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Preface

The story told in this book, is in my opinion, a fascinating one of vision, struggle and success
repeated several times over. [ hope you will find it as interesting to read as it has been for me to
have a part in bringing it to you. The notion occurred to me many years ago and the seeds were
planted. Since then the idea has been nourished and cultivated. With the support of the Board of
Directors, I have seen the project grow to where it is now harvest time.

] have intended the story to be published as a part of the District Centennial Celebration of its
first claim to water rights on the Sacramento River. This record informs the public of the priority
and value of those water rights. They are the most valuable asset the Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District
has, and all the landowners in the District must be continually mindful of the need for future dili-
gence in their use and preservation.

The support and interest of the District Board of Directors in the production of this history
shows a spirit and vision which merits our sincere appreciation and praise. Their participation has
greatly contributed to both the success of the book and the District.

In addition to my pride in District efforts, I am grateful to many other people who have assisted
in preparing this story. I wish to make special acknowledgement to Cynthia Davis, who has worked
so hard and has justly earned credit for being its “author.”

The accomplishments of the District, since 1967, are described in the last chapter of Where
Water is King. These have been satisfying years and | appreciate the opportunity to describe those
years in my part of the story.

The slogan, “Where Water is King, " has been used in the area for decades and has some his-
torical significance, although its exact history is somewhat obscure. We have been able to determine
that it may have been originated by local realtors sometime in the 1920’s, and was used on bill-
boards and advertisements to promote land sales. The slogan was apparently used at a later date
by the County Chamber of Commerce on promotional brochures. “Where Water is King” seems
appropriate for the title of our history as the use of water for the irrigation of crops has been lit-
erally responsible for the economic prosperity of both Glenn and Colusa counties.

This district record is intended to serve as a reference source for us and our successors. We
hope that it will also be of interest to others, and that some may be inspired to do likewise. In the
future, additional chapters will be written and certainly they will be fascinating and of absorbing
interest wherever water continues to be essential to human success and happiness.

Jbx P Clui

Robert D. Clark
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The quest for water is eternal and seldom
has this been better illustrated than in Cali-
fornia. The discovery of gold in 1848 led to
the arrival of thousands of people from all
over the world. The majority of these Argo-
nauts were attracted to the mining fields of
California by the lure of instant wealth.
Water was of primary importance to miners
as it was the essential tool necessary to the
business of hydraulic mining.

It soon became apparent that California
had need of all available water. Diversions
from streams for mining resulted in water
shortages during periods of low flow and led
to the necessity of filing for water rights. The
“right of appropriation” was the procedure
followed by the mining community. After
posting intentions at the point of diversion,
the miners conveyed water from the rivers
and creeks by ditches or flumes to the loca-
tion of the ore and its washing.? “First in time,
first in right,” was the rule here and it was
enforced by the old mining courts and six-
shooters.?

In some ways in conflict with this system
based upon appropriation, the first California
State Legislature of 1850 adopted the Common
Law of England in regards to water rights.
This incorporated into California law the
principle of “riparian rights,” which entitles
the owner of land bordering a stream to full
access and reasonable use of the waters, re-
gardless of the needs of those whose property
does not happen to be adjacent to the stream.?
These two systems of title to water were in-
herently in conflict and led to years of litiga-
tion, which eventually resulted in the passage

IS

e

of a constitutional amendment.

The miners encountered a constant short-
age of food and provisions at the diggings as
a result of the difficulty in shipping goods to
California. Freight required approximately
three months to be moved between the Atlan-
tic Coast ports and California, which made
supplying the rapidly multiplying population
of the gold fields extremely difficult.*

The need for a local and permanent food
supply quickly became evident. Many pros-
pectors who had failed to make their fortunes
in the mines recognized this need, along with
the potential of the land and climate of Cali-
fornia. They began to settle permanently,
pursuing other occupations such as agriculture
and stock-raising. This, along with the admis-
sion of California as a state in 1850, led to
the rapid exploration and settlement of all
parts of the state. Agriculture quickly became
productive and profitable on both medium and
large sized ranches.®

