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President’s Message 
 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic continues and appears to 

be worsening as Winter approaches so our 

association board continues to meet via Zoom. Our 

always enjoyable Holiday Party will not take place 

this year and our March annual meeting is looking 

pretty doubtful too. It now looks like the next 

physical event we can plan on with some 

confidence is the Summer/Fall picnic for 2021. We 

will hope for the best as effective vaccines become 

available over the next several months.  

 

In the meantime Steve Huffman and his committee 

are actively marketing the space now available in 

Pioneer Hall. As the pandemic recedes and our 

economy fully revives we are hopeful a good 

tenant will be found. Be sure to contact Steve or 

me if you have a hot prospect. 

 

We are planning an on-line presentation for all 

SPA members within the next few weeks. Please 

see the announcement included in this newsletter. 

We’ll send out an email with details very soon. 

 

Thanks again for your continued membership in 

the Sacramento Pioneer Association. Have an 

enjoyable and SAFE holiday season so that we can 

all meet again next year. 

 

Bill Schaw, 

President 

 

Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays during this peculiar 

year, when warm and festive gatherings are replaced with 

social-distancing and video calls. How apropos to read the 

words below of a forgotten Christmas penned by a 

Sacramento journalist one hundred and seventy years ago. 

 

Sacramento Daily Transcript 

December 25, 1850 

It is one of the delightful features of Merry England, 

the hearty and persevering observance of the Christmas 

holydays. Alas, that we have allowed it to pass so far into 

desuetude! The yule-log and Christmas game, where are 

they in America? Consecrated in the memory merely. No 

children come at early dawn to the chamber door and 

wake one with a sweet and simple carol. The Christmas 

tree is forgotten; and, although we wish a Merry 

Christmas to our friends, where is the merriment that 

follows. The village church and the gorgeous temple call 

to themselves the freshness of the pine tree - they lift the 

branches to their cornices, and the cedar weaves itself 

around their pillars - it is the very feast of the tabernacles; 

but too often the country folk and denizens of the city 

spend an hour or so in church, and thus only, celebrate the 

day. The good old customs that made Christmas the merry 

time it was, are too often forgotten. 
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Rev. O. C. Wheeler’s 

Pioneer Mission to California 

By Michael Shepard 

 

Sacramentans celebrated the ninth anniversary of 

California statehood on Friday, September 9, 1859, 

in grand fashion. The day’s official festivities, 

organized by the Sacramento Pioneer Association, 

commenced promptly at two o’clock with a 

procession that formed on Second Street at the hall of 

Hook and Ladder Co. No. 1, where the Pioneers held 

their regular meetings. A military escort that 

comprised the Independent City Guards, Sutter Rifles 

and Turn Verein Rifles led an entourage of marchers 

and carriages that included a band, city firemen, the 

board of city supervisors, Governor John B. Weller 

and state officers, the Pioneer Railroad Association 

(presumably the Sacramento Valley Railroad 

Association that incorporated the previous year), the 

Sacramento Pioneers and the public. The patriotic 

parade wound throughout the city’s business district, 

as far as Tenth Street and down to Front Street, then 

back up to the Congregational church of Rev. Jos. A. 

Benton on Sixth Street where Rev. O. C. Wheeler, a 

Baptist minister and constitutional member of the 

Sacramento Pioneer Association, delivered the day’s 

commemorative oration.  

No transcription of the reverend’s speech exists, 

however the Sacramento Daily Union journalist who 

reported the event in the next day’s newspaper 

offered that the “oration appeared to give general 

satisfaction.” Regardless of the correspondent’s 

perfunctory review, few men surpassed Reverend 

Wheeler’s qualifications to deliver a discourse on the 

subject of California’s first decade. As declared at a 

later time by the Baptist Historical Society, “Dr. 

Wheeler has been more history than most men ever 

read.” 

Born on March 13, 1816, in the Township of 

Wolcott, Wayne County, New York, the tenth child 

of twelve, Osgood Church Wheeler declined to 

follow in his father’s footsteps as a modest farmer. 

Standing at a height of only five-foot two-and-a-half-

inches, Osgood’s small stature may have compelled 

him toward intellectual pursuits rather than physical 

labor. Determined to advance his education, Wheeler 

enrolled at age twenty-one at the Hamilton 

University in Madison County, New York.  

Following eight years of study, he graduated in 1845 

from both the college proper and the theological 

institution. He soon after married Miss Elizabeth 

Hamilton. Ordained in East Greenwich, Rhode 

Island, on November 12, 1845, Wheeler served that 

town as its Baptist minister for two years until 

November 1847. 

