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President’s Message 
 
Greetings Pioneers, 

 

The Sacramento Pioneer Association’s annual 

meeting held March 14, 2018, at Del Paso Country Club, 

was an enjoyable affair. Many thanks to Karun Yee, Kay 

Wood, Julia Schaw and Charla King for all their work 

organizing the event. Welcome new Directors Bill Gould, 

Debbie Elliot, Fred Teichert and Brian Witherell, as well 

as Treasurer Jim Krtil and Secretary Thom Gilbert. 

Congratulations to Trisha Setzer, Pioneer of the Year 

for 2018, whose exceptional contribution to the 

Association as a director and chair of the events 

committee in recent years is greatly appreciated. 

Congratulations, as well, to Elk Grove High School 

graduate Matthew Sullivan, our scholarship winner, who 

will attend Sonoma State University as a freshman next 

fall. 

New Administrator Barbara Newton came highly 

recommended and is performing her duties splendidly. 

Invited guest speaker Patty Limerick, chair of the 

Center of the American West at the University of 

Colorado, Boulder, delivered an excellent talk at the 

Crocker Art Museum theatre on April 11. Attendance was 

fair, but those in the audience thoroughly enjoyed Ms. 

Limerick’s insights into how historians can effectively 

apply their perspectives to help manage contemporary 

issues. 

The Sacramento Pioneer Association’s partnership 

with KVIE to produce a documentary film about our 

organization’s early history is well underway The 

Association film committee met with KVIE Associate 

General Manager of Production Michael Sanford who 

introduced committee members to the film’s director, 

Tim Walton. A second meeting at the Center for 

Sacramento History, where Association artifacts and 

ephemera are archived, facilitated an introduction 

between Mr. Walton and Center Executive Director 

Marcia Eymann. 

The general theme of the film proposed by the 

Association’s film committee explores the spirit of the 

Pioneers of 1849 as a motivational force that played a 

significant role in the economic, civic and cultural 

development of Sacramento and the surrounding region. 

The primary subject will be the actions and achievements 

of the Association with honorable mention of the qualities 

and character of some of our illustrious members. 

The Sacramento Pioneer Association possesses a deep 

well of history from which to draw. For a filmmaker, 

there exists a wealth of visual subjects relevant to the 

Pioneers that are ideal for the camera. 

Old Sacramento, alone, contains Jones’s Hotel 

(Brannan House) where our organization first formed on 

January 24, 1854. The first Pioneer Hall, leased by the 

Association in the 1850s, is the candy shop next to 

Pioneer Park on J Street, between Front and 2nd Streets. 

Across the street stands the Sacramento Union building. 

Editors Dr. John F. Morse and James Anthony  served 

the Sacramento Pioneer Association as officers. The 

California State Railroad Museum showcases Thomas 

Hill’s mural of The Last Spike, which depicts no fewer 

than six Pioneers in attendance at completion of the 

Transcontinental Railroad. 

Other important subjects in Old Sacramento include 

structures owned by Pioneers, such as the B. F. Hastings 

building, Huntington & Hopkins Hardware and Booth & 

Co. Let us not forget the What Cheer House where 

Pioneer Henry Montfort worked as the Wells Fargo stage 

agent. 

Outside of Old Sacramento, within the active streets 

of the modern city, relics of the past relevant to our 

association are plentiful. Pioneer Hall, our organization’s 

flagship since 1869, stands on 7th Street, between J and 

K Streets. The D. O. Mills Bank building occupies the 

corner of 7th and J Streets. Both Darius Ogden and 

brother Edgar Mills served as treasurer of the 

Association. The Sacramento Valley Station (Amtrak) 

contains a mural by John MacQuarrie that depicts the 

groundbreaking of the Transcontinental Railroad at the 

foot of K Street on January 8, 1863. Multiple Pioneers 

can be identified in the mural. Marshall Park, at 27th and 

J Streets, contains a monument to James Marshall 

dedicated by the Association in 1918. Pioneer Grove in 

the Sacramento Historic City Cemetery offers extensive 

visual possibilities. 

