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O-. MARCH 30 0n%2 CATTHORNTIA IMMIGRANT
Nathan Herves Davis wrote to his sister Mars

b }
thar h

w had deciwded 1o abandon his
fortune 1n Nevada Ceunnv 7l

faw practice in San

Francisco o seek his

have been high 1n the mountams of late 1in the snow, o

vigorous health and cheertul enough and am gomng back

wirs tor gold agam ™

Fhe cheerfulness

expressed in Nathan's letter may
mave been g bt foreed. His decision to try his luck at mun-

ing followed g series of financial losses in Sacramento.

ron 1dcd h} friends

losses that had wiped out the tunds

ind famiv and left him with debt that would 1ake many

vedts to clean He was detnet z\-

By June 1882 Nathan had arrived in Centravilie-
sonn te be renamed Grass Valley. For his fir
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in Cahitornia Nathan had bived a transient hite. moving

om one locale to another as perceived opporiunities
themselves Therefore, 1ty

mresented

not surprising that

he was tentatnve as to hew long he planped to stay n

July 3th. “but vou will continue W@

lztters o me at dacramento (i 7

Grass Valles ] will remam 12 the mountains this sum-
mer”T ne o wrote on
direct vour It wasn't
uniil September 12th that Nathan directed Mary 10 send
hor jetters o Grass Valleyw

I the summer of 1832 Grass Valley had already be-

Lun tmns&\rmmg itsell from a rough and tumble min-

iz campante a town with many of the attributes of the

:l“td"m

traternal and cultural organizatons

communities its residents had | in the East law
cuourts, churches, o
and the “cnn

teatative Natkan's commitment 1o his new community,

dhzing” influence of white women. E’“;O‘.\C'-cr

his iming was good He was a yvoungz man of thirty-twoe
ocial credentials

Phe noeweomer would soon nnd Grass Valiey o be a

with ambition, education and the righs sc
town in which ne was able to move directly into impor-
tant roles within the community.
Nathan was a dedicated letter writer Thirty-seven of
s Calito
written from Nevada County. He was

nia letters have survived, of which cleven were
:+ highly educated
and his letters reflect s wide-
reveal a dry, and
acerbic sense of humor Most of the lette
. Mary Glenn Davis. She

would be Nathan's devoted

and well-traveled man.

ranging cultural interests. They also

s were

Wwritlen to his soungest sister
vears his junior, and

WES Tour

correspondent throughouwt his iume 1n California. Nathan
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and Mary s deep atiection tor one another survived what
a separation

n his letters Nathan often focused on political manters.

Capey 1al i the 1ssue of slave Ty International aftairs. re-

igion and philosephy and, of course, family and friends

were other favore topies that dominated his fetters On

. Nathan

i1 Grass Valles, which coupied with intormanion from

cecasion, however nron 1ded details about his e

other sources, olter us 4 window into @ community in

transion, and a0 opportunily o meel some nf Grass

Vallev's early residents

Nathan had arrive
on the steamer  2lifarnia, three weeks %‘-'
Secame 4 state - By that time the hikel
rich quickls

in San Francisco on June 23, IN310,

in Cahifornia was not a re dh\!:; r\.pc;r.-a:h‘rs

for the vast majoruy of imm .5 rants. 11 :ndeed it ever had
peen This Nathan iearne st hand from an older broth
o, Jonathan “Jona R i}::x:s, who had arrived hetore

had been prospecting 1n the southern mipes

the time Nathan

[

':mn. 4n
lona had set to strike 1t rich, and by
arrived in Cabizorma had exhausted all of his mones.
Nathan have adopted a balanced view of his

he wrote on .]""w A0

seems o

own chances when

No oman can stay stld here . He must kKeep Kiching
or he will sink surely. It he gets sick he must perish or
beg uniess he has partners in his business to work for

mim Success 10 business here as well as in ounmg s
vers much a matier of accident

verance. howeser. will decide

- Industry and perse-
ultimately Andif one can
cconomize n this most extravagant country will suo-
veed eminenthy

The Cabiorma
Nathan's South Carobina home of Monticeilo, it
He was
norn to Jonathan Davis and Rebeccu

rroptier was @ world apart from

Farrneld Distrniet of Richland County. the eighth
of eleven children
Kincaid, both second generation South Carobinians
Jonathan Davis was a planter and Baptist mimister In
1830 he owned
the family had rallen onto hard umes

