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The Southern Emigrant Trail
By Phil Brigandi

The old Butterfield Stage station at Vallecito, circa 1912.
(Courtesy the Hemet Area Museum) 

The Southern Emigrant Trail has a long and 
interesting history. In its heyday, it was the 
major overland route in and out of Southern 
California. It played a part in every era of our 
history for more than a century. Its most fa-
mous era was the period from the start of the 
Mexican War, through the California Gold 
Rush, and on to the days of the Butterfield 
stage. But unlike many other early overland 
trails, the Southern Emigrant Trail survived 
the coming of the railroad, and was still be-
ing used to cross the California desert well 
into the 20th Century. 

The Southern Emigrant Trail has been 
known by a variety of different names over 
the years. In Mexican times it was the Sono-
ra Road. Later it was the Gila Trail, the Fort 
Yuma Road, or simply the Southern Route. It 
first came to be known as the Emigrant Road, 
or the Emigrant Trail, during the Gold Rush 
years. The name Southern Emigrant Trail did 
not become popular until the 1930s, but it 
captures the history of the trail very well.

East of the Gila River, there was no one over-
land trail. Instead, a network of trails crossed 
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Southern Emigrant Trail
(Continued from Page 1)

the Southwest, combining to eventually 
converge on the Gila River. From there, a 
single trail followed the Gila down to Yuma 
Crossing. 

After crossing the Colorado, the Southern 
Emigrant Trail dipped south into Mexico to 
avoid the Algodones sand dunes in Imperial 
County, re-entering the United States along 
the New River at Calexico. Most overland 
travelers agreed that the worst stretch of the 
trail was from there to Carrizo Creek, across 
what is now Imperial County. 

Carrizo was the first dependable water 
after 90 miles of hand-dug wells and inter-
mittent streams. Not good water, mind you, 
just dependable. From there it was on to the 
oasis at Vallecito, then the tough, rocky climb 
over the Campbell Grade to Mason Valley. 
Next came the squeeze through Box Canyon, 
and the easy pull across Blair Valley – now 
a popular camping spot in the Anza-Borrego 
Desert State Park.

The long grade up the San Felipe Valley to 
Warners Pass (today’s Teofulio Summit) fi-
nally brought travelers out of the desert. At 

Warners Ranch, the main trail divided, with 
one branch heading off to San Diego, and the 
other continuing on through Temecula and 
Isaac Williams’ Rancho del Chino on its way 
to Los Angeles. 

First to follow the trail were the Indians, 
who probably followed animal trails to find 
the watering places along the way. The trail 
served as a trade route between the moun-
tain valleys and the Colorado River, and con-
nected the villages and gathering sites scat-
tered across the desert. An American soldier 
in 1846 noted, “The constant seeing of pieces 
of pottery [along the trail] shows that the 
Indians have traversed it [since] time out of 
mind.”

The famed Anza Trail also crossed the Col-
orado River at Yuma, but then turned north 
and east, across the Borrego Valley, eventually 
leaving the desert by way of Coyote Canyon. 
For a few brief years, the Anza Trail was the 
major overland route in and out of California. 
Two Spanish settlements were even estab-
lished on the Colorado River, near the Yuma 
Crossing, to guard and develop the area. But 
relations with the Yuma people soon soured, 
and in 1781 both settlements were destroyed, 
and most of the settlers killed. 

The Southern Emigrant Trail (highlighted) as shown on “Bancroft’s Map of the Colorado Mines,”
published in 1863. (Brand Book #10)
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Spanish military forces were soon march-
ing down the Anza Trail to launch a series 
of reprisals, and to free the settlers who had 
been taken captive. In April, 1782, Captain 
Pedro Fages led a group of soldiers out to the 
river along the Anza Trail. But on their re-
turn, at San Sebastian Marsh (Harpers Well), 
Fages and his men turned west to Carrizo, 
and continued up past Vallecito into Mason 
Valley, and then followed Oriflamme Can-
yon into the Cuyamaca Mountains, finally 
reaching San Diego.

Fages explored this Oriflamme-Vallecito-
Carrizo route again in September of 1782, and 
apparently in 1785. Two years later, while 
serving as governor, Fages proposed that a 
garrison be stationed at Vallecito, in hopes of 
reviving the overland route to Mexico. But 
with the Yuma Crossing still closed to the 
Spanish, nothing came of the plan. 

