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RIVER ROAD
A trip through Monterey County’s past!
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THE MONTEREY COUNTY

HISTORICAL
ADVISORY
COMMISSION
The Monterey County Board of Supervisors
created the Monterey County Historical
Advisory Commission in 1970. Ten residents
from Monterey County, two from each supervisorial district, are appointed for a three-year
term. It is the Commission’s duty to make recommendations to the Board of Supervisors
relative to the promotion of Monterey
County’s history and preservation of historic
sites and artifacts. The Commission works for
the continuing education of County residents
on historical issues and coordinates its activities with all groups concerned with the preservation of historic resources.
Commission meetings are held the second
Monday of every other month and are open to
the public. For more information about the
Monterey County Historical Advisory
Commission, call 755-4913.
This brochure is supported in part by a grant from
the Cultural and Heritage Tourism Program of the
CULTURAL COUNCIL FOR MONTEREY
COUNTY and the MONTEREY COUNTY
TRAVEL AND TOURISM ALLIANCE through
support from Monterey County.



Photos and postcards courtesy of the Monterey
County Historical Society, Richard Barratt, Rick
Wilkerson, Soledad Mission, and the Monterey
County Agricultural and Rural Life Museum.

HISTORIC RIVER ROAD...
A trip Through Monterey County's past
by Elizabeth Barratt
To travel this scenic former stage route, today known
as River Road, is to take a trip back in time. This historic stretch of Monterey County traverses a portion
of the region traveled in 1769 by Gaspar de Portola
with his group of Spanish soldier-explorers in search
of Monterey Bay. On this drive, you'll also cover part
of the route taken in the 1774 journey of Juan Bautista
de Anza with the first group of settlers enroute to populate the new presidio of Monterey. Historic sites
along the way include century-old farmhouses, an
early California mission, former Spanish and
Mexican rancho properties, and a historic hot springs.
River Road passes through Monterey County's
acclaimed wine region, with vistas of some of the
world's most bountiful farmland.

Drive Safely!

Dry farming in the Salinas Valley



 SIDE TRIPS 
Below and inside are a couple of
‘side trips’ just slightly off our path,
but well worth your time.

“DAVID JACKS
HOUSE”
Here and there on the drive, visitors will
occasionally spot a structure known locally
as a "David Jacks" house. During his lifetime, it was said that land baron David Jacks
could ride from King City to Monterey without leaving his accrued property. The onetime Scottish immigrant, who arrived in
California in 1850, purchased thousands of
acres in the Salinas Valley, divided the properties into ranches to lease, and built houses
on the parcels. Of about 30 of the eight-room
prefabricated homes all built from the same
blueprint, brought to the site, and nailed
together about 15 are left. David Jacks was
also known for his marketing of a popular
local cheese product
which became
known as
Monterey
Jack
cheese.
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On the left are several silos and a large building,
all that remains of the once massive Spreckels
Sugar Company. Built between 1897 and 1899
by Claus Spreckels, the factory, largest of its
kind in the world when built, once processed
beets into refined sugar. The former factory, and
the town of Spreckels, are located on part of the
old Rancho Llano de Buena Vista, originally
granted to Jose Mariano Estrada in 1823.
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For the next several miles, notice the older mostly two-story ranch houses. Dating from around the 1880s to
just after the turn-of-the century, these homes represent a way of life that has largely passed from the scene in
the Salinas Valley. Notice also the many old barns and outbuildings clustered near the homes. These old
structures remind us that, before the mechanized age brought more convenience and efficiency to farming
and dairying, the labor of many workers was
needed to run the area farms and ranches.
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Hiram Corey House. To the right, notice the magnificent, turreted Victorian residence, surrounded by formal landscaping. Although not open to the public, you can
easily see this home as you drive past. Designed by architect William Weeks, it was
built for Hiram Corey in 1891. Located on Corey's Las Palmas Farm, the house was not
far from the ferry crossing which Corey once operated. The ranch was named for the tall
Empire palms which once grew on the premises.
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The Art-Deco style former Buena Vista School building on the right was named for the Rancho Buena
Vista land grant. Along this region, the wide fertile Salinas Valley opens up into rich agricultural fields
and vineyards. This is the area described by John
Steinbeck in his novel, “East of Eden,” in which he called
the valley "...a long narrow swale," located between two
mountain ranges. Along much of this portion, River Road
edges close to the undulating foothills of the western coastal
range, the Santa Lucias, which form a massive boundary
between the Salinas Valley and the Pacific Coast. Far across
the valley to the east, the lower, more rounded Gabilan Range
stretches along the horizon. In spring, both ranges are covered
with a blanket of green, dotted with vast areas of golden poppies and bright blue lupine. During the remainder of the year
when the grasses dry, the hills appear golden hued, and decorated with aged gray-green oaks.
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Notice the dairy and outlying structures
in this area. Many Swiss-Italian immigrants came to this area near Chualar
and Soledad in the last century, bringing with them the dairying and farming
skills which once made Monterey
County the state's largest cheese producer.
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The Chualar Bridge was named for the former Rancho Chualar which belonged to the Malarin
family. Monterey land baron, David Jacks later purchased the property. The present town of
Chualar, which means "place where
the pigweed grows," was laid out in
1874 and is located 21/2 miles to the
east of River Road.
Continue south on River Road, bearing
right sharply at the Chualar Bridge.
Here, vineyards and rows of crops surround small farms and ranch houses.
Extensive irrigation to water these
abundant fields arrived following the
introduction of modern farming techniques late in the 19th century.
Earlier, a lengthy period of cattle
ranching prevailed during the
Spanish-Mexican era, when many
Monterey families held vast
land grants in the region. The
cattle phase ended in the 1880s, finished by economic collapse, and droughts. Dairying
and wool industries followed, then came the crop farms. Lettuce, long associated with
the Salinas Valley, was first shipped from the area in 1916. Many other crops grow here
as well: strawberries, cauliflower, broccoli, tomatoes, carrots, asparagus, and celery. All
have added to the Salinas Valley's economic growth.
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Estate vineyards begin at this point,
with many featuring tasting rooms
and winery tours.
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Here, begins a long series of eucalyptus rows which separate many growing fields. Found throughout
the Salinas Valley, rows of such trees were planted by early farmers as breaks against strong winds
which sweep through the valley. The rows protect young crops and maintain the soil's top layer.
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At this point, River Road changes name to Fort Romie Road.

