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It was an “execrable toll-road”, “rough, ragged and jagged”, “the great mental and moral strain 

I endured”. The toll-taker “enforced his demands for toll with a double-barrelled shotgun”.  

In the late 1800s, the Blue Ridge was a major obstacle to travel between the Sacramento Valley 

and the Berryessa Valley, and thence to Napa Valley and Clear Lake. A mountain wall rising 

2500 feet from the floor of the Sacramento Valley, the Blue Ridge runs north and south for 

forty miles from Vacaville to Rumsey. As more people settled in the Coast Range and mercury 

and borax mines developed, the need for transporting goods and people over the Blue Ridge 

increased.  

Today, we have modern roads up Cache Creek and Putah Creek, which allow us to easily drive 

over these mountains. But these are modern developments, and travelers in the late 1800s, 

had a much harder task to get to the mines, towns, and ranches in this region. Before the 

1920s, there was no road, not even a simple wagon road, up Cache Creek Canyon beyond 

Rumsey. It is a rugged canyon that even the modern highway avoids upstream of Bear Creek. 

Building this road in 1921 required “linemen being held over cliffs by rope and pulley while the 
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lines were being run”1.  Putah Creek Canyon had a road, often in questionable condition, as far 

back as 1858, but it was a rough trip up a narrow, steep-walled canyon. In the winter season, 

Putah Creek was known as a “wild, fearful mountain stream”2…, “almost a veritable river of 

wildly rushing water”3. 

So how did people cross the Blue Ridge in the 1800s? It’s a story of early explorers, a little taste 

of Bear Flag Revolt espionage, toll-road swindlers, a forgotten high pass, and dreams of narrow-

gauge railroads.  

Before the roads came 

The Patwin people were the first travelers through these mountains. Traders and hunters 

probably regularly travelled between the villages of Chemocu and Putato in the Berryessa 

Valley, the Capay Valley villages of Kisi, Imil, and Lopa and Tebti, and the Sacramento Valley4. 

Unfortunately, smallpox and other diseases from early contact with white trappers decimated 

their populations in several plagues5, with an estimated 80,000 Indians dying in the North Coast 

Range in late 1830s6 and early 1840s7. 

In the 1820s and 1830s, non-native trappers and other explorers started exploring these 

mountains. Luis Antonio Argüello explored the Sacramento Valley for the Spanish governor of 

California in 1821 and camped on Putah Creek (“San Pedro”) and Cache Creek in late October 

18218. Jedediah Smith may have trapped in Capay Valley while heading north through California 

in 1826. Ewing Young’s party of trappers first camped on Cache Creek in 18299 and then again 

during the fall of 1832 near Adobe Ranch in Capay Valley10 . During the 1830s, J Alex Forbes and 

his Hudson’s Bay Company trappers had a trapping station at French Camp, one mile east of 

Cacheville on Cache Creek11. These trappers cached furs on Cache Creek, thereby giving the 

creek its current name12. 

Ranchers began to settle on both sides of the Blue Ridge in the 1830s and 1840s and continued 

exploring this region while hunting and managing their livestock. Nasario Antonio Berryessa13 

set up a cattle ranch in Berryessa Valley in the 1830s14. His two sons, Sexto (Sisto) Antonio and 

Jose de Jesus, moved their families to Berryessa Valley in 183815. In 1840, John Wolfskill 

explored Putah Creek and obtained a Mexican land grant in 1842 under his brother William’s 

name16. William Gordon got his land grant on Cache Creek in 1841 and spent his the first winter 

hunting and trapping in the Capay Valley and surrounding hills17. And Sisto Berryessa’s three 

sons received a land grant for Rancho Canada de Capay in 1846, which covered all of Capay 

Valley18. In the course of petitioning for this grant, Sisto and his cousin Jose de los Santos 

surveyed Capay Valley by climbing the ridge between Berryessa Valley and Capay Valley, 

perhaps near where the future Toll Road would be built19.  



Much of the early travel through these mountains was by foot or on horseback. But as more 

people settled in the area, demand increased for wagon roads to bring in goods and supplies. 

The choices for wagon roads were limited to two options, due to the Blue Ridge topography --

Putah Creek Canyon and, surprisingly, a now mostly forgotten high pass, almost as high as the 

Blue Ridge itself, near the north end of Berryessa Valley.  

