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The Britt
carpet (close up at left) with proceeds from
the sale of ice cream they made out of snow
from Siskiyou Summit. Above, Mollie Britt
poses at her piano about 1885.

......

Toward the end of his life,
the white-bearded Britt was
instantly recognizable on
the streets of Jacksonville.

HUMANITARIAN,
LODGE MEMBER,
MUSICIAN

In pioneer days, the community of
German and Swiss immigrants formed
societies for mutual assistance, keeping
old customs alive and furthering social
ties through leisure activities. One of
these was the Eintracht, or “Union,”
and Britt was very active in it, handling
correspondence and serving as a contact
for those who wanted to settle here, were
seeking friends and family they'd lost
touch with, or needed someone to
troubleshoot a government problem.
When Applegate pioneers Fritz and
Anna Ruch committed suicide in 1875,
orphaning five children, Britt took
custody of their three boys, helping them
to become successful local businessmen.

As it is today, music was an important
part of Jacksonville’s community life,
with the “Jacksonville Harmonie”
sponsoring a string band, brass band and
German Singing Club, in which Britt
participated. He fostered the love of music
in his children; his boys attended “singing
schools” and Mollie played piano.

In 1870, a lodge affiliated with the
Improved Order of Red Men sprung up
in Jacksonville. The fraternal order’s
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Britt took this portrait of Emil, Mollie,
and Jacob in the 1880s.

nine, and six, alone. The children

‘ received good educations in local private

| schools and apparently picked up their

‘ father's plucky entrepreneurial ways.

For example, as young adults, they

; decided to raise money for new carpets

| and drapes by selling ice cream at

| Jacksonville’s Fourth of July celebration

; in 1884. There were no refrigerators then,

| so the boys drove a buckboard to the
Dollarhide Toll House at the crest of the
Siskiyous, where there were still

| snowbanks. They packed snow in burlap

| and sawdust for the return to town, then

| made ice cream and served it in small
butter dishes for twenty-five cents each.
The Britt siblings made a small
fortune—enough to purchase a red
Brussels carpet and heavy white lace
curtains shipped via rail from Portland
by December.
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purpose, according to the Democratic
News, was to “aid the afflicted, council
the distressed, succor the feeble, watch
with the sick and bury the dead.” Britt
was among the first members.

Politically, Britt, like most German-
Swiss, sided with the Union during the
Civil War. He was elected to the town
council in 1865 and 1877 and served
on many appointive and volunteer
committees. Originally a Democrat,

Britt switched to the Republican Party
when he was about sixty-five.

Britt's lifelong dedication
to photographing frontier
life has been widely
reported. Some tales from
his photography days speak
eloquently of Britt's
character. Miller, his
biographer, writes:

“His most harrowing
experience occurred when
the meanest cutthroat in
camp swaggered into his
studio and demanded a
daguerreotype. The
character posed with his
pistol in prominent view
and Britt secured a
marvelous image capturing all the
menace of the situation. The cutthroat
seemed quite pleased to discover he was
so handsome and the matter appeared to
be settled. But the next morning, the
hooligan was back, plainly the worse
for liquor, brandishing his pistol and
demanding his money back. It must have
surprised him when Britt made the refund
without argument, for he hesitated a
moment at the doorway, laughed and then
walked down California Street and killed
the first citizen who got in his way. (The
man was hanged and) subsequently it was
learned the murderer had vowed to ‘get
me a man for breakfast.””’

While Britt was respected for his
charitableness toward all members of the
community, he was no Pollyanna. The
homely daughter of a local saloon keeper
came to Britt seeking a portrait photo she
could trade with friends. Dissatisfied, she
returned again and again. She implored
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Britt helped organize the “Jacksonville
Harmonie,” which sponsored the Silver
Cornet Band gathered below.




Britt to make just one shot of her with a
pretty face, to which Britt replied, “Miss,
if you want a beautiful face, you must
bring one with you.”