It was not until Mexico broke away from 
Spain in 1821 – taking California with them 

– that the government again began to take 
an interest in the old desert trails. Talk of re-
opening an overland route across the desert 
began in the early 1820s. Then in July of 1824, 
Lt. Santiago Argüello led a contingent of sol-
diers out from the San Diego Presidio to the 
Colorado River, chasing horse thieves. They 
entered the desert via Warner Pass, and con-
tinued down past Vallecito and Carrizo and 
on to the river.

Soon after, Mexican soldiers sought a new 
route to the Yuma Crossing over the San Gor-
gonio Pass and down the Coachella Valley. 
To try to hold the route open, a crude fort was 
established in Imperial Valley, on the west 
bank of the New River. It was abandoned af-
ter an Indian attack in April, 1826, that left 
three soldiers dead and three wounded. 

It soon became apparent to the Mexican ex-
plorers that the Vallecito-Carrizo route was 
a better choice than the San Gorgonio Pass, 
and in 1826 Gov. Echeandía recommended 

Alamo Mocho (the chopped cottonwood) was one of the best-known watering places
along the Mexican portion of the trail. Today, it is within sight of the 

Mexicali Airport. (Author’s photo, 2007)
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it as the official overland mail route to So-
nora. The trail became known as the Sonora 
Road, and by the 1830s was a regular route 
of travel.

The Mexicans were not the only ones fol-
lowing the Sonora Road. American fur trap-
pers and traders were on the trail by 1831. J.J. 
Warner came over the trail late that year in 
a party led by David Jackson, to buy mules 
for the New Mexican market. Isaac Williams 
came with trapper Ewing Young a few weeks 
later. Both Warner and Williams would later  
return to settle along the trail.

In 1832, English botanist Dr. Thomas 
Coulter (the namesake of the Coutler Pine) 
went to the Colorado River and back along 
the trail, collecting specimens. In his notes, 
he mentions both San Felipe and Carrizo by 
those names. Vallecito probably also received 
its name around this time. 

In 1834, Luis Arenas received a provisional 
rancho grant to the San Felipe Valley, and 
may have moved some of his cattle into the 
area. After Arenas abandoned his claim, the 
land was granted to Felipe Castillo in 1846. 

Castillo’s 10,000-acre Rancho Valle de San 
Felipe was the easternmost rancho in Califor-
nia, and it was hoped that by occupying the 
valley, Castillo and his vaqueros could help 
“keep vigilance on that part of the frontier.”

It was the Mexican War that first brought 
the Southern Emigrant Trail to the attention 
of most Americans. Soon after the outbreak 
of war in 1846, General Stephen Watts Kearny 
and his “Army of the West” set off from Ft. 
Leavenworth, Kansas to attempt to capture 
the Mexican territories of New Mexico and 
California.

New Mexico was quickly subdued, and 
leaving most of his men there, Kearny con-
tinued on to California with 110 men from 
the First Dragoons. They reached Carrizo 
Creek on November 28, 1846. Lt. William H. 
Emory, whose official account of the march 
was later widely read, reported that the next 
day, while marching on to Vallecito:

The day was intensely hot, and the sand 
deep; the animals, inflated with water and 
rushes, gave way by the scores; and, although 

Looking up the San Felipe Valley from the top of Granite Mountain. The trail ran close to the modern highway
(Route S-2). Warner Pass is located on the upper left. (Author’s photo, 1999)
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we advanced only sixteen miles, many did 
not arrive at camp until 10 o’clock at night. 
It was a feast day for the wolves [coyotes?] 
which followed in packs close on our track, 
seizing our deserted brutes and making the 
air resound with their howls as they battled 
for the carcasses.

General Kearny believed California was 
already firmly in American hands, but he 
found out differently on December 6, 1846, 
when his men were overrun by a force of Cal-
ifornia lancers at San Pasqual. The war was 
not over yet.

