “well off” in the vicinity, and their beautiful fields of grain, regularly laid off orchards and well constructed homes show a spirit that deserves to be applauded. It has a population of 400 people.


A list of 196 people said to be “Davisville” followed this sketch. An occupation was given for each person. Of the 196, 92 were labeled farmers, which meant that the great bulk of them were likely not residents of Davisville in the narrow sense of actually living in the village. Even so, McKenney considered them Davisville. That leaves perhaps a hundred on the list who seemed actually to live in Davisville. Since McKenney also claimed the population of the town was 400, this meant that at least 300 residents of the village were not listed. Who might they be? Two probable categories of them are women and children.  For McKenney, these people (with a few exceptions) were not Davisville sufficient to be listed.


This brings us to the inference that the 196 people listed are those that McKenney and his surveyors thought were the important people of the Davisville area. They were the people he did not want to offend by leaving them out (and therefore not buying his book, which sold for the not small sum of $3.00).


Therefore, knowing who is on the list provides important information about the economic and social organization of the Davisville in 1880. What do we see?


As said, occupations are reported for all 196, including one person said to be a “widow” (which McKenney apparently thought was an occupation).  I have grouped the occupations into ten categories of types of economic activity. These can be regarded as making up the village economy. Ordered from the most to the least frequent these categories are as shown below. (The percentage of each of the ten categories of occupation is in bold face type. The number of each is in parentheses.)



       Percent (number)

Farmers:                  47   (92).

Town Services:      19   (38).  (One of each: barber, hardware, upholsterer, drayman, baker, druggist, dressmaker, teamster, physician, cook, produce dealer, waiter, liquor dealer, constable, justice of the peace, laundry, boarding house. Two of each: baker, hotel operator, boot maker. Four of each: clergyman, retail store. Eight: saloon.)

Laborers:                  10   (19).

Business Services:    6   (12).  (Four of each: bookkeeper. Eight: clerk.)

Horse-Related:          6   (12). (One: livery stable. Two: Carriage or wagon maker.   Eight: blacksmith.)

Building:                    5  (9).   (One: lumber. Four: carpenter. Four: painter.)

Railroad-Related      3   (6).

Crop Dealers:            2  (5).   (One: fruit. Two: grain. Three: cattle.)

Manufacturing:         1   (2).  (One of each: brewery, derricks.)

Other:                          0   (1).  (One: widow.)

Total                         99% (196) (Totals to less than 100% because of rounding.)


I offer these observations on the structure of this economy. First, a large part of the economy produced wealth as distinct from providing a service. Second, these wealth-producers were overwhelmingly farmers (47%). Other creators of wealth were quite small (one brewery and one small manufacturer of derricks). Third, important portions of the village economy were specialized services for farmers: horse-related (6%), business services, especially bookkeepers (6%), railroad related (6%), crop dealers (2%). Fourth, what is often called the “service sector” of the economy was rather small, with only one, two or a few practitioners of most services. Fifth, a number of services seem not to be present, such as attorneys, school teachers, bankers, and undertakers. My surmise, however, is that at least some of these were actually in Davisville, but McKenney did not think they were important enough to put on the list. These and other services were also available in the much larger and nearby town of Woodland and city of Sacramento. Sixth, I should clarify that the number eight given for saloons means that eight people reported their occupations as “saloon.” This may or may not mean they owned and operated an independent saloon as opposed to working in one as an employee. However, the Sanborn Fire Insurance map of Davisville for 1888 (the earliest known Sanborn for Davisville) showed nine saloons. (The next Sanborn, that for 1891, showed eight saloons.)


III. FARMERS AND DAVISVILLE.  McKenney’s list performs the important service of communicating to us the possibility (and I think the reality) that the farmers surrounding Davisville were very much involved in the village even though few of them lived in it.  They were de facto residents by virtue of their participation in churches, lodges, selling food to stores, dealings with crop dealers, and servicing by black smiths and other horse-related concerns. Certainly not least, they bought ordinary goods and services such a groceries and clothes.


I think it is important to provide some texture to this generalization about the close inter-connection of farmers and Davisville. I want to do this by means of selections from the extraordinary diary kept from 1888 to 1928 by Davsville farmer and cultivator George Washington Pierce, Jr.  His farm was some five miles west of Davis, between Putah Creek and what is now called Russell Boulevard.  His father had established the farm and operated it from the early 1800s to 1888, when he retired and moved into Davisville. 


