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That Bidwell was not the only man to strike roots and  
grow high and broad in the mighty work goes without  

saying; but he has always been in sight as a patriarch of   
the old style, steadfast upright, towering in massive  
gandeur of  character amid his fellow pioneers like a  

Sequoia amid its companion firs and pines. And so I think  
his name will stand in history - a benevolent master builder -   

t h e  Wa s h i n g t o n  o f  C a l i f o r n i a .

- John Muir to Marcus Benjamin, 1905
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Executive Summary

Agency

State of California, Department of Parks and Recreation, Northern Buttes District, 
Valley Sector, Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park.

Project Title

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

Project Description

The Interpretation Master Plan (IMP) is developed through the teamwork of California 
State Parks’ staff, management, resource specialists, and stakeholders. The IMP serves 
as a long-term blueprint for interpretation and education within the park unit. The IMP 
builds on previous planning documents, and defines the goals, objectives, and strategies 
that provide a comprehensive interpretive vision for the park. 

Planning Process

The Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan was produced with 
Proposition 84 bond funds allocated in May 2013. Over the course of the following year, 
the planning team assembled interpretive materials, conducted research, met with 
subject matter experts, defined the park’s significant resources, surveyed visitors, and 
conducted stakeholder workshops. Next they described and analyzed the current status 
of interpretation at the park. All of these pieces were then used together to draft 
recommendations,create an overall plan, and the Interpretation Action Plan (IAP). 

Project Findings

Analysis of the current status of interpretation identified several issues. There is a 
great need for consistency, continuity, improvement, and updating regarding programs, 
staffing, procedures, and administrative systems in order to ensure interpretive 
readiness. The visitor experience is relatively good, but there is a great deal of room 
for improvement. Visitor communication, marketing, and orientation especially need 
improvement. Furthermore, there is a want for more variety in interpretive offerings 
and improved follow-up opportunities. There are many potential park visitors who go 
un-served every year, and the park needs to find ways of expanding and increasing 
its audience. The mansion can begin meeting these needs by improving organization, 
updating materials, and taking a more intentional, focused approach to interpretation.  
Utilization of new technology has a high potential for improving interpretive readiness, 
both personal and non-personal interpretation, visitor orientation, and visitor follow 
up. Overall, current interpretation is successful, but could be significantly expanded 
and improved by utilizing a greater variety of interpretive platforms and increased 
interpretation focusing on the park’s secondary themes. Non-personal interpretation 
is particularly vital in meeting the future needs of the park, and, therefore, requires 
significant improvement.
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The “Recommendations” section presents solutions for improving, enhancing, and 
expanding interpretive services and operations at BMSHP. These are stated in the 
form of Goals, Objectives, Strategies, and Tasks. Together, these elements provide a 
roadmap that will guide the development of future interpretive programs and services. 
Department staff, volunteers, and community partners should use this plan as a tool as 
they work together to achieve BMSHP’s mission and vision of interpretation.

Five broad categories and associated goals have been identified. 

Goal 1 – Visitors – The focus of interpretation will remain on visitors and their 
experience.

Goal 2 – Partnership – BMSHP will foster beneficial and collaborative relationships with 
organizations and with the community at large. 

Goal 3 – Operations – BMSHP will put in place structures and procedures that will 
maintain readiness for interpretation at the park. 

Goal 4 – Connection, Inspiration and Stewardship – Interpretation will connect visitors 
to the park’s important cultural, natural and recreational resources and will foster a 
sense of inspiration and stewardship.

Goal 5 – Expand and Diversify – BMSHP will offer a variety of interpretive opportunities 
for a diversity of audiences.

Bidwell Mansion before completion
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Modern view of Bidwell Mansion in the fall with Ginkgo biloba tree leaves
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TOURS
Guided tours are required to see the inside 
of Bidwell Mansion. A fee is charged for 
tours. For daily tour schedules or group tour 
reservations, call (530) 895-6144.  

CLIMATE
Spring is mild and often wet. Summer 
temperatures can reach well over 100 
degrees. Fall and winter days range from 
the low 40s to the mid-70s. The mansion is 
climate-controlled.

