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

5. URBANIZING DAVIS, 1917-1929


The period 1917-29 was a “golden age" for Davis. In it, the technical systems that make city life possible were installed and many of its now iconic buildings were constructed.  It became less of a primitive village that lacked amenities (even a government) and started to become more of an urban place.

Even so, Davis had truly major problems.  These included the inability to fight fires, to provide adequate water, to dispose of sewage, to stop street-generated dust storms, and backwardness in the eyes of University Farm students. 

The story of this golden age is organized in terms of new organizations,   physical structures, and  culture.    

I. NEW ORGANIZATIONS. To urbanize a place is to (among other things) increase the number and kinds of organizations involved in keeping order, providing security and doing education. Here are Davis changes few such areas.

A. Incorporation: The City of Davis, 1917. After a vote to form a city failed in 1911, the three serious fires described in the previous chapter fanned new sentiments favorable to incorporation.  The third of these fires, on November 12, 1916, which burnt half the main business block, was apparently the last straw. Eight days later, The Davis Business Men’s Association convened a “mass meeting” to focus on fire protection and water supply. At this meeting, someone literally put a petition on a table that was addressed to the Board of Supervisors and requested an incorporation election.  Forty-six people signed it.   A minimum of sixty was required for Board approval. The minimum was reached in subsequent days (JLL, 69-73:57). Presented to the Board on January 27, 1917, March 20 was set as Election Day.  This time, the proposition triumphed at the polls on a vote of 317 to 87.  

B. Creating a Civil Order 1917-18. To institute a government is to begin a new order of living.  It is interesting to inspect the laws the Trustees thought it important to adopt as the first matters of business in this new order. 


Of the first seventeen ordinances promulgated in 1917-18, nine called a civil order into existence.  In the sequence of their adoption, these were: business licenses; fire fighting, explosives control; building regulations; obstructions of sidewalks declared a nuisance; a board of health established; proper use of streets and other public ways specified; banning of roaming livestock, dry weeds, and running dogs; a requirement to wear a gauze mask in public (to protect against influenza). 


The other eight ordinances established a regular time to meet, a police force, duties of government officers, two kinds of taxes, a city attorney, elections, and an elaborate code of misdemeanors.


It is notable that this first government did not immediately engage in public works, such as paving streets or installing a water or sewer system (none of which Davis had), or initiate amenities, such as parks.  In always-unanimous votes, the founding government concentrated, instead, on pubic safety and especially on civil order.  


C. Trustee Administrators. As a government with no staff to speak of, members of the Board assumed the responsibilities of administering city functions. The first formulation of these functions were: fire and police; streets, sidewalks and parks; light and power; health and safety. This system of direct administration by Board (later Council) members continued for many years. 

In reading accounts of how this worked, I was impressed with the level of competence and command of detail called for by these administrative roles. Indeed, in the more recent era of Davis government, in which the government is run by a large and highly specialized staff, Council members need no command of detail and administration at all (and often show breath-taking lack of competence in them). In this way, then, these early elected officials mastered more demanding circumstances and showed more talent than their descendants. 


D. Organized Fire Fighters, 1917. As one would expect, the Trustees quickly organized a fire fighting force by naming a chief of fire fighting and a fifteen man volunteer corps.  The Chief was Walter Lilliard. He met with his force once a month at his business, which was Lilliard’s Grocery Store and Third and G (Larkey, 1969:x). The first fire truck was acquired in 1918, a Studebaker “carrying a fifty-five gallon soda-acid chemical tank and two hundred feet of hose. (Larkey, 1969:X)

E. War Organizations, 1917-18.  World War I––The Great War––was declared on April 6, 1917 and victory proclaimed November 11, 1918. This period of almost two years caused many important––albeit temporary––changes in everyday life in Davis. It intrusiveness into ordinary activities was on a scale that would not be seen again until World War II.  


This intrusiveness went down to the level of organized regulation of food. By March 2, 1918, the State Council of Defense regulations decreed that “only two ounces of "Liberty bread" (itself a grain-saving formulation) would be served to customers in eating houses” (DE, 3-2-18, quoted in JLL, 69-73:33).  This organization also urged home gardens as a form of patriotic service. Public schools were enlisted in the food effort in the form of Freedom Gardens on school grounds, one of which was cultivated behind the school on Third Street between C and B streets.  


