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2026 FSCM Scholarship Recipients
Garrett Buker - from Yreka HS will be attending 
UC Davis with a major in Animal Science.
Tucker Hogge - from Etna HS will be attending 
COS in the Welding program. He loves working 
with his hands. 
Savannah Henson - from Mt. Shasta wants 
to become a Fire Medic and stay in Siskiyou 
County to work.She has already completed her 
EMR and EMT classes and volunteers at the 
McCloud Fire Dept. 

Upcoming Museum Events
Museum Family Fun Day - Sept. 26, 10 - 3
Back again with more FUN than ever!
Siskiyou Stories - Oct. 9 @ 1pm - 
The Remarkable History of Denny Bar, Cali-
fornia’s First Chain Stores
Siskiyou Stories - Nov. 13 @ 1pm - 
The New Deal in the State of Jefferson: Find-
ing Vestiges of the CCC and WPA

Wedding Dress Display 
For June and July we reprised a popular exhibit 
from ten years ago. Thank you to Liberty Arts for 
loaning us their mannequins, and to the volun-
teers who dressed and arranged them and  the 
related artifacts that are also on display. 

Need Siskiyou Pioneers? We have many 
used copies in stock thanks to some recent gen-
erous donations. Priced at only $12.50 each!

INSIDE:

Gold Rush Trails - Page 3

The Bartons of Oak Bar - Page 5

Connecting to the World: 
The Telegraph Reaches Yreka
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In these days of constant and instant communication 
with everyone and anybody anywhere in the world, 

it’s hard to imagine just how isolated people were here 
in the late 19th century. It might be months or even 
years before you’d hear of a parent’s death somewhere 
back east, or any other news for that matter. And this 
is why California had a rush of “49ers” and not “48ers.” 
Gold was discovered in the Sierras in January, 1848 
but news did not reach the populated east until many 
months later. 

In the first year after the discovery, excepting the 
few locals, arriving prospectors came from Oregon, 
southern California, Mexico and South America. It 
was not difficult to get passage on one of the merchant 
ships that plied the Pacific Coast up and down South 
and North America. By the end of 1848, as the news 
was just reaching the east coast via a ship that traveled 
the long and treacherous route around Cape Horn, 
10,000 miners from Chile and Peru had already arrived 
in California. Back east, news of the gold discovery had 
been rumored but not believed until it was announced 
in President Polk’s State of the Union address in De-
cember, 1848.
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As California’s population was rapidly growing due 
to the now full-on Gold Rush, technology was advanc-
ing. An amazing invention called the telegraph was 
introduced. Samuel Morse had transmitted the famous 
first message, “What hath God wrought?,” in 1844. 
The telegraph lines began to spread section by section 
throughout the eastern states, but California had noth-
ing until 1853 when San Francisco was connected to 
some of the outlying towns. It was another five years 
before the line stretched to Yreka making it the com-
munications center for alll of far northern California. 
The wire was laid over Scott Mountain, went across 
Scott Valley, up McAdams Creek, down Greenhorn 
Creek, finally ending in a drug store on Miner Street, 
and eventually moving into the newspaper office. Life 
Siskiyou County was changed. 

Telegraphs and the Modoc War

During the cold winter months of 1872-73 and 
on through the spring, a handful of aggressive news-
paper reporters covered the Modoc War. They found 
themselves inside the inner circle as peace negotiations 
dragged on, and on the front line of the conflict when 
fighting resumed. This was a time when newspapers 
were eagerly devoured and reporters competed fiercely 
to be first with the news. Newspapers put out Morning 
Editions, Evening Editions and when there was “break-

ing news,” they put out Extras. 
And it was the click, click, click of 

Morse Code through telegraph wires 
that spread the Modoc War news 
across the land. The first news “dis-
patch” had come into the Yreka tele-
graph office just five years earlier.

 But by the time of the Modoc War 
there was still no line of telegraph 
poles heading east of Yreka toward 
Tule Lake and the war zone. 