The archived material related to the Association 

stored within the Center for Sacramento History is the 

capstone with such ephemera as hand written letters from 

John A. Sutter and the signatures of honorary 

Sacramento Pioneer Association members Ulysses S. 

Grant, William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt and 

William H. Taft, just to scratch the surface. 

The creative process is organic and unpredictable as 

an idea grows into a vision and that vision then takes 

form. The final product of this exciting film project can 

scarcely be imagined. Our trust, however, is well placed 

with professionals.  KVIE expects to complete and air 

the film on the PBS program ViewFinder in April or 

May of 2019 - a date we all look forward to. 

 

Michael Shepard, President 



Joseph Sims, The Last Pioneer 
By Michael Shepard 

 

Approximately two hundred new recruits of the 

1st Regiment of New York Volunteers (Company D) 

mustered in at Fort Hamilton, Brooklyn, for service 

in California during the war with Mexico in June of 

1847. This miscellany of would-be soldiers included 

a young Englishman, fifteen-year-old Joseph Sims. 

Already, at such a young age, he was far from his 

native England, and, at this juncture in his life, he 

prepared to embark on an expedition to serve a 

country that was not his own on a distant shore on 

the other side of the world. 

 

A fellow Englishman in Company D, William 

Redmond Ryan, recorded his own unsettled 

thoughts on the day of departure to California 

aboard the packet-ship Isabella on August 19, 1847: 

“We were going at last; but whither, few amongst us 

knew, and many cared not: indeed, as I have before 

said, none of us entertained any very sanguine ideas 

of ever returning; for, at this period, the steadier 

portion of the community regarded a voyage to 

California in the light of an enterprise approximately 

in sanity to an expedition to the moon, respecting 

which, in fact, much more was known.” 

 

The Isabella arrived in Monterey, California, on 

February 18, 1848, after six months at sea. The 

fighting in Alta California had been over for more 

than a year following the signing of the local Treaty 

of Cahuenga in January 1847. The war itself was 

coming to a close after the surrender of Mexico at 

Villa Guadalupe Hidalgo near that nation’s capital 

in February 1848. The United States Congress, 

however, would not ratify the treaty until March 10, 

1848. Not to mention, word travelled slowly and 

regiments in the field remained uninformed, 

especially in distant California where news of the 

war’s end didn’t reach Monterey until August 1848. 

 

After two weeks in Monterey, Joseph Sims’ 

Company D followed orders to once more board the 

Isabella and sail for La Paz in Baja California on 

March 2, 1848. They arrived at their destination in 

twenty days and remained billeted in that port town 

on the Sea of Cortez until ordered to march due 

south across the Lower California peninsula to 

engage an aggressive band of Californieros and 

Yaqui Indians who were raiding American soldiers 

and allied ranchers. The Skirmish at Todos Santos 

was fought and won by the soldiers of Company D 

on March 30 without losing a man. That assault has 

the designation of being the last battle of the 

Mexican-American War. Regimental historian 

Francis D. Clark notes of Company D in his work 

The First Regiment of New York Volunteers: “This 

company was without doubt the last command of 

American troops to leave the soil of Mexico after the 

close of the Mexican War.” In early September 

1848, the soldiers of Company D boarded the Ohio 

at Cabo San Lucas and returned to Monterey where 

Joseph Sims and fellow soldiers mustered out 

October 24, 1848. 

 

Historian Clark recounts the end of Company 

D’s service: “In one respect we were favored beyond 

any other regiment serving during the Mexican war, 

in being discharged in California the same year that 

gold was discovered at Sutter’s saw-mill, but a few 

months subsequent to that event.” Joseph Sims, free 

from government service at the age of sixteen, along 

with a group of fellow former soldiers including one 

Charles H. Ross, journeyed to the Mother Lode from 

Monterey. 

 

The group mined for a time at Mokelumne Hill, 

however, on December 25, 1848, Sims and Ross left 

their comrades and traveled together to Sutter’s Fort, 

which they reached in the last days of 1848. The two 

veterans mined along the American River in 1849, 

then ventured toward Shasta as far as Cottonwood 

Creek on the boundary of current Tehama and 

Shasta Counties before returning to Sacramento. 

