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In 1873 James Creighton began construction of a flour 
mill on Chapel Street in Placerville (near Sacramento 
St.)  He had come to California for the Gold Rush in 
1850, leaving his wife and three children in Maine.  
After following the Comstock strike in Nevada, he 
returned to Placerville with his family, who had grown 
tired of waiting for him and followed him west.   
The flour mill was run by a hurdy gurdy or 
tub/horizontal mill with water brought down from the 
top of Sacramento Hill in iron pipes.    The first 
hundred pounds of flour that were produced at this mill 
were sold at public auction, and the money added to a 
fund for building the new school house. 
Creighton soon sold the business, and it was eventually 
purchased by the Pioneer Milling Company based in 
Sacramento.  Pioneer Mills was was one of the oldest 
and largest flour milling establishments in Northern 
California by 1891.  Its location on the bank of the 
Sacramento River and a side track on its eastern side 
gave easy access for transportation of their products to 
and from the mill. 

Sperry Flour Mill Warehouse
By Dee Owens

An 1898 railroad map of Shingle Springs 
shows a building just east of the Shingle 
Springs Depot labeled “Sperry Flour Co.”

In researching this reference, we found a 
fascinating history of what started as the El 
Dorado Flour Mill in Placerville, and the history 
of flour milling in Northern California.
When we think of agricultural production in El 
Dorado County, orchards and vineyards immediately 
come to mind. However, the 1870 US Agricultural 
Census shows over 13,000 bushels of various grains 
including wheat, rye, corn, oats barley and 
buckwheat were grown in the county, all of which 
required some degree of milling.
An 1883 Mt. Democrat article describes the wheat 
grown by Judge George G. Blanchard just east of El 
Dorado as: Nearly or quite five feet high, is finely 
headed and on a moderate estimate will yield thirty 
bushels to the acre.
California’s dry summers made California wheat dry 
and hard which made it a desirable product for long 
distance shipping. 

Then, in 1892 three of the larger 
Sacramento Valley mills, 
including the Pioneer Milling 
Company, consolidated with the 
Sperry Flour company.
In 1852 Austin Sperry, having 
tried his hand at mining, opened 
a flour mill for livestock feed in 
Stockton.  It was very 

successful and he began milling flour.  At one point, 
Sperry Flour had seventeen mills along the west coast 
and exported flour as far as China and Norway.  
Black Bart was said to use a Sperry Flour sack as a 
mask during his robberies. After the 1892 
consolidation, the Sperry Flour Company 
headquarters was the Sacramento River front location 
of the former Pioneer Milling Company.  The Sperry 
Company was purchased by General Mills in 1929.

Continued on next page
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The El Dorado Flour Mill in Placerville built by 
James Creighton burned in 1898.  A December 17, 
1898 article in the Mt. Democrat described the fire as 
a probable arson:  To account for the smoking 
sacrifice, the time, locality, circumstances and evident 
motive, all indicate an apostle of arson.

The “evident motive” mentioned was not explained, 
and they went on to say they were purposely omitting 
clews [sic] and details.  The article does say:

With evident design, water mains and hydrants had 
been tampered with by someone who knew their 
connections and had no use for them. ….. In a half 
hour after Watchman Hardie had made his nightly 
visit to the premises, and left them in darkness with 
the water turned on, Chas. Lyons found the water 
turned off and the conflagration, for its criminal 
purpose, beyond control.

Even though the original mill on Chapel St. burned, 
this 1886 Sanborn Insurance map of Placerville shows 
a small stone storage building on the same lot.  

That building is still there and can be seen todayat the 
corner of Sacramento St. and Chapel Street.

The warehouse at the Shingle Springs Depot was 
demolished after 1898.  Why or when, is a story for 
another day.

MAINTENANCE OF WAY
By Peter Schulze, EDWR Roadmaster

We are already in to April of this year and with the 
retreat of the heavy rains, EDWR trackwork 
projects continue & " get back on track!"

Our annual weed spray program covering almost 
the entire track and in three stages, was very 
effective.   My special thanks to all our crew who 
did the training and did the work ! !  To finish the 
annual program we will make a "post-emergent" 
pass over the track in the next week or two.

Also, we are back to work to complete the 80 foot 
extension of the restored El Dorado spur at 
Milepost 142.56. With special thanks to Jeanne 
Amos and our General Manager Mary Cory, we 
will be able to complete the repairs to the Rustling 
Pines Drive grade crossing. This will be a 
"milepost" project for the EDWR !

AND keep your eyes open for the Class 1 hiking & 
biking trail project soon to be built from Missouri 
Flat to El Dorado along side the rail, a great 
project for joint use and preservation of the 
Southern Pacific Transportation Corridor in our 
County!  

Come out and join us ! ! ! 