ACCESSIBLE FEATURES
The mansion has three floors. The first floor 
is accessible via a sloped exterior ramp. 
The two upper levels are only accessible 
by stairs. An open-captioned video is 
available. Parking, picnic areas, grounds 
and the Visitor Center are accessible. Call 
the park at (530) 895-6144 for updates or 
visit http://access.parks.ca.gov.

PLEASE REMEMBER
• Park only in State Park-designated areas.
• Tour admission may be paid by cash  

or check only. The Visitor Center  
Museum Store accepts cash, checks  
and credit cards.

• Only service animals are permitted 
inside buildings. 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic 
Park receives support in part 

from a nonprofit organization. For 
more information, contact Bidwell 
Mansion Association, PO Box 1303, 

Chico, CA 95927  (530) 895-6144
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1 Introduction
Park Overview

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park (BMSHP) 
exists to memorialize John and Annie 

Bidwell for their important contributions to 
the social, cultural, and economic heritage of 
California, by making available their historic 
home and interpreting the world in which they 
lived. Located roughly ninety miles north of 
Sacramento in Butte County, BMSHP sits in the 
heart of the city of Chico on approximately 
five acres of land adjacent to both downtown 
Chico and California State University, Chico.  

Bidwell Mansion, the beautiful three-story 
historic home of John and Annie Bidwell, 
stands as the park’s primary feature. Completed in 1868, the luxurious mansion would 
have been one of the most elaborate and modern houses of its time in northern 
California, reflecting the status and influence of these two important Californians. 
Today, it represents one of the finest examples of early Victorian-era architecture still 
standing in California. Restored to the 1868-1900 historic period, the mansion is now 
operated by California State Parks (CSP) as a house museum which stands as a memorial 
to the legacy of the Bidwells. Other important park features include the many historic 
trees dotting the grounds, a modern Visitor Center with interpretive displays, and a 
rebuilt carriage shed housing several original Bidwell vehicles.  

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park makes up 
only a small portion of John Bidwell’s original 
land holdings. At one time John Bidwell owned 
over 30,000 adjoining acres of land.1 Annie 
sold off large sections of the rancho following 
John’s death in 1900. In 1914 Annie Bidwell 
donated 24.72 acres, including the mansion, to 
the College Board of the Presbyterian Church 
of the United States of America to be used as 
a co-educational Christian school after her 
death.2 Soon after Annie’s death in 1918, the 
Presbyterian Church determined it would not 

1 Michael J. Gillis and Michael F. Magliari, John Bidwell & California: The Life & Writings of a Pioneer 
1841-1900 (Spokane: Arthur H. Clark Company, 2004), 130. 

2 Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Unit History, Various Authors (1980-2001), 1914. The Unit History 
is a compilation of internal records kept by State Park staff from 1980-2001. It records  day-to-day events at the 
park and staff research into Bidwell related history.

Bidwell Mansion, circa 1890’s.

Bidwell Mansion as it appears today.
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be cost effective to establish and upkeep the mansion as a school and in 1922 sold the 
mansion and 10.21 acres for $10,000 to be used as a dormitory for the then Chico State 
Teachers College.3

Chico State Teachers College (which became Chico State College in 1936 and then 
California State University, Chico in 1972) used the mansion as dormitories through 
1934. From 1935 until its transfer to California State Parks, the school used the home 
for classrooms, offices, and social functions. Beginning in the early 1950s, civic groups 
started a focused lobbying effort for the transfer of the Bidwell Mansion property from 
Chico State College to the Division of Beaches and Parks. After eleven dedicated years, 
the Bidwell Mansion officially became part of the Division of Beaches and Parks, now 
known as the Department of Parks and Recreation.4 In March 1964, the department 
classified the unit as Bidwell Mansion State Historic Monument and held dedication 
ceremonies on May 7, 1966. In May 1970 CSP dropped the term “Monument” from 
general usage and all historical units, except for Hearst San Simeon, became classified 
as State Historic Parks. In 1966 Rancho del Arroyo Chico and the Bidwell Adobe were 
listed as California Historical Landmark #329, and in 1972 Bidwell Mansion was placed 
on the National Register of Historic Places.5