George Jr. was born in 1850, was age 18 when Davisville was founded and attended the University of California in Berkeley in the early 1870s. He graduated in 1875, the first Central Valley person to earn a degree from the University of California. He had planned to become an attorney, but his father’s failing health prompted him to return home and begin to operate the ranch.


I am able to quote from his diary because the extensive Pierce family papers, including the almost forty volumes of his diary, were donated to the Special Collections of the University Library at UC, Davis.  Handwritten, they were transcribed by Professor of History Emeritus Richard N. Schwab.


These extracts are selected to show the varied nature and the high frequency  of his trips back and forth between his ranch and Davisville.   

Fri 30 Mar 1888. Went to Davisville with a calf to Martin got $8.00 for it

Sat 7 Apr 1888. Went to Davisville with one of the mares to Mullers.  Attended Lodge at Davisville this evening

Sun 8 Apr 1888. Mrs. Pierce and Self attended church at Davisville

Mon 23 Apr 1888. George went to Davisville and got man to Bore well and [repair] the windmill.

Sat 5 May 1888. I am no better.  went to Davisville to See the Doktor

Tues 18  July 1888. Went to Davisville this forenoon to See about Selling wheat can get a little over $1.25

Wed 19 July 1888. Went to Davisville this forenoon.  Sent the Graingers two boxes of eggs.

Tues 6 Nov 1888. Presidential election day. Susie and I went to town.   Took pies cakes butter cream milk & bisquit for the election dinner to be given by the Presbyterian ladies.

Tues 26 Nov 1888. Went to town and hired another man, Marin -- to drive team.

Sat 23 Mar 1889. Went to town with 4 mules & 2 wagons -- took 30 doz eggs -  got 50 posts  40   - 24ft & 10  - 16ft fencing.  Lee worked on fence.

Mon 25 Mar 1889. Went to town with span of mules -  got lumber, salt, nails beans paint  mustard sauce &c. 

Sat 18 May 1889.  Went to Davis -  got screens & trough & new copper teakettle.  oranges  berries &c -

Sat 1 June 1889. Went to town in afternoon with Alfred got 5000 grain bags of Stelling @ 8c and 2 bales twine -  got lumber to make harness room  raspberries, cherries  oil can  meal  pearl barley  &c  -

Mon 10 June 1889. Tauzers men I was to have help me today got drunk yesterday and were run away with.  Went to town got two men to rush[?] haying.

IV. HENRY WILLIAMS ON DAVISVILLE IN 1877. Because Davisville  did not have a newspaper most years before 1898, we are more than ordinarily dependant on travelers and other outside commentators to give us a glimpse of local life. One of these is provided by Henry T. Williams, publisher and editor of The Pacific Tourist, an Illustrated Trans-Continental Guide, published in New York in 1877. Mr. William offers these observations on these Davisville in the late 1870s.

Davisvile . . . . has a population of 300. . . and two stores, a dozen saloons, four restaurants, and a Presbyterian, a Methodist Episcopal, and a Roman Catholic Church. About the same proportion of saloons to the population hold good over California, but that of the churches does not. But “Davisville is not an immoral place, for the liquor is all sold to non-residents.”


In 1862  land was worth from 45 to $10 per acre, and now sells at $75 to $100.


Near Davisville are large orchards, “Briggs” covering 400 acres, and the “Silk Ranche” orchard 250 acres, but in dry seasons the quantity and quality of the fruit is greatly impaired by the want of irrigation.


The failure of silk culture was largely owing to the hot winds from the north, killing the worms.  

"Silk culture” refers to the thousands of mulberry trees one I. N. Hoag planted near Davisville in 1869. He had silkworm eggs shipped him for the purpose of eating the mulberry leaves and contributing to the process of making silk. Unfortunately, the temperature was above 100 degree tens days running in 1871, which killed the worms. 


V. GRAIN WAREHOUSES. Surrounding Davisville farmers also had a major impact on the central physical appearance of the village. In the same way a college cannot  but loom large in a town, Davisville farmers put their physical imprint on Davisville.