T for

1% slaves, but by the time Nathan le
and re-

Cahiforma
mained financialls distressed during Nathan's absence



As a vounger son, Nathan was educated to take up a
rrofession. He attended South Carotina College, then the
sreferred educational institution for that state’s elite, and
funded by the legislature with the express aim of edu-
cating the state’s lcadership class.® Freshmen entering
the college were expected to have knowledge of English,
1 atin, and Greek grammar, geography, arithmetic, and to
have read the whole Virgil. sclected works of Cicero and
Homer. and a number of works in Greek.'

The college’s formal curriculum was only part of the
~ducation of its students, for it was a highly competitive
and even combative environment. Violence and unruly
hehav ior toward fellow students and faculty was com-
mon. In his report to faculty in 1838 —the year Nathan
sraduated—the college’s president remarked, perhaps
wistfully, that he hoped that “some vicious habits™ of the
students had been corrected.® (Apparently these correc-
tons did not take hold. On March 25, 1833, the South
Carcolina College students’ behavior again was newswor-
thy enough to be reported upon nationally, including on
the front page of the Nevada Journal, where Nathan may
have read it with considerable interest.)’

Following his graduation Nathan attended Harvard
U niversity’s Law School. Harvard at that time was a pre-
terred school for the sons of South Carolina’s planters,
but only a minority graduated. Nathan was exceptional
for completing his degree in 18427

Upon his arrival in California eight years later, Nathan
immediately reestablished himself in his profession. On
Juiy 6. 1850, the Daily Alta California reported that N.
1. Davis had been admitted to practice as an attorney
and counselor at law in all the courts of the new state.™
Over the next two years Nathan practiced law in San
Francisco and Sacramento, was president of an elaborate
riverfront race course at Brighton. invested in cropland
along the Sacramento River, and heid shares in at least
two gold mines.

in South Carolina Nathan had practiced in a state that
had been under settled law since 1788. In California he
apparently failed to grasp the risks of doing business in
the chaotic Jegal landscape that followed the state’s ad-
mittance to the Union. During the transition to statehood,
California and Mexican land titles were challenged, laws
concerning mineral claims were uncertain, and the ad-
ministraticn of justice entirely undependable. Following
devastating mining and real estate losses in the summer
and fall of 1851, Nathan's frustration was palpable when
he wrote on July 315t

The mineral lands of this state are in a deplorable
condition. . .. Men and companies are lawing and fight-

W
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ing every day and it 15 counted exceptionally dull it
some men are not hanged and killed every few days.

And on October 11th he wrote:

The certainty of a stupendous fortune ¢ould never in-
duce me to stay here for life. I have nothing here to love
and | despise this country. There is no society. no love.
no morals, no religion tn it—and I am ured of 1.

As a South Carolinian, Nathan joined an influentia!
political segment of California’s population comprised
of southerners who favored the expansion of slavery
into the western states and territories, Mexico, Cuba.
and Central America. Like many of that group. Nathan
viewed California’s admission to the Union as a free
state to be a regrettable but amendable situation. He and
his fellow ~Chivs” (of the Chivalric South) held out hope
that California might split in two, half free, half slave.
Or, as he wrote on July 31, 1831:

South Carolina will probably become quiet and wait
patiently for the other southern states several of which
will come to their way of thinking in a few vears.
Meantime don't be surprised if the institution of slavery
should be established here and all further causes of dis-
content removed. I the south secedes we will have an
independent Republic of the Pacific.

Although Nathan would make friends from ditferent
regions, and associate with people who held differing
political views, he consistently selected for his closest
associates men from America’s southern states.