Following John Bidwell’s death in 1900, beginning with Annie Bidwell and continuing 
throughout ownership by the college and CSP, Bidwell Mansion underwent many changes 
and additions. Originally, CSP used the rear section of the home as well as a post-1900 
addition on the north side for visitor orientation, museum displays, bathrooms, and 
staff areas. These uses transferred to the modern Visitor Center located to the north 
of the mansion upon its opening in 1993. 
Renovation of the mansion started in 1997 
with the removal of the post-1900 addition. 
Between 1997 and 2010 the kitchen, dining 
room, and staff quarters were all restored 
according to the 1865 Bidwell Mansion 
blueprints.6 

The innovative spirit of the Bidwells 
permeates California’s cultural landscape, 
and Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park 
stands as a tangible link to the history and 
legacy of these extraordinary individuals. 
Visitors touring Bidwell Mansion feel 
connected to the stories of John organizing the Bidwell-Bartleson party to California in 
1841, finding gold on the Feather River in 1848, developing the local area, and falling 
in love with Annie in the 1860s. Guests walking the grounds are amazed by the historic 
trees from all over the world and appreciate the many agricultural contributions of 
John Bidwell. Visitors reading the exhibits in the Visitor Center gain perspective, maybe 

3 BMSHP Unit History.
4 Instrument of Transfer recorded Vol. 1337, Recorders Office, Butte County, CA, 472.
5 Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park General Plan, (1984), 16. 
6 BMSHP Unit History. 

John and Annie Bidwell.
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for the first time, on the unique relationship the Bidwells maintained with the local 
Mechoopda Maidu tribe. These stories give BMSHP value and meaning, and the park’s 
interpretive resources act as mediums through which visitors can connect with this 
important history. 

Plan Purpose

The California State Parks Interpretation Master Plan (IMP) is a long-range 
interpretive plan that builds on past planning documents and provides a unified 

interpretive vision for the park. It is intended to guide the development and delivery 
of the interpretive programs and services at BMSHP. The plan will guide the park’s 
development of interpretive facilities, exhibits, signage, educational programs, and 
recreational opportunities. This document is intended to be viable for up to twenty 
years and should be reviewed regularly and updated when necessary.

Currently, CSP staff and volunteers at BMSHP provide various interpretive tours, events, 
and school programs year round. However, need exists for a more coordinated and 
encompassing approach, more community involvement and outreach, an expansion of 
the Volunteers in Parks (V.I.P) program, and an updating of school programs to better fit 
the current curriculum standards for California.  

Park staff have undertaken the writing of this IMP thanks to the availability of 
Proposition 84 funds. 

Planning Process

The process of drafting the BMSHP Interpretation Master Plan began in May 2013 
when Proposition 84 bonds were allocated for funding the project. While producing 

the document over the next year, the planning team assembled interpretive materials, 
conducted research, consulted with subject-matter experts, and solicited community 
input. The first stakeholder meeting was held in August 2013, and helped set the stage 
for the bulk of the drafting process. At this meeting, the stakeholder group identified 
ideas and needs regarding interpretation and education, facility use, special events, 
community outreach, and revenue generation. Additional information was gathered 
through a visitor survey, made available from August through November 2013. The team 
used this information, along with internally conducted research and analysis, to create 
an initial draft of the document. This preliminary draft was presented to the public at a 
second stakeholder meeting held in February 2014. Participants at this meeting moved 
among different stations where they reviewed the plan’s goals, objectives, strategies, 
and tasks. They wrote down their initial feedback, and were encouraged to take a draft 
home with them in order to review and provide feedback on the entire document. From 
this round of feedback, in May 2014 a second draft was completed and released for 
another round of public review. 