In an effort to reinforce California, the Army 
turned to Brigham Young and his Mormon 
followers, who were beginning to make their 
way to the Salt Lake Valley. The Mormon of-
ficials agreed to allow nearly 500 young men 
to enlist for one year in what became known 
as the Mormon Battalion. Besides serving as 
a convincing display of loyalty during war-
time, the enlistment also meant the U.S. Gov-
ernment would be footing the bill for moving 
these men across the continent, and their pay 
would help fund the migration of the rest of 

the Mormons to their new Zion in Utah.
The Mormon Battalion was under the 

command of a regular Army officer, Lt. Col. 
Philip St. George Cooke. His orders were to 
march the Battalion to California; but unlike 
Kearny’s troops, they would be traveling 
with heavy supply wagons. The Battalion left 
Fort Leavenworth six weeks after Kearny, 
and reached Carrizo Creek on January 16, 
1847 after three days and two nights without 
finding any water on the desert. “We were 
all weary & fatigued,” Private Henry Boyle 
wrote in his diary, “nearly naked & barefoot 
but our burning thirst drowned every other 
suffering. At the Summit of every hill ... how 
eagerly did we look forward and around us 
for the long expected watering place, but we 
were as often disappointed.”

By then, the Battalion had abandoned all 
but five of their wagons. After refreshing 
themselves in the slightly alkali waters of 
Carrizo Creek, they pushed on up the sandy 
wash to “Bajiocito” (as Cooke spelled it) – 
“altogether, it is the worst 15 miles of road 
since we left the Rio Grande,” he noted.

While they were camped at Vallecito, word 

Box Canyon, between Mason Valley and Blair Valley, on the Anza-Borrego Desert, was one of 
the most notorious stretches of the Southern Emigrant Trail. (Courtesy the Hemet Area Museum) 
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reached the Battalion that the Mexican forces 
at Los Angeles had capitulated five days be-
fore. The war was over.

But the next day, the Mormon Battalion dis-
covered they still had one last obstacle to face. 
When they reached Box Canyon on January 
19th, they found their wagons simply would 
not fit through the narrow, rocky gap. With 
Cooke leading the work, the men used axes 
and, he reported, “hewed a passage through 
a chasm of living rock.” The first wagon was 
unloaded, pulled apart, and carried through 
the pass. The second wagon, also emptied, 
was lifted by hand over the rocky barriers. 
But by the end of the day the trail had been 
widened, and the final wagons were driven 
through – the first wagons ever driven across 
the desert into Southern California.

Or were they? Cooke noted in his journal 
a few days before, “The guides had told me 
it was a good, firm road, with a very narrow 
canyon for a short distance, but that a Mr. 
Ward’s wagon from Sonora had passed it, 
and no doubt we could.”

Box Canyon (also sometimes called Cooke’s 
Pass, or Devil’s Canyon) remained a famous 
landmark on the trail for years to come. John 
R. Bartlett came through the canyon with the 
U.S. Boundary Commission in 1852, and left 
this description:

This defile consists of perpendicular walls 
of rock about fifteen feet high, and of a width 
barely sufficient for wagons to pass. In its bed 
are large masses of rock reaching to the axle-
trees. At the narrowest point one of the wag-
ons stuck fast: but after taking out the mules, 
by dint of lifting and prying, we at length got 
through. The space here was but two inches 
wider than the axletrees of the wagons. There 
were also several steep and rocky descents 
where the wheels had to be locked and the 
wagons held back with ropes.

Lorenzo Aldrich put it more succinctly in 
1849 – “It is the most hideous road I ever 
saw.”

Though the Mexican War was over, in the 
fall of 1848 Major Lawrence Graham and his 
Second Dragoons were dispatched from Chi-
huahua to California to reinforce the troops 

stationed here. With 275 soldiers and 160 
wagons tended by more than 200 teamsters, 
Graham’s men made a formidable force 
crossing the desert. 

Even crossing in wintertime, water was a 
problem. Cave Couts (who later settled in 
San Diego County) reported that across the 
87 miles from Yuma Crossing to Carrizo 
Creek, only one spot – 35 miles from the river 
– had water which “can be used.”

Graham and his Dragoons spent most of 
December of 1848 camped at Vallecito; they 
threw up some sod walls for shelter, and 
both man and beast tried to recover from the 
rigors of the desert. They noticed that the 
trail into California was growing busier and 
busier each day. Before long, they found out 
the reason why. 

In January of 1848, a carpenter named 
James Marshall had picked up a few flecks of 
gold out of the tail race of a sawmill he was 
building for John Sutter. Within a few weeks, 
the word had leaked out. Gold! Gold from 
the American River! The California Gold 
Rush was on.