 

Mr. Sims and Mr. Ross retired from prospecting 

at the same time that the forty-niners were just 

beginning to arrive in California. Realizing the 

agricultural opportunity that the rich soil of the 

Sacramento Valley offered, Sims and Ross 

homesteaded on the river a few miles south of 

Freeport. Flooding during the winter of 1849/50, 

however, devastated their homestead. They sold 

their claim on the river and relocated inland east of 

Freeport. 

 

Englishman Joseph Sims became a naturalized 

citizen of the United States on May 21, 1858, on the 

testimony of his army friend and business partner 

Charles H. Ross. In 1860, Ross sold his share of the 



1,100 acre partnership to Sims and relocated to 

Sacramento. That same year, Mr. Sims married Miss 

Mary L. Moor. The union produced three children: 

Hattie May, William Moor and Paul Revere Sims. 

 

Despite the dissolution of their land-partnership 

in 1860, Joseph Sims and Charles H. Ross remained 

lifelong friends. Both were members of the Society 

of Veterans of the Mexican War as well as the 

Sacramento Pioneer Association. From 1870 to 1871, 

Ross was the 14th president of the Pioneers. Mr. Ross 

died in 1876. Joseph Sims and Pioneer Hall builder 

Nathaniel Goodell were among the pallbearers at the 

funeral. Sims later served as the organization’s 35th 

president from 1896 to 1897 and again as the 45th 

president from 1908 to 1915. He served longer than 

any other president among the original pioneers. 

 

Born in 1832, Joseph Sims held another 

distinction as the youngest member of the 

Sacramento Pioneers. In 1891, he was a mere 59 

years of age when his fellow elders began to worry 

about the future of the Association’s assets including 

Pioneer Grove, Pioneer Hall and the large assortment 

of curios that had been collected over the years. As a 

result, the Sons and Daughters of the Sacramento 

Society of California Pioneers formed. The 

subordinate organization’s 1891 constitution reads: 

“The Sacramento Society of California Pioneers 

having proposed to us that we incorporate with only 

the lineal descendants of members of that Society as 

corporators, to which all its property interests shall at 

a proper time be transferred, charged with its 

management and the proper care of its cemetery plot 

in perpetuity…” V. S. McClatchy was elected 

provisional president of the organization by the elder 

Pioneers, but Joseph Sims’ son, William, was the 

first president to be elected by the Sons and 

Daughters when the organization incorporated on 

August 4, 1891. Daughter Hattie May and Son Paul 

Revere also joined the society. 

 

When, in 1908, the few remaining original 

Pioneers under President David Megowan decided 

that it would be a fine idea to sell Pioneer Hall to 

fund a pioneer memorial building on the grounds of 

Sutter’s Fort, and the Sons and Daughters 

vehemently protested the plan, Joseph Sims dissented 

with his own generation to side with the junior 

organization. The senior Pioneers argued, according 

to a March 6, 1908, article in the Sacramento Union, 

that “the old agreement,” with the Sons and 

Daughters, “was a sad mistake; that when men die 

they are a long time dead, and that no more than one 

generation, or at the utmost two, needs to pass until 

the dead have dropped out of mind and their graves 

are no longer kept green…that in another generation 

of time the Sons and Daughters’ society will not be 

able to maintain an organization capable of holding 

the property, and that the outcome will be its final 

sale and distribution; to whom no one can forecast.” 

Besides, they added as a coup de grâce, “we have 

changed our minds.” 

 

Mr. Sims, however, insisted “that the present hall 

is a memorial and monument to the pioneers; that 

there has been made a contract with the sons and 

daughters, and that it should be faithfully kept.” A 

lengthy legal battle ensued. In the end, the Sons and 

Daughters and Joseph Sims were victorious. Pioneer 

Hall was saved. One hundred and ten years later, the 

Pioneers still hold the property and the memory of 

the original Pioneers continues to be celebrated. 

