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Dear Fellow Members, 
 
December is the month we host a gathering for the general membership. Last year, 
you may remember, we had an open house at the Museum. The previous year we met 
at the Library for a dessert social. For many years we had a soup luncheon at the    
Sonora Hills Community Room. 
 

In addition to getting our members together for a holiday celebration, the other pur-
pose of this annual gathering was to have the general membership vote on the slate of 
officers and approve the budget for the coming year. 
 

Obviously, with all of the coronavirus restrictions currently in place, I am sorry to say 
that we will not be having our annual December gathering this year. The Museum and 
History Research Center have been officially closed to the public since March.         
Although there has been some limited employee and volunteer activity, as far as I 
know, we have been successful in keeping the virus away from our Museum and our 
personnel. I am confident we can keep it that way as we head into the coming year 
and hopeful that we will see improvement in the current situation. 
 

Our plan to handle the general membership vote is to have a mail-in ballot. This bal-
lot will have just two items on it—the slate of officers and the annual budget for 
2021. It can be mailed in via the Post Office or emailed to info@tchistory.org. It is 
important for members to vote, as we need to have a quorum of responses to meet the 
requirements of the Historical Society’s by-laws.  
 

Regarding the slate of officers for 2021, the Board decided to continue with the cur-
rent group of officers since we have not done all that much this year. Actually, we are 
very happy that the current group is willing to serve for another year. There are even 
a couple of open positions on the Board if any other members would like to write 
themselves in. 
 

As far as the budget goes, a committee actually held a brief, masked-face to masked-
face, meeting to review the proposed 2021 budget. Please be sure to look over the 
budget report prepared by our Treasurer, Cheri Holmes. Several cuts have been rec-
ommended, but the bottom line is that we are still looking at a slight overall deficit 
for the coming year. Fortunately, we have adequate reserves to get us through these 
lean times.   

Letter from the President 

This issue of the Historian contains the 2021 slate of 
officers/directors and the 2021 TCHS budget, which 
can be voted on by mailing the enclosed ballot or by 
sending your vote to info@tchistory.org. 
 
Check out the TCHS newly designed website by Zac 
Calbert, Utilitarian Design—http://tchistory.org/. If you 
would like to pay your membership online, go to  
https://www.tchistory.com/product-category/
membership/. 

SPECIAL NOTICE 
for  

RESEARCHERS 
 

The Columbia Archive 
has moved from the 

Main Street Firehouse to 
the D.O. Mills Building, 
on the corner of Main & 
Fuller Streets—opposite 

the Douglass Saloon. 
The entrance is the 2nd 

door from Main St.  
 

Hours starting  
January 2021 

Tues.—noon to 3 pm 
Thurs.—10 am—1 pm 

 
MASKS REQUIRED 

 
Queries: 

columbialibraryarchives 
@gmail.com 

 
 

Welcome New Member: 
 

Pamela Cassaretto 
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Dr. Joseph Pownall and the Water Companies 

By Sherrin Grout 
 
A little known aspect of Columbia’s history is the need for, fight over, and not so quiet conclusion of the demand for,  
water, as reflected in the lives of the Pownall family. 
 
When gold was found in Columbia, a year-round supply of water to recover the gold was not available. Miners and mer-
chants soon learned how necessary water was to the continued prosperity of the town and, in 1851, formed the Tuolumne 
County Water Company (TCWC). This enterprise started as a locally owned and controlled water company, but due to 
the massive amounts of money required in the first few years of its existence, majority stock ownership and control over 
the company’s actions soon resided outside the local area.  
 
When the TCWC raised its rates several times, at one point as high as $6 a day, miners began to strike. As the dispute 
was never successfully resolved, the miners formed another water company, the Columbia and Stanislaus River Water 
Company (CSRWC). 
 
The two companies were bitter rivals, with more 
locals supporting the miners’ side than the Tu-
olumne County Water Company (or the “monster 
monopoly,” as miners called it). When the TCWC 
took the CSRWC to court and won, the miners 
were infuriated. A small group, called the ditch 
breakers, began disrupting water operations by 
blowing up flumes and breaking ditches. The fol-
lowing note was received by the TCWC board: 

November 15, 1860 to the Gentlemen of the 
Tuolumne county water company. Take Notice 
there is a plan matureing [maturing] for the 
assassination of all the prominent members of 
your company if ditch matters are not settled 
within a certain time. As sure as day succeeds 
night this is the plan. Act wisely and avoid such 
a calamity.  
  [Signed] A friend to Humanity 

 
And the Pownalls? Dr. Joseph Pownall was in-
volved early on as a water rent collector for the 
TCWC, then became secretary and superintendent of the water company. Mrs. Mary Harrison Newell came to Columbia 
in 1854, to join her first husband William Newell. After his death, she met and married Dr. Pownall. They lived in the 
house seen above which was built for her by her first husband.  