Truly intrusive, young men were required to register for the draft and a great many them served. In such a way, the war was very much “brought home.” One measure of its impact is provided by the number of young men who died in it. At this time, Davis had a population of just under 1,000, of which 31 died in the war. For comparative perspective, consider that 14 out of a population of about 2,500 died in WWII. One person of about 4,000 died in Korea. Eight of about 20,000 died in Vietnam. Thirty-one dead in a population of 1,000 was a very high proportion of a very small town.  Further, this was not a random draw of 31 residents. It was 31 young males. Such a loss had to have had significant multiplier effects on the life-cycles of a great many both younger and older Davisites. (These war-dead numbers are counts of the names on the memorial stone in front the Davis Veterans Memorial Building.)


F. The Northern Branch of the College of Agriculture. WWI caused State Farm enrollment to drop from 314 to 75. But, it was sharply up to almost 600 in 1919. Crowded students lived in temporary tents and "an appeal was made to towns people for rooms.”  In 1922, the Farm's name was changed to the  Northern Branch of the College of Agriculture and the faculty was nearly doubled. Beginning that same year, students were allowed to achieve a four year degree at Davis without doing the first two years at Berkeley.  


New buildings of this period were substantial and included: 1921, a recreational gym; 1922, a Horticulture Hall, Dairy Industry (later Roadhouse Hall); 1927, Agricultural Engineering (later Walker Halll); 1928, Animal Science (later Hart Hall). The main campus roads were paved in 1928.


In 1922, the original Farm School short courses for anyone who cared to take them were discontinued and replaced by a “non-degree curriculum.” Entrance remained easy but the courses of study were longer​​–– one or two years–– leading to a certificate of completion. This curriculum “emphasized the practical rather than the academic” and was “particularly popular with foreign students and those who expected to return to family farming operation” (Scheuring, 2001:49).

  These improvements in the "Branch" just enumerated.  They were the outcome of complaints, pressure group lobbying, and perception of threats to the future of the campus and the town. 

A farmer lobby group organized in 1919––the Agricultural Legislative Committee––considered conditions at the University farm “almost a scandal.” It demanded major upgrading, which resulted in the state government creating a Special Legislative Commission on Agricultural Education. The recommendations of this Commission, combined with other brouhaha, led to major changes indicated above and many others (Scheuring, 2001, Chs. 2 and 3; Larkey, 69-73:124).  

In addition, some Davis residents were disquieted by the idea that the Farm was not up to par.  Indeed, the son of the first Davis mayor––Freeland Anderson––was, in 1920, reported to have decided to enroll in the agricultural college at Oregon State rather than at Davis. This “despite the fact that his home . . is just across the highway from the Farm School,” Editor Scott wrote. Worse still, some 200 agricultural students were said already to be enrolled in Agriculture at Oregon State (DE, 9-10-20; Larkey, 69-73:122).

This student defection prompted the question, “What does Davis have to offer the university student?” Civic leaders such as Lynn N. Irwin were prepared to say “not much” and a new Community Services club geared to reform was organized and elected officers in November, 1920 (Larkey, 69-73:122).

G. High School District Formed, 1925. The rapid growth of the now Branch Agricultural College created enrollment pressure in the local schools. In particular, it created a high school access problem. Historically, Davis children attended high school in Woodland. By 1923,this involved 50 to 60 students. Davis people started to think about forming their own high school. This was strongly opposed by the Woodland district, which argued it was much cheaper for Davis to join Woodland.  

Professor C. L. Roadhouse argued that if Davis joined Woodland it would be hard ever to form a Davis high school. Therefore, people in Davis needed to forge ahead. He spearheaded a committee with the purpose of purchasing a high school site.  Thirty-nine people met in May, 1923 to consider purchasing the for-sale block bounded by B, C, Fifth and Sixth streets.