This took of the form of eight or so large warehouses for storing bags of wheat and other grain before they were  loaded onto trains. The railroad tracks between Third and Sixth streets were a virtually solid line of such structures and the single most distinctive thing about the little village. Some sense of this is conveyed in Fig. 2. X, which is a photo reproduced from a postcard that featured them.  


Grain was sold by weight, which therefore required some means of weighing. There were at least two large scales onto which farmers pulled wagons to be weighed. One of these was at the northeast corner of G and Fifth streets, the site the current Hibbert Lumber. It is shown in Fig. 2.x. Another scale was at the southeast corner of Fourth and G streets, the site of the current fairly-tale-like commercial building. Legend has it that the scale there was never removed and the building sits on it.


VI. CHURCHES. As Mr. Williams mentions, Davisville early-on had the three churches he enumerated. The St. James Catholic Church was constructed at the northeast corner of Third and I Streets in 1875 (and burned in 1933). That same year, the Methodists built a church at the northwest corner of Third and E Streets.  The building was removed or dismantled some years later (the historical facts are in dispute) and the congregation disbanded. 


Prior to both these, the numerically dominant  Presbyterians built a church at the northeast corner of Fourth and E streets in 1870. We know a little about the Presbyterians in this period because the group kept a Minutes of the Session and Register of Communicants starting November 13 of 1873.  Written in long-hand, Clare L. Childers transcribed and indexed them in 1997 and they were published by the Yolo County Historical Society. Here are two excerpts that I hope convey the texture of the Presbyterian form of Davisville religious life: Both were written by J. B. Tufts, Clerk of Sessions.

March 17th 1883. Session met a the house of Elder J. B. Tufts. . . . Wiliam E Tufs appeared before the session and made confession, that he had not lived and acted as a Christian ought, and was sorry for it. And asked forgiveness of the Church – and stated that he felt that God had forgiven him – and that he desired and now proposed by His help to live a consistent and useful Christian life. . . . 

Sunday March 18th 1883. After sermon by the Rev. J. E. Anderson the Sacrament of the Holy Communion was administered to about fifty persons and the morning exercise closed with a crowded house and one of the most solemn and affecting scenes ever witnessed in our Church. The spirit of our Lord was present in a marked degree and was plainly visibly [sic] to all (Presbyterian Church of Davisville, California, Minutes of the Session and Register of Communicants, 13 November 1873-14 April 1918: 26-27).

VII. THE DRINK DEMON, LODGES, AND THE WCTU. The lodges described in the last chapter as vigorous in the initial years of Davisville appear to have continued their strength. Here is a report from the Woodland Yolo Democrat of December 11, 1879:

The second quarterly meeting of the sixth year of the Yolo County Good Templars was held at Davisville, November 28 and 29. . . The members of Orion No. 224 entertained the audience with recitations, tableaux, singing, and closed with the lively comedy of “We are all Teetotalers,” which was well rendered, to the great amusement of the audience . .

*
*
*

Sister E. P. Stevens, of San Francisco, held her listeners in rapt attention as she spread before her audience the terrible evils of the drink demon. The time passed only too rapidly with such pleasant surroundings . . . 

Although the temperance lodges seemed to have many members, the  Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), formed in 1888, struggled. It had few members, business meetings that could not happen for lack of a quorum, and months at a time without meetings. We know this, or can at least reasonably infer it, because of the extraordinary fact that the group kept minutes that have survived in the vault of the Davis Community Church. Written in long-hand, Clare L. Childers also transcribed them for publication by the Yolo County Historical Society. Taken by Mrs. Hortense Rowland, Secretary, here are excerpts that convey something of the group’s travails.

Nov. 28, 1888. The Davisvillle W.C. T. U. met at 2 o-clock at Mrs. Hampton’s. The meeting was opened by song “Who-so-Ever-Will” and prayer by the Pres. The 146th Psalm was read. . . . It was ordered by the President that a boy be placed in the Depot for the purpose of holding temperance and religious literature for the benefit of the public. Mrs. Rowland was appointed to secure the boy. [There is no further mention of this plan. Apparently a boy could not be secured.]