A few enlightened individuals recognized
the impact the use of water for irrigation could
have on the agricultural production. A prom-
inent northern California pioneer, General
John Bidwell, explained the relationship be-
tween mining and irrigation:

Irrigation is the natural successor to hydraulic
mining, and important beyond computation.
Without it we can never know or have any
conception of California’s productive capa-
city. By showing that waters can be con-
ducted almost everywhere, hydraulic mining
has unwittingly solved a most important
feature of irrigation.®



Will S. Green, another pioneer of north-
ern California and one of the founders of
Colusa, also anticipated the benefits to be
derived from irrigation. He perceived that
industries relating to the soil would be the
enduring source of wealth in California, and
firmly believed that the use of irrigation could
transform the Sacramento Valley into a veri-
table “garden.” The feeling he had for the
area was expressed in his description of his
first impression of the Sacramento Valley,
in 1850:

Perhaps you never saw a spot of earth so
beautiful that the love of it would take you
from all the enchantment as that of 1849
and cause you to turn a deaf ear to all the
stories of bonanzas found and fortunes made.
There are but few men now living who saw
the Sacramento Valley as I saw it.”

Darteny //‘.f( b
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WIill 5. Green, 1832-1905

For over fifty years he devoted much of
his time, energy, and resources to the promo-
tion of irrigation, and the development of
the Sacramento Valley.

William Semple Green was born in Ken-
tucky on December 26, 1832. He received very
little formal education and as a result of finan-
cial reverses suffered by his father he found

it necessary to begin working at an early age.
By the time he reached the age of fifteen he
was earning a man’s wages of $7.00 a month
for plowing, with which he helped to support
his family .8

One of his maternal uncles, Dr. Robert
Semple, had settled in California after parti-
cipating in the Bear Flag Revolt and estab-
lishing the city of Benicia on the Carquinez
Strait. His glowing accounts of California,
combined with the news of the gold rush,
encouraged the sixteen year old Will Green to
seek his fortune in California.

He borrowed the money for the journey
at 400% interest and left for California on
August 1, 1849, in the company of another
uncle, Colonel Charles D. Semple; a cousin,
John Semple; and a friend, James Yates.? They
traveled by steamer, arrived in San Francisco
on October 10, 1849, and chartered a launch
to take them to Dr. Semple’s residence in
Benicia.

Dr. Semple had some experience as a
pilot on the Mississippi River before coming
to California and was interested in determin-
ing the capacity of the river for shipping prod-
ucts from the valley to the ocean. To achieve
this he traveled down the river aboard two
logs bound together. His descent began in
1847 at the mouth of Stony Creek, where he
experienced a great many difficulties due to
snags and rapids, until he reached the site of
an Indian village known as the Colus Ranch-
eria. From this point onward he had no prob-
lems in navigating the river.!! This experience
resulted in his belief that the area around the
Colus Rancheria would prove to be the head
of year round navigation on the Sacramento
River,12

When his brother Charles arrived look-
ing for a place to locate in 1849, Dr. Semple
recommended the Colus site for a new town.
It seemed an excellent location for several
reasons: it was along the route the teamsters
took to the mine fields, people had begun to
settle on the plains in order to grow grain with
which to supply the teamsters, and it would
be the focus of river navigation in northern
California.

While Charles was investigating the pos-



sibility of establishing a town at the Colus
rancheria, as suggested by his brother, Will
remained in Benicia employed at a wide vari-
ety of jobs. These included digging cellars
and foundations; cutting redwood shingles and
transporting them to Benicia for the construc-
tion of houses; and delivering the mail to Napa
and Sonoma counties. He then took charge of
the Lucy Long the first steam-ferry to operate
across the straits of Carquinez, Meanwhile,
Charles had purchased the tract of land,
known as the Colus Grant, from John Bidwell
on January 22, 1850.'* He spent a portion
of the spring exploring and laying out the town
he had decided to name Colusa.

