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In the Placer Press of Saturday, Sept 18th, we find the following highly interesting report 
from the County Surveyor of that county : To the Citizens of Placer County:  

Gentlemen:—The following is a report of an examination and partial survey of the Placer 
County Emigrant Road, made in the month of August, 1856, in company with the 
following named gentlemen: James Herrick and David Orr, from the town of Yankee 
Jim's; George Haycock, A. G. McCook, Capt. W. C. Gray, and James Gist, of lowa Hill. The 
Forks House we made our starting point. It is situated at the junction of the Michigan 
Bluff, Yankee Jim's, and lowa Hill roads. To this point teamsters haul full loads. From the 
Fork House to the Secret Spring House, (a distance of eight miles,) all that is required to 
make a good wagon road is to remove the loose stones. From Secret Spring House to 
Robinson's Flat, (seven miles,) the road leaves Canada Hill, one-half mile to the south. 
After leaving Secret Spring House, the road ascends a hill known as Secret Hill, but with 
too much grade; and can be improved and made an excellent wagon road. The 
remainder of the road to Robinson's Flat requires but little improvement. From 
Robinson's Flat to the west summit of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, the distance is 
seventeen miles, (ridge road,) passing over no canons, and is generally good, with the 
exception of three places where the road is constructed on the highest part of the ridge; 
it should be graded around. For the entire last six miles before arriving at the summit, 
there is good grass and water. One mile west of the summit the road passes through a 
small valley, known as American Valley, having a fine stream of water flowing through it, 
and covered with grass; this stream is the headwaters of the North Fork of the middle 
Fork of the American River. The ascent to the summit is gradual—the surface smooth, 
and will require but little side hill cutting. A good road can be made at an angle of two 
degrees. From the west summit there is a fine view of Lake Bigler, (distance, air line, 
seven miles.) From the summit the road descends into the upper or north-west end of 
Squaw Valley— distance three miles. This portion of the road can be much improved, 
and made a good one by extending it so as to strike the lower end of Squaw Valley. 
Squaw Valley is the most beautiful valley the eye of man ever beheld. It is covered with 
luxuriant grass, and the soil is of the most productive nature. The valley is completely 
surrounded by mountains with the exception of the east end, at which point a most 
magnificent stream of water, that flows through the entire length of the valley, empties 



into Truckee river. There is contained in the valley about five hundred acres of tillable 
land. From the upper end of Squaw Valley there is a nearly level road of two miles, to 
the crossing of Truckee River. The ford is good. At the time of our crossing, the river was 
two feet deep and thirty wide—the current rapid, and the bed of the stream solid. At 
this point, the river runs in a northerly direction. From the crossing at Truckee, the road 
extends along the east banks of the river five miles, to the head waters of the river, (Lake 
Bigler.) This five miles of road requires but a small amount of labor to make it a good 
road, with only sixty feet grade to the mile. Truckee river, at its head, is four feet deep 
and ninety wide, and running in a northwesterly direction. Bigler Lake is a noble sheet of 
water, forty-five [sic] miles in length, and at this point fifteen miles wide [sic]. All along 
the western shore of the lake, the water does not exceed five feet in depth to the 
distance of about twenty rods from the shore. It then evidently becomes very deep, as 
there is a well defined line of deep blue extending parallel with the shore. The bottom of 
the lake, so far as I explored it, is composed of a soft granite rock, covered over with fine 
particles of granite or sand and round-washed gravel, resembling the gravel in the hill 
diggings in many places in Placer county. The view of the lake and surrounding 
mountains is most magnificent. The lake is entirely closed in with mountains, and it is 
impossible to detect the outlet by which Truckee River flows from it, unless you are in 
the immediate vicinity of the river. At this point we parted company with a party of 
ladies and gentlemen from Forest Hill, in this county, with whom we fell in at the Forks 
House ; and whom, when we parted with them, appeared to be enjoying themselves 
very much. From the shore of the lake at the head of Truckee river, the road extends 
nearly parallel with the west shore to the north end of the lake, (a distance of twelve 
miles,) and being a good road, with the exception of two miles, which requires some 
side hill cutting—the road passes by several pieces of good meadow land. From the 
north end of the lake the road commences ascending the east summit of the Sierra 
Nevada mountains. The ascent is easy, the surface smooth, and will require but a small 
amount of side hill cutting to make it a good road; the distance is three miles, and there 
is an abundance of good grass the entire distance. From the summit to Washoe Valley, 
the distance is five miles; the road for the most part has been worked, and a large 
amount of side hill cutting done. Two miles below the summit, a slide of loose granite 
rock and sand has taken place, since the road was made, and has covered it for twenty 
rods. Five men in a week's time would place the road in its original position. From the 
summit to Washoe Valley the road can be made a good one. The entire distance from 
the Forks House to Washoe Valley is sixty-two miles. From the Forks House to Yankee 
Jim's, fifteen miles; from the Forks House to lowa Hill, twelve miles. From Yankee Jim's to 
the Forks House the road is very good, and is traveled by heavily laden teams. Washoe 
Valley is entirely occupied by the Mormons. Orson Hyde, who is Judge of Probate, is 
building a large mill, and the Mormons in the immediate vicinity of the mill have laid a 
city and commenced building operations. The Mormons are favorably disposed towards 



the Placer County Road, and expressed their willingness to improve that portion of the 
road lying within their Territory. I had a long conversation with Judge Hyde upon the 
subject, and he expressed himself emphatically in favor of improving the road. Labor to 
the amount of eight thousand dollars properly expended will cause it to be traveled in 
preference to any other route crossing the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The road for the 
most part is a ridge road, requires but a small amount cf side hill cutting, and crosses 
but one stream that exceeds five feet in width, (the Truckee river,) and that but once. 
Sixty feet above the present crossing a bridge of fifty feet span will reach from bank to 
bank above high water mark. My impression is that the Placer County Emigrant Road 
can be improved and made a good road with less expense than any other route—will be 
shorter, and is the most central road extending from Carson Valley into the State. Yours, 
respectfully, Thos. A. Young, County Surveyor of Placer county. 

 