 

Elected president of the Association a second 

time in 1908, Joseph Sims oversaw the December 4, 

1909, merger of the Sons and Daughters with the 

parent organization. Sims remained president of the 

Society for another six years until his death in 1915 

at the age of 83. Sons of Pioneers accepted the 

solemn honor as pallbearers to carry the last Pioneer 

of Sacramento County to his resting place in Pioneer 

Grove. 

 

 

 

 

 

Joseph Sims Elementary School in Elk Grove, 

established in 1998, was named in honor of Pioneer 

Joseph Sims, the first of the Freeport settlers to 

move inland. The Sims ranch remained in the family 

until Joseph’s grandson, also named Joseph Sims, 

died in 2000 at the age of 97. 
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Preserving the Legacy 

of California’s Chinese Pioneers 
By Karun Yee 

 

Perhaps our readers have visited Fiddletown, off 

of historic Highway 49 near Plymouth, in 

California’s Gold Country. Some Pioneers may 

recall the trip organized by the Association to the 

once bustling mining town to visit the famous Chew 

Kee herb store in April 2016. The destination is a 

must-see for every gold rush era enthusiast. The 

Chew Kee store is the only rammed earth, Chinese-

built building dating from the 1850’s in California. 

It is a museum and a veritable time capsule that 

contains original artifacts and furnishings that 

belonged to its 19th century Chinese residents. The 

store’s builder and first proprietor was Dr. Yee 

Fung Cheung, an herbal doctor trained in China, 

who is an ancestor of Sacramento Pioneer 

Association past-President Dr. Herbert Yee.  

 

By the mid 1850’s, Fiddletown had a Chinese 

population of two thousand. The Chinese residents 

formed their own neighborhood and commercial 

section. Chinatown included merchandise stores, 

grocery stores, the herb shop, gambling house, 

brothels, residences and a boarding house. The 

Chew Kee store served as a community center for 

health, supplies and communication. 

 

Dr. Yee Fung Cheung retired and returned to 

China in 1907. His son, Yee Lok Sam (known as T. 

Wah Hing) brought his family from China to live in 

Sacramento and practice herbal medicine. Operation 

of the medical office in Fiddletown was sold to 

Chew Kee who turned it into a general merchandise 

and grocery store as well as an herbal apothecary. 

The original herb drawers, baskets, prescription 

packets and other personal paraphernalia remained. 

Chew Kee and his wife, Sigh Choy, adopted a 

young boy named Fong Chow Yow who was too ill 

to travel when his parents decided to return to 

China. Fong Chow Yow, better known as Jimmy 

Chow, lived in the herbal shop and worked as the 

town handyman until he passed in 1965 at the age of 

eighty. 

 

 Over the years, rain, wind, cold, extreme heat 

and decay have steadily taken their toll on the Chew 

Kee store. The last preservation measures occurred 

in 1988. Now, thirty years later, the building’s shake 

roof is showing signs of age, including broken 

shingles, holes and leaks. The roof is critical to the 

continued life of the building and survival of the 

thousands of objects within. Without roof 

replacement, this precious remnant of Chinese 

American history will ultimately deteriorate and this 

visible legacy of California’s Chinese pioneers will 

be lost. 

 

The Sacramento Pioneer Association generously 

contributed $5,000 toward the Fiddletown 

Preservation Society’s “Raise the Roof” campaign 

to raise $50,000 for roof replacement and 

preservation of fragile artifacts within the store. For 

Pioneers who would like to ensure the historic Chew 

Kee store remains preserved for the benefit of future 

generations, the Fiddletown Preservation Society 

will gratefully accept additional contributions. All 

donations are tax deductible and can be mailed to 

Fiddletown Preservation Society, P.O. Box 53, 

Fiddletown, CA  95629. The Society is a not for 

profit 501(c)(3), EIN #51-0180800. 

 

Karun Yee serves on the Sacramento Pioneer 

Association Board of Directors. She chairs the 

scholarship and events committees. Karun also is a 

board member of the Fiddletown Preservation 

Society and is historical chair for the Chinese 

American Council of Sacramento.  
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1885 map showing the land owned by Joseph Sims. The Sims property is 

now in the North Laguna district west of Franklin Boulevard. 


