
lesson 11 Agriculture
CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE OVERVIEW

OVERVIEW
This  lesson introduces s tudents  to  the general  his tory of  agr icul ture  in  Cal i fornia ,
including the move from rais ing l ivestock for  hides  to  the growth of  wheat  farming
and the introduct ion of  special ty  crops.  In  Lesson 11,  s tudents  use the Sacramento
History Online database at  ht tp: / /www.sacramentohis tory.org.

STUDENT OBJECTIVES
1.  Explain how the geographic  features  of  Cal i fornia  affected the growth 

of  agr icul ture .
2 .  Ident i fy  several  projects ,  e thnic  groups,  and events  that  helped make 

the Sacramento Del ta  sui table  for  farming.
3.  Analyze several  documents  to  see how farming was promoted in  the 

ear ly  20th century.
4.  Use the SHO database to  f ind specif ic  his tor ical  information.

CALIFORNIA HISTORY STANDARDS
4.1.3 -  4 .1 .5  Physical  and human geographic features that  def ine places  

and regions in California
4.2.3 -  4 .2 .8  Social ,  pol i t ical ,  cultural  and economic l i fe  and interactions 

among people of  California
4.3.3 -  4 .3 .4  Economic,  social  and pol i t ical  l i fe  from the Bear Flag Republic

through the Gold Rush 
4.4.2 -  4 .4 .6  California's  r ise  as  an agricultural  and industrial  power

BACKGROUND ARTICLE 11 
California Agriculture Overview (pages 11-5 through 11-7)

STUDENT ACTIVITY SHEET 11 AND KEY
Sacramento Transportation  (pages 11-9 and 11-10)

DOCUMENTS TO DISCUSS
The documents  shown below provide an overview of  the his tory of  agr icul ture  in  Cal i fornia .
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2.  Levi  Painter's
fruit  and vegetable
ranch
[1880]
Shows the s teamboat
Jul ia  on the Sacramento
River;  Painters  Hal l  lef t ;
dock at  r ight ;
farmhouse,  barn,
outbui ldings,  orchards,
f ie lds  in  the dis tance.
The locat ion is
ident i f ied as  one mile
south of  Court land.

1.  Sutter's  Hock
Farm 
[ca .  1849]
This  farm was one of  the
f i rs t  agr icul tural  projects
in  Cal i fornia .  This  photo
of  a  paint ing shows the
f i rs t  s teamboat  that  passed
up the Feather  River
receiving a  cannon salute
from General  Sut ter  a t  the
Hock Farm.

http://www.sacramentohistory.org


INSTRUCTIONS
1.  Pr int  any of  the images shown above that  you wil l  use in  your  discussion,  as  wel l
as  Student Activity Sheet  11 and Key .

2 .  Read Background Article  11 .  You may wish to  read i t  to  your  s tudents  or  pr int  i t
and have them read i t  by themselves .  Discuss  any quest ions that  they may have.

3.  Show and discuss  Document 1,  Sutter's  Hock Farm .  Tel l  s tudents  that  the image
shows one of  the f i rs t  farm projects  in  Cal i fornia  and ask them what  t ime per iod i t
depicts .  (1840s) What clues  are  in  the image? (s teamboat ,  cannons,  c lothing)  
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4.  Celery gathering
and growing on
Grand Island 
[unknown] 
Workers  on a  celery
farm in the Del ta .

3.  Map of  California
Delta District
[ca .  1920]
Map of  the Sacramento
and San Joaquin River
del ta  area northwest  of
Stockton;  shows rai l  l ines ,
r ivers ,  s loughs,  and Del ta
is lands.

6.  Yolo County
orchards [ca .  1910]  
Aerial  view of  orchards
spreading across  the
val ley f loor.  At  lower
r ight ,  people  posed near
frui t  drying t rays  on the
ground;  a t  upper  r ight
foreground,  foothi l ls  in
the dis tance.

5.  Bel la  Vista
Ranch [ca .  1890]  
View from the north of
Bel la  Vista  Ranch near
Rockl in  or iginal ly  owned
by the Thomas
Marshbrowne family;
shows house and
outbui ldings surrounded

8.  California for  the
Set t ler  [1910]
Southern Pacif ic
Rai l road booklet
descr ibes  agr icul tural
opportuni t ies  avai lable
in Cal i fornia .  Includes
the types of  crops grown
in each region of  the
state ,  with detai ls  about
product ion and yields .

7.  Loading
watermelons 
[ca .  1915]
View of  two men loading
watermelons from a t ruck
onto a  ra i l road box car,  a t
Orland.