At the time of the 1852 census Nevada County cer-
tainly had its share of southerners, including around
three dozen South Carolinians.'® Just six weeks after his
arrival in Grass Valley Nathan had the unhappy respon-
sibility of writing 2 letter of condolence to the family
of one of his fellow South Carolinians. Colonel William
F. English, who had died in a gun accident on August
27, 1852." English was an owner of the Kentucky Ridge
Mine, located between Rough and Ready and Newtown.
Now often referred to as the “old slave mine.” the
Kentucky Ridge Mine was indeed operated by slaves that
English had brought with him around the Horn in 1850

Nathan’s letter of condolence to English’s brother
John, written the next day, included a personal cxpres-
ston of sympathy to the English family: “I have known
so much of the kindness of vour family that I feel this
misfortune almost as one of your own family.™* Enghsh
was thirteen-ycars Nathan's senior, and had resided in
Florida for nearly two decades before heading west.
But Nathan had attended college with Wiliiam's brother
Franklin.’ Harriet English, their mother, kept a home in
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the capital of Columbia to be close 1o her sons while they

were at college, so whatever Kindness the English family

estowed upon Nathan may have been in that setting. *
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There

as histed as one of three candidat
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ihon of Justice of the Peace for Grass Valley Township

and Nathan was the successtul candidate. ” He may have For many Ca
asa formed a law ;*;ar:ner%?‘:z;‘x. as anotice of a debt sentle- on birthdays and
ment meet:ing for rhc firm Woodbury & Co was to be
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he!l
nei

one olowing close or
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this segond day after

redar 1 Nat r\ taste f@r n:k-tzkzng In rea‘puz:se
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again be tnundated. which
prople foliowine directl
few months A0 I here 18

have the old gun | brought

am not aftogethe

hittle exer

snow up to the mine and over the mounta

As a fustice of the Peace. one unigue aspect

of Calitornmia law that Nathan administered was
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he C hurch Street home of Mary T. Hamilton as it appeared in 1880, Most likely it is the same boarding house she and her

ushand Gavin were building in the spring of 18353

from e

4rd pavang tor 1hc notice to appear for three weeks in a

iaw was intended to allow women

fooal newspaper.” The

e sustain '-.‘I'H.'-'T‘;M.‘l'\t.'\ and their children in a worid where

Husbands were absent for long periods of time. or had
wt the ?\amzh s mones by drinking of gambling  or had

the spring and summer of 1833

du.iar.mum of three such Grass

wonien as wisr traders: Clara F. Smith in March,
Hamilton i Mav, and Prisciila S¢ott in June.

¢ nming of ¢

On March 4

Smith had advern

“lara Smith's declaration s partcularly
1833, her husband Ebenezer G
sed 1o sell the Golden Gate

resting.
Sneczer
Street in Grass Valies, so he

fhe

slonn was a going business with a bar and restaurant

located on Mamn

1} "
m A0 o'clock AM until 12 o'clock P Plans for

z the z;u::zh apparenthy changed, or were not
ioendorsed by Clara, for on March 18th she declared
and rest
vear Clara advertised that

Another thousand

¢F intention of L:.‘c;*';ng a public saloon aurant

v the tall of that Prices, in

fustomers can be accommodated.”

The s aiso used that fall for pubhic events

constahle’s sale and a wedding fete involving

aloon was

¢ happy couples.© Banker Alonzo Delano remarked

hout Clara’s saloon:
1t do vou see now that 15 50 cunous” Why, that

ture of ready 1o swing open with the word

a wale,

“Croldesn” betore 1t on the sign, is purely Cabitornian in

graphic. and nice as the ovsters

COnCcepliod.

when she applied to Justice of the Peace Nathan Davis to become a sole
;&0 Histerny of Nevada County, Cahitornia s

and cold and hot toddies that vou swing (o your mouth

freun the counter of the saloon.

[f Ebenezer Smuth did go Fast. he was back in Nevada
County by February 11 Mary |

ijton, had ambitious plans. She declured

1.‘5?3 # Hamilton, wife
of Gavin Ham
that she would be in the business of conducting and keep-
ing a boarding house then being built by her on Church
Street, buving and selling and trading 1n merchandise.
raising stock and poultry. and mining by the use of hired
Jabor. The Hamilion family home, perhaps the same vne
originally used as the boarding house. 15 iliustrated m
the 1880 History of Nevada Counry, along with the audi-
torium and theater. Hamilion Hall, built in 1835 by her
husband Gasvin.”