Britt often took his children on his long
summer outings to photograph the region.
His crowning achievement was taking the
first photograph of Crater Lake, an image
that later helped inform Congress as it
voted to create the national park. Britt
kept a diary for decades and his entry for
that landmark day in 1874 was typical in
its brevity: “Photographed the lake. Very
cold and windy. Emil had a cough.”

MONEY, LAND AND THE CHINESE

Britt photographed all manner of
Jolks, from the rough-hewn gentlemen
in the shapeless hats at left to this
Chinese couple in native dress.

Money stuck well to Peter Britt's
fingers. After being in Oregon only four
years, Britt had ready cash to loan. His
first loan of $1,500 to his friend Kubli
and another man was secured by
promissory notes and a mule train.
Hundreds more loans followed, usually
at 10 percent interest and often secured
with large acreages. Some were unsecured
and a good share of these went unpaid.

Some, of course, had to be foreclosed
on, but, wrote Miller: “He always
maintained the goodwill of his fellow
townsmen and there was never any charge
of sharp practice leveled against him.”

On one foreclosure, Britt allowed the
debtor to continue living on the property
for three years with the opportunity to
redeem the loan at any time.

Britt was one of very few white settlers
who treated the Chinese as fellow
citizens. Beginning in the late 1850s, Britt
granted a Chinese company mining rights
on his property in return for a percentage
of profits. He loaned start-up capital to
other Chinese companies that were taking
over abandoned claims.

SOUTHERN OREGON HERITAGE TODAY

Some Chinese lived in
shanties behind the Britt
house and he maintained a
“bank” in a shed there.

Britt found other lucrative
places for his money,
including an 1868 investment
of $4,000 in Spring Valley,
California, water stock,
another in Sachs Brothers
Dry Goods, and in 1870 in
a proposed railway from
Winnemucca, Nevada, to
Jacksonville, which would
have joined the Rogue Valley
to the transcontinental
Central Pacific Railroad. The project went
bust in 1872.

With the coming of the
Southern Pacific Railroad in
1887, it became apparent that
the Rogue Valley was to be a
prime urban and agricultural

Britt bought larger tracts of land,
eventually totaling more than
2,000 acres. These he operated
with tenant farmers.

Among his holdings were his
eighty-acre home, the 354-acre
ranch north of Jacksonville, a 150-
acre farm in Eagle Point, a 301-
acre ranch on Griffin Creek and
812 acres on Little Butte Creek. By

the turn of the century, he was the
largest landholder in Southern Oregon.

In old age, Britt returned to his first
love, painting. In his upstairs studio, the
now white-bearded pioneer painted from
memory his beloved Swiss landscape.
Miller writes: “Those who knew Peter
Britt in these later years recall a dignified
gentleman, strong, courteous and self-
contained: a man of great reserve but little
vanity who was often seen standing at his
balcony surveying the valley through a
telescope or taking solitary hikes in the
cool of the evening.”

‘When the railroad bypassed
Jacksonville, the town went into steep
decline and many friends moved away to
Medford, now the region's main rail stop.
Britt considered returning to Switzerland.

In September 1905, Britt visited the
Lewis and Clark Centennial Exhibition
in Portland, which included a Jackson
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easel to document the scenic wonders
of the region, as in this oil painting of
Lake of the Woods.

County exhibit organized in part by Emil.
It displayed many riches—fruits, wines,
photographs— that Peter Britt had helped
create. Emil offered to travel with his
eighty-six-year-old father, but the old man
wanted to make the trip alone. On the
way back, he caught pneumonia and, a
week later, died at home in Jacksonville,
the brief Eden he helped create. &

John Darling is an Ashland writer.

ENDNOTES

1. Silas J. Day, “Biographical Sketch of Peter Britt,”
(Read at the thirtieth reunion of the Southern
Oregon Pioneer Association, Jacksonville, Ore.,
August 30, 1906). Papers of the Southern Oregon
Pioneer Association, Southern Oregon Historical
Society Research Library .