Thirty-four of those present pledged $100 each and two pledged $50 each. The block was bought (JLL, 69-73:111). This would not, however, be where the high school actually got built nor did it lead immediately to a high school.

Instead, what Larkey terms “legal technicalities” threatened and stalled the project. Undeterred, the trustees of the Davis Grammar school decided, as a stop-gap, to organize the first year of a high school in a new wing of the Grammar School. A bond election for this purpose was held in June, 1924 and adopted by a vote of 178 to 14.

Meanwhile, a campaign to form a high school district effort was underway. Formation required a majority vote of voters in each of the four districts that would make it up, Plainfield, Davis, Montgomery, and Fairfield. In the initial election, the Plainfield outcome was challenged and the superintendent of schools, Miss Harriett Stoddard (the founder of Mothers Day, no less) refused to certify the results. But all was not lost. The Plainfield district was subsequently dissolved for want to enrollment. On June 1, 1925, the new high school district was formed from the remaining three. (The five trustees elected included a man with whom the reader is now well familiar: George Pierce [JLL, 69-73:110]}.

The organizational way was now clear, but money had to be raised for the building itself. I pick up that part of the story in the section on the high school building later in this chapter.

H. Other New Organization. Space constraints allow no more than listing the founding of quite a number of other then important (and still important) organizations: 1920, Boy Scouts of America; 1921,  Garbage collection begins; 1922, Cemetery District Incorporated; 1925,  Chamber of Commerce,  Planning Commission and Zoning Ordinance,;1926,  Davis Rotary Club; 1927, Traffic Officer/Chief of Police Appointed; 1928,  Change to Mayor-Council System.

The oganizations described or listed in this section are notable for the relative lack of ones that are “economic.”  By this I mean entities that manufacture, distribute, or retail products. Davis certainly had perhaps a hundred or more entities in the retailing category. Manufacturing and distributing organizations were a different story. As far as I can tell, there were few of either of these . Instead, its major “manufacturer” was the University Farm/Agricultural Branch College/College of Agriculture at Davis. 

II. NEW STRUCTURES. Relative to previous periods, 1917-29 was a time of much new construction.  (However, relative to other places––such as "even" Woodland––these structures were not very numerous, large, or architecturally impressive, but that is another matter.) Here are short accounts of the more celebrated of them.

A. Subway Completed, 1917. Soon after it opened in the last days of 1917, Editor Scott raised the question of whether it was anymore safe than the old at-grade crossing.  Proceeding west along Olive, the road required a sharp right into the Subway followed by a sharp left onto First. Neither of these turns were signaled by signs and there was no lighting at night (DE, 1-12-18). Scott’s concerns would prove to be valid. The subway was the site of numerous and serious accidents for many years (JLL, 69-73:156). 
B. Open Sewage Versus a Municipal Water System, 1919.  Recall that a State Board of Health inspector visited Davis in December, 1914 and did not like what he found.  A Board inspector made a second inspection on September 27, 1919, which resulted in an even more negative assessment. Among alarming conditions was sewage floating on the surface of empty lots near the University House hotel at Second and B. According to the report, the limit on the number of cesspools had been reached but the demand was ever increasing. 

At this time, Mrs. C. Schmeiser operated the hotel and she wrote the Board requesting an exception to the cesspool limit. The Director of Sanitary Engineering (a Mr. Gillespie) responded no. He then goes on to remark about Davis in general: 

Conditions at Davis are as serious as any this board has run across. I am really surprised that an enterprising town, favored moreover by the presence of a great educational institution, should be so backward. . . Your people do not appreciate the hazards . . . when it allows sewage to spread about on the surface of the town lots . . . [as was the case at Second and B] (DE, 11-17-19).

Mr. Gillespie wrote further that while the Board could not compel building a sewage system, it could (and would) shut down unsanitary conditions. If it did that, both hotels and many other establishments “would have to go out of business.”