In July, Will assisted in piloting the
Colusa, a steam boat that Dr. Semple had
had constructed in Benicia, up the river to
deliver supplies to his Uncle Charles. He had
a great deal of difficulty navigating the steam-
er over the last seven miles of the trip, and it
soon became obvious that Charles had erred
in fixing the location of the townsite.’* He
had mistaken a small encampment of Indians
for the Colus Rancheria, and started laying
out the town of Colusa in the wrong place.®

Will assisted Charles (and the crew he
had employed to chop wood) in relocating
the materials and equipment to the correct
location. He helped to survey and lay out the
town of Colusa in its present location. He and
Charles marked off lots and blocks, provided
for alleys and three parks, and staked out the
wide streets that have allowed for the growth
and expansion of Colusa.

One of their first projects was the con-
struction of a two story building which served
as a hotel, restaurant and store. James Yates,
who had traveled to California with Will and
Charles, joined Will in operating this estab-
lishment, and then the two of them opened a
bakery in 1851.¢ Will turned his attention to
farming in 1853, when he and Dr. Semple
took over a farm located on Freshwater Creek.
He was fortunate enough to have one of the
few gardens in the county which was not de-
stroyed by grasshoppers in 1855. The vege-
tables from this seven acre garden were sold
from Colusa to Shasta.'”

Although he had received little formal
schooling, Will had managed to educate him-
self by reading and studying in his spare time.

He took up the study of civil engineering and
began to equip himself for that profession
after his arrival in Colusa. He ran for the office
of county surveyor in 1855, but was defeated
by Colonel William M. Ord. At about this
time he also began writing stories and arti-
cles for publication in newspapers and maga-
zines. One of his first articles, written for the
California Farmer in 1855, advocated the use
of irrigation for the “arid and semi-arid val-
ley.”18 In 1857 he ran successfully for county
surveyor and retained the position for the
next ten years, becoming thoroughly familiar
with the topography of the county.'® |

In 1862 Will Green was married to
Josephine Davis, at which time they moved
to a ranch on Grand Island. His official duties
did not demand all his time, so he planted
crops and attempted to farm on a larger scale
then he had previously. Two successive crop
failures, as a result of dry seasons, set them
back financially and caused Will to abandon
agriculture as an occupation.?® This experience
only served to deepen his conviction that the
future prosperity of the valley depended on
the development of a reliable water supply.
His next occupation gave him the opportunity
to publicize his convictions. '

The Colusa Sun had been started as a
weekly newspaper the year before and was
up for sale in the fall of 1863. Will and a
friend purchased the paper, which he edited
until his death in 1905. Under his guidance
the Sun became one of the foremost rural
papers in the state, and his editorials were
copied by many of the major papers.?' He
used the paper as a vehicle to advocate and
promote enterprises that would benefit both
the community and the state.

During this period Will actively worked
to implement improvements in a variety of
positions. On a local level he served as Super-
intendent of Schools; Chairman of the City
Board of Trustees; Mayor of Colusa; a mem-
ber of the Fire Department; and one of the
organizers of the Chamber of Commerce and
the Granges.??

On the state level, he was elected to repre-
sent Colusa and Tehama counties in the
Assembly of 1867. Believing the land laws of
the state to be unfair to the poor, he prepared
a bill to systemize these laws. The bill was



passed unanimously through both houses and
became known as Green's Land Law, an Act
for the Management and Sale of the Lands
belonging to the State.?? He also served as a
State Library Trustee from 1890-1898; was
appointed to Surveyor General of the State of
California by President Grover Cleveland in
1894; and filled an unexpired term as State
Treasurer in 1899, at the request of Governor
Budd.?

Will's interest, in whatever capacity he
served, was usually focused on the land of
California, and particularly the irrigation of
the soil. He was convinced that California
could be built into a great state on the basis
of the land and its potential productivity.
John P. Irish sums up his dedication to the
land and state in the excerpt below:

He knew land and loved it. . . As an engineer
he surveyed the land. As a legislator he drew
the land code of the state. As Surveyor Gen-
eral of the United States he protected the public
domain for the settlers who would till it. As
treasurer of the state, he conserved and econo-
mized the taxes paid by the owners of the
land. As the foremost editorial writer of the
state, he considered the land as the first mater-
ial object of human interest. He developed the
first plans for irrigation and drainage of the
Sacramento Valley, and though high-salaried
engineers have wrought upon the same prob-
lem, his plans stand unimpeached.??

