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California Public Resources Code 

5029.  (a) The commission shall, within 90 days after the approval 
by the director of the issuance by the commission of an historical 
resources designation for an individual property, submit to the 
county recorder for recordation, and the county recorder shall 
record, a certified resolution establishing the historical resources 
designation.  For historical resources designations approved prior to 
March 15, 1993, the commission may submit for recordation, and the 
county recorder shall record, a certified resolution of historical 
resources designation. 
   (b) Any local agency, or unit thereof, shall, within 90 days of an 
historical resources designation by the local agency or unit for an 
individual property, submit to the county recorder for recordation, 
and the county recorder shall record, a certified resolution 
establishing the historical resources designation.  For historical 
resources designations made prior to March 15, 1993, the local 
agency, or unit thereof, may submit for recordation, and the county 
recorder shall record, a certified resolution of historical resources 
designation. 
   (c) The resolution shall include the name of the current property 
owner, the designating entity, the specific historical resources 
designation, and a legal description of the property. 
   (d) The recorder shall index the recorded resolutions of the 
commission or local agency, or unit thereof, listing the respective 
agency as the "grantor" and the current owner as the "grantee" for 
that purpose. 
   (e) For the purpose of this section, the term "historical 
resources designation" means the California Register of Historical 
Resources and any local historical resources designation resulting in 
restrictions on demolitions or alterations. 
   (f) This section shall have no effect on the right, title, or 
interest in the property identified after March 15, 1993, which is 
acquired by a bona fide purchaser for value between the time of 
designation of the property as a historical resource and time that 
the designation is recorded unless the purchaser had actual knowledge 
of the designation. 
   (g) This section shall have no effect upon the title to any 
property that is subject to this section. 
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Brief history and description of proposed landmark  
(attach additional sheets as necessary) 

Joseph Kneebone, Sr. came to California from Cornwall, England in 1867, 
acquired this 1,595-acre ranch near the historic town of Spenceville and started a 
very successful teaming business. Together with his sons, Andrew and Joseph 
Kneebone, Jr., they drove 20 mule team wagons, using a “jerk line” to one lead 
animal, from the 1860s to 1890s from Wheatland to Virginia city, following the old 
Henness Pass Road.  
Joseph’s wife, Mary Ann Reed Kneebone, arrived at Spenceville in 1871 with three 
of their children, William, Joseph Reed, and Esther. The eldest child, Andrew Reed 
Kneebone, remained in England to complete his education. Andrew, born in 
England, arrived at Spenceville in 1875.  
On the hill overlooking the Kneebone Ranch are buried five of the original pioneer 
Kneebone family members: Joseph Kneebone Sr., wife, Mary Reed Kneebone, 
Joseph Kneebone Jr., Richard Kneebone and Mary Kneebone. 
(Note: the description above is also the proposed plaque language once it is 
approved by the Landmarks Commissioners and the Nevada County Board of 
Supervisors). 

Historically significant aspects or properties of proposed landmark 

Joseph Kneebone and his sons epitomized the early teamster transportation and 
ranching of the 1860s through the 1890s in Nevada County that figured 
prominently in the development of the Northern Mines and in the growth of 
commerce, agriculture and the surrounding towns. Joseph Kneebone and his sons 
left a significant legacy in Nevada County’s history connecting teamster 
transportation to the Northern Mines and to the Comstock Strike in Virginia City,  
utilizing the Henness Pass Road and the historic covered bridge at Bridgeport.  

The Kneebone families of Spenceville and those of Bridgeport are closely 
connected by commerce and lineage. They tell the story of pioneer emigrant 
success and regrettably, American tragedy as well. 

How will the landmark be protected and maintained 
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The plaque is being funded by the descendants of Joseph Kneebone and Mary 
Reed Kneebone, with oversight of the Nevada County Historical Landmarks 
Commission. Designation of the homestead and cemetery as a historic landmark, 
through public awareness and cooperation between the State of California and the 
County of Nevada will help protect it from future vandalism and neglect. 

Bibliography. Cite or attach available books, records, articles or other materials 
pertaining to the proposed landmark. 
Books and articles: 

Bal, Peggy: Pebbles in the Stream, Easter Publishing Company, Chico, CA 1979 

Brower, Maria E. : Gold Rush Towns of Nevada County, 2006, Arcadia 
Publishing, page 85 

Parker, Lane and Smith, Kathleen: Saga of Smartsville (Collected Stories of 
George Rigby) Comstock Bonanza Press 2014 

Scimeca, Chuck: Over the Henness Pass Road, Barons & Risk Takers, You Bet 
Press 2020 

Ward, Christopher A.: Cemeteries of the Western Sierra, Arcadia Publishing, 
Charleston South Carolina, 2016 

Thompson and West: History of Nevada County, Oakland, CA 1880 

Historical or civil records: (e.g., ownership, assessments etc.) See attached. 