The young reverend next accepted a pastorate at 

the First Baptist Church of Jersey City, from April 6, 

1848, to November 21, 1848. His adeptness in 

organizing his ministry there garnered the attention 

of the American Baptist Home Mission Society. On 

November 1, 1848, the society’s secretary informed 

Rev. O. C. Wheeler that the society wanted him to 

serve as its pioneer missionary in distant California. 

Numerous refusals by Rev. Wheeler over a period of 

sixteen days led to a final acquiescence. To test the 

sincerity of Rev. Wheeler’s assent, the president of 

the Mission Society inquired, “But do you know 

where you are going, my brother? I would rather go 

as a missionary to China, or Cochin-China, than to 

San Francisco. Don’t you stir a step, my brother, 

unless you are prepared to go to the darkest spot on 

earth.” Go he did, into the unknown with his wife, to 

the farthest edge of the nation. 

The United States had only recently signed the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in March of 1848, 

which ended President Polk’s war with Mexico and 

ceded vast territory on the western end of the 

continent, including California, to the United States. 

The Pacific Mail Steamship Company 

incorporated the following month to provide mail 

service along the Pacific coast from Panama to 

Astoria, Oregon. The steamer California left New 

York on October 6, 1848, on an epic journey around 

the southern tip of South America, then on to 

Panama where the steamer would begin its regular 

Pacific service transporting mail and passengers that 

had traversed the Isthmus of Panama. A sister 

vessel, the Falcon, intended to carry passengers 

from New York to Chagres on the Caribbean side of 

Panama who intended to rendezvous with the 

California on the Pacific side around January 5, 

1849. Reverend O. C. Wheeler and his wife had 

through tickets from New York, aboard the Falcon, 

to San Francisco, aboard the California. 

The Rev. Wheeler described his preparation for 

departure from New York in a work he published in 

1888 titled The Story of Early Baptist History in 

California: 
 

In the fourteen days which preceded the sailing of the 

steamer I resigned my pastorate, closed up all my 

business for life (it was not expected that I would 

ever return) made a trip to Philadelphia, preached ten 
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sermons, delivered three addresses, superintended 

my entire outfit, and was, with my wife, on board 

the steamer Falcon one hour before she sailed, 

December 1st, 1848, at 12 M.  
 

At the time of the Falcon’s departure, only 

vague rumors of California’s gold circulated in the 

Atlantic cities. Then, on December 5, 1848, 

President Polk confirmed California’s hidden riches 

during his State of the Union address to Congress. 

The gold was real. The rush to California was on. 

Would-be gold-seekers inundated the Falcon 

with requests for passage to Panama upon the 

steamer’s arrival in New Orleans 

on December 12, 1848. A memoir 

published in 1874 by the First 

Steamship Pioneer Association 

recalls, “our steamer being 

crowded to its utmost capacity by 

the most excited mass of moral 

floodwood that ever came down 

the Mississippi, we sailed on the 

18th, for Chagres.” 

The Falcon’s passengers disembarked at 

Chagres on December 27, 1849. Wheeler and his 

wife proceeded to journey some thirty miles up the 

Chagres River in a dugout canoe, then by mule over 

the mountainous terrain that separated the country’s 

Caribbean and Pacific coasts. Mrs. Wheeler made 

the trip in her husband’s trousers and sat in the 

saddle as would a man. She is remembered as the 

first women to enter the pueblo of Panama dressed 

in men’s clothing - a fashion that would be repeated 

by other female travelers across the isthmus as the 

only sensible way for a woman to make the 

journey. 

The Wheeler’s reached the 

Pacific and expected to 

rendezvous with the steamer 

California on January 5. The 

California’s late arrival and 

complications on board led to a 

delay of twenty-five days before 

departure. The captain oversold 

passage to Spanish gold-hunters 

at ports in Peru allowing them to 

occupy the empty staterooms and berths intended 

for the Falcon’s ticket-holding passengers. The 

captain consigned the late comers to the upper deck 

and the California finally steamed for its namesake 

destination on February 1, 1849. 