The third sele trader was Priscilla Scott,
clared she would be 1n the business of doing laundry.
fling miik
on her Grass Valley property. Since milk then sold for
more than twice as much as whisky., Mrs
reascnably have anticipated considerable profits -
was likely the “Mrs. Scout”™ of the couple that Bean's
Directory described as the “first family in Grass Valley.”
and the person described in the 1880 history as “the
first {white] woman to shed the hight of her passage upon

who de-
raising poultry stock. keeping a dairy. and s¢

Scott could
She

(11’&55 Vallev.™*

Nathan made no comments 1n his letters concerning
the self-employ ment of Mmes. Smith, Hamilton or Scott.
but elsewhere in his letters his views on a woman's role
in society were clear. He dhapprmcd of women of his
e the most especially

own class working outs home-
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of the idea of his sister doing so. Nathan’s view on this
subject was a conventional one in American middle and
upper class society. but the mass migration of men to the
Goid Rush had upended gender roles, both in California
and n the East.

It 1s estimated that about thirty percent of California
immigrants were married men. All but a tiny percent-
age left their wives at home to run the family farm or
business. a situation that created financial pressures and
tensions between husbands and wives that were often re-
flected in their diaries and letters. The families of the
seventy percem of immigrants who were single men or
widowers were not exempt from these pressures and ten-
sions. for thev too left women behind: sisters, mothers,
daughters. and other female relatives whose financial
conditions were negatively affected by the man’s depar-
ture for the West.™

Such was the case with Mary, who was unmarried and
living at home with aging parents in impoverished cir-
cumstances. Although we don't have Mary’s letters, 1t
15 clear from Nathan's responses that during his time in
Grass Valley she expressed a desire to be more “useful.”
and had propesed taking employment as a governess or
teacher outside the home. The idea was clearly distress-
ing to Nathan, who wrote an emotional letter to Mary on
September 12. 1832:

1 do not see that vour hife 1s not as useful as any-
budy’'s. Are vou not the prop and solace of Father and
Mother. and doesn’t Bun value vour good opinion above
all clse. and don't you write to this poor “critter” when
ne one else does, and keep him from doing a great many
wrongs. and doesn’t he send vour letters down to Jona
who thinks that evervbody has forgotten him, and don’t
cvervbody love vou and don’t you show the world that
vou have a good father and mother c¢ise you couldn’t
have been so good yourself. And don't the world know
that vour wandering brothers might have been good too
if they had stayed at home and attended to their precepts
and examples of their parents and submitted to the influ-
ence. the prayers and entreaties of their little sister? Go
on my good sister, and be happy and content and 1t will
all come right yet.

Mary. however, was apparently not deterred. A series
ot jetters between March and December illustrate the in-
soluble dilemma for male immigrants who chose to re-
main in the West without offering viable solutions for
women whose “wandering brothers™ were unable to send
much-nceded money home. Eventually, in January 1853,
Mary seems to have abandoned her plans. and a much
reileved Nathan wrote:

w
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Your last letter . . . gave me such pleasure to find that
you had abandoned the idca always so unpleasant to me
of leaving home to seek your fortune. I know vou were
activated by the best motives, but my dear Mary, if men
find it hard to succeed in a changed land and to suffer
the itls and inconveniences of fortune seeking. what
must it be for a delicate girl [Mary was then 18 vears
old) unused to rough and tumble life. I hope you will
never be used to it. I do not like the idea of my sister
knowing of all the sin of this lifc which rough contact
with the world tzaches.

{To be continued in the July 2015 Bulletin)
Author’s Postscript

I encountered Nathan H. Davis purely by accident. My
initial research focus was on William F. English and the
Kentucky Ridge Mine, so Nathan's connection to him,
and the possibility that he had been involved in English’s
legal affairs in California was a line of inquiry that I want-
2d to follow. Once 1 discovered the collection of Nathan's
letters housed at Furman University in Greenville. South
Carolina, 1 was hooked on his distinctive voice and his
perceptions of the California frontier. Eventually. 1 be-
came fascinated by the entirc Davis family and more
generally by the roles that South Carolinians and other
southerners played in the early years of the California
Gold Rush. [L.K.J.
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High in the Mountains with

Nathan H. Davis Part 11
by Linda K. Jack

N ATHAN RARELY WROTE ABOUT PRACTICAL MATTERS
concerning his day-to-day life, but in a letter of
March 28, 1853, he provided uncommon detail about his
employment as Justice of the Peace and his expenses:

My sister, know it would give me infinite pleasure 1o
20 hume, but | have come here for a certain purpose, viz.
to make some money for mother and yourself. And you
surely wouldn’t like to see vour brother piay the child to
zo home before he has tried California thoroughly?