Other: (e.g. photographs, prints or drawings) See attached. 
Photographs and newspaper (articles attached) 

 

Applicant’s signature   Date 

========================================================= 
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Research  

Research for this application was compiled by Chuck Scimeca, Nevada County 
Historical Landmarks Commissioner, District 4, with assistance from Karen Hill 
the great great granddaughter of Joseph Kneebone Senior. 

This completed form and all related documents shall be sent to the: 

Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commission 
Attention: Chairman  
P. O. Box 1014, Nevada City, Cal. 95959  

Attachments and related documents may be submitted in electronic format. 

An application must be considered solely on its historic or architectural merits and 
not for commercial gain, political benefits, or other non-historical reasons. 
An individual Commissioner can advise and counsel an applicant, but all 
applications must be considered by the full Commission, meeting in regular 
session. 

Nevada County Historical Landmarks Process 
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Kneebone Homestead, Area of Historic Significance 
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The following GPS corner coordinates on the map above surround the historic 
areas lying within the polygon, show the proposed plaque, the Kneebone cemetery 
and pond (where Richard Kneebone is believed to have drowned in 1876). The 
corner Coordinates 100, 200, 300 and 400 hundred are outlined to show the general 
area of the homestead which includes several historic features, such as the 
remnants of outbuildings, barns, rock corrals, pond, cemetery, irrigation and do not 
imply, create, hinder, or restrict the landowner’s use of the property in any way. 
100 Kneebone 10S 0651584E 4331848N, 200 Kneebone 10S 0651734E 4332026N 
300 Kneebone 10S 0651962E 4331841N, 400 Kneebone 10S 0651762E 4331713N, 
Kneebone Cemetery 10S 0651919E 4331858N, Pond 10S 0651725E 4331788N 
Future Family Plaque, 10S 0651699E 4331967N.  1

Legal Description Kneebone Historic Site 

 Coordinates are in datum WGS 84 UTM UPS.1
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Exhibit “B” Kneebone Ranch Historic Area Boundary 
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Maps 
The map below is an aerial view of a 160-acre section to give a feeling of the 
topography surrounding the Kneebone Ranch and Cemetery. The two 10-acre 
parcels noted by the red arrows are two of the early patent parcels allocated to 
Joseph Kneebone Sr., Patent Accession Number, CA1660. A copy of the patent 
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document is on page 13. The two red circles are the approximate location of the 
Kneebone home site and cemetery. 
Beale Falls indicated on the map, original name Fairy Falls, was within the 
property owned by Joseph Kneebone Senior.  

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                   2

MAPS 

 Aerial map and grid lines provided by Mike Kochis, Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commissioner.2
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Home site

Kneebone 
Family 
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The Lidar  map above makes it possible to view the likely home site of Joseph 4

Kneebone, indicated by the two red arrows pointing towards the rectangle of the 
probable site. It is interesting to note that when consultant Torben Ericksen and I 
hiked out to the Kneebone ranch home site we observed a deep hole in the ground 
at the location shown in the photograph pictured here.  

We believe the deep depression observed, which is now filled with debris, 
underneath the collapsed structure is the probable cellar of the Joseph Kneebone 
home site. Three field surveys were completed Nevada County Historical 
Landmark Commissioners in May and June of 2023 locating several period 
artifacts which support the historic homestead designation. 
  

 Red arrows indicating home site provided by Mike Kochis, Nevada County Historical Landmarks Commissioner3

 Lidar is commonly used to make high-resolution maps, with applications 4

in surveying, geodesy, geomatics, archaeology, geography, geology, geomorphology, seismology, for
estry, atmospheric physics,[6] laser guidance, airborne laser swath mapping (ALSM), and laser 
altimetry.
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MAPS 

 

The map above shows the location of the Kneebone Ranch home site and proposed 
plaque designated by the red circle.   The Kneebone family cemetery is designated 
by the second red circle located a few hundred yards up hill from the home site. 
The third red circle is the popular destination for hikers, originally part of the 
Joseph Kneebone Ranch. 

The rectangular boxes on the map with the diagonal slash designates gated roads 
and trails. 
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Fairy Falls



MAPS 

 

The Spenceville Wildlife Area, California Department of Fish Wildlife was created 
in 1966 from land acquired from the federal government. Additional property was 
added in 2004 with the acquisition of the Robinson Family acreage that included 
the historic Joseph Kneebone Ranch and Cemetery.  
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MAPS 

 
                                                                                                                                     5

The Spenceville Wildlife Area. Note red arrow on map (Kneebone Ranch Site). 

 Map is courtesy of the Friends of Spenceville a nonprofit support group.5
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MAPS 

 

The Spenceville area was originally included in the Mexican land grant granted to 
John Rose prior to the gold rush. The land grant was called “Rancho de Yubu” 
which was approximately 16 square miles. Note “Arro Seco” on the map, 
translated, means “dry stream” or Dry Creek, which runs through the heart of the 
Spenceville Wildlife Area.  6

 Meals, Hank, Yuba Trails and Tales (Spenceville) http://yubatreadhead.blogspot.com, 20186
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Spenceville Area Map & the Historic Kneebone Ranch 

 

The Kneebone Ranch and Cemetery shown on this map is located one and one-half 
miles east of the old town of Spenceville. The ranch was developed by Joseph 
Kneebone in 1872.  The trail to Beale Falls (known as Fairy Falls prior to World 7

War II)  shown at the junction of Spenceville Road is one of the main attractions at 8

the Spenceville Wildlife Area. 