A sight never before witnessed in the San 

Francisco Bay appeared in the dawn hours of 

February 28, 1849. The first-ever steamship 

chugged through the Golden Gate trailing a plume 

of gray smoke behind her. The residents of the town 

of San Francisco welcomed the much-anticipated 

arrival of the U. S. Pacific Mail Steamship 

California, 112 days out from New York. The 

Weekly Alta California, dated Thursday, March 3, 

1849, reported the historic event: 
 

The California is truly a magnificent vessel, and her 

fine appearance as she came in sight off the Town, 

called forth cheer upon cheer from our enraptured 

citizens, who were assembled in 

masses upon the heights commanding 

a view of the Bay, and in dense 

crowds at the principal wharves and 

leading places. She passed the vessels 

of war in the harbor under a salute 

from each, returned by hearty 

cheering from the crowded decks, 

and at eleven was safely moored, at 

the anchorage off the Town. 
 

 Within his written recollections, the Rev. 

Wheeler describes the emotions that affected him 

upon witnessing the full-salute from each of the five 

man-of-war of the U. S. Pacific squadron harbored 

in the San Francisco Bay, under the command of 

Commodore Thomas ap Catesby Jones: “the Ohio, 

his flagship, being reputed the largest war-ship 

afloat, being last, and as she fired her first gun she 

“manned the yards,” fifteen hundred men springing 

into her rigging with the agility of an army of 

emmets. That our hearts swelled to our throats, and 

our eyes swam in tears, you will not think strange.” 

 Soon after his arrival in San 

Francisco, Rev. O. C. Wheeler 

began to preach amid the taverns, 

gambling houses and brothels in 

what did appear to him in those 

first years to be “the darkest spot 

on earth.”  The Weekly Alta 

California, dated May 17, 1849, 

advertised Rev. Wheeler to preach 

at the private home of local 

merchant C. L. Ross, with 

Sabbath school at the same house. Rev. O. C. 

Wheeler organized the First Baptist Ministry in 

California on June 24, 1849, the first of that 

denomination in California. On August 5, 1849, he 

dedicated the first Protestant church ever to be built 

in California, on the north side of Washington 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First Baptist Church on 

Washington Street 

The Steamer California 
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reported the details of that meeting: “the first 

business transacted was relative to the proposition 

started by Sam Brannan, lately, that the Pioneers of 

California should purchase the Sutter Fort property, 

rebuild the fort according to the original plan, and 

hold the property as a State landmark.” The 

Association tabled the proposal, but later efforts to 

save the fort, spearheaded by the Native Sons of the 

Golden West with Pioneer assistance, succeeded. 

O. C. Wheeler also joined the First Pioneer 

Steamship Society formed by passengers of the 

steamer California. They first organized on 

February 28, 1857, being the anniversary of the 

steamer’s arrival in San Francisco, and met annually 

on that date until 1911. When the society met in 

1874 for its 25th anniversary, it arranged for the 

actual steamer California, still in service, to ferry 

the pioneers on an excursion around the San 

Francisco Bay. 

The many accomplishments of the Rev. O. C. 

Wheeler are too numerous to present here in 

sufficient detail. He served as president of the 

Pacific Tract Society comprising clergy of different 

denominations, chaplain of the State Assembly, 

grand chaplain of the Grand Division of the Sons of 

Temperance, secretary of California’s State 

Agricultural Society, branch secretary of the United 

States Sanitary Commission during the Civil War, 

U. S. Army captain and chaplain of the Fifth 

Infantry Regiment, chaplain of the Masonic Grand 

Lodge of California, life-member and president of 

the California Baptist Historical Society, general 

baggage manager of the Southern Pacific Railroad, 

Doctor of Divinity and Doctor of Laws to name but 

a few of his respected titles  

The Rev. O. C. Wheeler died on April 16, 1891. 

His obituary in the Rural Pacific Press commenced 

with the following: “On Thursday, April 16th, there 

died in Oakland, Rev. Osgood Church Wheeler,    

D. D., L. L. D., probably one of the best known, 

personally and by reputation, pioneers of this State.” 

Dr. Wheeler’s remains were taken to Sacramento 

and lie buried in the Historic Sacramento City 

Cemetery near Pioneer Grove. 
 

 

Street, one door east of Stockton, which also housed 

the first Public School on the Pacific Coast 

In September of 1850, the Rev. Wheeler embarked 

for Sacramento where he intended to organize another 

Baptist church.  A pioneer woman recently arrived in 

Sacramento after a 162-day overland journey from 

Martinsville, Indiana, made the acquaintance of Rev. 