The conditions reported in the first report of January, 1915 (described in the previous chapter) still obtained, but now had this new surface pools-of-sewage wrinkle.  Davis was becoming a victim of its own successful growth and new construction. New and larger buildings such as University House and the Bank of Davis were well patronized, but served only by septic tanks that overflowed into cesspools, which themselves overflowed or were pumped out onto adjacent open ground when full. The Bank of Davis (now called the Anderson Bank Building) also had several cesspools in adjacent lots but these were insufficient. The report of the second inspection says that “sewage is dumped directly on the ground and the next door neighbor claimed that the odor at such a time was so bad that she was literally compelled to leave home for a day or two” (DE, 10-17-19). 

This overflow problem was not confined to larger buildings in the downtown.  Residents had the same problem. According to the chair of the first planning commission “everyone was on cesspools and when we had a wet winter, which meant twenty inches or over, the cesspools would fill up and raw sewage would flood the backyards” (JLL, 69-73:136).

The rub in all this is that the town badly needed both a sewage and a water system. But, it could only bond up to a legally-limited portion of the valuation of its structures. That limit meant that it could only afford to build a sewage or a water system in 1919.

Amidst much debate, the  Trustees voted to issue a bond for the water and not a sewage system. An election on the $75,000 in bonds needed was held on  November 4, 1919 and it passed by a three to one vote  (DE, 11-7-19).

C. Sewer System, 1921.  The long-postponed and chronic sewage problem finally got acted on in January, 1921. A bond issue for it was approved by a vote of sixteen to one. 

This unusually consensual civic action came in the context (mentioned above) of a University Farm that was under attack as an inferior place that students would not attend.  Instead, dozens if not hundreds were studying agriculture at Oregon State in preference to Davis because the campus and the town were seen as backward.  Such student perceptions radically threatened the future of Davis itself and not merely the Farm. It was for such reasons that Editor Scott penned this among other such headlines:  “Give Us Sewers and All Will Be Fine.” After the election he rejoiced, “Davis Now Takes Her Place in the Forum” (DE, x-x-21; JLL, 69-73:122).  Work on the sewer system began in March, 1921 and residents were required to connect to it by January, 1922 (Larkey, 1969:72). 
D. College Park Subdivision, 1923. In local sentiment, housing in Davis locales such as Bowers Addition was not adequate for University Farm faculty. Joann Larkey wrote in 1972 that “from all reports . . . [early] homes in the Bowers Addition left much to be desired in the way of convenience and aesthetic qualities, although they are all still occupied today“ (JLL, 69-73:130). More upscale, dignified and stately homes were wanted, especially for faculty recruitment.  

College Park would thus born of such social class striving. In the Spring of 1923, a five man group formed a plan for a 25 acre new subdivision a quarter of a mile west of the Davis city limits.  The plan was organized as a non-profit corporation in which "anyone" could buy a lot. A public meeting inviting participation was held in June, 1923 and “25 men . . signed up for lots” (JLL, 69-73:141). The corporation then formed provided restrictions in order to make it “as near an ideal residence section as possible.” In addition to the usual rules on such things as setbacks and commercial use, participants pledged that no one would live there “other than those of the Caucasian race” (JLL, 69-73:141).

Established outside the city limits apparently without objection from city officials, College Park thus became Davis’ first (but far from the last) major leapfrog and tax-avoiding development.
E. Street-Paving, 1923 and 1924.  The streets of Davis did eventually get paved. But this did not happen without considerable cajoling by Editor Scott in the pages of the Enterprise. On March 2, 1923, for example, he tried to shame residents with the story that Suisun has recently had a volunteer day on which residents hauled loads of gravel to cover many of its streets. “Why could not the same program be carried out in Davis? We all know the streets are in rotten condition. When a wind comes up it looks like we were in the Sahara desert. Dust, dust and then MORE dust. . . . With voluntary labor . . . at last some of the streets could be rounded into shape so that we would not have to eat coupla pounds of dirt every time we face a wind” (DE, 3-2-23).

Apparently, some crushed rock was finally spread on some streets in 1923 (Larkey, 1969:72). More than this, in 1924 many of the streets were truly paved and real sidewalks and curbs laid (DE, 3-7-42; 4-4-25).