If the visitor continues straight ahead going past the gate, instead of turning right to 
the Beale Falls, it is only a short distance to the Kneebone Ranch historic site. The 
historic Kneebone Ranch being in close proximately to the Falls trail junction will 
add an additional opportunity for the visiting public to enjoy.  

 Thompson and West: History of Nevada County, Oakland, CA 1880, page 222 7

 Bal, Peggy, Pebbles in the Stream, Nevada County Historical Society, 1993 page 278
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Kneebone Ranch 
 and Cemetery



By 1890 Joseph Kneebone had increased his historic Kneebone Ranch holdings to 
1595 acres, which included Beale Falls then known as Fairy Falls. 

Camp Beale Established June 1942 

 

With the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 lives of the 
ranchers and farmers who were located in the Spenceville area forever changed.  

The War Department used the government’s right of  “eminent domain” to acquire 
86,000 acres of their land in Eastern Yuba and Western Nevada Counties. In June 
of 1942 Camp Beale was formed. Purchasing agents for the government promised 
landowners they could re-purchase their property at the same price after the war. 
As time would tell, this did not actually happen. Most of the pioneer ranchers 
could not afford to buy their property back when a smaller portion of what was 
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taken was finally put up for sale years later in December of 1959. The land went to 
the highest bidders forcing out the ranchers who could little afford the price.  9

Legal Documents (pages 15-22) 

The documents on the following pages 16-21, are copies provided by the Nevada 
County Clerk-Recorder, doc #53/263, Deed of purchase by Joseph Kneebone for the 

Land Patent Details

Accession Nr: CA1660__.377     Document Type: State Volume Patent     
State: California     Issue Date: 11/10/1882     Cancelled: No 

Names On Document   Miscellaneous Information 

KNEEBONE, JOSEPH   Land Office: Sacramento 
   US Reservations: No 
   Mineral Reservations: No 
   Tribe: --- 
   Militia: --- 
   State In Favor Of: --- 
Military Rank: ---   Authority: April 24, 1820: Sale-Cash Entry (3 Stat. 566) 
  
Document Numbers   Survey Information 
Document Nr: 2530   Total Acres: 132.67 
Misc. Doc. Nr: ---   Survey Date: --- 
BLM Serial Nr: ---   Geographic Name: --- 
Indian Allot. Nr: ---   Metes/Bounds: No 
  
Land Descriptions 

State Meridian Twp – Rng Aliquots Section Survey # County 
CA Mount Diablo 015N - 007E Lot/Trct 1 30   Nevada 
CA Mount Diablo 015N - 007E NE¼NW¼ 30   Nevada 
CA Mount Diablo 015N - 007E Lot/Trct 4 30   Nevada 
CA Mount Diablo 015N - 007E SE¼SW¼ 30   Nevada 

 Cross II, Coy F. 9th Reconnaissance Wing Historian, From the Stone Age to the Space Age: A History of Beale 9
AFB. A US Air Force publication, pages 57-59.
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Homestead of Sarah Quigley 1877 and Homestead Declaration of Joseph Kneebone 
1890, document # 5/402. This documents land totaling 1595 acres. 

Joseph Kneebone purchased for $1500 in 1877 the homestead of Sarah Quigley 
(deceased) of some 685 acres from James O’ Brian, deed recorded on March 30, 1877 
Nevada County Clerk's Office. 
Joseph Kneebone filed for a Homestead by consolidating the following; 
US patent 1882 for 132 acres, Us patent 1883 for 132 acres, Deed from the Central 
Pacific Railroad 1881 66 acres, 1882 Central Pacific Railroad 80 acres, and a deed 
from Andrew  Reed Kneebone 12-13-1884, paid $3500 for 910 acres. The homestead 
was signed by Joseph Kneebone and declared on March 1, 1890. 
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The above document dated July 18th, 1942 shows 26,768.87 acres of land owned 
by Clarence Aumer 'sold' to the United States for $10.00 taken by eminent domain. 
Clarence Aumer was the son of Sarah Kneebone Aumer and grandson of Joseph 
Kneebone Sr.  

Clarence Aumer was able to buy the other siblings’ shares of the Kneebone ranch 
thereby becoming the sole heir.  Attached is a copy of the first page of this 
document showing the taking of Tract 73-A by the Federal government.    10

  Provided by Karen Hill archive10
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The Teamster Family 

The Kneebone family men were known as excellent freighters. The father Joseph 
Kneebone Senior, eldest son Andrew R. Kneebone and younger son Joseph 
Kneebone Junior both followed in their father’s footsteps and became some of the 
best-known teamster freighters in the region. They were also known in the business 
as “long line skinners.”  Teamsters handled a “jerk line” coming from the one lead 11

animal, almost always a mule. The line went all the way from the lead mule back 
to the wheel mule nearest the wagon’s left side on which the freighter rode. 