Wheeler only one week after her arrival. Margaret 

Frink, the great-grandmother of Sacramento Pioneer 

Association member Dr. Richard Frink, documented 

in her diary the significant occasion, which details the 

formation of Sacramento’s First Baptist Church by 

Rev. O. C. Wheeler. Mrs. Frink published her historic 

diary in 1897 as Journey of a Party of California Gold

-seeking Adventurers Under the Guidance of Ledyard 

Frink. She describes her experience as follows: 
 

Saturday, September 14 [1850]. In the afternoon I went 

with Mr. Frink to the Methodist parsonage in the city, 

where we met the Rev. Mr. Penn, who came out in 

1849. I inquired of him concerning the condition and 

prospects of the Baptist Church, and he informed me 

that the Rev. O. C. Wheeler, of New York City, was 

then in the city, having recently arrived from San 

Francisco to organize a Baptist Church in Sacramento. 

He politely offered to accompany me to where Mr. 

Wheeler was stopping, at the house of Judge Willis, 

who was then the first presiding judge of the court of 

sessions. I went with him, and we found there with 

Judge Willis the Rev. O. C. Wheeler and Rev. J. W. 

Capen. We were hospitably received and pleasantly 

entertained. I learned from the ministers that on the 

next day, Sunday, September 15, they were to meet at 

the courthouse, on the corner of I and Sixth Streets, to 

organize a Baptist Church… and on the next day Mr. 

Frink and myself went up to the court-house and heard 

the Rev. O. C. Wheeler preach. After church we were 

all invited to dine at the house of Judge Willis, as there 

were to be further services in the afternoon… 

 

Rev. O. C. Wheeler and Judge Willis published 

the Pacific Banner from August 1852 to December 

1853 in Sacramento - the first Religious Newspaper 

Published in California. Years later during the 1870s, 

Wheeler regularly submitted articles to the Pacific 

Rural Press. 

When the Sacramento Pioneer Association 

organized January 24, 1854, Rev. O. C. Wheeler 

joined as a constitutional member. He served on 

numerous committees including one that explored the 

viability of the purchase of Sutter’s fort collectively 

by California’s various pioneer societies. The 

Sacramento Daily Union, dated August 17, 1871, 
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Pioneers! 

I hope that you can join us for our speaker event on 

December 10th (see attached flyer for details). In 

this time of pandemic induced social distancing this 

speaker event provides us with an opportunity to 

enjoy a communal experience in a safe and 

responsible way. 

I’ve heard Mr. Beck speak about John Sutter a couple 

of times and have very much enjoyed his engaging and 

informative discussions. Let us know if you can join 

the virtual meeting. Once we have word from you, 

we’ll put you on the reservation list and send you a 

Zoom meeting invitation the day before our event. 

I look forward to “seeing” everyone at our event on 

the 10th. 

Cheers! 

Bill Schaw, President 

 Contact Information 

 

 

DAVID HERRERA 

Executive Vice President 

+1 916 563 3032 

david.herrera@colliers.com 

License #01484908 

 

 

Colliers International 

301 University Avenue, Ste 100 

Sacramento, CA  95825 

+1 916 929 5999 

www.colliers.com/sacramento 

Historic Pioneer Hall ground floor and basement 

space available for lease. Do you know of anyone 

whose business could benefit from occupying this 

prime Downtown Sacramento location? Please 

direct inquiries to Pioneer Hall Committee Chair 

Steve Huffman, or to Colliers International 

property broker David Herrera. 
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Sacramento Pioneer Association 

1731 Howe Ave, #639 

Sacramento, CA 95825-2209 

ADDRESS  SERVICE  REQUESTED 

Sacramento Daily Union 

December 3, 1872 

Pioneers' Certificates. — The Sacramento Society of 

California Pioneers have just received their certificates of 

membership, lithographed by Fred, Mayer & Sons, of 

New York, from a design decided upon by a committee 

composed of W. C. Felch, O. C. Wheeler, A. P. Andrews, 

N. D. Goodell and W. F. Knox. The lithograph is in three 

tints, and in size 18 by 24 inches. In the oval center, 

which is 9-3/4 inches, are a view of Sutter's Fort and the 

seal of the Society. At the bottom of this center lies a 

dead grizzly, a rifle lying across him, and surrounded by 

sheaves of grain, a plow and horn of plenty. Surmounting 

the center is a view of the State Capitol, and surrounding 

the same are illustrations of California's progress since the 

gold discovery — the various modes of travel by which 

the El Dorado was reached, prospecting, mining, lassoing 

horses, the harvest fields, the vineyard and the railroad. 

The certificate is very neat and appropriate, worthy of a 

handsome frame, and bears these words "This certifies 

that ___, who arrived in California in 1849, is a member 

of the Sacramento Society of California Pioneers." 

 


