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SOAP ROOT
In a recent google search for facts on Bowman’s Tunnel Hill this brief article turned up. It is
from the Placer Herald, 7 Aug 1880.

400 tons of soap root fiber! For what I wondered, and also, a few other questions. Was this, in
fact, the Tunnel Hill in Bowman? Or was it the one mentioned in the 1860s between Clipper
Gap and Applegate? And how many plants must it take to produce 400 tons of fiber and who
is doing the harvesting?
Typical websearch articles were of little help. Whenever historical context was provided it
usually concerned the Native American use of soap root, i.e for laundry soap, shampoo,
bathing, food, fishing, antiseptic, glue, and brushes. Interesing, but they didn’t address my
questions. So back to newspapers.com.

In this reminiscence, Henry B. Livingston, describes a 49er use of soaproot on the North Fork
of the American River, a use likely borrowed from the Spanish or local Nisenan. (San Francisco
Call, 8 Dec 1895). At a later date substantial quantities of soap root were being regularly
shipped to San Francisco. (Placer Herald, 19 Sept 1868).

Soap root was arriving from a number of foothill counties. (Daily Evening Herald, 19 Sep 1867)
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(Sacramento Bee, 22 Jul 1872)

(Gold Hill Daily News, 14 July 1870)

However, Placer County appears to have been the primary producer of soap root fiber.

This article (18 May 1867) and others also explain how the soap root fiber, a replacement for
horse hair, was primarily used for mattresses, cushions, sofas and chairs. But also for soap and
tooth paste and at least one novel use - a cure for baldness. The Eureka Hair company was a
main producer of soap root fiber products. (Sacramento Bee, 19 Feb 1869)
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The process of harvesting and preparing the fiber for shipment is explained in the following
article. (Sacramento Bee, 8 Jun 1867)

(Sacramento Bee, 26 July 1867)
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(Journals of the Senate and Assembly, To President & Directors of the State Agriculture Society,
California Legislature, 1868, pg 167)
It is not at all surprising to discover a few conflicts arose in the soap root industry. Here are a
few examples.

(San Francisco Examiner, 17 Nov 1870)

(San Francisco Examiner, 15 June 1872)
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And this unusual article. The fact that they might have acquired a patent for the manufacture
of soap and using the fiber. Apparently they did.

(San Francisco Examiner, 15 Jun 1872)

(Patents for Inventions, Vol 8, Patent Oﬃce, pg 8, Great Britain, 1869)
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N. W. Blanchard would be Nathan Weston Blanchard (1831 - 1917), lumber man of Dutch Flat
and neighbor of Alan Towle in 1870. Several years later Blanchard would become the founder
of Santa Paula in southern California. Alan Towle (1833 - 1897) would become a very
successful lumber man along with his brothers in the area above Dutch Flat. James Louis
Gould (1837 -1917) pioneer (1856) at Dutch Flat supervised hydraulic mining between Gold
Run and Dutch Flat. Became extremely wealthy.
Several other ways in which soap root was used.

(Los Angeles Herald, 2 Jun 1876)

( The Gazette, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, 13 Aug 1898)

(Sacramento Bee, 22 Aug 1867)
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Mr. W. A. Hines, (unsuccessful) candidate for Sheriﬀ, of the company of Hayford, Hines & Co.
of Colfax, who claimed to not employ Chinese, was accused of employing them to load
railroad cars with wood and handle soap root, etc. Also employing them to work at the Rising
Sun mine-he being Secretary of that mine. (Argus. 29 Aug 1877)
Several hints on the demise of the soap root fiber industry can be found in the following:

(The Commerce & Industries of the Pacific Coast of North America, John S. Hittlel, 1882, pgs
470, 471)
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