The Kneebone family teamsters between 1860-1890s had to negotiate the very 
rugged road conditions of the Sierra Nevada. As more toll roads and bridges were 
built, use of the mule pack train decreased and the wagon jerk line team of mules 
under the steady control of the teamster took their place. The jerk line wagon team 
could carry tons of cargo and became the freighter of choice between Marysville 
and Virginia City. The team was made up of one or more heavy wagons, pulled by 
teams of mules consisting of four to as many as 36 mules.  12

 Rigby, George, He Made a Saddle copyright 1980. Smith, Kathleen, The Saga of Smartsville, 2014 page 4811

 Scimeca, Chuck; Over the Henness Pass Road, You Bet Press 2020 page 3712
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The Teamster Family 
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Joseph Kneebone Sr. and Team (circa 1860s) 

The Teamster Family 

Early Emigration History of Joseph Kneebone Sr. 

The following quote is from a book first published in 1924, the History of Placer 
and Nevada Counties: with biological sketches of the leading men and women of 
the counties who have been identified with their growth and development from 
the early days to the present. It well outlines the accomplishments by Joseph 
Kneebone an early pioneer teamster. 
“While so much is being said about the limitation of immigration, it is well to 
remember how many of our most worthy citizens were immigrants or from 
immigrant stock. Some brought money into the country, but the only wealth which 
by far the greater number brought was in their two hands and their brains.  
Of the latter number was Joseph Kneebone, who came from Cornwall, England via 
Panama to San Francisco, in 1867. His wife, Mary Martin Reed in maidenhood 
arrived in 1871, bringing with her two sons and one daughter, viz: Joseph, William 
and Esther. How the father acquired the 800-acre ranch at Spenceville with no 
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capital but hands and brain, is an exhibition of the thrift and energy of some of our 
foreigners which have helped to make our country great.  
On his arrival in America Joseph Kneebone found work in Rocklin cutting wood. 
In the spring of 1868, he went to Virginia City, Nev. and did teaming there; a year 
later he left Virginia City with an eight- horse team and came to Grass Valley, Cal., 
where he worked some in the mines during the winter, but his real work was 
teaming while he made his headquarters at Grass Valley. He first preempted a 
quarter section, then took up a timber claim of another quarter section; then he 
bought some 400 acres of railroad land. After such signal success it is sad to record 
that he was shot on his own ranch at the age of sixty-four. His wife was only thirty-
seven when she died. They had seven children: Joseph, William, Esther, Sarah, 
Richard, Mary, and Andrew R.”   13

 Lardner, W.B and Brock, M.J, History of Placer and Nevada Counties, Publisher Los Angles Historic Record 13
1924 Company, pages 976 to 978
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Notes continued 
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          14

The death certificate above is for Mary Reed Kneebone. 

Kneebone family oral history provided by Karen Hill relates that Mary Reed 
Kneebone, wife of Joseph Kneebone and her infant child Mary, both died from 
complications due to child birth at the Kneebone Family Ranch near Spenceville 
on December 21, 1878. Mary Reed Kneebone was 38 years old.  

Additional family oral history relates that Mary and Josephs’ young two year old 
son, Richard Kneebone, drowned in the pond near the family home. 

 Death certificate provided by Karen Hill collection.14
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Marriage Certificates 

 

 15

Joseph Kneebone and Mary Martin Reed's marriage certificate 

Married October 3, 1860 in Cornwall, England. Joseph Kneebone was 22 and 
Mary Reed was 19 years old. 

They were living at the Reed family compound at Trethellan East outside of 
Gwennap, England. Apparently, Joseph had come to work on the farm and fell in 
love with the owner's daughter. 

 Marriage certificate provided by Karen Hill, great great granddaughter of Joseph Sr. and  15

Mary Kneebone 
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Marriage Certificates 

 

             16

The marriage certificate above is that of Alpha Nichols and Esther Kneebone, 
daughter of Joseph and Mary Reed Kneebone. Esther is the great grandmother of 
Karen Hill. Karen’s family is providing funding for the Kneebone Ranch and 
Cemetery plaque if approved. 

Ranch Home of Andrew Reed Kneebone, Son of Joseph Kneebone Sr. 

The home in the photo shown below was once owned by Andrew Reed Kneebone 
and his wife Victoria Cole Kneebone. It is typical of the homes of ranchers in the 

 Marriage certificate provided by Karen Hill collection 16
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Spenceville area during the 1860s-1890s. This photo is one of two existing photos 
of Andrew Kneebone’s home in near Spenceville. Only remnants of the home 
remain today. The location of Andrew’s father’s home, Joseph Kneebone Senior, is 
farther east up Spenceville Road, near a spring on the south side of the Road. Only 
foundation remnants of that home remain today.  
Andrew met Victoria Cole while driving his team through Bridgeport on his route 
to the Northern Mines, and they were married at Marysville on March 17, 1886. 
They had five sons from 1888 to 1897. Andrew, his wife and children lived at their 
ranch in Spenceville for many years. Victoria died at the Spenceville ranch on 
March 15, 1930. Andrew died a few years later at his son’s home, Alfred 
Kneebone, at Bridgeport on February 25, 1934.  Both Andrew and Victoria are 17

buried at the Bridgeport Family Cemetery not far from the 1862 Bridgeport 
Covered Bridge.    