The Dispatcher: the El Dorado Western Railroad Newsletter
Page 2 April 2019

Peter Schulze (left) and Weed Abatement volunteers 
helping to clear the tracks



  

Volunteer Bob Erfle has taken responsibility for 
this project, he has worked diligently to rework 
the four corner areas. New wood was cut and 
primed. Bob designed a flashing for the lower 
casing to prevent water roll back into the wall, 
an upgrade over original 1940 construction.
The casings were then fitted, allowing a proper 
measurement for the special shape of the 
window frames. These four windows are 
unique! They are not a square or rectangle, 
they are 6 degree slanted, left and right, 
parallelograms. Compounding the job is that 
these windows are hinged, back toward the 
center of the car to provide "air conditioning". 
The window frames were cut from Mahogany, 
and fitted, then primed and painted, brown on 
the exterior, green on the interior. One note on 
detail, Bob, in researching the caboose window 
shape, visited the California State Railroad 
Museum, and  discovered a subtle relief on the 
caboose window frame inside edge, which he 
then matched on the 1094's window frames. A 
set of three safety bars per window and hold 
back hooks will be fabricated by Dennis 
Webster, bringing the project to completion, 
except for the safety glass. Plywood panels 
have been cut and painted for interim  use until 
the entire caboose is ready. Security metal grills 
will be fabricated, removable but locked in 
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SP Caboose 
#1094

Work has focused 
on the cupola front 
and rear window 
walls, casings, 
and frames. The 
original window 
frames were rotted 
to slivers! The 
casings and wall 
framing was rotted 
like tooth decay. 
The only way was 
to open up the 
walls, and start 
back until the 
window casings 
could be fit.

place. 
Bob will move to other wood work once the cupola 
is ready for paint, original design storage "bunks" 
will be constructed along the walls to offer seating 
and storage. Some wood repair will be made on the 
corners of the cupola support framing per original 
drawings.  While the interior work continues, work 
will commence on exterior metal end walls leading 
to installation of the wood end decks.  Interior 
painting can now continue given warm dry weather, 
whenever!

The SP Caboose 1094 is shaping up fast, we better 
call for a crew!

Proper Caboose wave

When we were kids, our parents would control us 
in the car by saying " watch for the train-- wave at 
the man in the caboose". The caboose was 
known to all, the car at the end of the train. Why 
the man was up there in the cupola was not 
known, so he must be there just to wave at us! 
But if he was to see us, we had to have a good 
wave.
For the excited hand waving novice, a rapid hand 
movement back and forth, similar to a balloon 
with the end open, would produce a return wave 
in kindness to a crazy person.
For the confident kid,  a bold wave / almost a 
salute, your wave so dramatic that you expected 
the crew to stop the train at your command.
But for the experienced in the how-trains-worked 
kid, a kid who considered themselves an 
extension of the crew, the wave required the 
proper elevation of the hand, proper movement in 
a rational manner, and a wave ending in the time 
honored sacred secret hand signal- the 
"HighBall". 
So keep them rolling, carry that freight, see you 
down the line!   Back came the return signal, 
YOU were a part of the crew, you were 
railroading!  
Those were the days of the Caboose, looking for 
trains, and being one with the crew. It never got 
old, and it never will, the crews of the El Dorado 
Western are being trained how to throw a wave 
and a signal at "kids", it is our job, it is tradition!



  

General Manager's Report
Mary Cory, County Museum Administrator
I will be going to the County Board of Supervisors  
soon to ask them to authorize the El Dorado Western 
Railroad to operate full-size trains in the segment of 
track between El Dorado and Missouri Flat Road.  Our 
full-size train will be the green Plymouth Locomotive, 
the recently converted flat car-to-passenger car, and 
eventually the restored Southern Pacific Railroad 
caboose #1094.  With the Board's permission, the 
EDWR will then be concentrating efforts to bring the 
track up to FRA standards, continue with the crew 
training, and we will be getting the equipment certified.  
It is exciting times!

In this year of the 150th Anniversary of the completion 
of the Transcontinental Railroad, there is a great deal 
of attention on the rich and fascinating history of 
railroads in the United States.  El Dorado County's 
railroading history is certainly a part of that.  We are 
planning to help celebrate that landmark.  Join us on 
May 11th to find out what volunteering with the El 
Dorado Western Railroad is like.  Visit the El Dorado 
County Historical Museum during the County Fair, and 
see the 1907 narrow gauge Shay Locomotive, an 
authentic artifact from the County's logging history; and 
stay posted as we plan a special El Dorado Western 
Railroad event in the Fall.
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The Dispatcher is published quarterly by the El Dorado 
County Historical Museum.  Articles contributed by 

Keith Berry, the editor is Mary Cory.  Comments can be 
directed to mary.cory@edcgov.us

To contact the El Dorado Western Railroad, call 
(530) 663-3581, like us on facebook at 
www.facebook.com/ElDoradoWesternRailroad/or 
visit the Railroad on Sundays 
10AM – 1PM (El Dorado on1st & 3rd 
Sundays, Shingle  Springs on 2nd & 4th 
Sundays)

Claudean Arnold getting instruction from Davey doc 
Wiser at the November, 2018 hands-on training 
session.

Can you identify this?  
And for extra credit, do 
you know where it is?

Hint – its located on the 
track…

Email Keith Berry at
eldoberry@comcast.net
  with the answer! 

Visit with the volunteer Team 
of the El Dorado Western 

Railroad!
 Find out what volunteering with 
this dynamic and fun program is 
like – we will be at the El Dorado 
Station (4650 Oriental Street) on 
May 11, 10AM-12PM. Information 

and refreshments provided. 

Spotlight on EL DORADO  
WESTERN RAILROAD 

Volunteers
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