Nestled between the mountains separating the Sacramento Valley and the Oregon border rests the vast region of Siskiyou County.  Five times larger than the state of Rhode Island, it is the fifth largest county in land size in California, but one of the least populated and least understood. So vast and diverse, Siskiyou County's rich history must be divided into separate geographic regions, thus WESTERN SISKIYOU COUNTY: GOLD AND DREAMS, represents the story of less than a third of its population. And it must be added that this small volume cannot do justice to the individuals who pioneered this county, Native American, immigrant, or settler.


From pre-contact days when the Shasta and Karuk Tribes inhabited the region without conflict or interruption, to the present, people have been drawn to Western Siskiyou County for a variety of reasons. Sheltered river canyons dip to 500 feet above sea level while rugged snow-capped ridges rise to 8,000 feet and beyond. Half-hidden within these ranges are small narrow valleys, and for 150 years, these mountains, rivers and valleys have provided refuge and resource to early miners, pioneers, and their descendants.


The region presently encompasses 2,900 square miles and includes the Klamath National Forest, the Marble Mountain Wilderness-Primitive Area (home of over 200 glacier lakes), and the Trinity-Salmon Alps. The Klamath River, the third largest in California, rises up out of the Klamath Lakes, then moves westerly towards the ocean. As it surges on, several other wild rivers pour into it, including the Shasta, Salmon, Scott, and Trinity. The volume of water flowing through the mountainous, rocky gorges explains why the Indians called it the “Swift” river. 

In 1873, Siskiyou County was the largest county in northern California, extending from Del Norte County in the west across to the Nevada state line, nearly 200 miles east to west. From north to south it extended 60 miles. It encompassed 5 1/2 million acres, including 1 million acres of forests and 1/2 million acres of lakes, and was as large as Rhode Island, Delaware, and Massachusetts combined. A rich mining region as well, miners – on foot or with pack trains – traversed the steep river gorges and basins in their quest to strike it rich.

In 1874, Klamath County was dissolved and divided between Humboldt and Siskiyou counties, while the eastern portion of Siskiyou County was taken away and annexed to the newly created Modoc County. In 1887, the area held by Del Norte County along the upper Klamath River became part of Siskiyou County. But it wasn’t until 1901 that the formal boundaries delineating Siskiyou County (as we know it today) were legislated. 

Tucked away between the mountain ranges lay three major valleys that have contributed substantially to the area’s agricultural and economic base since the 1850s: Scott Valley, Quartz Valley, and Seiad Valley. 

The communities and towns located within these regions include: Callahan (pop. 175), Cecilville, Etna (pop. 760), Forks of Salmon, Fort Jones (pop. 640), Fort Goff, Greenview (pop. 150), Hamburg, Happy Camp (700), Klamath River, Horse Creek, Scott Bar, Seiad, and Somes Bar. The remaining areas are unincorporated but are home to approximately 8,000 people. Historically, of course, this land was home to thousands more. 


Russian fur trappers possibly entered the region as early as 1825, and Jedediah Smith reportedly crossed through the Trinity Mountains above the mouth of the Klamath River in 1828. But it was the Hudson Bay trappers Steven Meek, Thomas McKay, George Aldophus Duzel, and sixteen other men – along with a number of horses – who discovered the area called Beaver Valley in 1836 (now called Scott Valley). Stephen Meek later declared that Scott Valley had been one of the best places to trap beaver and wild game he’d ever seen, and though he went on to hunt and trap all over the West, he returned to the Josiah Doll ranch in Scott Valley in 1871. Here he lived until his death at the age of 90, and when he died in 1889, he was buried in the Etna Cemetery. Today there are still a number of ‘potholes’ near Oro Fino that are supposedly remnants from the days when trappers dug out great fire pits. And until a few years ago, the remains of a two-story “sod house” could be found where the Etna Union High School football field is now. According to Bill Balfrey, whose grandmother knew its original history, the structure had been an early “fort” for the Hudson Bay trappers.

As with the rest of California, it was the great Gold Rush of 1849 that opened the doors to Siskiyou County. Harry L. Wells, in HISTORY OF SISKIYOU COUNTY, CALIFORNIA, credits the first mining in this region to Lindsay Applegate who traveled south from Jacksonville, Oregon, in 1849 to mine along Beaver Creek, the Klamath, and the Scott River. In June of 1850, however, prospectors from the Trinity River crossed the Salmon-Trinity Alps and found enough gold to whet their appetites. John W. Scott, from whom the valley and river later derived their names, discovered gold at “Scott’s Bar”. 

Within a year, the “northern mines” were drawing prospectors from every part of

the world – perhaps as many as 20,000 – who, “like coveys of scared quail, scuttled hither and thither” (Saddle Bags 5).  Without roads, the only manner of travel was by foot or by mule train. Few stayed in one place long, though settlements throughout the region boasted booming populations at various times. Hamburg, for instance, a tiny spot on today’s map, swelled to a population of about 5,000. Somes Bar, at the junction of the Klamath and Salmon rivers, listed 500-1000 men in 1852, though by 1908, had little more than a store and hotel. Deadwood, a settlement established at the forks of Deadwood and Cherry Creeks, grew to such prominence that it vied for county seat. Yreka, today’s county seat, won its title by only two votes, while Deadwood no longer exists – except in the memories of a few “old-timers”. 

Most of the miners eventually left for other regions after the gold petered out or  died penniless and destitute, even nameless. Others settled in the valleys and along the rivers' edges, some to turn their hand to logging or ranching or to take up mining in a limited way. These are the industries that have sustained Western Siskiyou County for five generations. 

Only in the last three decades has a new “wave” of settlers moved across this green and gold landscape, those hoping to escape the fast-paced world of city living. As a result, communities once thought to be isolated and insulated from outside forces are becoming more and more linked to the “bigger” world. 

It is our hope that this book can reach out to that larger world and offer up a tiny insight into this marvelous, majestic region. WESTERN SISKIYOU COUNTY: GOLD AND DREAMS is dedicated to all those who have lived and worked and died here, as well as to those who now make it their home.