Putah Creek Canyon route 

Putah Creek Canyon was the most obvious way to cross the Blue Ridge. The thirteen-mile trip 

along the creek, between Pleasants Creek and the Berryessa Valley and through a 2,000’ deep 

canyon, required a gain of only 100 feet in elevation. This route was first written about in 1846, 

when in June William Baldridge and Thomas Bradley, of Chiles Valley in Napa County, crossed 

the “Sandstone Mountains east of Berryessa Valley… to get some grindstones which he had 

previously cut out”20.  

Baldridge and Bradley met up with California revolutionaries on their trip. While camped along 

Putah Creek, they encountered Captain John Grigsby and William Elliott, who “had been to 

Sutter’s Fort to have a consultation with General Fremont” before starting the Bear Flag Revolt. 

They were returning to “Napa Valley by this little-frequented route, and in the night, so as to 

avoid being seen by the Mexicans… [and] thus arousing their suspicions”.  In early July, after the 

capture of Sonoma, American volunteer forces marched on Sutter’s Fort. Fremont and his men 

left Sonoma and travelled via Green Valley, while the men led by John Ford and Granville Swift, 

“passed through Berryessa Valley, for the purpose of gathering up some horses. [Finding none, 

they] proceeded down Cache Creek” to Sutter’s Fort21. This description is a bit confusing, but it 

may be that the company passed over the Blue Ridge north of Berryessa Valley into Capay 

Valley, rather than exiting through Putah Creek Canyon. 

 

Putah Creek Canyon Turnpike 

In 1858, Adam See22 and two other men opened the Putah Creek Canyon Turnpike as a new 

road to connect Clear Lake with Sacramento23. At the time, the Berryessa region was still mostly 

ranching country or wilderness. The Knoxville mercury mines, destined to be one of the largest 

mercury mines on the Pacific Coast, still lay undiscovered (until 1860)24. The town of Monticello 

in the Berryessa Valley would not be developed for another 8 years (1866)25.  

See owned private property in Putah Creek Canyon and charged a toll for travelers over his 

road, which he collected from 1858 (when he built the road) to 1875 (when the free county 

road opened26). Since he enforced his “demands for toll with a double-barrelled shotgun, few 

ever disputed his claims”27.  



See’s maintenance of the road left much to be desired. Although it was “passable for a 

wagon28” soon after opening, the road was still considered “pretty rough [for] a two-horse 

spring wagon”29. Years later, in 1875, the Vallejo Chronicle described it as “one-horse road from 

Berryessa; rough, ragged and jagged, but which was made to meet the necessities of the stock 

men who furnished the great part of its travel”30.  The Sacramento Union in 1874 called it “an 

execrable toll-road…simply no road at all, and the powers that be should at once revoke the 

charter which licenses the owners of this trail to swindle the traveling public. As the road now is 

you pay 50 cents for a two-horse wagon and 25 cents for man and horse, when the latter can 

hardly keep from running off the grade… An expenditure of $2,500 would give a good grade 

through the canyon, over which the heaviest loads could be hauled, either way, with ease and 

safety”31. 

Once through Putah Creek Canyon, travelers could head north towards Clear Lake through the 

Berryessa Valley on a “good road”32, recently built in the same year (1858) as the Putah Creek 

Canyon Turnpike33.  However, beyond the broad Berryessa Valley, the route up the canyon to 

Knoxville got rougher and more difficult 34. Past Knoxville, the route to Clear Lake went via 

Morgan Valley and Lower Lake, the same route still used today by the Knoxville and Morgan 

Valley roads35.  

 

Capay-Berryessa Toll Road  

Meanwhile, fifteen miles north of Putah Creek Canyon along the Blue Ridge, a new road started 

to take shape over a high pass that was barely a dip in the long Blue Ridge. This road, between 

the current town of Brooks in the Capay Valley and the north end of the Berryessa Valley, was 

soon to become the Capay-Berryessa Toll Road, a major roadway between Sacramento, Clear 

Lake, and Napa Valley. Although long abandoned as a public road and almost forgotten, this 

road was the only route until the 1920s for Capay Valley citizens to reach Clear Lake, and for 

Clear Lake residents to reach the Sacramento Valley36.  

As described in [Capay-Berryessa Toll Road], the road was originally dug by a young local farmer 

in the 1850s37. In 1862, two prominent Capay Valley businessmen, Wash Lambert and Joel 

Wood, petitioned Yolo County to open a public road along this route.  Part of their motivation 

was to tap into the business traffic associated with the new Clear Lake-Berryessa road and the 

Knoxville mines. The County approved their petition and T.J. Hutchinson, owner of a ranch west 

of present-day Brooks, built the road in March 186338. 