The ‘49ers have become a part of our 
American mythology, but the Gold Rush was 
nearly a year old before they began to arrive. 
The first outsiders to reach the new Califor-
nia gold fields came from Mexico in 1848, 
and they came across the Southern Emigrant 
Trail. Cave Couts noted in December of 1848, 
“The whole state of Sonora is on the move, 
are passing us in gangs daily, and say they 
have not yet started.”

Between October 1848 and April 1849, an 
estimated 5,000 to 6,000 miners left Sonora for 
California. In April of 1850, Yuma Crossing 
ferryman A.B. Lincoln claimed he had trans-
ported more than 20,000 Mexicans across the 
river since first of the year.

The Mexican miners mostly worked the 
southern Mother Lode country, leaving be-
hind towns with names like Sonora, and Hor-
nitos. Some had already made their pile (or 
simply given up) and were returning home 
along the Southern Emigrant Trail as the 
American ‘49ers were on their way in. Others 
were eventually driven out of the gold fields 
by the American miners, who saw no reason 
to share the rich ground with outsiders.
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About a third of the 60,000 or so ‘49ers who 
came overland to California came by way 
of the Southern Emigrant Trail – perhaps as 
many as 20,000 of them. Thousands more fol-
lowed in their wake as the Gold Rush contin-
ued on into the 1850s. Yet the trail is hardly 
mentioned in most histories of the Gold 
Rush. 

Most of the ‘49ers who traveled the South-
ern Emigrant Trail came from the South. 
About 3,000 miners came by way of Texas 
in 1849, another 3,000 left through Arkansas 
that spring and summer, and about 2,500 
more came via Missouri on the Santa Fe Trail 
(though some of them followed the Old Span-
ish Trail into California across the Mojave).

Back on the desert in ‘49 with the United 
States Boundary Commission, Cave Couts 
met so many Southerners on the trail that he 
began to wonder if there was anyone left in 
Arkansas. If there were, the former Tennes-
sean joked in his journal, “it is more numer-
ously populated than I had anticipated.”

Many of the ‘49ers carried Lt. Emory’s new-
ly published journal of the Kearny march. 
Others simply made their way as best they 
could. Camped at Vallecito in September, 
1849, Couts complained,

[I] have been troubled nearly to death by 
the emigrants inquiring the route to Los 
Angeles and San Diego. If I have made one 
I have made a hundred way-bills [maps] for 
them in the last three days.

Unlike the northern route, the Southern 
Emigrant Trail was open all year, with the 
‘49ers still crossing the Southwestern deserts 
in the heat of summer. Then there was the 
crossing of the Colorado River – a challenge 
any time of year. Steep banks, swift water, 
and quicksand made it a dangerous proposi-
tion. 

The first of several ferry boat operations 
at Yuma was established at the beginning 
of 1850. It was soon taken over by what his-
torian Arthur Woodward called “a gang of 
greedy, unscrupulous hoodlums” who were 
all murdered in April, 1850.

Soon after that, a new company was formed 
under the management of William Ankrim 

and Louis Jaeger. They began service in Au-
gust of 1850, with a boat built of local cot-
tonwood lumber. Within the first year, they 
carried more than 40,000 passengers over the 
river. Eventually Jaeger took over the entire 
operation, and by buying out his competi-
tors, took control of all the ferry business on 
the lower Colorado. It was a booming busi-
ness until 1877, when the Southern Pacific 
built the first bridge across the river. 

To help keep the crossing open, Fort Yuma 
was established in 1850. Army supply trains 
now regularly crossed the desert, and a sup-
ply depot was established at Vallecito. By 
1852, a one-room “soddy” had been built 
there. The Army also maintained a semi-
weekly mail service between San Diego and 
Fort Yuma for most of the 1850s.

William B. Chamberlain kept one of the 
most detailed journals of the Southern Emi-
grant Trail. On August 15, 1849, he and his 
companions reached the dry lower stretches 
of Carrizo Creek. He writes:

The sight of the dry creek bed would not 
allay our thirst, and we made all haste up 
it until we reached the head, where a small 
rivulet is formed by the water oozing out of 
the ground in several places, flowing a short 
distance, and then disappearing in the sand. 
In our eagerness to reach water, it was the 
best man, or rather, the best animal foremost. 
We were scattered all along the way, and the 
last of the company did not get up for two 
hours after the first. We reached this point at 
11 a.m. The water, though clear as crystal, 
has a peculiar and unpleasant taste. We ate 
a piece, but we could find nothing for our 
animals to feed upon. There are a large num-
ber of Senorians [sic] encamped here, resting 
their stock, before they undertake crossing 
the desert.... They gave us glowing accounts 
of the gold diggings, and had large quanti-
ties of the dust in their possession. This ap-
pears to be a general encamping place, but 
the stench arising from the number of dead 
animals strewed about is almost sickening. 
Packed up and left Carrizo creek at 3 o’clock 
p.m. Traveled up a narrow valley in a N.W. 
direction. The mountains on either side have 
a barren aspect, and the only vegetation in 
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the valley is the mezcal [sic] plant and a few 
stunted, prickly bushes. Seeing some palmet-
to trees on our right [Palm Spring] we judged 
we should find water there, and we were not 
disappointed. There are several springs, but 
the water was very bad, beside being polluted 
by the dead horses and mules that lay in and 
about them. We were obliged to encamp for 
the night, and left our animals to browse 
upon the few bunches of bear grass that grew 
around. Satisfied that we are now across the 
much dreaded desert, we lay down early and 
enjoyed the most comfortable night’s rest we 
have had in a long time....

As Chamberlain suggests, miners were not 
the only travelers on the Southern Emigrant 
Trail. The Gold Rush had opened up a vast 
market for beef and mutton in California, 
and cattlemen and sheepmen from Texas, 
New Mexico, and northern Mexico soon took 
to the trail, driving their animals overland to 
sell to hungry miners. 

Sheep made up most of the traffic, many 
of them coming from Mexico. In 1853 some 
135,000 sheep were driven across the desert; 
they sold in the mines for about $10 a head. 
Fewer came over the trail in 1854-55, but in 
1856 some 200,000 sheep came to California 
on the Southern Emigrant Trail, followed 
by 130,000 more in 1857 (though by then the 
price had dropped to just $3-4 a head). Loss-
es were always heavy crossing the desert – 
sometimes reaching 70% of the herd –but the 
potential profits made it worthwhile.

The first cattle were said to have come over 
the Southern Emigrant Trail in 1848. Dur-
ing the Gold Rush, cattle prices in California 
jumped from just $2 to $20-30 a head. Cattle 
drives on the trail peaked around 1854, when 
over 60,000 head crossed the river at Yuma. 
Most of the cattle came from Texas.

The desert crossing was especially hard on 
the livestock. On his arrival at Carrizo in June 
of 1849, Asa B. Clarke wrote, “The whole 
distance, we passed carcasses of mules and 
horses, particularly at the end of the route; 
I should judge at least 30 or 40 a day.” That 
fall, Lewis B. Harris noted in his diary:

It was really sickening to see the dead ani-

mals scattered along the road. For over 150 
miles we were hardly ever out of the sight of 
a carcass and at the watering places it was 
almost impossible to remain on account of 
the stench. They were mostly pack mules but 
along the last part of the desert the oxen failed 
very fast.

Lt. Thomas Sweeny, who was stationed at 
Fort Yuma in 1851, wrote, “I have christened 
it ‘Bone Desert’ because the route is marked 
out by the line of bones and skeletons of 
oxen, mules, sheep and other animals that 
have perished while traversing it.”

Beginning in the 1850s, several stage lines 
rolled along portions of the Southern Emi-
grant Trail. The first was the “Jackass Mail” 
(properly, the San Antonio and San Diego 
Mail Line), launched in July, 1857 by James E. 
Birch. Stage coaches were run as far as Yuma, 
then parcels and passengers were loaded on 
mules to cross the desert – hence the line’s 
insulting nickname. The route left the trail 

Old desert sign post along Coyote Wash
in Imperial County, probably erected in
the early 1900s. (Auithor’s photo, 2002)
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above Vallecito and climbed the mountains 
on its way to San Diego. 

But the Jackass Mail was quickly supplant-
ed by the famous Butterfield overland stage, 
which ran 2,700 miles from Tipton, Missouri 
to San Francisco. Like the Jackass Mail, the 
Butterfield was subsidized by a substantial 
government mail contract. Service began in 
September, 1858. The fare for passengers av-
eraged about $150, and the jolting ride took 
about 23 days. The coaches were almost con-
stantly on the move, day and night, pausing 
only to change horses. Passengers had to 
grab what sleep and meals they could along 
the way.