 
                               Photo Milton Kneebone archive  

Homes similar to Andrew Kneebone’s in the photo above could still be found 
throughout the landscape prior to Camp Beale in the Spenceville area before  
the ranches were taken by the government through eminent domain in 1942.  
The home may have had power and or telephone by the time this photograph was 
taken based on the poles seen in the photograph on the previous page. The early 
20th century flatbed truck dates the photograph to circa 1936 or earlier. Many 
ranches by this time period did have electricity and telephone. The Rural 

Steve Pauly, Descendants of Joseph Kneebone Sr. and Andrew Reed Kneebone, History Chair of the South Yuba 17
River State Park at Bridgeport 2012-2018 
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Electrification Act of 1936, enacted on May 20, 1936, provided federal loans for 
the installation of electrical distribution systems to serve rural areas and farms.  18

 
        Photo Courtesy of Terry Kneebone 
Above is an earlier photograph of Andrew Kneebone’s home showing a team of six 
mules hitched to the wagon. Based on the presence of the team and wagon most 
likely dates this photo to the late 19th or early 20th centuries. The poles crossing 
over the road may have been telephone poles. Many rural homes by the late 1890s 
had phone service.  19

It is believed that the remnants of Andrew’s home pictured above are located on 
the south side of Spenceville Road, 500 yards below the turn-off to Fairy Falls.   20

  Peters, Gerhard; Woolley, John T. "Franklin D. Roosevelt: "Executive Order 7037 Establishing the Rural 18
Electrification Administration.," May 11, 1935". The American Presidency Project. University of California - Santa 
Barbara.  

 Rural Broad Band Association of America. The independent telephone industry began to develop throughout rural 19
America early in the 1890s. After the publication of a manual that explained to farmers how they could develop their 
own telephone systems on a mutual or cooperative basis, many farmer mutual systems emerged throughout rural 
America. By 1912, the number of rural telephone systems had grown to more than 3,200, and the U.S. telephone 
industry included several manufacturers that specialized in the production of so-called "rural phones."

 Bal, Peggy, Pebbles in the Stream, Nevada County Historical Society, 1993 page 38.20
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             Andrew Reed Kneebone, Victoria M. Cole Kneebone and Family 

Their five children were Charles Reed Kneebone born September 21, 1888, Joseph 
Russel Kneebone born February 17, 1890, Alfred Alexander Kneebone born 
September 30, 1892, James Budd Kneebone born February 17, 1895 and William 
Henry Kneebone born June 15, 1897. All five boys were born at their parents 
Spenceville Ranch.  
                           
Andrew & Victoria’s Son, Alfred Alexander, helped Develop Bridgeport 

Alfred and his wife Jane Moynier Kneebone lived at Bridgeport in 1918 at the 
home of Charles Cole, his maternal grandfather where he farmed at his 
grandfather’s ranch. In 1927 Alfred opened the famous Bridgeport Swimming 
Pleasure Resort, upstream from the gas station he opened in 1920. 

The Kneebone Family Cemetery at Bridgeport 
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The Kneebone Cemetery at Bridgeport is located just off Pleasant Valley Road at 
the beginning of the historic Virginia Turnpike alongside Kentucky Creek at South 
Yuba River State Park at Bridgeport. This cemetery is maintained by the Kneebone 
family of Grass Valley, CA. Family members are still being interred at the 
cemetery. 

 21

 Courtesy of South Yuba River State Park Cultural History Program21
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ARTICLES           (Sacramento Bee Feb. 15, 1907) 
 45

2025 rev.