Green had begun trying to devise a fea-
sible system of irrigation to be utilized in the
valley in 1860. He surveyed the west bank of
the Sacramento River, from Tehama to Stony
Creek, in an effort to establish a point of diver-
sion for a canal. The point he eventually set-
tled on is the site at which the Glenn-Colusa
Irrigation District pumping plant is located
today. He hired A.S. Bender, a noted hydraul-
ic engineer, to examine the survey in the latter
part of 1864. The two of them carefully went
over the survey, and began to work on plans
for culverts, gates, etc., after Bender declared
the project to be a practical one.?¢

As County Surveyor, Green made a re-
port on the survey to the State Surveyor
General, whose comment was: “The prac-
ticability of the work was fully demonstrated
by the survey and it only remains to present
the plan to the public in a form which will

secure profitable returns to secure construc-
tion."”?”

Will attempted to gain public support
by reminding farmers of the difficulties they
had encountered in previous years, as is evi-
denced by this article that appeared in the Sun
on December 10, 1864:

As the case now stands, there is no certainty
for the farmer in this State, unless he brings
to bear some artificial means to that end.
We, of the Sacramento Valley, have been
particularly unfortunate in this respect—
having had as many as four failures in thir-
teen years, and four short crops. . . 28

Despite his efforts, the proposed canal
system that was estimated to cost $350,000,
received very little community support. It was
eventually referred to the State Legislature
for financing. Unfortunately, state officials
determined that the canal should also be used
for navigation purposes. The initially planned
irrigation canal had now evolved into a great
shipping canal—one hundred feet wide at the
bottom—with the total estimated cost reach-
ing nearly twelve million dollars.??

The magnitude of such a project was
beyond the resources of the state at that time
and it was abandoned in 1866. The legislature
did appropriate $8,000 to cover the expenses
of the survey. Green later stated that “they
dropped my plan and the cost of their plan
killed the project.”2

Undaunted by this first failure, Will Green
remained committed to the cause of irrigation.
Convincing the farmers of the increased yield
that would result from the application of
water to the soil proved to be one of the most
difficult aspects of initiating an irrigation sys-
tem. Although Green had the vision and fore-
sight to comprehend the advantages irrigation
could hold for the farmer, the majority of his
contemporaries did not.

Many of the settlers were from the mid-
west where adequate summer rainfall made
watering crops by artificial methods unneces-
sary. The fact that wheat, the predominant
crop grown in the Sacramento Valley from
1867 to 1885, did not require irrigation if
grown in the winter and harvested before the
summer drought, did little to encourage their
interest in irrigation.®* Will Green was one of



those individuals who recognized the fact Articles such as “Does Irrigation Injure

that the wheat “boom” was exhausting the Land?”, “Cultivation vs. Irrigation,” and “The
soil’s resources and turned his attention to Effects of Irrigation” were useful in convincing
what could be accomplished with the use of farmers that the application of water to crops
irrigation. could be used effectively. He used examples
For over forty years Will used the Colusa of farmers, who achieved much greater har-

Sun to “instruct its readers in what irrigation vests by irrigating, to further stress his point.
has so profitably accomplished in other sec- Green maintained that farmers lost enough in
tions of the State.”?? Through the Sun he en- the dry seasons to finance some type of irri-
deavored to encourage the use of irrigation, gation system, and after several dry seasons
as well as to dispel the misconceptions that many farmers were beginning to have second
abounded due to lack of knowledge. thoughts about the possible merits of irriga-

tion.
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A wheat harvest scene painted by Andrew P.Hill in 1878. It features the mammoth combination grain separator de-
signed by George W. Hoag.
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Prior to 1867, most agrlculture took place fallow for a year between crops. According
within a mile or so of the rivers, where the to McGowan's History of the Sacramento ¥
water table was high. The plains, with their Valley, this practice increased the yield so i
heavy clay content, were considered too diffi- that “the farmer could get as much from half