Excited reporters arrived by late 
January and embedded themselves 
with the Army troops, the peace nego-
tiators, local ranchers and the Modocs 
themselves. The telegraph office now 
located inside the Yreka newspaper of-
fice was 70 to 80 miles away so it was 
a long race by horseback to file their 

stories. Fortunately Colonel Gillem soon established a 
courier system that took messages into Yreka using a 
relay of horses. 

Once in town it might cost several hundred dollars 
to wire a detailed newspaper piece across the country. 
Sometimes a short piece would be filed by telegraph 
and a longer detailed piece would follow by mail, as 
by this time there was a transcontinental railroad in 
Sacramento to carry the mail east. The Modoc War 
was closely followed, the latest news eagerly awaited by 
readers as far away as New York. 

These “paper men,” as the Indians knew them, were 
not impartial. They freely criticized members of the 
Peace Commission and were mostly sympathetic to 
the Modoc cause. But the tone of the stories traveling 
over the wires quickly changed after three of the Peace 
Commissioners were shot during the “peace” meeting 
on Good Friday, April 11, 1873. Words such as “mas-
sacre” and “The Red Judas” (referring to Captain Jack) 
entered the headlines and the reporters found them-
selves in the midst of a two month shooting war.

The number of reporters working the Modoc War 
and their ready access to the action was unprecedented 
in the western Indian Wars. And news-hungry readers 
were able to follow the action step-by-step as printed 
in the newspapers with but little delay, thanks to the 
telegraph. 

© Jill Livingston

The telegraph and newspaper office in Yreka
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Gold Rush Trails
Old History Creating Modern Memories

Reporter Alex 
McKay stayed 

on the front 
lines through-

out the 
Modoc War.  

Gillem’s Camp, 
the Army 

camp, is in the 
background of 

the photo. 

Trail markers such as 
this one on the Yreka 

Trail have been placed 
along many immigrant 
trails  by the Trails West 

group.

News of the discovery of gold in California prompt-
ed many chaotic actions and endeavors.  Some 

were prompted by individuals in their rapid efforts to 
get to the gold fields.  Others were business ventures 
hoping to make profits in other ways.

Earliest travelers came from water to reach Califor-
nia—such as Hawaii, the West Coast of Mexico and 
South America.  Others began to organize in the East 
for the arduous and difficult trip across the center of 
North America.  The migrant’s trip logistics varied, de-

pending on their economic status.  Some families had 
wagons, livestock and equipment while others traveled 
bare bones.  The route from the East toward the Pacific 
was vague and full of danger.

Where would these overland migrants go to find 
their fortunes?  And what route would they take?  
Most travelers had a hazy idea of where they wished to 
go.  Newspapers displayed articles describing mining 
experiences and locations. There were guidebooks giv-
ing ambiguous and sometimes erroneous information 
about routes.  There might have been information from 
friends, family or fellow travelers to consider. During 
the trip many travelers changed their plans after meet-
ing the actual travails of the journey.

As overland travelers reached the Great Basin, the 
reality of mere survival began to play in their minds!  
Most pared away at their belongings to lighten their 
loads.  Some groups were decimated by disease—caus-
ing them to re-evaluate their California goals.  At the 
same time, forces were at play to redirect the swelling 
number of overland immigrants.

Entrepreneurs already established in the West re-
alized that there was also “gold” to be found by tap-
ping into the immigrant surge.  Established businesses 
would profit greatly when the newcomers reached the 
goldfields.  After all, everyone would need food and all 
sorts of supplies.  They would also need services, for 

By Mike Grifantini
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example the goldfields produced an abundance of legal 
issues needing legal assistance.  Some communities and 
individuals saw the value of redirecting westerly-bound 
travelers toward specific areas to enhance existing busi-
nesses.  To do so, some new trails were quickly and 
roughly established and sometimes travelers were met 
along the route with encouragement to take the new 
route.

The “ease of the route” was an important selling point 
for the travelers that found themselves in the Great Ba-
sin.  By this time the travelers were desperate to get 
to a final destination.  Several “destination-based” trails 
were established in our region, enticing travelers tothe 
Rogue Valley; the Lassen Rancho, near Los Molinos; 
Old Shasta; and Yreka. We now call those trails the Ap-
plegate, Lassen, Nobles, and Yreka Trails, respectively.