*Courtesy of South Yuba River State Park 



 
This article states that the grandson of Joseph Kneebone, son of Andrew Reed 
Kneebone, went to his grandfather’s home to deliver the mail only to find that his 
grandfather had been murdered. He then ran back home to tell his father of the 
murder.  Andrew Kneebone then drove to Spenceville to telephone the authorities 
of the tragedy. 
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Marysville Daily Appeal, Volume XCV, Number 125, 26 May 1907 — Trial of 
James Oates tor Kneebone Killing [ARTICLE] 
Trial of James Oates tor Kneebone Killing 
NEVADA CITY, Nevada County. May 25. —Day by day the evidence through 
which the People hope to fasten upon James Oates the murder of Joseph Kneebone 
is being introduced and is straw by straw woven into a web from whence it seems 
that the accused man cannot escape. The sale of the horse which Oates took from 
the dead man and the sundry transactions which accompanied this sale were fully 
brought out by witnesses last night and yesterday afternoon. A. Anderson, a 
Spenceville merchant, told of Oates showing him gold when paying for a pair of 
overalls on the fateful Sunday, and W. R. Ross, a Waldo storekeeper, helped to 
forge the link by telling of Oates' visit to his place while riding Kneebone's horse. 
On Melon Hill, near Spenceville, Arthur Hunt met Oates and after again exhibiting 
gold, Oates tried to sell Hunt a watch. Young Robert Blackford told of the purchase 
of Kneebone's horse from Oates, and the paying of $l5 for the animal. In payment, 
Oates was given a check made payable to James Charles. E. F. Enochs next swore 
that he cashed such a check for Oates at Enoch's saloon in Wheatland. Clerk E. J. 
Dole of the U. S. Hotel, of Marysville, told of Oates registering there and under the 
name of James Charles, and C. P, Carison followed and told of hiring Oates to 
work on his ranch near Yuba City and of the arrest of Oates on this ranch. A. N. 
Kneebone, Court Reporter John W. O'Neill, W. T. Robinson, Coroner A. L. Gill 
and Attorney J. M. Walling gave evidence that was not of much Importance in 
itself, but which helped to build up the prosecution’s chain. At noon the trial was 
adjourned until Monday next. The prosecution announced that it will be able to 
conclude Its presentation of evidence In about an hour when the trial is resumed. It 
Is figured that the case will go to the Jury next Tuesday evening. 
Acquittal of James Oates in the Murder Trial of Joseph Kneebone Sr. 
The trial of James Oates resulted in an acquittal on May 28th 1907. After the jury 
was out for 24 hours the judge declared a mistrial, six voted to convict and six 
voted for acquittal.  22

 San Francisco Call, Volume 101, Number 180, May 29, 190722
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James Oates after being acquitted in the Joseph Kneebone Sr. murder is arrested  a 
year later. Article above from the Marysville Appeal, Vol. XCVII, #112, May 9, 
1908 
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 U.S. Army soldiers looking at the Kneebone family Cemetery plot, Spenceville 
Army Base at Camp Beale, circa 1943. 

The Kneebone Cemetery & Cemeteries of Spenceville 

The text carved into the top of the cement crypt above showing the names and 
deaths of each Kneebone family member no longer exists. It has either 
intentionally been removed or has completely weathered away over the years. The 
most likely answer is that the text has intentionally been removed.  

This is based on the fact that at other pioneer cemeteries found in the Spenceville 
Wildlife area, the cement grave caps of the same time period (circa 1943) provided 
by US Army, when they owned the property during World War II, still remain 
intact. In the photo above the descriptive texts are clearly legible. The Cabbage 
Patch Cemetery is a good example with text still clearly visible today.  
The Cabbage Patch Cemetery  
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             Photo by Chuck Scimeca 

The gravestones were removed and replaced with cement slabs by the Army during 
World War II at pioneer Cemeteries throughout the Spenceville area to protect the 
graves from military exercises and tank training.  

The Cabbage Patch Cemetery is located just in Yuba County east of the Waldo 
Bridge along Spencerville Road within the Spencerville Wildlife Area. The small 
town of Cabbage Patch was established in 1852 by two Black men known for 
raising cabbages there.  By December 1898 Cabbage Patch had grown to the point 23

that it opened its first Post Office. The local citizens decided a name change was 
warranted and the colorful name of Cabbage Patch was changed to Waldo in honor 
of Captain William Waldo. 

 Bal, Peggy, Pebbles in the Stream, Nevada County Historical Society, 1993 page 3223
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The Kneebone Family Ranch and Cemetery at Spenceville 

  
          Photo by Chuck Scimeca 

The Kneebone Family Cemetery in the photograph above was taken in March of 
2022 at the Kneebone Family Reunion at the Ranch site near Spenceville.  

There are no longer any inscriptions on the cement cap seal. Nevada County 
Historical Landmarks Commission consultant Torben Eriksen and I spent a great 
deal of time trying to locate any remnants of the inscriptions, but we were unable 
to locate any. The cemetery lies near the top of a hill shaded by a single oak tree, 
across the meadow from the Kneebone home site seen in the distance. The home 
site is about one hundred yards north of the family cemetery along the oak tree 
line, seen in the distance, just beyond the small wooden fence posts.  

In the photograph above, “pictured are Richard L. Hill, and his sister, Karen Hill, 
great-great grandchildren of Mary M. Reed Kneebone and Joseph Kneebone, 
Senior.” 

 51
2025 rev.