2. In preparing this story, the author drew heavily
on Alan Clark Miller’s biography, “Peter Britt,
Pioneer Photographer of the Siskiyous,” (M.A.
thesis, Dartmouth College, 1964). This thesis was
later published as Photographer of a Frontier:
The Photographs of Peter Britt (Eureka, Calif.:
Interface Publishers, 1976).

i When he died in 1905, Britt left
behind a lush greenhouse
crowded with plants and a
photographic gallery reflecting
{ a half-century of images of the
Rogue Valley and its citizens.
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discriminating taste in creating our home environments. And

although few of us rarely go all-out “country” or all-Martha
Stewart, publications aimed at home decorating crowd
supermarket aisles and bookstores. This is not a new trend; home
decorating resource books have been popular in America for more
than 150 years.

Andrew Jackson Downing was one of America's first
decorating gurus, publishing The Architecture of Country Houses
in 1850. Later in the nineteenth century, designers such as
Charles Eastlake (Hints on Household Taste, 1868) had multiple
editions of his books published in New York and London, and

Few of us have escaped the desire to exercise some kind of

This leaf pattern, very popular in the late nineteenth
century, decorates a wall in a Hanley Farm bedroom.
Wallpaper lends pattern to this room in the home of
Reverend and Mrs. William Clyde, circa 1901.

publications such as Gody's Lady's Book had followers and
subscribers numbering more than 150,000 in the 1860s.' These
books describe how every room of the house should be furnished
and decorated.

Downing, John Claudius Loudon and other designers preferred
wallpaper to paint in decorating a room, but up until the 1840s,
only the wealthiest families could afford wallpaper. That was
because each individual piece of wallpaper was made by hand
from cloth rags reduced to pulp in water. The papermaker
scooped the pulp onto a wire screen having a wooden frame
measuring about twenty by thirty inches, drained it, then removed
it from the frame. The paper was then dried
between sheets of felt. These small sheets
were glued together to form long strips,
then painted with a background color and
hand-printed with wooden blocks.

In 1841, wallpaper-making was
revolutionized by two technological
innovations which made mass production
possible: the “Fourdrinier” machine, which
made continuous rolls of paper, was
coupled with a steam-powered cylindrical

This fleur-de-lis motif was extremely
popular in the nineteenth century, and
decorates another Hanley Farm bedroom.
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Wallpaper for the Masses

by Margaret Watson

printer used to print textiles. For the
first time, wallpaper became readily
available and was an “‘easy,

economical, and agreeable means of
decorating or finishing the walls.

As a result, wallpaper color and
pattern choice became essential
ingredients in the design of
American rooms. By the 1870s,
good taste called for a “tripartite”
wall treatment: a three-foot-high wainscoting, a field of
wallpaper, and a border or ornate cornice treatment at the ceiling.

The first ready-mixed paints and new theories on color
created an interesting color palette during the 1870s and
1880s. Each room was to have a different color scheme
depending upon its use and the light it received. Entry halls
were to be subdued and exhibit a color that was easy to
keep clean, such as red, salmon, green or gray. Contrasting
woodwork in olive green or dark blue was recommended.
For the parlor, designer Harriet Prescott Spofford suggested
highly personal environments: “a family of pale and sallow
people not being able to have a great amount of green
about them, for example, and a very rose lady being quite
unwise to surround herself with ruddier colors.””

In a sunny parlor, however, house owners were
encouraged to try color schemes such as a peacock-blue
carpet, olive-green window shades, bronze woodwork
and lemon-yellow walls. Bedrooms should be quiet and
subdued with hues of “cream, amber, fawn, rose or blue in
patterns of passionflowers, honeysuckle, wild roses, blackberries,
crow's-foot, oak leaves and acorns.” Some wallpaper designs
tended to be “exotic,” imitating Turkish or Japanese elements;
Eastlake promoted “commonsense” designs, tending to be flat
and repetitive. A popular magazine, House and Painting
Decorating, recommended that homeowners avoid wallpapers
with a pattern that gave a “look of motion,” because “nothing is
more distressing to the eyesight than to be in a room where the
pattern of the paper seems always crawling like a mass of worms.”