10.  Cult ivating
field,  Bear River
area [1912]
Land being cul t ivated
with a  horse-drawn
disking machine.  The
field locat ion is  in  the
upper  Bear  River  area
Natomas Company
Reclamation Dist .  1001.

9.  Natomas News
[1911]
This  newslet ter  includes
photos  of  reclamation
phases  and equipment ,
including the Hercules ,
descr ibed as  the  largest
clam shel l  dredge in  the
world .



What do they already know about  John Sut ter?   Why would he need a  farm? ( to
provide food for  the set t lers  at  Sut ter 's  Fort) Ask why they think the men are
shoot ing cannons? (documentat ion for  the image does not  explain the cannons,  but
s tudents  may have ideas.) Why do they think that  the Indians who l ived in  what  is
Northern Cal i fornia  did not  re ly  on farming for  their  food? What  did they eat
instead,  and how did they obtain i t?

4.  Document 2,  Levi  Painter's  fruit  and vegetable ranch .  This  pr int  shows a  la ter
view of  a  farm along the Sacramento River.  What  detai ls  can s tudents  ident i fy  in  the
image? The locat ion is  ident i f ied as  one mile  south of  Court land.  How do they think
a modern image of  the same area might  look today? What  would have changed?

5.  Document 3,  Map of  California Delta District and Document 4,  Celery
gathering and growing on Grand Island .  What  do s tudents  not ice  about  the
geography of  the area depicted on the map? Do they recognize any of  the names on
the map? What  do they think would be some of  the chal lenges of  l iving,  t ravel ing,
and farming in  this  area?

6.  Document 5,  the Bel la  Vista Ranch near  Rockl in  and Document 6,  Yolo County
orchards .  Have s tudents  determine how long ago the photos  were taken.  (1890 and
1910) Locate  Rockl in  and Yolo County on a  map.  How do they think the land in
these areas  would look today? For  example,  much of  the area around Rockl in  is  now
fi l led with resident ia l  and commercial  bui ldings.  Discuss  how populat ion growth and
development  has  affected farming in  Cal i fornia .  Is  farming an important  business  in
your  area? How do people  decide how land should be used in  your  community?

7.  Document 7,  Loading watermelons .  Discuss  the rai l road’s  impact  on Cal i fornia
agricul ture .

8 .  Document 8,  California for  the Set t lers .  This  1910 booklet  f rom the Southern
Pacif ic  Rai l road celebrates  the wonders  of  Northern Cal i fornia  as  a  farming region.
At  this  t ime,  ra i l roads and others  who were interested in  sel l ing land for
development  and promoting tourism often publ ished such brochures .  Some of  these
publ icat ions made exaggerated claims about  the cl imate  and crops that  could be
successful ly  grown in Cal i fornia .  Read the brochure to  your  s tudents  and have them
decide how accurately i t  descr ibes  growing condi t ions at  that  t ime.  Do s tudents
agree that  there  is  no cl imact ic  difference between Northern and Southern
Cali fornia? Have them locate  annual  weather  data  to  support  their  conclusions.
Which crops shown are  s t i l l  widely grown commercial ly  in  Northern Cal i fornia?

9.  Document 9,  Natomas News and Document 10,  Cult ivating f ie ld,  Bear River
area .  These images show some of  the work involved in  reclamation of  the Del ta
lands for  farming.  Locate  the Bear  River  area on a  map.

10.  Give s tudents  Activity Sheet  11:   Agriculture Overview (page 11-9) .   After  they
have completed the act ivi ty,  discuss  their  answers  as  a  group.
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FOLLOW-UP
1.  Search the database for  a  photo showing some type of  farming in  the area where
you l ive or  a  place you have vis i ted.  How long ago was the photo taken? Has the
land changed s ince then? If  so,  how?

2.  Learn about the agricultural  history of  your own community .  Find other
websi tes  to  help you learn more.  Where else  can you f ind information?

3.  Find out  i f  any reclamation or irrigation projects were implemented in  your
own area.  When were they s tar ted? What  impact  did they have on your  community?

3.  Look for more information on ear ly  farmers  such as  Levi  Painter.  You can f ind
one ar t ic le  (or iginal ly  publ ished in  1890)  on the internet  a t  rootsweb.com
(http: / / freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~npmelton/sacpain.htm)

REFERENCES AND RESOURCES
2003 Teacher resource guide:  A guide to  educat ional  materials  about  agricul ture .