 SIDE
TRIP 1

To the left, the Gonzales Bridge
honors the nearby rural town of
the same name, located 21/2
miles to the east. Founded by
the Gonzalez brothers on part
of their land, the town (the
final z was changed to an s
when the town was named)
once formed a corner of the
Rancho Rincon de la
Puente del Monte.
Teodoro Gonzalez, who
served two terms as
mayor of Monterey,
received the original grant in 1836. The town gained in importance with the coming of the railroad, when large shipments of barley and wheat were loaded onto
trains from the large warehouses at Gonzales. Dairying was also an important
local industry. Turn sharply right on River Road to continue.

23.1 MILES

At the Foothill Road junction, take a 5.9 mile
loop detour on Foothill Road to pass by the
Martin Work Camp site at 36571 Foothill Road.
This cluster of six bunkhouses, sheds, and dining room was designed in 1920 by architect
William Weeks for the Spreckels Sugar
Company's Ranch No. 2.
In this area, several dwellings remain from the
briefly-lived Fort Romie Colony. Built on former Soberanes grant land purchased by
Charles Romie, a brother-in-law of David
Jacks, in 1898, the colony centered around the
intersection of Fort Romie and Colony Roads. The enterprise was founded by the Salvation Army, which
purchased the land from Romie. Intended as a working colony for the unemployed, the undertaking later
failed. At Private Road No. 2, turn around and return to the junction of River Road and Foothill Road to
resume the itinerary.
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At the juncture with Mission Road, continue
on Fort Romie Road, around a big curve.

Smith
& Hook
Hahn Estates

 SIDE
TRIP 2

L
M

Paraiso
Springs

2

L 31.3 MILES
Cobblestone

Photo: Hubert A. Lowman

Mission Soledad, founded in
1791 by Father Lasuen, was
the 13th mission. The small
working church was dedicated
to Our Most Sorrowful Lady
of Solitude. It was in this area
in 1769 Gaspar de Portola and
Father Junipero Serra had
camped on their journey north
to locate Monterey Bay. Later,
Father Crespi actually named
the new mission, intended to
be a link between other missions of San Antonio de Padua to the south, and Mission San Carlos
Borromeo (Carmel) farther north. Today's buildings at Mission Soledad include a reconstructed
chapel with museum wing. The foundations of the original work buildings are located
behind the present chapel area. Under what was once the floor of the
main church lies the grave of Father Florencio Ibañez, a mission priest
and gifted musician and composer. Nearby is the grave of his friend, Alta
California Governor Jose Joaquin Arrillaga, who died in 1814. After a
tour of the chapel and museum, continue south to Arroyo Seco Road.

 SIDE
TRIP 3

33 MILES

Turn left and you will come close to the intersection of U.S.
Highway 101. Here, on the 1843 Rancho Los Coches, is a fine old
building which in past times saw many uses. Once owned by the
Soberanes family, the original one-story adobe home was increased
by a second floor in the 1850s. The original tile roof was replaced
with wood. The building was purchased in 1865 by David Jacks and
became a stage stop and an inn. The historical site, neglected for
years, is being developed by the City of Soledad into a small resort
area . Turn around and return to Ft. Romie and Arroyo Seco Roads.

3
M 34.9 MILES
At Fort Romie and Arroyo Seco Roads, continue past the
stop sign as the road becomes Arroyo Seco Road.
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At the second stop sign, continue the 11.9 loop to Paraiso Hot
Springs. This historic mineral spa, first known to the area's
natives, later became part of the Mission Soledad properties. In
the late 1880s, the resort was a fashionable place for wealthy
clients from San Francisco and Los Angeles who arrived by train
at Soledad, and were escorted to the resort for a long recuperative stay. During the spa's heyday amenities included a 150-guest
hotel, separate cottages (some of them still stand today), a dance
pavilion, dining hall, croquet grounds, and shooting gallery.
Guests sought treatments for the popular maladies of the era. The
water, which contains quantities of soda, iron, and sulfur, was
thought to have highly curative powers. At one time, Paraiso
Springs was called the "Carlsbad of America" because of the
restorative properties of the waters. Return to Arroyo Seco Road and head south to continue the itinerary.

N 54.0 MILES
At Elm Avenue, make a sharp left and drive downhill to the Elm Avenue Bridge.
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The Elm Avenue Bridge was originally constructed in
1915–16 on Nacimiento Road, to span the Salinas River. It
was moved to its present location in 1943, where it was
placed on an existing substructure as a replacement for a previous bridge which had apparently been washed out. The bridge
was intended to provide an evacuation route from the Monterey
Peninsula in the event of an enemy invasion during World War II.
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This concludes the trip down River
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Mission Soledad,
August 1999

Map to River Road from San Francisco, San Jose,
and Los Angeles. See more details inside!
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Come back soon!
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