Contour maps of pre-Davis and early Davis reveal that the initial Davis street grid was sited over a swale​––a water-carrying depression––that ran northeast from Putah Creek. It entered the grid at A and First and left it continuing northeast at Fifth and L. While not a “structure” in the ordinary sense, it was still very much a part of Davis life. 

 James Wilson, the first chair of the Davis Planning Commission in 1925, reported that “I, and many other people, got my car stuck trying to negotiate that thing in the wintertime. You’d get down in the bottom and you couldn’t get out. You’d have to be pulled out” (Wilson in an interview with Larkey, 69-73:136).

There were also several other low points, especially in the railroad tracks “Y.” When it rained these and other locations filled with water and created what locals called “duck ponds.” Excavation for the subway in 1917 created surplus dirt.  In August of 1917, this dirt was offered free to residents. Editor Scott urged, “There are many pieces of property in the city which are low grade and now is the time to get dirt free for the hauling (DE, August 4, 1917; Larkey, 1969-73:155).

F. The Arch Falls, 1924. Although apparently popular, the Davis Arch was taken down in 1924 because it obstructed a burgeoning new form of traffic: the automobile. Early drivers were apparently less skilled than today and kept running into it, making it expensive to maintain (Larkey, 1969:125). 

When the Arch was about to be demolished on February 25, 1924, Judge Scott wrote a melancholy review of its life and troubles, concluding that “the fates decreed that it was merely a matter of the opportune time” until it came down and “the street paving proposition seemed to be that particular time.” “Hence, Wednesday morning, Rodney Hill with a crew and tractor began the ghastly work” (DE, 2-29-24).  (The arch became a Davis icon and, in 1976, a mural of it was painted on the north wall of the Terminal Building.  In ways not unlike the Arch, both the mural and the Terminal Building were demolished in 2000.)

G. Davis High School, 1927.  Above, we saw that the formation of a high school district was hard fought.  So, also, was building the actual school.  The district having been formed, there were now debates over where the building should be, how it should be financed, and how it should be designed. 

The ad hoc citizen's group that had purchased the block bounded by B and C and Fifth and Sixth had given it to the district. But this was now seen as too small.  The much larger tract west of it, called the “West Tranyham Tract,” was available and better, in some views. This view eventually won and that is where one now sees the building (now the Davis City Hall).

Funding was the next problem. It was solved by a bond-issue vote of 427 to 40 in an election held on February 20, 1926. But, this seemingly ill-fated process then hit another snag. A technical problem was discovered and voided the election. It was held over and the bonds approved again on May 15, 1926.

At the building’s cornerstone ceremony on February 19, 1927,  300 members of the Masonic Order were present for laying that special stone. It contained, among other items, a list of the names of the 39 residents who pledged money to buy the still unused lot for the high school. In addition, “the junior class planted a  deodar cedar, which now towers over the southeast corner of the grounds, Larkey wrote in 1972” (Larkey, 69-73:111, Lofland, 2003:98). (As of the publication of this book, more than thirty years later, that cedar was still towering.)
H. Carquinez Strait Bridge, 1927. Completion and opening of the “largest suspension bridge in the world” (at the time) at the Carquinez Strait on May 21, 1927 was an important event for Davis and other places between Sacramento and San Francisco. It meant that the potential for automobile travel created by the Yolo Basin Causeway starting in 1916 could now be more fully realized. Before the bridge, the road essentially stopped at the edge of the upper San Francisco Bay because of ferry services that were much inferior to those at Oakland. Therefore, motorists commonly chose to go east or west from or to Sacramento by way of Livermore and Stockton.   

The Carquinez Strait Bridge changed this, although the road itself was still meandering and not well paved. Nonetheless, the route now became more attractive and traffic through Davis began to increase. This increase stimulated auto-oriented businesses along the Olive-First-B-Russell route (to use their current names). By the mid-1920s, there was an auto court and camp ground along Olive and there were several gas stations along B. 

Even before the Carquinez Bridge, auto traffic through Davis was rising. The Enterprise of August 29, 1924 printed a report claiming the Highway Commission had counted 35,000 cars in the twenty-four hours “a week ago Sunday.” Writing in the Enterprise of September 17, 1925, Scott reported that “Mr. Haog and three others are kept constantly on the go” with work at the Davis Garage, which was just south of the Subway.

