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When a prominent feature of your community 

is heavy clay soil that can stop you in your 

tracks, you know you’re in for an uphill 

battle to succeed. Ironically, an abundance of 

adobe actually provided the foundation for 

the transformation from bleak to bountiful in 

Richvale, a quaint town near the Sierra foothills. 

Being small, isolated and underappreciated is 

nothing new for Richvale, located a short drive 

from Hwy 99 between Oroville and Chico. 

Their citizens’ dogged determination outlasted 

two World Wars and the Great Depression, 

and it continues strong to this day. 

Take a stroll in and around this town of 250 

and you’ll see what grew above the heavy 

clay: well-cared-for homes, lush rice fields, 

a church, post office, fire station, school and 

café, as well as no less tangible attributes 

such as civic pride and a feeling of tight-knit 

community. 

This slice of small town America is a bit 

less under the radar these days, thanks to a 

monumental achievement: their centennial, 

a colorful celebration where Richvale nearly 

tripled in size for one sizzling summer day. 

The party featured a living history lesson, 

vintage farm equipment, hotcakes and 

hospitality in a place where everyone knows 

everyone and people still stand and salute the 

American flag.

STORY BY JIM MORRIS
PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF THE RICHVALE WRITING 
GROUP/COMMUNITY FOUNDATION OF RICHVALE

RICHVALE

FROM Mud TO 
Magnificent

Richvale Grammar School students in front of their school, 1926. The building was erected in 
1914 (below) S.T. Axtell, vice president of Richvale Land Company, stands at the new railroad 
site, 1910. The only buildings in town, shown in the background, were the office building and 
living quarters for employees



DECEMBER 2012 — SIERRA HERITAGE MAGAZINE   6766   SIERRA HERITAGE MAGAZINE — DECEMBER 2012

Richvale was born by liberal distortion of 

fact. Originally named Selby Switch, money-

hungry developers hatched a scheme to 

attract wheat farmers from the Midwest by 

changing its name to Richvale, describing 

it as a “Golden opportunity in California,” 

inferring the land was rich enough to grow a 

cornucopia of fruits, nuts and vegetables.

What the first settlers found was a tad less than 

advertised. “When my family first arrived in 

Richvale, they were met with a dismal scene,” 

remarked Susan Stone, a local resident whose 

family continues to farm in the immediate 

area. “They saw a few scattered buildings, 

houses and tents dotting flat, open space and 

lots of adobe mud. My great-grandmother 

Augusta sat down on her suitcase and cried. 

At that time, she saw only the bleakness.”

Far from home, faced with few immediate 

options and hasty departures by L.M. Culver 

and S.T. Axtell, who headed the development 

company that sold Richvale as the next 

farming Eden, these citizens refused to pack 

it in. Instead, these overachievers showed rare 

grit and determination to make something 

from their predicament.

The soil that initially seemed like a one-way 

ticket to futility ended up having great value. 

Patience and perseverance produced their 

panacea: rice. While not ideal for many crops, 

the heavy clay soil provided a perfect growing 

medium for this grain. Richvale has since 

become one of the best places on the planet 

for rice farming.

“When rice came along, that was our 

salvation,” said Dennis Lindberg, community 

historian who has planted rice for nearly 70 

consecutive years. “That was the thing that 

completely saved the town. This is some of 

the best rice ground in the world, and the 

amount we produce reflects that.”

The affable Lindberg is a guiding force in the 

community, including working for five years 

with the Richvale Writing Group and Butte 

College writing instructor Teresa Ward on the 

294-page book, Richvale: A Legacy of Courage, 

Dedication, and Preservation, available at 

amazon.com. This book chronicles the rise of 

Richvale, providing an in-depth look at the 

people that made it all happen. 

Just as the rice fields have flourished, so have 

generations of families that call Richvale 

home. J.G. and Augusta Rystrom arrived 

in 1911, opening up a general store and 

hand planting 17 acres of rice. J.G.’s sisters 

Josephine and Matilda arrived in town one 

year later to operate a hotel the family just 

completed.

Land agent T.A. Carlson paid $5,742 for 

Temporary dwelling of the Graham family, circa 1912. Edna Graham stands in the doorway watching her daughter, Dixie (facing page top) Three 
workers pose with a horse-drawn binder in the field, 1914 (facing page middle) The drill seeder (circa 1913), pulled by two horses, opened furrows 
and dropped seed. The man following the drill seeder is simply observing (facing page bottom) Richvale Land Company agent stands in the newly 
constructed main canal that will bring water to the rice fields, 1911
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three lots in Richvale back in 1911, and made 

the trek from Nebraska soon thereafter. The 

Carlson family’s first home was fittingly made 

of adobe sod. 

Harold Nelson came in 1914 seeking work and 

found it plowing fields, while Elmer Slusser 

made his mark by hauling record quantities 

of 100-pound bags of rice. For blacksmith 

Harry Stephens, keeping horseshoes and farm 

implements in working order was his secret 

to survival.

By train and horse-drawn covered wagon, 

more families came, settled and succeeded. 

Many of those who arrived, such as the 

Lindberg, Lofgren, Erickson and Swenson 

families, reflected Swedish heritage.

In 1937, Albert and Francis Lundberg and 

their sons, Eldon, Harlan, Homer and 

Wendell, arrived and planted their first rice 

crop. Four generations later, Lundberg Family 

Farms has a world-renowned product line, 

including organic rice.

Historic events aren’t limited to Richvale 

alone, however. The nearby town of Biggs 

is where California rice was first grown 

commercially a century ago. Today, the crop 

spans more than 500,000 acres, primarily 

in the Sacramento Valley, with crystal clear 

water from the Sierra being one of the keys to 

success. Rice provides more than $1.8 billion 

to the California economy each year. Nowhere 

is that more evident than in Richvale where 

streets are named for rice varieties, and silos 

and tractors seemingly outnumber people. 

The drive to succeed by the citizens of 

Richvale not only bodes well for the future 

of the town, but may provide a glimmer 

of optimism for those facing tough times. 

Sometimes all it takes is perspective and 

perspiration.

“Some still see only the mud, the mosquitoes 

and the remoteness of our little town,” Stone 

said. “Others see the unique and wonderful 

qualities of Richvale that have made it what it 

was, what it is and what it can be.” SH

lMap reference, page 3: D–4

In 1933, the tractor driver who delivered sacks of rice to the warehouse made $3 per day (below) In a 1912 photograph used on a Richvale Land 
Company promotional postcard, S.T. Axtell stands in the main canal to the rice fields where a bridge was constructed for a county road one mile south 
of Richvale

Grandmother Anna Lisa Rystrom, Gustav’s mother, shares flower arrangements with her daughters, 
1913 (Richvale Hotel in the background)