Reporter Waterman L. Ormsby was the 
only through passenger on the first west-
bound stage, and left a detailed account of 
his journey. “Vallecito,” he wrote, “or Little 
Valley, is a beautiful green spot – a perfect oa-
sis in the desert; it is about five miles square, 

surrounded by rugged timberless hills, and 
the green bushes and grass and hard road are 
a most refreshing relief from the sandy same-
ness of the desert.” 

“In the valley of San Felipe,” he adds, “we 
saw a number of prosperous Indian ranches, 
where they raise corn and melons and live 
much like white folks.”

The classic Concord-style stagecoaches 
were too heavy for the long pull across the 
California desert, so the Butterfield relied on 
open “mud wagons” to make the trip. Even 
so, a change station was needed at Palm 
Spring, between Carrizo and Vallecito, to 
switch out the tired horses.

The start of the Civil War in the spring of 
1861 marked the end of the Butterfield. Yet 
despite its short history, the name has be-
come ubiquitous in Southern California, 
leading to no end of confusion, with almost 
any staging operation likely to be called “the 

The old Butterfield station at Oak Grove, as it appeared in the 1930s.
It still stands today, along Highway 79, south of Temecula.

(Author’s collection)
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Butterfield” by some forgetful old timer or 
careless historian.

But the end of the Butterfield did not mean 
the end of the Southern Emigrant Trail. Mili-
tary travelers now made use of the trail.

In the early days of the war, the South 
made a concerted effort to control the South-
west and ultimately – they hoped – the rich 
gold mines of California. Rebel forces from 
Texas marched across New Mexico and de-
clared Arizona a Confederate territory. This 
took them right to Southern California’s back 
door at the Yuma Crossing, and Fort Yuma 
and the Southern Emigrant Trail suddenly 
became strategic points.

Several new military outposts were estab-
lished in 1861 to guard Southern California 
from Rebel forces. One of these was Camp 
Wright, first established at Warners Ranch 
in October of 1861, but just five weeks later 
moved 20 miles up the trail to Oak Grove, 
where the former Butterfield station was con-
verted into a supply depot and hospital.

Along with Confederate forces moving 
into the Southwest, there were also groups 
of Californians heading east along the trail to 
join the Confederate Army. One of these par-
ties was led by Dan Showalter, a former State 
Assemblyman. But one of the men made the 
mistake of sending a letter ahead telling of 
their plans. It was intercepted by the Army, 
and soldiers from Camp Wright were de-
ployed to stop Showalter and his men. They 
were captured on November 29, 1861 in the 
hills above Warners Ranch, and were impris-
oned for quite a while at Fort Yuma.

Camp Wright was manned until June of 
1862. After that there was no regular garrison 
stationed there, but it was used as a way-sta-
tion by military supply trains and mail rid-
ers, and troops would occasionally stay there 
for a few weeks at a time – one of the last was 
a company of the California Native Cavalry 
in early 1865. Camp Wright was officially 
abandoned in December 1866.

Even with the war on, civilian travel con-
tinued over the Southern Emigrant Trail, and 
several of the old stations remained active. At 
Warners Ranch a new store appeared, built in 
1862 by Cyrus Kimble a mile and a half above 
the old Butterfield station. The adobe ruins 

are still there, but are rapidly melting away.
After the war, there was a new rush of set-

tlers along the trail. Many were from Texas, 
or the Southern states, looking to start a new 
life in California. Some of the best-known 
pioneer families in the Southern California 
backcountry came here during those years.

Several of the desert stations along the 
trail remained open for years. Carrizo was 
still occupied on into the late 1860s, and Val-
lecito seems to have stayed in business until 
shortly after the completion of the Southern 
Pacific railroad in 1877.

James E. Mason, a former “conductor” on 
the Jackass mail, returned to the area about 
that same time and took up residence in the 
old Butterfield station at Vallecito. He helped 
with the first full survey of the area in 1879, 
and immediately filed a homestead on the 
site, proving up his claim in 1884. Later his 
family moved up to the nearby valley that 
still bears their name. The old Vallecito sta-
tion eventually fell into ruins, but was rebuilt 
in the 1930s, and is now a popular San Diego 
County park.