Sacramento,  CA: Cal i fornia  Foundat ion for  Agricul ture  in  the Classroom, 2003.
Chang,  S.  The bi t ter  sweet  soi l :  The Chinese in  Cal i fornia agricul ture,  1860-1910

Berkeley,  CA: Universi ty  of  Cal i fornia  Press ,  1986.
Kel ley,  R.  L. Gold vs .  grain:  The hydraul ic  mining controversy 

in  Cal i fornia 's  Sacramento Val ley .  Glendale ,  CA: A.H.  Clark Co. ,  1959.
Kel ley,  R.  L.  Batt l ing the inland sea:  American pol i t ical  cul ture,  publ ic  pol icy,  

and the Sacramento Val ley,  1850-1986 .  Berkeley,  CA: Universi ty  of  Cal i fornia
Press ,  1989.

Jel inek,  L.J .  Harvest  empire:  A his tory of  Cal i fornia agricul ture .
San Francisco,  CA: Boyd and Fraser  Publ ishing Company,  1979.

McClurg,  S.  Water and the shaping of  Cal i fornia
Water  Educat ion Foundat ion and Heyday Books.

Mil ler,  C.  and Hyslop,  R.  Cal i fornia:  The geography of  diversi ty .
Pomona,  CA: Mayfield Publ ishing Company,  1983.

Schlebecker,  J .T.  Whereby we thrive:  a  his tory of  American farming,  1607-1972
Ames,  IA:  The Iowa State  Universi ty  Press ,  1975.

RELATED LINKS
California Department of  Food and Agriculture Kids 

(ht tp: / /www.cdfa.ca.gov/kids)
California Farm Bureau Federation

(ht tp: / /www.cfbf .com/info/)
California Foundation for Agriculture in the Classroom

(ht tp: / /www.cfai tc .org/)
Early California History:  An Overview

(ht tp: / /memory. loc.gov/ammem/cbhtml/cbrush.html)
National  Agriculture Statist ics  Service

(ht tp: / /www.usda.gov/nass/nasskids/nasskids .htm)
Sacramento's  Delta History

(ht tp: / /www.sacdel ta .com/his t .html)

11-4

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~npmelton/sacpain.htm
http://www.cdfa.ca.gov/kids
http://www.cfbf.com/info/
http://www.cfaitc.org/
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/cbhtml/cbrush.html
http://www.usda.gov/nass/nasskids/nasskids.htm
http://www.sacdelta.com/hist.html


background 11      CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE OVERVIEW

The Indians who l ived in  what  is  now Cal i fornia  re l ied on hunt ing
and gather ing plants  that  grew natural ly  in  the area for  food.
Except  for  l imited farming by Indians along the Colorado River,
agr icul ture  began in  Cal i fornia  in  the 1770s,  with the
establ ishment  of  the Spanish Missions.  Using Indian labor,  the
missions grew wheat ,  vegetables ,  grapes,  c i t rus ,  and other  f rui t  to
support  the people  l iving there .

By the 1830s,  when the missions had decl ined and Cal i fornia  was ruled by Mexico,
large ranchos were common.  Rais ing cat t le  for  hides  and ta l low became the most
important  agr icul tural  act ivi ty.  Hides were shipped to  New England to  provide
leather  for  shoes and other  i tems.  Most  of  these hides  were sent  on ships  f rom the
ports  of  San Diego and Monterey around South America’s  Cape Horn.  The weal thy
rancheros did not  need to  farm to provide al l  of  their  food,  and they could afford to
import  many goods.

By the t ime that  Mexico t ransferred control  of  Cal i fornia  to  the United States  in  the
1840s,  they had given away much of  the land in  grants .  One of  the people  to  receive
such a  land grant  was John Sut ter.  Although Swiss  by bir th ,  Sut ter  became a
natural ized Mexican ci t izen to  qual i fy  for  the land.  In  1840,  he began to  bui ld  the
set t lement  known as  Sut ter ’s  Fort ,  in  what  is  now Sacramento.  The next  year,  he also
star ted one of  the f i rs t  agr icul tural  projects ,  known as  Hoch Farm, on the Feather
River,  near  the current  town of  Yuba City in  Sut ter  County.  The name Hoch comes
from a German word meaning upper ,  perhaps referr ing to  a  place upriver  f rom
Sutter ’s  Fort .  Sut ter  developed the farm to provide wheat ,  f rui t ,  and vegetables  for
the residents  of  the Fort .