Some of these western alternative routes were rela-
tively efficient and safe, such as the Yreka and Nobels 
Trails, while others were disastrous.  Notable examples 
of the later were the Hastings cut-off, which was greatly 
responsible for the terrible Donner Party debacle, and 
the circuitous Lassen Trail’s route that led through the 
extremely rugged volcanic tableland southeast of Red 
Bluff.

The existence of this proliferation of trails and the 
stories behind their establishment are a fascinating 
aspect of early-West history.  Luckily, for lovers of 
old-West lore, research has revealed much about these 
trails,and their locations.  Also, researchers have found 
diaries of the travelers that describe the trails and events 
that occurred during their trips.

All this information provides the modern-day “ex-
plorer” a fascinating opportunity to go on a modern-day 
historical road trip.  It is the perfect opportunity for a 
family to take off, with some camping gear, cameras, 
binoculars, and fishing supplies to explore our outback.  
In many places the grooves created by immigrant’s 
wagons and livestock can still be seen!  In at least one 
location, modern-day explorers can see where travel-
ers heading toward different destinations would have 
passed by each other going in the opposite direction 
(the Nobels and Lassen Trails, along Hwy. 44 in Las-
sen County)!  No doubt animated discussions occurred 
between these travelers as they passed by each other. 

Trails West Inc. ( https://emigranttrailswest.org/) is 
a great resource regarding these trails.  They publish 

guidebooks for those people that would like to follow 
the trails, learn more about the Gold Rush immigrant 
experience AND discover pieces of beautiful western 
geography.  (Local historical icon Richard Silva helped 
locate many of these trails.) 

Most of these trails have been marked with guide-
posts to help modern-day explorers find the trail route 
and learn about events that happened at each location.  
Using the guidebooks, following the trails and finding 
the markers are great ways of learning more about this 
part of America’s history.  Plus, it is a great way to get 
away from the hubbub of modern life, experience na-
ture and smell the amazing aroma of the quintessential 
western shrub, sagebrush.

Getting out into nature and learning about the good 
and bad aspects of the western movement of people 
into our regions is a worthwhile effort.  And, it is some-
thing that might create great family memories that last 
long into the future.

NOTE: Available in the Museum Store we have 
Richard Silva’s Yreka Trail book. We also have a 
fun MAP that shows all of the immigrant trails com-
ing west. 

Were you unable to attend this Siskiyou Stories 
presentation? You can now catch a video of it on 
our Friends of the Siskiyou County Museum Youtube 
Channel! Just go to Youtube and search for our chan-
nel under our name. But don’t be shocked to find only 
one video there! This channel is somethng new for us. 
In other words, it’s a “Work in Progress.”  :)
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The Bartons of Oak Bar

A throng of people including politicians attended H. J. Barton’s “Highway 
Picnic” at Oak Bar but the promotion had no effect on when the State High-
way would be built.  
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Researching the characters behind the dresses for 
our summer 2026 Vintage Wedding Dress Display 

brought forth a number of early Siskiyou County cou-
ples. One such couple is Minnie and Henry J. Barton. 
Not only do we have Minnie’s wedding dress, we also 
have Henry’s wedding jacket, a wedding photo of the 
couple and the actual wedding invitation. Every artifact 
has a story behind it waiting to be discovered. Although 
a wedding dress might not be something to spark your 
interest, there is even a story or two behind one of those. 

The name Barton is synonymous with Oak Bar, an 
early settlement on the Klamath River. The first family 
member to arrive in the area was Henry’s father John 
Henry. Already a married man, John and wife Susanna  
came to Siskiyou County in the 1850s. Naturally, John 
was looking for gold, like just about every other new 
arrival. The couple was from England but came here by 
way of Australia where John had been mining, and ac-
cording to one newspaper article, had “made a fortune.” 
He tried his luck in the Humbug/Hawkinsville area 
for awhile, and in 1859 son Henry was born.  A year 
later John and Susannah returned to England for sev-
eral years. But gold fever struck again and in 1868 they 
returned to Siskiyou County and settled in Oak Bar. 