As the nineteenth century closed, wallpapers and ready-made
paints had revolutionized middle-class homeowners' abilities to
transform their living spaces; the decorating gurus were there in
droves to tell them how to do it, and they still are. So somebody
explain it—-why, with all these color and decorating resources, do
most Americans today prefer to live with white walls? &

an example of stenciled
wallpaper in the parlor at
Hanley Farm.
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Margaret Watson is curator of Hanley Farm for
the Southern Oregon Historical Society.

ENDNOTES
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2. Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country
Houses, (1850; reprint ed., New York: Dover Publications,
1969), p. 398.

3. Harriet P. Spofford, Art Decoration Applied to Furniture
(New York: 1878), p. 215.

4. Moss and Winkler, Victorian Interior Decoration, p. 139.
5. Ibid, p. 143.
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The Pioneers

Imost everyone has heard the old
stereotype about how men are
ore reluctant than women to stop
and ask for directions. But reluctant or
not, even the savviest Southern Oregon
backroads explorer would likely need
directions to pinpoint Persist. This pioneer
community—how mostly a private ranch
and a memory—lay ten miles by trail from
Prospect and twenty-two miles from Trail
on upper Elk Creek.
First homesteaded by William Willits
and his wife, Irene, in 1884, Persist didn't
become official until 1902, when after
years of requests, the Willitses received a

PHOTO COURTESY OF ANN BRIGGS
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The one-room Persist School saved
children from local ranches a ten-mile
walk to the school in Prospect.

Postal Service charter to distribute mail
from their home. William was postmaster
for thirty-three years.! The name Persist
came from the persistent spirit the
homesteaders had shown in settling the
remote area—and in obtaining mail service.
Local postal service wasn't the only
new development in Persist. Around 1900,
a one-room school was built a mile from
the Willits house. This was so the children
from ranches in the area wouldn't have to

G\
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Amos Willits and . i
the Legacy of Persist

by Brian Kinsey.

trek the ten miles of bad trail to attend
school in Prospect. The school quickly
became the social hub of the Persist district.’

In the early years, the school had a
succession of teachers, among them Alice
French and Ann Wells. The school
teachers boarded at the Willits home, and
in one case, this is where young love
began. The Willitses had four children,
Roy, Merle, Inez, and Amos.*

Amos and Alice fell in love.

At noon on August 14, 1910, Amos
Willits, then in his mid-twenties, and
Alice French, twenty-two, were wed. The
ceremony was held at Alice's parents’
place in Ashland. Afterward, Amos and
Alice took the No. 13 train to Colestin
Springs for their honeymoon, then
returned to Persist where they equipped
themselves for a ten-day horseback trip to
Crater Lake. Upon returning, they set up
house in Persist.’

Amos and Alice later moved to
Medford where they became active in the
community. A mechanic for the C.E. Gates
Auto Company,® Amos also was active in
the Knights of Pythias and the affiliated
Dramatic Order Knights of Khorassan,
and served as a volunteer firefighter.”

In early January 1924, a fire broke out
at the Page Theater in Medford. Amos
responded to the fire with his fire

me'rp COURTESY OF MILDRED MCWHORTER“
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E This road sig%z once pointed the
" way to Persist, on the headwaters

’ of Elk Creek.
[

:
company. He and Fire Chief Roy Elliott
were examining the scene when the stage
wall collapsed, trapping both men for
more than an hour. Elliott suffered serious
injuries to his head and chest, but Amos
was killed instantly. He left behind his wife

and his son, William, who was a year old.*%

The Persist School District merged
with larger districts long ago; the name
of Persist has disappeared off most maps;
and Amos has rested in peace in
Ashland’s Mountain View Cemetery for
more than three-quarters of a century. But
the persistent, pioneering spirit of those
who created the small community and
those who came from it still lives on in
the history of Southern Oregon. &

Brian Kinsey is a history major at
Southern Oregon University.
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Persist school teacher Ann Wells boarded

at the Willits ranch, and called her home
above the woodshed “Squirrel Inn.”
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