Jan 9, 1889. The Committee on placing a paper holder at the depot, reported that the R.R. Supt. refused to let it be put up, considering it an advertisement. . . . The committee . . . was granted further time . . . . to wait on the Supt. and see if the decision could not be changed. 

June 5. 1889. A meeting of the W. C. T. U. was held in the [Methodist] church June 5. Present three . . . . Talks were had on various subjects of interest to the Union. It was communicated that a room suitable for a Reading Room could be rented at $48.00 per month by taking it for one year. After regrets at the lack of interest and encouraging talk the meeting closed with singing (Woman’s Christian Temperance Union Davisville Chapter, Minutes of the Meetings, February 1888-December 1908: 6, 12-13). 

VIII. TRAIN TRAVEL. The train ran south from Davis to the Bay Area, but, it was not yet as non-stop and as convenient and as it would be in later decades. As late as 1890, there was still no railroad bridge across the river in the Benecia-Martinese-Crocket area. Instead, the train stopped, one took a ferry or other boat, and boarded the train on the other side. Here is George Pierce’s account of this in March of 1890.

Thurs 27 Mar 1890. Started for San Francisco and San Jose.  Three trains were only ten minutes apart.  took Oregon Xpress-  got off at Benicia  walked back to Agricultural Works.  Met D Hays and L. B. Adams. -  crossed straits in small boat -  walked to Crocket -  saw engines -  walked to Vallejo Junction -  took 5.10 train for S. F.

Nor was the experience of train travel always pleasant in Davisville. On March 29th, 1880, Seventh Day Advent prophetess Ellen White had a two hour lay-over at the Davisville depot.  In a letter, she recorded her experience at the Depot. 

Had to wait at Davisville in a cold, disagreeable depot. . . As there was no fire in the depot, I much desired to sit in the sun.  Elder Haskell tried to borrow a chair for me from the office connected with the depot, but officials were not gentlemanly or courteous and refused me a chair although they were not occupying one, at least. I explained the matter in my mind as I saw these men continually smoking in this little office. They were enveloped in a cloud of smoke. Tobacco use benumbs the fine sensibilities and debases and degrades the user, we have marked, in very many cases (Letter 17, 1880, Letters of Ellen White). (Scholars of religions tell us that Mrs. White had much the same relation to Seventh Day Adventism as Mary Baker Eddy had to Christian Science.)

IX. THE ROAD TO WINTERS AND THE AVENUE OF THE TREES.  When ranches were first plotted between Davisville and Winters, there was no road.  To travel to Davisville from the west, one had to cross the property of other people. This difficulty of travel––of, especially, moving wheat and other products to the train in Davisville––made it clear that public roads were needed. In 1874, eighteen residents west of Davisville petitioned the Yolo County Board of Supervisors to create a road between Davis and Winters. (The Davis part of it is now named Russell Boulvard.) The nineteenth owner whose property the proposed road crossed refused to give the required land. The Supervisors condemned it and took it from him. The road was opened on September 4, 1874 (Larkey, 2003:101, quoting Paula Dens, "Development of Roads and Roadside Beautification,” an unpublished paper).

Bare dirt roads became rutted and uneven, a problem to which the County responded with a road grading program begun in 1876. The road thus stabilized, the LaRue family began to plant the rows of Black Walnuts still seen along about two miles of the road in what is now far west Davis.  These trees have since come to be called “The Avenue of the Trees” and have been designated a City of Davis Historic Resource.

X. PICNICTIME!  Large-scale gatherings that lasted all-day and all-night that were picnics, dancing parties, and assorted other things appear to have been major spring and summer events for Davisville people. 


The very early (1869) Tammany Grove picnic venue just north of Davis and next to the railroad was described in the last chapter.  In a January 9, 1920 Davis Enterprise article, editor Scott recalled his youthful––1880s––experiences there.

The grounds were equipped with a large dance platform that made up the second story of the structure, the first or ground floor being used for various concessions. People gathered here in attendance at those picnics from long distances, families bringing their luncheon with them and spreading it under the shade of the friendly oaks that now have been sacrificed to the axe of the woodman. The picnicker had a choice of a large variety of diversions, ranging from the regular picnic amusement programs to horseraces, hitting the booze and any fellow looking for a fight always was accommodated, so far as the writer as a boy was able to draw conclusions (quoted in Larkey, 2003:18).