I. Home Building, 1911-38. Edmund McBride came to Davis in 1906 and was as an employee and then co-owner of Davis Lumber for 46 years. In 1917, he was among the five men elected to the founding Davis government, the Board of Trustees. 


As someone who sold building supplies, he was interested in such matters as the number of structures constructed in Davis. In fact, he kept what has been called a “little black book” in which he entered the, year, the name of the owner and often the name of a builder of each new Davis house. He started this practice in 1911 and stopped after 1938 (although he did not die until 1954).


A typescript of this list was found in the archives of the Hattie Weber Museum of Davis. The list chronicled construction of  372 homes (plus 15 Asbill cabins constructed in 1936 that I have set aside). Triangulating this number with other information we have on the number of Davis buildings, I believe McBride made an at least near-accurate record of home building over 1911-38.  

  In this series, shown in Fig. 5.x, we see that home-building activity made a clear up-tic in the late restart period, 1911-15. As World War I neared in 1916, the number began to fall and stayed very low (two per year) in 1917 and 1918.


Construction recovered after the war, peaked in 1922 and declined toward the end of the decade. Interestingly, the depression depressed home-building but did not crush it.  Indeed, it bounced back in the later depression years, peaking at 30 houses a year in 1938. The oddity of the late depression peak is explained by the New Deal advent of federal insurance for mortgages. Prior to the New Deal, home-building was made difficult by lenders’ fears of buyer default. The New Deal allayed this problem by providing mortgage insurance. This reduced the risk of lending and stimulated home building. (For example, 648 D Street was built in 1938 with an FHA mortgage [Lofland, 1999:131-33])..

J. Other New Structures. Many other very important structures were built. These were among them: 1919-20, The Davis Grammer school burned down and another built; 1920, PG&E operations yard; 1921, Varsity Theater; 1924, Gieling Camp Ground; Terminal Café Building, Davis Auto Camp (“Slatter’s Court”); 1925, Christian Science Church; 1926, Presbyterian (Community) Church; Brinley Block Building; 1927, Terminal Hotel, Boy Scout Cabin; 1928, Lincoln Highway Markers.

III. NEW CULTURE.  The political culture of Davis was evolving in several ways.  
A. The Populist Moment of 1917. The incorporation election of 1917 is sometimes characterized as a consensual event. The Enterprise headline reporting that election put it, “Incorporation Wins by 3 to 1,” meaning a vote of 221 to 87. This suggests a fair amount of agreement.

Five initial members of what was then a Board of Trustees were also elected and a similar consensus on them is sometimes implied. But in fact, there was quite a diversity of opinion. Only the names of the five winners seemed to have been printed on the ballot. But this did not deter many of the 318 voters from writing in 57 other names! These 57 garnered 320 votes, which was 27% percent of votes cast (Lofland, 2001:13). While the five winners garnered 73% of all the votes cast (56% of all possible votes) (885 of 1205 and of 1590, respectively), there was also substantial dissent.

B. Consensus Politics, 1920s and Later. This “populous moment” was exactly that, a moment. The dissenters apparently saw they were far from winning elections and stopped contending. I infer this from the fact that subsequent elections 1) had very few candidates, 2) were heavily the same candidates, who 3) got overwhelming percentages of the vote in 4) low turnouts.  Here are the results of the five regular elections for which there are data (from Lofland, 2001: 6, Table 1):
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1922:
 5

2

87, 76

70

14

1924:
 3

3

96, 94, 93
121

21

1926:
 4

2

94, 86

70

12

1928:
 3

3

100, 100, 98
52

9


C. Community Christianity, early 1920s. In the early 20th century, massive numbers of Americans left rural areas for cities. Some observers worried that this rush to Babylon meant American decay. One remedy was to strengthen rural life so that it could keep its youth  “down on the farm." Protestant churches were especially active in this effort, among them, the Federation of Churches of Christ in America. One of its strategies was to commission a series of “sociological” studies of successful rural churches that were intended to serve as models to follow in strengthening other churches and therefore their communities. 