The Kneebone Family Cemetery near Spenceville 

 

 
Leaving Spenceville Road the Kneebone Family Cemetery is located about 
seventy-five yards southeast, uphill from the homestead remnants which are 
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located on the south side of Spenceville Road. As seen on the photo above, a lone 
oak tree shelters the grave site of the Kneebone family. (the tree has since fallen) 
The quote in the article below is taken from The Camp Beale News, dated,  
September 16, 1943 

“In the placing a concrete protective slab over the graves, post authorities 
transferred the inscriptions from the headstones to the center of the slab. After the 
name of Joseph Jr. is the word: “murdered,” and the date June 29, 1888. After the 
name of the father is the word: “murdered,” and the date February 14, 1907.” 
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The article above describes the murder of the young teamster Joseph Kneebone Jr. 
in 1888. It is interesting to note that Joseph Kneebone Sr. had experienced several 
troubling incidences with neighbors leading up to the murder of his son Joseph 
Kneebone Jr. The horrific murder highlights the tragedies befallen the Kneebone 
family starting with Joseph Kneebone Sr.’s young two-year-old son, Richard 
Kneebone, drowning in a pond near the Kneebone home in 1876 and mother Mary 
M. Reed Kneebone along with her infant daughter, both dying in child birth in 
December 1878.  

Regrettably, concluding with the murder of Joseph Kneebone Sr. himself on 
February 4, 1906 being found on the path by his grandson going from the barn to 
his grandfather’s home. 
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        Photograph courtesy of Karen Hill archive, circa 1890       24

The photograph above is a stylized family portrait of Joseph Kneebone Sr. on the 
left and Alpha Nichols on the right. Alpha is the husband of Esther Kneebone, 
daughter of Joseph Kneebone Sr., Esther is the great grandmother of Karen Hill. 

The “happy mule” pulling the water wagon implies that the dirt roads of 
Spenceville were well maintained.   

 The photograph above is typical of 1870 through the early 1900s souvenir portrait 24

photography that was popular in America. Photo booths where visitors could have an opportunity 
to pose in front of painted canvas foregrounds with comical bodies for their own souvenir 
portrait. Photo studios were hugely popular attractions at state and local fairs, carnivals, and 
downtown arcades. Often printed on penny postcards these images were mailed across the 
country to family and friends. 
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From Pebbles in the Stream by Peggy Bal 

 
                                                                                                                                  25

This article found in the book Pebbles in the Stream, describes the murders of 
Joseph Kneebone Jr. in 1888 and his father Joseph Sr. Kneebone in 1907. The two 
murders were never solved.  

Joseph Russell Kneebone, owner of the circa 1925 tow truck shown in the 
photograph above is the son of Andrew Reed Kneebone and Victoria Cole 
Kneebone. 

 Bal, Peggy, Pebbles in the Stream, Nevada County Historical Society, 1979 pages 10 and 11.25
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Background on the Town of Spenceville 
Spenceville: Mines and more 

The Union| Mar 16, 2002 
Maria E. Brower 

 

Looking north on Spenceville Road toward Grass Valley: August Anderson's home and 
general store are surrounded by a white picket fence. A team and wagon are near the porch 
of the store. Farther up the hill is Spenceville's schoolhouse. Across the street is Anderson's 
barn. Behind the large tree in the center is Emma May Austin's home. The mine is at 
bottom left. Courtesy: Searls Library, Nevada County Historical Society 

The town known as Spenceville was in the southwestern portion of Nevada County 
17 miles by road from Wheatland and 17 miles from Grass Valley. 

The road was used as early as 1851 as a road from Sacramento to Grass Valley and 
Nevada (City), and later became Spenceville Road. A post office was first 
established there in 1872 but discontinued six years later. It was re-established in 
1879 and finally discontinued in 1932. 
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The town is said to commemorate Edward F. Spence of Nevada City, who donated 
lumber for the first school built there in 1868. 

Spenceville was unique because it wasn’t known for its rich gold quartz mines; its 
main claim to fame was the copper ore discovered in 1862-63. 

A copper mine was in operation by 1875 and was the first mine in the state whose 
pyrites were used for the manufacture of both mineral paint and sulfuric acid. 

In 1881, Thomas Price of San Francisco reported that the copper deposit would 
prove to be a permanent one and of great value. 

The Imperial Paint and Copper Co. was organized there in 1892. The brown-
colored paint manufactured from the copper ore was fire- and waterproof and said 
to maintain its shade. Promoters said the paint was superior to any of the metallic 
paints imported from the East or Europe. The plant produced 10 tons of paint every 
24 hours. 

One of the early families that came to settle in the Spenceville area was that of 
Cyrus C. Bitner, his wife Mary (Steele) and their two daughters, Ella May and 
Barbara (“Emma”). 

Bitner was originally from Somerset County in southwestern Pennsylvania and 
moved to Iowa just prior to the Civil War. The family may have already been on its 
way to California when two events may have altered its plans. 

Emma, their second daughter, was born in early 1860 in Iowa, and the Civil War 
soon broke out. Bitner enlisted in an Iowa infantry unit, held the rank of 1st 
lieutenant, and later transferred to the 9th Iowa Cavalry and was promoted to 
captain. After the war, Bitner farmed in Iowa for several years and became the 
editor of the newspaper in Eddyville, Iowa. 