After  leaving Sut ter ’s  Fort  in  1849,  Sut ter  moved to  Hoch Farm, where he l ived with
his  family unt i l  1865.  Even on the farm,  cat t le  rust lers  or  squat ters  who disputed his
r ight  to  the land sometimes bothered him.  In  1865,  a  f i re  that  may have been set  by
an angry employee destroyed the farm,  and Sut ter  lef t  Cal i fornia  for  the East .

During the Gold Rush,  few people  in  Cal i fornia  except  Sut ter  took the t ime to  plant
crops.  Everyone wanted to  s t r ike i t  r ich in  the gold f ie lds .  However,  many miners
turned to  farming af ter  placer  mining quickly became unproduct ive.  Placer  mining
required only a  gold pan or  a  s luice box and a  c la im on a  r iverbank.  The hardrock
and hydraul ic  mining that  fol lowed the ini t ia l  Gold Rush were more expensive
operat ions,  requir ing large crews and special  equipment .  Hydraul ic  mining washed
vast  amounts  of  dir t  f rom hi l ls ides  using water  cannons (cal led monitors)  that  shot
je ts  of  water.  Debris  f rom this  type of  mining caused the Sacramento,  American,
Yuba,  and Feather  r ivers  to  f i l l  wi th  s i l t  and increased f looding along their  banks in
the val leys  below.  In  1884,  a  lawsui t  f inal ly  s topped hydraul ic  mining operat ions,
and the condi t ions for  val ley farmers  began to  improve.

11-5



Eventual ly,  the hide t rade of  the Spanish rancheros gave way to  wheat  farming,  the
introduct ion of  f rui t  and row crops,  and l ivestock ranching for  meat  and dairy
products .  By the 1860s,  Cal i fornia  farmers  were export ing wheat  to  England,  sending
i t  around Cape Horn on sai l ing ships .  These ships  could t ravel  in  deep water  and
were not  as  expensive to  operate  as  coal-burning s teamboats .  Wheat  was a  major
crop unt i l  about  1900,  when the amount  of  grain the land would produce began to
decl ine.  Wheat  farming without  crop rotat ion had depleted the soi l ,  and Cal i fornia
even had to  import  wheat  to  meet  the needs of  i ts  own ci t izens.  Although wheat  and
other  grains ,  such as  bar ley,  cont inued to  be important  in  the Sacramento and San
Joaquin Val leys ,  farmers  increasingly began to  plant  row crops and orchards.
Processing and shipping agricul tural  products  a lso became an important  industry.
The rai l road’s  arr ival  le t  farmers  ship some crops by rai l ,  a l though i t  in i t ia l ly  was
more cost  effect ive to  ship wheat  by boat .  However,  the development  of  refr igerated
rai l  cars  eventual ly  opened markets  for  f rui t  and vegetable  crops in  the East .

Farming required a  big labor  force.  Many Chinese immigrants ,  a lmost  a l l  men,
arr ived in  Cal i fornia  during the Gold Rush and la ter  helped to  bui ld  the
Transcont inental  Rai l road.  Many of  these Chinese laborers  a lso found work on farms
in the Sacramento Val ley.  Some saved enough money to  buy small  farms of  their
own,  while  others  became sharecroppers .  In  fact ,  in  the 1880s,  the majori ty  of  farm
laborers  in  Cal i fornia  were Chinese men.  However,  in  1882,  the Chinese Exclusion
Act  barred the entry of  any more Chinese immigrants ,  and,  eventual ly,  other  e thnic
groups began to  replace the Chinese laborers ,  including workers  f rom Mexico and
Japan.

The cl imate  in  Cal i fornia  supports  a  wide var ie ty  of  crops,  but  most  of  the land s t i l l
requires  i r r igat ion for  successful  farming.  I r r igat ion dis t r ic ts  eventual ly  were formed
to manage large water  projects .  Although the Sacramento River  Del ta  soi l  was r ich,
farming there  required extensive reclamation work,  such as  draining swamps and
bui lding levees  to  s top annual  f looding.  Early effor ts  by individual  farmers  to  bui ld
levees in  the 1850s were not  very successful .  In  the 1860s,  legis la tors  passed laws to
establ ish reclamation dis t r ic ts .  Other  laws also rewarded those who invested in
reclamation work with refunds and the t i t le  to  the land they reclaimed.  Although
many acres  of  Del ta  land were reclaimed for  agr icul ture ,  this  la t ter  approach
sometimes meant  that  too many levees  were bui l t  wi th  too l i t t le  planning.