At Warners, Cyrus Kimble ran his store un-
til his murder in 1865. In later years, Henry 
Wilson – who had previously been down at 
Carrizo – took over the store and ran it until 
about 1920. Author J. Smeaton Chase visited 
there around 1916:

An old pioneer, Wilson by name, keeps a 
pretence of a store on this road, about mid-
way between Warners and the San Felipe. 
As a store it is merely a joke, and I take its 
real purpose to be that of a trap to detain the 
passer-by until the old fellow has satisfied his 
curiosity. He is the antiquity of the region, 
but unfortunately is so deaf that conversa-
tion, short of roaring, was impossible.

A few miles further on, at the fork of the 
trail, was the headquarters of the Warner 
Ranch. The adobe that still stands there was 
long assumed to have been built by J.J. War-
ner, who received a Mexican grant to the val-
ley in 1844. But in fact, it was built in 1857 
or ’58 by Ramon and Vicenta Carrillo, the 
new owners of the ranch. It also served as a 
Butterfield stage stop. Warner’s adobe was 
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across the creek; he was burned out by the 
Indians in 1851, and his home has long-since 
melted away.

Some of the other Butterfield stations in the 
area later became private homes. Joseph Gil-
fthaler moved into the abandoned stationed 
at Aguanga in the early 1860s. Since he was 
from Germany, the place became known as 
“the Dutchman’s.” To complicate things, Gil-
fthaler sold out in 1864 to another German 
immigrant, Jacob Bergman, so the Dutchman 
name survived, and has misled many people 
as to just when the Bergmans arrived. The 
family is still in Aguanga to this day.

The last important cattle drive along the 
trail was in 1890, when Walter Vail sent over 
900 head from his Empire Ranch near Tuc-
son, Arizona to the Warner Ranch. He had 
been shipping cattle by rail, but the Southern 
Pacific had raised their rates, so Vail decided 
to prove to the railroad that he didn’t need 

them. It worked, and the old rates were re-
sumed.

Local travel continued on the Southern 
Emigrant Trail in the 1890s, and so San Diego 
County erected a series of directional signs, 
giving the mileage to the nearest water. One 
of the old signs still stood on a rise above Val-
lecito Creek in the 1940s, when some wag 
painted “Hollywood & Vine” on it. The name 
stuck, and the original pole (now topped with 
a new sign) still survives.

Traffic along the trail increased after 1900, 
with the opening of the Imperial Valley for 
farming. Some prospective farmers even 
tried their luck as far north as Carrizo and 
Harpers Well. 

Harpers Well was one of several oil wells 
drilled on the desert during a short-lived oil 

The old Warner Ranch adobe (center) served as a Butterfield Stage station, and headquarters of the
Warner Ranch for many years. But recent research has shown that it was not built by J.J. Warner.

This photo ws taken looking south from the site of Warner’s 1849 adobe, across the creek
(Author’s photo, 2005)

(Continued on Page 16)
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Remembering Andy
Andy Dagosta was one of the main reasons I 

joined the Los Angeles Corral of The Westerners af-
ter my father’s death. I wanted to maintain ties with 
friends Dad had in the group. Andy was a good 
friend to Dad, as well as to me.

The first piece of art that I ever bought was a wa-
tercolor of a saloon by Andy. It still hangs in my liv-
ing room. My Dad picked it out for me at the Ren-
dezvous in 1982.

I didn’t actually meet Andy until I attended the 
Rendezvous for the first time in 1984 or 1985. Andy, 
his friend Max Barnett, and I hit it off from the start. 
After I left the state and couldn’t attend the Rendez-
vous, Dad would tell me how it went. He usually 
started off with “Andy and Max asked how you are 
doing.”

One of the years that I was gone, Dad played a 
little joke on Andy at the Rendezvous. He saw Andy 
bidding on a book at the auction. Every time Andy 
would bid, Dad would raise the bid. He saw Andy 
shooting him dirty looks but pretended that he was 
unaware of them. When the bidding was over, Dad 
was the high bidder.

They both sat at the same table for dinner afterwards. Andy was a bit frosty at first but by the 
end of dinner was swapping yarns with Dad again.

Later, Dad helped Andy take his unsold art out to Andy’s car. While doing this, he tried to 
slip the book, with a note inside, into Andy’s vehicle. Andy caught him in the act.

