3 ABOUT BUTTE COUNTY

Butte County’s stunning natural beauty is key to its high quality of life. Photo courtesy of Richard Coon,
General Plan 2030 Citizens Advisory Committee member.

This chapter provides an overview of Butte County, describing its regional

location, landscape, history, economy, demographics, and character.

A. Regional Location

Butte County lies in north central California at the northern end of the
Sacramento Valley, approximately 150 miles northeast of San Francisco and 70
miles north of Sacramento. Butte County’s regional location is shown in

Figure BC-1. Butte County is bounded on the west by Glenn and Colusa
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Counties, with the Sacramento River and Butte Creek forming portions of the
westerly boundary. To the north and northwest, the county adjoins Tehama
County; to the east, Plumas County; to the west Glenn and Colusa Counties,
and on the south and southeast, Sutter and Yuba Counties. The South Fork of
Honcut Creek forms the southeast boundary with Yuba County. Aside from
the lines of demarcation created by the Sacramento River, Butte Creek, and
Honcut Creek, the county’s boundaries do not reflect natural features or

changes in landscape character.

B. Landscape

Butte County is located in the northeastern part of the Sacramento Valley and
extends into the northern Sierra Nevada mountain range. The county’s total
land area including incorporated municipalities is approximately 1,680 square
miles (1,073,000 acres) and ranges in elevation from approximately 60 feet
above sea level in the southwest corner of the county, adjacent to the
Sacramento River, to 8,100 feet above sea level in the northeast corner of the
county, near Butte Meadows. Humboldt Peak, located in northeastern Butte
County, is the county’s highest point.  The county’s three general
topographical areas, the valley region, the foothills east of the valley, and the
mountain region east of the foothills, are distinct environments each with their

unique wildlife and natural resources.

Defined by mountains, hills, and rivers, the valley is where Butte County
shows off its agricultural bounty. Occupying almost half of the county’s land,
the valley is a wide and expansive green plain, neatly divided with hedge rows
that protect acres of cropland, nut and fruit orchards, and meadows for
livestock grazing. Late spring brings inundated wetlands with slim green rice
stalks protruding from the water’s surface, and migratory birds rising in their
flocks from the wetlands. Fresh water from the Sierra Nevada snowpack is fed
into the valley from the Feather River, the Sacramento River, and Butte Creek,

where wildflowers and butterflies bring color to the water’s edge.
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Butte Creek Canyon. Photo by Butte County Department of Development Services.

A beautiful view of the Sacramento Valley is afforded from the foothill region,
which encompasses a quarter of Butte County’s land area. One of the most
picturesque views is along the Skyway, a scenic road with expansive views of
the county’s palette of dark browns and greens, dusty oranges and yellows, and
a backdrop of reds and blacks painted on the buttes. The foothill region is
where the valley meets the forest. Winding forest roads lead to the Town of
Paradise, as well as smaller communities tucked into the hillsides and under the
tall canopy of the pine forest. In addition to humans, foothill residents include
herds of migratory deer, bald eagles, the pallid bat, and the American peregrine
falcon. Feather Falls, the sixth tallest waterfall in the entire United States at
410 feet tall, is a hidden gem of the Butte County foothills. The foothill region
also includes the red sand beaches and placid waters of the Lake Oroville State

Recreation Area.

The mountain region makes up the remainder of Butte County and
encompasses the majority of its eastern border. There is little urban
development in this part of the county, and a large amount of the land is State-

and federally-owned. Lassen National Forest is located at the northern tip of
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the county, named for Mount Lassen, a volcano that belongs to southern
Cascade Range. Farther south is Plumas National Forest, which is famous for
its old-growth trees including Coast Douglas Fir, Ponderosa Pine, White Fir,
Red Fir, and Jeffrey Pine.

C. History

Butte County’s history is rich with Native American, early Spanish, and Gold

Rush roots.

1. Native Americans

The Native Americans were the first inhabitants of the Butte County area.
The county included the territories of four groups of Native American peoples:
the Maidu (mountain Maidu), the Nisenan (southern Maidu), the Konkow
(northwestern Maidu) and Yana. Many Native Americans continue to reside
in the area. The northern county was Maidu territory; they inhabited the
mountain valleys from Honey Lake to Lassen Peak and generally at altitudes
higher than 4,000 feet. The Nisenan territory was generally bounded by the
Sacramento River in the west, the lower Feather River to the south, and the
crest of the Sierra Nevada mountains to the east. The Konkow people
inhabited the Feather River area, from west of Richbar almost to the Sutter
Buttes, and the Sacramento River area from Butte City in the south to Butte
Meadows in the north. The Yana people occupied a wide range of the county,
from the edge of the Sacramento Valley to the crests of the Cascade and Sierra
Nevada mountains.! The last member of the Yana tribe was a man called Ishi.
Ishi was also the last Native American in northern California to live the

majority of his life outside of European American influence. Ishi and his

! Johnson, J.J., 1978. Yana. In R. F. Heizer, ed., Handbook of North American Indians. Vol. 8,
California:361-369. (W. C. Sturtevant, general ed.) Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution.
Levy, R., 1978. The Linguistic Prehistory of Central California: A Processual View. Tucson, AZ:

Paper presented at the annual meeting for the Society for American Archaeology.
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with population concentrated near the richly productive agricultural land on

the valley floor, and more scattered populations in the foothills and mountains.

Urban lands have historically constituted a proportionally small share of total
land area in Butte County, although the amount has been increasing over the
years, as in other rural California counties. Most of the county’s urban land
uses, including four of five of the incorporated municipalities, are located in the

valley region.

Urban uses in the foothills are concentrated in and adjacent to the incorporated
communities of Paradise and Oroville. The slopes east of Oroville have
attracted both rural and urban development. In the Paradise area, development
is dispersed over the ridges within the Town of Paradise, Paradise Pines,
Magalia, and in other unincorporated communities to the north. Much of the
new development in these areas is fueled by in-migration of retirees from more
urbanized regions of California, attracted by the recreational opportunities,
relatively low land and housing costs, and rustic, wooded environment in the
foothills. Although no major urban settlements are located in the mountains,
smaller communities are distributed throughout the area, including many
former mining camps that are now centers of rural residential development or

linked to the tourism industry.

Butte County’s small towns and communities are displayed in Figure BC-2,
and were developed surrounding valuable resources. Farming and ranching
towns developed within the valley floor, reflecting the rich agricultural soils
and mild climate, proximity to transportation links, and available water
supply. Foothill communities originally developed from popular mining
camps, where 49ers struck gold or other valuable mineral resources. Small

communities still exist in these historic locations.

Outside of the defined community areas, there is also rural residential,
agricultural-industrial, and scattered commercial development. Residential

development mostly consists of single-family residences, many of which are
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Butte County’s valley region is dotted with small agricultural communities surrounded by fertile farmland.

associated with active farming activities on the same or adjacent parcels. Some
smaller parcels have been converted into rural home sites where active farming
has been discontinued. Small industrial and commercial complexes, such as
feed or machinery sales, well-drilling services, spray operations, and food
processing are dispersed throughout the valley. Gas stations, small food
markets, local-serving retail stores, and professional offices also make up some

of the non-residential scattered rural land uses.
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