Building levees  and draining swamps was dir ty,  wet ,  and hard work,  and Chinese
laborers  were of ten the only ones wil l ing to  do i t .  Many of  the levees  bui l t  in  the
1880s were made of  peat  br icks  and mud.  However,  peat  would dry out ,  and mud
would crack,  so that  even these levees  were not  a lways high or  s t rong enough to
resis t  the force of  the r iver.
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The Chinese immigrants  in  Cal i fornia  brought  more with them than a  wil l ingness  to
work hard.  Most  had been farmers  in  China and were ski l led at  growing special ized
crops such as  celery.  Some brought  plants  and seeds from their  homeland that  they
eventual ly  grew in Cal i fornia .  Many other  farmers  in  the Sacramento area were
immigrants  f rom Portugal  or  I ta ly,  where they had learned how to grow crops in  a
dry Mediterranean cl imate .

In  the years  af ter  the United States  took control  of  Cal i fornia ,  land disputes  were
common and cont inued for  many years .  Cal i fornia  had sold a  large amount  of  the
land that  the federal  government  had given i t  when i t  became a  s ta te .  When the
rai l roads were bui l t  in  Cal i fornia ,  the U.S.  government  a lso gave rai l road companies
land in  exchange for  their  construct ion effor ts ,  much of  which they also sold.  St i l l ,
se t t lers  had a  diff icul t  t ime competing against  large landholders  to  purchase land for
small  farms.  However,  in  the la te  1800s and ear ly  1900s,  land was heavi ly  promoted
and sold by developers ,  and colonies  of  small  farms were establ ished in  many
locat ions including Thermali to ,  Orange Grove,  and the Natomas reclamation
dis t r ic ts .

The Natomas Consol idated Company began as  the Natoma Water  and Mining
Company in  1851,  bui lding a  water  canal  system for  mining and agricul ture  in  Placer
County.  When mining became less  prof i table ,  they became involved in  agr icul ture-
related projects .  The company used s team-powered dredging,  with what  was cal led a
clamshel l  dredge for  mining operat ions on the American River.  Such dredging also
al lowed the bui lding of  ta l ler,  s t ronger  levees  in  the Del ta  region.  In  1911,  the State
Reclamation Board was establ ished to  supervise  levee construct ion and reclamation
work.  Reclamation Distr ic t  1000 was located in  Sacramento County and Distr ic t  900
in Yolo County.  The Natomas Company began reclamation work in  Distr ic ts  900 and
1000 in  1912 and sold parcels  of  the reclaimed land for  farming.

********

11-7



11-8



act iv i ty  sheet  11 Agriculture                          ht tp : / /www.sacramentohis tory.org
CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE OVERVIEW

I .  Image Match
Match the image by putt ing the correct  letter next  to  the description.

1.  Beef  cat t le ,  Los Molinos

2.  Strawberry f ie ld  in  Yolo County.  

3 .  Fif th  a l fa l fa  cut t ing on Saylor 's  ranch in  Natomas Reclamation
Distr ic t  No.  1000.

4.  Notice  to  sel l  the assets  of  Bent  Nelson on August  12,  1871

5.  Pi le  of  potatoes

6.  Olive orchard near  Auburn

7.  Haul ing grapes to  Woodland

8.  Shipping produce in  1924

I I .  Agriculture Scramble
Number the fol lowing i tems from 1 to  4  by when they became important  
in  Cal i fornia  agr icul ture

wheat i r r igat ion dis t r ic ts oranges cow hides
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e . f . g . h.

d.
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act iv i ty  sheet  11 Agriculture
CALIFORNIA AGRICULTURE OVERVIEW

I .  Image Match
Match the image by putt ing the correct  letter next  to  the description.

    d    1.  Beef  cat t le ,  Los Molinos

    b    2.  Strawberry f ie ld  in  Yolo County.  

    f    3.  Fif th  a l fa l fa  cut t ing on Saylor 's  ranch in  Natomas Reclamation
Distr ic t  No.  1000.

    h    4.  Auct ion not ice  to  sel l  the assets  of  Bent  Nelson on August  12,  1871

    g    5.  Pi le  of  potatoes

    a    6.  Olive orchard near  Auburn

    c    7.  Haul ing grapes to  Woodland

    e    8.  Shipping produce in  1924

I I .  Agriculture Scramble
Number the fol lowing i tems from 1 to  4  by when they became important  
in  Cal i fornia  agr icul ture

   2    wheat    4     i r r igat ion dis t r ic ts    3     oranges    1     cow hides
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a. b. c .

e . f . g . h.

d.