The new road connected Yolo County with what was then southern Lake County (it would be 

transferred to Napa County in 187239). The Yolo County side of the ridge was free of charge, but 



Lake County chartered a toll road franchise on their side.  By October 1865, William (“Bill”) 

Parks had acquired the franchise and he settled with his mother Nancy near the crest of the hill, 

slightly west of the county line with a view of the Berryessa Valley40.  

The Toll Road was considered a “very good wagon road” in 187041. It was labelled the “Clear 

Lake Road” on the 1871 Official Yolo County map42, it appeared on the 1876 Official Napa 

County map43, and even in 1895 this road was still labeled “Toll Road to Woodland”44.  

However, it was not well used by heavy freight wagons “owing to the abruptness of the ascent 

from this side [Capay Valley, in Yolo County] and the steep descent into Sulphur Creek Valley 

[also known as Eticuera Creek]”45.  

By 1875, opinions about the road condition had worsened (a “rather rough road at the best”46) 

and in 1876 the Napa county supervisors granted the Toll Road franchise to Giles Sill for 10 

years, directing him to put the road in “proper repair”. Sill held onto this lease for six years, but 

then abandoned it in August 1882. It wasn’t clear that he actually collected any tolls47.  

Still, the road somehow stayed operational. Land along this Toll Road on the Yolo County side 

attracted many homesteaders in the 1880s, enough to support a schoolhouse48. The Brooks 

Post Office was established in 1883 where the Toll Road intersected the main Capay Valley 

road49  and the Oscar Parker Stage Company ran tri-weekly stages from Woodland to Lower 

Lake on the Toll Road50.  

Figure 3 Current topographic map of Toll Canyon 
Figure 2 1876 Napa County map and 1871 Yolo County map 



When the Cache Creek Canyon road opened in the 1920s51, there was little need to climb over 

the Blue Ridge on the Toll Road. It gradually turned into a local ranching road and public access 

was closed off. Visitors can access the western part of the Toll Canyon road on the Knoxville 

State Wildlife Area.  Although not open for vehicular traffic, it is an 3-mile interesting and scenic 

hike to near the top of the Blue Ridge, described in [Capay-Berryessa Toll Road].  

 

Figure 4 Toll Canyon trail today, which crosses the front of the Blue Ridge in the background 

The Quicksilver Road 

Unhappy with the conditions and prices on the Toll Road, Capay Valley citizens started looking 

at other alternatives to the Toll Road that would connect them with the Knoxville mercury 

mines and Clear Lake. In 1875, the Quicksilver Road was constructed in Cache Creek Canyon 

north of Rumsey52.   

This was not the modern-day route that Highway 16 follows up to Bear Creek and Highway 20. 

Rather it proceeded only a short way up Cache Creek Canyon to Fiske Creek, where the Harry 

Rae House stood. From here, the 12-mile route turned up Fiske Creek Canyon and became very 

much a mountain road. It climbs 1,900’ from Cache Creek over the Little Blue Ridge, descends 

1,000’ to Davis Creek, and then climbs 1,100’ up to the final ridge overlooking Morgan Valley. 

Today this route is known as the Ray House Road (misspelled from the original “Rae”) in Yolo 

County and Reiff Road in Lake County53. It did not survive long as an alternative to the Toll 

Road. The road fell into bad repair after a few years and it was abandoned in 1884. Cache Valley 

residents were still complaining about the quality of this road in 1890s.  

Public roads and Toll roads 



In the late 1800s, few county roads in Yolo County had been laid out and declared public 

highways. Built or maintained by private interests, many roads were “liable to be shut up and 

closed to the public at any moment, when caprice or other causes on the part of the land-

owners should determine them to do so”54. This uncertainty about long-term access reduced 

the motivation of landowners along those roads to make any improvements. 

Local government encouraged the development of privately-operated toll roads and bridges 

using public franchises. It was one way to get a road or bridge built without much public 

funding. But local businessmen didn’t like toll roads because they discouraged travel, and 

therefore business trade profits. And toll-takers, as seen in the Berryessa region, were not 

always very good at maintaining roadways. The prices on the Capay-Berryessa Toll Road, for 

example, were sufficiently high that by 1870, southbound traffic from Clear Lake preferred 

continuing south via Berryessa Valley towards Napa, instead of paying the toll to cross the 

mountains towards Capay Valley55. 

Railroad Dreamin’ 

Tired of poor roads, local citizens began advocating for more reliable and better transportation. 

Railroads were high on everyone’s minds as a way to do that.  

Businessmen started clamoring for railroad to be built through Putah Creek Canyon in 1866, as 

part of a larger effort to connect Sacramento with Clear Lake and Humboldt Bay56. Several 

attempts were made to incorporate railroad companies. The earliest was in 186957, with 

funding anticipated from the Knoxville mercury mines and the Clear Lake borax mining. No 

railroad was built.   