 
Local businessmen, including Dr. Pownall, formed a Committee of Conference to negoti-
ate between the opposing parties, which resulted in 
the continuance of the Tuolumne County Water 
Company and subsequent negative feelings on both 
sides.  
 
According to an entry in one of Mrs. Pownall’s 
daybooks, in 1885, Mrs. William Jones stopped by 
the Pownalls’ gate. Mrs.  Pownall went out on the 
piazza to see what she wanted. Mrs. Jones started to 
talk about the new ditch troubles and “stated that 
she met the Pensingers at midnight several times 
and they told her that on the 4th of July evening 
they and his associates intended to burn my house 
and myself and family and that she must wet the 
roof of her house and the premises next mine. She 
said that she did not dare to tell me or any member 
of my family for the reason that she had pledged 

herself to keep it secret but that she prayed for us.”  Mrs. Pownall told her she did not 
wish to see or hear anything more from Mrs. Jones.  

Dr. Joseph Pownall and Mary Harrison Newell Pownall  in front of  
their home in Columbia 

Dr. Joseph Pownall 

     Mary Harrison Newell Pownall 
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Museum Corner 

Fourth Grade Walking Tours of Sonora to Become Virtual 
By Sherry Blake 

 
Beginning in 2000, as a part of California’s 150th celebration, the City of 
Sonora and the Tuolumne County Historical Society collaborated to cre-
ate and provide a walking tour of historic downtown Sonora for Tu-
olumne County fourth grade students to augment their study of California 
history. 
 
Although this tour has been well received, with the increasing age of 
many volunteers, those participating have continued to dwindle, and the 
City of Sonora has declined to participate in the future. 
 
This year COVID-19 has brought the tours to a temporary halt and has 
caused the 4th Grade Tours Committee to reconsider how best to contin-
ue to offer this important local history program. We have decided that 
creating a virtual tour would be a forward-thinking choice. A virtual tour 
program would also enable all schools in Tuolumne County, both public 
and private, and other schools around the state to participate each year. 
Our plan is to have this available for the 2021-2022 school year with co-
ordinating downloadable workbooks and maps for classroom use. 
 

Our 4th Grade Tours Committee: 
Billie Lyons—Curator, Tuolumne County Museum 
Linda Clark—AKA “Hard Luck Lin” 
Sherrin Grout—Retired California State Park Ranger—               
 Columbia State Historic Park 
Marilyn Robinson—Retired Educator, Summerville  
 Elementary School 
Tricia Dunlap—Tuolumne County Superintendent of Schools 
Cher Casjens—Volunteer 
Mike Mandell—Sonora Volunteer Fire Museum 
Sherry Blake—Chairman, Museum Board of Governors 

 
Our commit-
tee is working 
with Justin Flores Productions to create and produce a 
multi-media production of what has been our walking 
tour. We have been seeking grant monies and donations to 
offset this cost. Production is now underway thanks to the 
generosity of the Tuolumne County Historical Society, 
Sonora Area Foundation, FrontPorch, Inc., Black Oak Ca-
sino, Sonora Volunteer Fire Museum, Go Fund Me contri-
butions, and several generous private donations. 
 
If you are interested in supporting this new and cutting-
edge program that will benefit fourth grade classrooms in 
Tuolumne County for years to come, donations may be 
made to the Tuolumne County Historical Society, 158 
Bradford Street, Sonora, CA 95370.  Please note that your 
donation is for the Fourth Grade Virtual Tour. 
 

Linda Clark  
aka Hard Luck Lin 

Jim Garaventa—Fire Museum 

Sylvia Roberts—Sugg House 
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TCHS BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
Chuck Holland—President 

Sherry Blake—Second Vice President 
Cheri Holmes—Treasurer 

Betty Sparagna—Recording Secretary 
Kathy Boone—Membership Secretary 

 
DIRECTORS 

Dan Blake 
Linda Crocker 
Sandy Fisher 
Mike Ghiorso 

Lisa Mayo 
Janet Montano 

 
MUSEUM BOARD OF GOVERNORS 

Sherry Blake—Chair 
Allan Bryant 
Brad Fisher 

Winnie LoVine 
 

Billie Lyons—Curator 

Change in address or contact  
information?  

Contact Kathy Boone— 
 

cookie48@mlode.com  
or  

(209) 984-3359 

A TCHS Membership envelope is en-

closed in this issue. Membership includes 

all family members at one address and is 

good through December 31st each year.  