I am not going to remain here if [ find nothing can be
done. | am not going 10 waste my life in a dream. But
when [ have done all that [ can I'll go home as content-
edly as if 1 had $100,000. and if I am out at the elbows
I expect you will darn them-will you not? | am making
& loosing money in various ways. For example, 1 am
Just this moment acting Justice of the Peace, and in the
interim between the session of the District Court | sit
as judge and try all cases involving the right of min-
ing claims with juries-whatever may be the value of the
property. | tricd a case last week where quariz claims
of the value of $50.000 were at stake. Trials of cases in-
volving from one to five thousand dollars come before
me cvery week. | practice law in the district court of this
¢ Nevada) County and | suppose 10 make from $3000 to
$7500 a year. That is one side of the picture. [ pay about
$500 a year for my office. My board and lodging (I live
comfortably) independent of extras are at least $1000. 1
makz a trip now and then to San Francisco on business
at the cost of about $250 a trip.

In the same letter. Nathan also reported on his mining
activities:

[ buy a mining claim occasionally and sell it again. 1
somctimes miss, sometimes hit. I made $400 clear the
other day. and shall try it again next week. It is raining
hard and looks black and ugly and I have had no “Blues”™
today, and do not often receive such visitors nowadays.
I 1 could get out of this office (as | am sick of Law &
Lawyers!) and get down into some deep guich with
pienty of provisions for the summer, and diggings rich
cnough to employ some five or six men, [’ll be happy
and make moncy. | have some men out in the mountains
prospecting for me now and 1 think I'll “strike” some-
thing good before long. pocket the procecds and quit the
mines.

In the summer of 1853 there were two social events
that engaged Nathan's attention and merited reporting to
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Mary. Early in June newspaper ads began appearing for
a grand Masonic Ball to be given on the evening of the
Anniversary of St John's Day on June 24th.”® The ball
was a county wide event with nineteen event “managers”
representing Grass Valley, Rough and Ready, French
Corral, Nevada City, Cherokee, and Randolph Hill.* The
notice requested that all ladies throughout the county at-
tend. The ball was to be held at the Alta Saloon in Grass
Valley, which banker Alonzo Delano had described six
months carlier as a “large and spacious building [that] is
neatly fitted up. the drop curtain, and scenery from the
hands of an artist, with foot-lights, and orchestra.”*

The Nevada Journal saw the event as a milestone of
social advancement for Grass Valley, when it reported:
“The community are highly interested in it and it may
be anticipated as the great social reunion of the season,
which will be as being distinguished by display, magnifi-
cence, and as a new era in the progressive development
of refined and excellent society.”* On July first Nathan
wrote to Mary that the Mason's Hall was a fine building,
and that ball had indeed been splendid.

The other social event of the season concerned a fund-
raiser for the new Congregational Church in Grass Valley
being planned by Reverend John G. Hale.** The event
was a “Ladies Faiur”™ sponsored by the Ladies Sewing
Circle, which was to commence on the afterncon of July
4th and continue for two to three evenings.*

“What would vou think,” Natharn wrote, “of our having
ice cream up here in abundance and all of the luxuries of
life, and most of the vices, and a few of the virtues. And
on the 4th of July we are to have a grand Ladies Fair,
the proceeds to be applied to the completion of a large
Presbyterian Church. It is odd but true we have three
Jarge churches in this little town.”

Prior to 1833 the congregation building the new church
had been labeled “Presbyterian,” but it was changing its
name to reflect the affiliation of its new preacher.

The Nevada Journal suggested that using a Ladies
Fair for fundraising might be considered unseemly, but
the editor was apparently resigned to the process: “As
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tice my profession, and give up quartz mining, and the
mountains. I shall start to San Francisco in a few days
where 1 expect to remain as long as I am in the states.
This rambling life is growing tiresome and | feel dis-
poscd to live in the city for the rest of my California life.