In 1872, the California Central Narrow Gauge Railroad Company filed a certificate of 

incorporation to build several stretches of rail lines, including a railroad from near Winters to 

Berryessa Valley58. Again, no progress and Berryessa Valley citizens were still rallying to find 

funding for such a railroad in 1874.  

By 1875, a new railroad had been built connecting Vacaville to the new town of Winters, and 

Berryessans were eager to add a branch line up Putah Creek Canyon59.  Public pressure on Yolo 

County supervisors mounted to create a “good passable free road up Putah Canyon to the 

county line” to “serve as a bed for a narrow-gauge railroad connecting to Winters” 60.   

The road bed, but not railroad, was completed in November 187561, using Chinese laborers62. 

“The distance [is] about fifteen miles, all on a down grade, thus shortening the road one-half 

from the present route, which you will perceive will be of very material aid to the farming 

community here, being a decided improvement on the present long mountain road to Napa”63. 

The reduction by “one-half” is hyperbole, since See’s road was also confined to the bottom of 

the narrow 15-mile-long canyon.  



The new road was a direct challenge and competition to See’s toll road. Traffic rapidly 

abandoned See’s road and shifted to the better one. See, however, was an enterprising 

swindler and claimed to hold a franchise for the new road’s right-of-way. He “floated himself 

over upon the county's road, and still gather[ed] toll... at the rate of fifty or sixty dollars per 

day… It is one of the most audacious attempts to steal a road we ever heard of”64.  

Yolo County sent its district attorney and sheriff to oust him. They offered See $4,000 to leave, 

but See would accept nothing less than $20,000. Eventually the County was successful in 

getting See out of the way and opening a free public road through the canyon.  

Beyond the bed of a railroad, the interest in building a railroad continued, no railroad was every 

built in Putah Creek Canyon.  Railroad capitalists in 1882 claimed they were ready to fund a 

railroad as soon as people along the route “will give the right of way”65. The Winters and Lake 

County Railroad Company conducted more surveys in July 188766. A month later, a differently 

named company (the Winters and Ukiah Railroad Company) incorporated to build a railroad 

from Winters through Berryessa Valley to Clear Lake and Ukiah67. This doubled real estate 

values in the Berryessa Valley68, but still no railroad was built. In 1890, leaders of the Southern 

Pacific Railroad Company toured Putah Creek Canyon to inspect potential a branch line from 

Winters69, but without making any commitments.  

Highways of the 1900s 

By 1909, the road up Putah Creek Canyon had improved so much that Winfield Madden of 

Dixon, “who has done considerable touring in all parts of the state in his new Studebaker car” 

called it “one of the finest drives in the state"70. A new bridge, of “graceful design71” was built 

(for less than $20,000) in 189672 over Putah Creek at the lower end of Berryessa Valley.  With 

three 70-foot arches and a center span 42 feet above low water, it promoted as the “largest 

stone bridge west of the Rocky mountains” at the time73.  

In 1921, the Sacramento Union advertised the Putah Creek Canyon road as a scenic five-hour 

tour from Sacramento to Napa. It was a “popular spot for picnics and on Sundays or holidays 

picnic parties are to be found all along the way”74. The road was substantially widened in 1922, 

“and the pleasure seeking autoist may drive on it without fear”75.  

Up on Cache Creek, Lake County state representatives started lobbying in 1913 for a road 

through Cache Creek Canyon to connect Rumsey to Clear Lake76. Survey work began in 

December 191577, but funding and other problems delayed start of construction until the early 

1920s78. Once this new road opened, there was no reason to climb over the Blue Ridge on the 

Capay-Berryessa Toll Road. Over time, that Toll Road gradually turned into a local ranching road 

and public access was closed off.  



More changes in the landscape lay ahead with the construction of Monticello Dam and the 

flooding of Berryessa Valley in 1957. The beginnings of this extend back to 1890, when C. M. 

Wooster and others bought land downstream at Hell Gate (or Devil’s Gate) to construct a dam 

“which will impound water sufficient to amply irrigate 50,000 acres.” They also filed to 

appropriate Putah Creek water for irrigation at the same time79. A more substantive dam-

building effort began in 1907, when Solano farming interests hired three engineers to design a 

large dam at Devil’s Gate80.  The battle to flood Berryessa Valley was fiercely waged until 

Monticello Dam was completed in 195781. That compelled re-routing of all roads through 

Berryessa Valley. 
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