A couple weeks later, Dad received a package from Andy. Inside was a beautiful little water-
color of a saloon. A note was tucked in with the painting. It read as follows: “Here’s looking at 
you John. You’re a sly fox but you’re up against the Italian stallion. I told you I’d get even.” This 
watercolor, with the note attached to the back, is still in my mom’s living room.

I called Andy the day before our April meeting this year. It had probably been about around 
a year since we had last talked. I’d been living back in California for over four years, and I’d still 
never been to his home. I told him I would stop by and visit on my way down to the monthly 
meeting.

I arrived the next day and spent a couple of hours shooting the breeze with Andy and Ver-
nice. Andy’s memory was a little fuzzy on some things, but other things were crystal clear. He 
asked who of the old timers still came to the meetings. When I mentioned Ernie Hovard’s name 
he jumped right in and asked if he had ever told me the story of how they met.

Andy then told me that in 1946, following the war, he decided to move to California. When 
he told his brother this, his brother asked him to contact a shipmate that lived in California. His 
brother’s friend from the Navy was Ernie Hovard.

When I left Andy’s house to go to the meeting, I had a smile on my face. Every time I talked 
to Andy, whether in person or on the phone, he had that affect on me. I will always be glad that 
I took the time for what turned out to be our final visit.

At the service for Andy, he was characterized as a “gentleman.” I most wholeheartedly 
agree, that word fits Andy perfectly. However, I have one other word that also describes our 
old friend – Westerner.              – Tim Heflin
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Corral Chips
Spotted at a recent E Clampus Vitus plaque 

unveiling near Las Vegas, Nevada were Cor-
ral members Abe Hoffman, Glenn Thorn-
hill, Phil Brigandi, Mark Hall-Patton, and 
Sid Blumner. The historical marker com-
memorates the 78-year-old Railroad Pass 
Casino, the oldest continually operating 
gambling house in the state. It was placed by 
the Queho Posse Chapter. Hall-Patton is a 
former Noble Grand Humbug of the chapter. 
Blumner is a former Sublime Noble Grand 
Humbug of the ECV.

 
(Photo courtesy Abe Hoffman)

A slightly more genteel crowd met at Villa 
Gardens in Pasadena on July 25 for their an-
nual summer birthdays luncheon in honor of 
97-year-old Glen Dawson. After lunch, many 
of the guests headed over to The Huntington 
Library, for a special behind-the-scenes tour. 
Corral members taking part included John 
Robinson (marking his 80th birthday), Froy 
and Millie Tiscareño, Msgr. Francis Weber, 
and the twin birthday boys, Willis and Bill 
Osborne.

Southern Emigrant Trail
(Continued from Page 12)

Take A Drive . . .

Much of the Southern Emigrant Trail 
across Riverside and San Diego counties 
can easily be followed on paved highways. 
Take Interstate 15 south from Corona to Te-
mecula (or better yet, follow the old Tem-
escal Canyon Road to Lake Elsinore, then 
take Grand to Central to Palomar, which 
becomes Washington and finally Jeffer-
son, and brings you into old Temecula. It’s 
not that hard with a good map.)

From there, take Highway 79 south 
through Aguanga and Oak Grove to the 
Warner Ranch. Turn down County Road 
S-2 and you can drive all the way to Inter-
state 8 at Ocotillo, passing San Felipe, Box 
Canyon, and Vallecito. You’ll miss the site 
of the Carrizo Creek Butterfield station 
(accessible only by well-equipped four-
wheel-drive), but you’ll see lots of beauti-
ful desert country along the way.

boom in 1900-01. None of them were ever 
particularly successful, but oil exploration 
continued on the desert on into the 1930s.

Local cattle drives, desert homesteaders, 
prospectors, and even a few hearty tourists 
continued to follow the Southern Emigrant 
Trail between Warners and the Imperial Val-
ley in the 1910s and ‘20s. 

The automobile was coming along by then, 
and so in 1929 a group of road boosters se-
lected part of the old trail as the route for the 
new Imperial Highway, hoping to give Los 
Angeles its own link to the desert. For more 
than 40 years, the Imperial Highway Associa-
tion lobbied state and local agencies to build 
the road, and bits and pieces got paved or im-
proved. But it was not until 1961 that the final 
stretch was paved up over Sweeny Pass.

The last of the old Southern Emigrant Trail 
had been replaced by a highway. It had been 
more than 130 years since the first Mexican 
explorers found their way across the desert 
on a sandy, winding trail.