Among these was Edmund Brunner’s edited, Churches of Distinction in Town and Country, published in 1923. It consisted of fourteen case studies of the “most successful” churches from around the nation. Chapter 10, by Marjorie Patten, was titled “The Church at the Center–Davis, California.” Apparently Ms. Patten spent a week or so in Davis in 1921 or 22 (which year is not clear) and concluded that the Presbyterian church under Rev. N. M. Fiske “has become the hub of a perfect wheel whose rim encircles the entire community with all its agencies” (p. 122). 

She began her chapter by characterizing Davis people as highly individualistic before 1919 and Rev. Fiske’s arrival.  “Cooperative development was almost unknown” and “there was no special connecting link between the church and the community” (p. 123).  But Rev. Fiske began tying his church “in some way to every agency in the village; and he determined to treat his problem as a business proposition.” 

Patten said his first step was to attend a meeting on Davis’ sewage problems and to challenge those present to raise the $5,500 needed to construct a sewage system. The attendees took up the challenge. Fiske is said to have gone on to unite all the groups in the community in successful problem-solving in various areas. Organizations so dedicated included a Church’s Ladies Aid and the Citizens’ Class. The former was organized as a series of block divisions and captains that encompassed all of Davis, the author reported. The latter was composed of “nearly all the leading business and professional men of Davis” and numbered abut fifty This group apparently overlapped with the “Men’s Class,” which was Sunday School for civic-minded male Presbyterians. Reports of meetings suggested that the religion was studied hardly at all and issues facing Davis quite a lot.  The program was typically organized around a guest speaker who talked about a “community development” topic. 

According to James Wilson, who faithfully attended these meetings, then Mayor Gordon Anderson and soon-to-be Mayor almost-for-life Calvin Covell were especially prominent members.  One of the first topics the group addressed was the need for Davis to have its own high school. And it was out of this group that the detail work was done that made it possible to purchase a site on which to build a school (Wilson quoted in JLL, 69-73:136).

Patten ended her chapter reporting that in the “last year” (1922?), 33 new people had joined the church, bringing total membership to 174. Thanks to Rev. Fiske, Davis was no long a “sleepy little town.” Instead there was evidence of a “big future” because people had “caught the vision” of a “progressive church” and were ready to “pull together” for “greater social, economic, educational, and religious development” (p. 134).  “This work of the Kingdom” is “all one job” Rev. Fiske was quoted as saying, and people needed to stop “splitting it up into many jobs.” 

I do not summarize Ms. Patten’s chapter as objective history (although it might be that). Instead, I present it as an expression of a cultural ideal about religion and small towns in this period.  Specifically, Davis was thought to be an exemplar of this ideal.    

It needs also to be understood that perhaps a third of Davis families belonged to the Catholic Church.  Its members included such prominent pioneer families as the Chiles, the Webers, the Brinleys, and the Dolcinis.  Over the 1920s, there was also a small but growing Christian Science congregation. All these people were likely outside Rev. Fiske’s “perfect circle whose rim encircles the entire community.”

E. Community Momentum, Later 1920s.  The December 28, 1927 edition of the Sacramento Bee printed a feature article on Davis under the headline: “DAVIS ABANDONS LETHARGY AND IS IN FULL STRIDE TOWARD DEVELOPMENT.” It’s opening sentence read, “After a slow period of development in civic affairs, Davis seems rather suddenly to have emerged into one of unusual growth.” The body of the article enumerated evidences of “full stride”: the Community Church, a gym for the new high school, a new University Farm building, the four space Brinley block building, a second story on the Terminal building, a French laundry brick building at Third and G, and College Park.   

Editor Scott reprinted the article with the demur that he was “not ready to concede” that Davis had been in lethargy. But, he was clearly also pleased to reprint the article (JLL, 69-73:159).