The couple quickly became an integral part of the 
community. John ran a store and became the Post Mas-
ter when the town was granted a post office in 1874. 
Susannah was the proprietress of 
one of the two hotels. The town was 
on the stage line to Yreka and the 
Barton Stage made thrice weekly 
runs to the county seat. It was an 
all day trip. Oak Bar had become a 
small but bustling trade center by 
the mid-1870s. 

John also continued to dabble 
in gold mining. With a partner he 
worked the Poverty Point Mine. A 
wing dam was built across the river 
right in front of the town to divert 
the flow and give access to the river 
bed. A substantial amount of gold 
was recovered here and in the vi-
cinity, but mining was not always 
fun and games. In 1882 John lost 

his eyesight in a mine related blasting accident. Son 
Henry, then 23, took over the store, post office and 
stage line. He became, or at least was referred to as 
“The Mayor of Oak Bar.”

By the later 1880s gold production had dwindled. 
A group of 13 Chinamen started reworking the claims 
(as was their custom) just across the river from Oak 
Bar in a spot known (to this day) as Chinamen’s Flat. 
Meanwhile, in 1889 Henry married Minnie Hyatt 
from Tulare County. How they met is unknown. Their 
wedding was in San Francisco. The couple’s first child, 
a daughter, died at age two. Their son Chester was born 
in 1891. 

Henry’s early childhood years in England, his out-
of-the-area bride, their big city wedding, and their 
1902 adoption of a second daughter in San Francisco 
leads me to speculate that he was less provincial than 
were many Siskiyou residents at the time. None the 
less, he was an energetic promoter of his town and the 
Klamath River area in general. He bought and sold 
property and mining claims. He freely gave store credit 
to prospecting miners. He bought local miners’ gold at 
a set price ($16 an ounce) when they needed money 
and paid them any shortfall owed after the assay report 
came in.

As the mining dwindled, so did the town, slowly. 
In 1914 there was talk of a Klamath River highway 
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to be built by the 
state. Henry threw 
a big picnic for 
northern California 
residents and, pre-
sumably, politicians 
to promote the road, 
thinking that might 
revive the town. 
But it was too late; 
it would be many 
more years before 
the highway actually 
came through. 

The town didn’t 
disappear entirely until 1928. In that year the post office was merged 
with the Walker post office and the entire town was purchased by a 
branch of the Charles Crocker (of railroad and banking fame) family to 
be used as a getaway. This was the era when a number of wealthy people 
from the Bay Area built a fishing and hunting lodges on the Klamath. 
They would come and stay for weeks at the time. Prohibition was not 
in much evidence up here, so that added to the expected fun. Most of 
the town of Oak Bar was leveled, replaced by a beautiful lodge that 
could accommodate many visitors. It still stands under the stately oaks 
and is still privately owned. What was, and still is left of the old town 
is the cemetery.  This was strictly an Anglo cemetery, no Chinese or 
Natives, and surprisingly no Bartons either. (They are all in Evergreen 
Cemetery in Yreka.) But there are graves, at least 20 of them, of many 
area residents including a drowning victim, a burn victim, a mushroom 
poisoning, and (sadly) the usual babies and other premature deaths. 

The Barton family carried on af-
ter there was no more Oak Bar as a 
town, moving a short distance down 
the river to what became the town of 
Horse Creek. Ironically, son Chester 
worked for the highway department 
during the years the Klamath River 
Highway was being built. 

Henry died in 1937. But it seems 
gold fever ran in the veins of this fam-
ily, as did store keeping and handling 
mail. Chester also dabbled in mining, 
and after his highway worker years, 
ran the Horse Creek Store and was 
the Horse Creek postmaster 1934-
1946. After the dredging camp be-
hind the store was no longer needed 
he turned the humble little cabins 
into a fishing camp that lasted un-
til some time in the 1960s.  Chester 
married Viola Murray of Yreka but 
unfortunately they had no surviving 
children.  He became a passionate lo-
cal historian, active at the Museum, 
and many people still remember him 
today. Chester died in 1981. 
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Henry and Minnie married in 1889.
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