The family came to California in 1873 and settled in Spenceville in an area that 
boasted gently rolling hills and a mild climate with warm dry summers. In the early 
days, the mild climate boasted oranges and other semi-tropical fruit, while the 
plains and valleys were used for growing cereals. Ground higher up was suitable 
for pasture. There was plenty of water available for irrigation from the numerous 
small streams that flowed into the Bear River to the south and the Yuba River to 
the north. 
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Bitner became involved in mining and was owner of several mines, including the 
Mother Lode Quartz, Jackson, San Francisco, American, St. Louis, Philadelphia, 
16-to-1, Rose Hill, Mayflower, Last Chance Extension and Bitter, as well as others. 

He was also superintendent of the Mineral Hill Mining and Smelting Co. and 
owned claims on the copper belt – the Golden Eagle, Index, Legion, Mineral Hill, 
Progress, Sacramento, Main Chance, First Chance and Advance Chance. Later in 
life he held various local offices in the area, including justice of the peace. 

Bitner was partner in some of his mining ventures with a neighbor named Austin, 
also from Pennsylvania, and both had children who entered the teaching 
profession. Ella Bitner married John H. Austin in Nevada City in 1879. He would 
first become a teacher and later an attorney.  

After teaching in several schools, Ella became well respected in education and held 
the office of county superintendent of schools from 1922 to 1933. When she 
retired, she held the record for tenure in the position. 

Emma, the younger Bitner daughter, married August Anderson, who was a 
prosperous Spenceville merchant and purchased the old “Original Kneebone” 
ranch in 1908. Anderson was also postmaster there from 1899 to 1914. The 26

Andersons were well-known in the community for many years. 

The town of Spenceville is no more; most of the area that made up the farming, 
ranching and mining community is now located in the Spenceville Wildlife 
Refuge. Hiking, horseback riding and a shooting range are available. 

Author Maria E. Brower  

Maria is a local researcher and member of both the Nevada County Genealogical 
Society and the Nevada County Historical Society. She volunteers at the Doris 
Foley History Branch Library in Nevada City. She descends from the Bitner family 
of Somerset County, Pennsylvania. She has written serval books on the history of 
Nevada County and surrounding areas. 

 The Kneebone Ranch site, 1860s to 1908, went through a series of owners since 1908, which included the 26
Robinson family of Grass Valley who sold their property in 2004 to the State of California as new addition to the 
Spencevile Wildlife Area. 
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Spenceville, Nevada County Copper Mining Town est. 1863 
A resident of Purtyman's Ranch, Spenceville’s earlier name, was digging a 
well for drinking water and came upon some copper in 1863. Mining 
commenced but only lasted until 1865 as the copper was a low grade and 
working it after the costs of labor and materials was just too high. The mine lay 
dormant until The San Francisco Mining Company bought the property in 1872 
and invested $15,000 in equipment to better extract the copper. A document 
from 1875 states, “Work is being prosecuted on the copper-mine at Spenceville, 
in this county, under the superintendency of Mr. G. P. Deetkin, with every 
prospect of success. The shaft is down 100 feet, and the ledge at that depth is 
70 feet in width. The rock is richly impregnated with native copper. The ore is 
taken out and roasted in a large furnace, after which it is turned into three large 
vats, upon which a stream of cold water is turned, and the copper, in a state of 
solution, is then conducted from the vats into a large cylinder of about 12 feet 
in diameter. In this is placed old or refuse iron, for which the copper has an 
affinity. The cylinder is made to revolve rapidly by steam, by which means the 
copper is collected on the iron. The superintendent thinks the process of 
separating copper from the ore in which it is contained is no longer a matter of 
experiment. There are many other ledges in the vicinity equally as rich and are 
awaiting the success of working this one.” Raymond, Rossiter W (1875) 
Statistics Of Mines And Mining In The States And Territories West Of The 
Rocky Mountains; Being Тhе Seventh Annual Report United States 
Commissioner Of Mining Statistics, Government Printing Office 1875.  

Spenceville Copper Mine,  

1880. 
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The map above is a portion of the “Official Map of Yuba County” by order of the 
Yuba County Board of Supervisors, 1887. Compiled by J.M. Doyle Yuba County 
Surveyor, published by Britton and Rey, San Francisco CA. 

Spenceville is shown off the map grid on the right hand side. The reason for this, 
Spenceville is less than a mile inside Nevada County. 
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 27

The Spenceville Post Office seen on the map indicated by the red arrow was not 
established until April 25, 1872, and was discontinued February 20, 1932. The 
small town was named after Edward F. Spence a druggist from Nevada City, who 
donated the lumber for the first school built at Spenceville in 1868.   28

  Brower, Maria E. Gold Rush Towns of Nevada County, 2006, Arcadia Publishing, page 85. In the text below 27
the photograph, Cyrus’s last name is spelled as “Bittner” this is a typo. The correct spelling is Bitner. 

 Janicot, Michel, A History of Nevada County Post Offices, Published by the Nevada County Historical Society 28
1994, pages 35-36.
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Spenceville 

https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/SearchResults?an=brower%2520maria&cm_sp=det-_-bdp-_-author
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