This Bee article is of interest because it suggests how outsiders viewed Davis. They seemed to have sensed a new community momentum.
F. A General Plan, 1927. About 1923, civic-minded people began serious discussion of the possible need for a “city plan” (JLL, 69-73:134).  C. Harold Hopkins––the then owner of a tract of the previous LaRue ranch––even drew up a map of Davis as he envisioned it would be twenty-five years in the future. He presented it to the Men’s Class on June 27, 1923 and the discussion there resulted in that group organizing several internal committee with titles like  Community Plan of Improvement, Economic Welfare, Health and Sanitation (JLL, 69-73:126). The work of these committees led to a revision of the Hopkins map into a new map that was posted in both Davis banks in September, 1923. Signed by the members of what was now called the Citizens Class of the Community Church, the text accompanying each map declared: 

Homes Are Planned. Why Not Cities?

The time to make the plan is before the city has developed and grown. We all believe that Davis will some day become the center of a populous Agricultural and Educational Community. This plan is simply a suggestion of one of the many possible developments of Davis. It is hoped that it will tend to focus the Community interest and arouse discussion on this subject (JLL, 69-73:127).


There was little further  action for more than a year. Then in late 1924, Mr. Hopkins was still plugging away and took it upon himself to visit a Mr. C. Harold Cheney in Los Angeles. Back in Davis, Hopkins represented Cheney as “one of the top-notchers” in architecture and city planning in whom he had stimulated an interest in Davis. Cheney was therefore willing to make “his fee extremely low” and come to Davis and “give the best he has in him in the way of city planning” (DE, 12-19-24; Larkey, 69-73:127).

The Business Men’s Association then became involved and raised the “first $100 consulting fee” to bring Cheney to Davis (Larkey, 69-73:133).  He arrived on January 19, 1925, looked around the town, met with the Board of Trustees, and spoke at an evening banquet at the newly completed Terminal Cafe that was attended by “sixty representatives of local civic and fraternal organizations” (Larkey, 69-73:134; Lofland, 2003:xxx).

He told that assembled that planing was not merely a matter of “putting out a few trees and trying got make a show in front, but the question of your fundamental community building . . . You have the opportunity now to take hold of your situation. This city is not spoiled very badly, nothing here is very alarming, but . . . “ (Larkey, 69-73:134)

People at this banquet adopted a resolution (offered by Dr. Bates) declaring that that “we are in favor of going ahead and having our city planned and all that follows it in the consequence” (Larkey, 69-73:135).

March 25, 1925, The Board of Trustees created a City Planning Commission that set about establishing zoning and starting to draw up Davis’ first general plan (which was completed in 1927).

Why was a city planning commission created? When asked this question by Joann Larkey, the first Planning Commission Chair, Professor James F. Wilson, answered: “It was a combination of things. For instance, the fly problem in Davis was simply terrific because one could keep chickens, you could keep turkey and cows. Many people did​​––right in town. Many other people thought you shouldn’t have such things in town; and then the whole idea of city planning was taking hold all over the United States. It was a general movement so we adopted it. And right away some of the sanitary problems began to be solved" (Larkey, 69-73:136).

Professor Wilson also told Larkey that while he was in favor of a Planning Commission, he was surprised when he was “made chairman of it,” although he then remained chair for some twelve years (Larkey, 69-73:140). In this same 1972 interview, Wilson said of the 1920s:

We did not have as many nor as vexing problems as the present city planning commission. Problems were very much simpler and we conceived it to be our first duty to examine whether or not the applicant’s desire was going to hurt anybody. And if it didn’t, he usually got his request. We served the public by insuring if anyone built a nice home no one else was going to establish a glue factory next door. Problems of that nature arose frequently.

In this same interview, Wilson also agreed with Larkey that “the plan [of 1927] doesn’t seem to have been carried out to any great extent.” Instead, “the plan was implemented by a zoning ordinance and most of our effort was directed toward having people live up to that . . . (Larkey, 69-73:140).

 F. Other Cultural Matters. Many additional cultural items entered Davis life or were continuing, notable elements of it. These included, the idea of “purple circle” of livestock encircling Davis (early 1920s)(Larkey, 1969:23); the practice of solo and group singing at gatherings; and the changing of the names of the streets in the early 1920s.

*
*
*

In the vernacular phrase, Davis was “on a roll” from the end of  World War I to the economic collapse of late 1929.