By November 30th Nathan was doing business in San
Francisco. He likely had an expectation of some contin-
ued legal work in Nevada County after his departure. for
advertisements for his services ran in the Grass Valley
Telegraphk well into 1854:

N. H. Davis, Attorney at Law, San Francisco:
Will give prompt attention to all business
entrusted to his care.”

Nathan’s short tenure 1n Nevada County was an ex-
ample of a pattern of transiency common to Gold-Rush
era immigrants: both miners and businessmen frequently
moved from one community to another as they sought
new opportunities to make their illusive fortunes. Grass
Valley in the early 18505 was no exception to this pat-
tern. Ralph Mann cstimates that only eight percent of
the professional or business people who were present in
Grass Valley in 1850 were still there in 1856.¢

Nathan's move to San Francisco began a new and more
lucrative phase of his life when he entered into a part-
nership with a prominent South Carolinian lawyer and
former judge by the name of Edward W. F. Sloan. Nathan
and Sloan worked on at least one Mexican land grant
case. which may have provided Nathan the opportuni-
1y to master some aspects of California law that he had
failed to grasp when he had first arrived in California.”

In the late summer of 1855 Nathan became the attor-
ney for John Bidwell, who was then engaged in a law-
suit concerning portions of his large grant, Rancho Los
Ulpinos, in Solane County. Following the settlement
extra tracts were offered for sale on December 3, 1855,
in front of the Benicia Court House. Nathan Davis was
among the buyers, picking up six of the twenty tracts that
fronted the Sacramento River.*

In the fall of 1857 Nathan platted a portion of his
land to create the town Los Brazos del Rio (Arms of
the River}), which would be renamed first Vista del Rio,
and finally Rio Vista. In addition to Nathan's residence
(which he referred to as the ranch), the community scon
contained a hotel, mercantile storehouse, buicher shop,
blacksmith shop. drugstore. salmon cannery, and other
residences. Taking advantage of his property’s location,
about midway between Sacramento and San Francisco,
in the spring of 1858 Nathan built a wharf. He later
sold a haif interest to the California Steam Navigation

Company, which expanded the whar! to accommodate
the busy steamer traffic that plied the river.”” Nathan also
established a U.S. Post Office in town, which made Rio
Vista a center for the entire area."

Based on his letter to Mary of October 18, 1858, one
reason Nathan had begun selling his Solano County
property was his intent to cover his obligations in South
Carolina and the debts of his father. He was also con-
cerned about providing a home for Jona, who had re-
mained in California but still had not made his fortune.
Nathan continued selling off his Solano County property
personally through November 16, 1859, at which time
his attorney and fellow southerner, Robert R. Provines,
began executing the deeds on Nathan's behalf. Nathan's
timing was excellent: in 1861 and 1862 storms and high
water inundated Rio Vista forcing residents to relocate
the town to higher ground.

Regrettably, there is only one letter from Nathan dur-
ing this period, and it does not provide us any insight for
his reasons for leaving the state other than his concerrs
with financial matters. However, throughout his stay
Nathan had remained a true South Carolinian, and as that
state moved toward secession from the Union. 1t is pos-
sible that Nathan, like many other southerners, wished
to be at home when secession became a reality. From the
time of Nathan's departure from California, probably in
late November 1859, his attorney routinely executed the
deeds of sale by listing Nathan as a citizen of the State of
South Carolina. The place of residence on the first deed
that Provines executed following South Carolina’s seces-
sion on December 20, 1860, read differently.” It listed
Nathan as a citizen of The Republic of South Carolina.
a designation South Carolina used during the period be-
tween its secession from the Union and the formation
of the Confederate States of American on February 4.
1861. Whether the designation on that single deed was
at Nathan's instruction, or simply an act of secessionist
fervor on the part of Provines is unknown.

By the time Nathan left for South Carolina he had ex-
perienced much of California and the west. Although his
time in Grass Valley had been short, he had won and
held public office and participated in the increasingly
contentious politics of the antebellum period. He had
lived in Nevada, Sacramento, San Francisco, and Solano
Counties; visited the Southern Mines, and the Oregon
and Washington territories; and founded the town of Rio
Vista.

Nathan arrived in Charleston, South Carolina on the
steamer Carolina via Fernandina, Florida, on February
27, 1860, probably after a stay in that state, which had
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An eariy 20th century pamnting of one of the Davis family homes in Monticello, Fairfield County, South Carolina. The
Cashmere Goats in the foreground were brought from Turkey. where Nathan had accompanied his older brother. Dr. James
Bolton Davis. who then was the .S, Agricultural Envoy to the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. The Brahman cattle were
ohtained from the Zoological Gardens in London when the brothers stopped on their way home to America in 1849,
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