. cult to work with the available equipment. of his land every other year as he could if he %
The introduction of summer fallowing, along planted all his land every year.”
with the invention of the gang plow, altered The development of the gang plow en-
% agricultural methods in the Sacramento Valley abled one man and several horses to plow x
and led to the planting of wheat and other more land than had been considered possible
U grain crops on the lands previously considered by the previous generation. The method of |
] useless. planting is described by McGowan:
Farmers learned thé_it mOI_Shjlre ‘could be The farmer usually began his seeding after ]
e preserved and the necessity of irrigation could the first rains in November had made the soil
be avoided if the land was allowed to lie easier to turn over. Then teams of three to .j
e —— T —— i —— ——  ——— K %K %K %
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five horses pulled gang plows of two to six
shares each over the fields. They were fol-
lowed by a wagon on which a centrifugal
sower had been set up, and which broadcast
the seed over a strip thirty feet wide; the sower
was followed by a horse-drawn harrow which
covered the seed. In 1877 a seeder was attached
to the gang plow so that the whole process
was completed with one operation. In this
manner, a farmer could plow and seed thirty
to forty acres a day. (McGowan, page 247)

Wheat became essential to the valley's
economy as it was an excellent “cash crop.”
It was in demand in both the United States
and Europe; it was non-perishable and the
introduction of railroads and other forms of
transportation allowed it to be shipped to
large markets around the world. With the
opening of adobe lands in 1867, Colusa county
became the leader of wheat acreage in the
entire valley. By 1882 there were 400,000 acres
of wheat planted, and Colusa was producing
two per cent of the entire wheat crop of the
United States. (McGowan, pages 244 & 245)

The wheat industry was dominated by
large ranches; one of the largest in the state
of California consisted of nearly 60,000 acres
and was owned by Dr. Hugh Glenn. The
Glenn ranch fronted on the Sacramento River
for twenty miles and included 3,000 acres of
timberland. Dr. Glenn purchased his first land
in 1867, just as wheat was beginning to boom,
and died only two years before the value
declined.

Everything on the Glenn ranch was on
an extensive scale. He had on his property
150 miles of fence, dividing it into seven main
fields, the largest of which contained twelve

thousand acres. An article in the October 26,
1946 edition of the Pacific Rural Press indi-
cates that Glenn’s work force of 715 men was
probably the largest of any farm in California
at that time, and his payroll during the har-
vest was said to be $30,000 a month. The
main ranch was divided into nine individual
farms run by either a foreman or a tenant,
“each with its own dwelling house, barns,
blacksmith shop, commissaries, cooks and
servants.” There were two large buildings
which were used only to keep the machinery
in operating condition, and fifty men and
seven forges were kept in constant use during
the winter and spring overhauling separators,
steam engines, mowers and wagons.” (Pacific
Rural Press, October 26, 1946, p. 330)

The average yield of wheat on the Glenn
lands was 25 bushels per acre in favorable
seasons; with the annual total averaging a
half million bushels of wheat per year. The
1892-93 Glenn County Edition of the Willows
Review states that in 1880 Glenn was dissatis-
fied with the market price offered in San
Francisco and chartered his own ships to
transport the grain to England for the market;
he shipped twenty seven thousand tons of
wheat that year, and received nearly $800,000
for it.

Dr. Glenn was murdered in 1883 and his
heirs sold part of his holdings to pay out-
standing debts and operate the ranch as it had
been. But the days of wheat were gone and
the Glenn ranch was finally subdivided and
sold between 1902 and 1909, as were many
other of the great wheat ranches.

e K —2K

With the advantages of irrigation being
demonstrated repeatedly, the interest and
controversy over irrigation became more
widespread. The state legislature of 1872
passed an “act to promote irrigation by the
formation of irrigation districts”** The act
proved to be inoperable because it required
100% consent of all land owners in the dis-
trict. This was impossible as the larger land-
owners and those with riparian rights were
generally opposed to this type of community
endeavor and California law supported their

claims.

Irrigation committees were subsequently
formed to devise some sort of legislation that
would provide for the organization of irriga-
tion districts. Will Green was one of those
who actively participated in writing and lob-
bying for this piece of legislation throughout
the 1870's and 1880's.

Colusa became the site of local irrigation
meetings during the years 1875 and 1876.
“W.S. Green, ].B. DeJarnatt, L.F. Moulton,
Hon. John Boggs and other progressive indi-
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