The Interpretation Action Plan (IAP) which organizes the tasks under the goals, 
objectives and strategies has been developed as part of the IMP process. While it is 
considered a stand-alone document, allowing for easier updating, the IAP is included at 
the end of this document.
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Planning Team

The core of the planning team consisted of BMSHP staff and volunteers including 
Denise Rist, Valley Sector Superintendent; Raeann Bossarte, Interpreter 1; Blair 

Pubols, Park Interpretive Specialist; Erica Martin, Park Interpretive Specialist; Leana 
Thompson, Park Interpretive Specialist; Michael Rosen-Molina, Park Interpretive 
Specialist; Sondra Murphy, Park Aid, and Gretchen Vandewalle, interpretive volunteer. 
Background research and writing was produced in-house due to the education, 
qualifications and experience of the staff and volunteers. The planning team process 
also included input and communications with the Bidwell Mansion Association board 
members and other interested individuals. BMSHP maintains a unique relationship with 
California State University, Chico, which lies adjacent to the park’s western boundary. 
This proximity has produced many long-standing associations with local and Bidwell 
Mansion history writers, CSUC professors and staff, and subject-matter experts. The 
local Mechoopda Maidu tribal office is a few miles from the park and consultation with 
the tribe was essential to writing the cultural section of this document. All of these 
resources were used to guide the core planning team.

Park Planning History

This IMP builds upon and updates several previous CSP planning documents. Formal 
planning documents that pertain to interpretation at BMSHP include: 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park General Plan (1984)

The General Plan is the primary management document for each unit in the California 
State Park system, defining a park’s primary purpose and establishing a management 
direction for its future development and operation. By providing a clear purpose and 
vision, long and short-term goals, and proper guidelines, the general plan defines 
the broadest management framework possible for a unit’s development, on-going 
management, interpretive programming, and public use.

Pertaining to interpretation, the General Plan states:

“Interpretation will play a major role in presenting the early history of 
Bidwell’s Rancho Chico, and the people and events associated with the 
flow of history related to the unit’s purpose.”

The document goes on to establish resource management policies, primary and 
secondary themes, and the interpretive period. It also makes interpretive suggestions 
including recommendations for the restoration of historic structures and the building of 
a Visitor Center. 

The BMSHP General Plan was thirty years old in 2014. While certain aspects remain 
relevant, the information on park interpretation needs updating, clarification, and 
expansion in order to be more useful in the planning of interpretive programs. Certain 
sections, like the recommendation for a new visitor center, need updating. Changes in 
visitor expectations, staff resources, technology, and information necessitate an update 
via an IMP. 
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Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretive Plan (1974)

This document lays out broad information for the development of interpretive programs 
and material at BMSHP. It is extremely similar to the interpretive prospectus and 
appears to have been superseded by it. 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretive Prospectus (1977)

The Interpretive Prospectus is a provisional document that contains the same 
interpretation information as the General Plan and evaluates existing conditions for 
interpretation in the park unit. An Interpretive Prospectus may be developed when no 
approved General Plan exists or the approved General Plan does not contain sufficient 
detail to adequately guide the development of interpretive services for a unit. 

Written in 1977, the BMSHP Interpretive Prospectus details the unit’s interpretive time 
periods, themes, and current and proposed interpretive services. The document’s 
interpretive material requires updating, clarification, and expansion based on changes 
in park conditions and interpretive methods. 

Interpretive Plan: Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Visitor Center (1990)

This document outlines broad goals and plans for the, then, proposed Visitor Center. 
This plan discusses possible interpretive themes, proposed media, a suggested exhibit 
floor plan, possible artifacts to be displayed, and resource material relevant to each 
theme. While there are distinct variations from this plan, the current Visitor Center 
still reflects its broad outlines. This plan and the information in it remain helpful and 
relevant for future interpretive designs. 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Visitor Center Exhibit Text (1992)

This document takes the proposed themes and broad outline laid out in the Visitor 
Center Plan and creates specific text for the exhibits. Most of the sections written here 
appear verbatim in the current Visitor Center Exhibits. Several panels for which text 
had been written do not exist in the current Visitor Center. 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Historic Landscape Report (2002)

The Historic Landscape Report lays out existing evidence regarding the design of 
the mansion grounds during the Bidwells’ time and aids in the rehabilitation of the 
landscape to match this period. This process includes a discussion of historical sources 
of information regarding the grounds, an inventory of historic trees and plants grown on 
the property, and recommendations on how to accurately recreate the historic scene.

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Scope of Collections Statements (2013)

The Scope of Collections Statement describes the current status and future plans for 
long-term management of the park unit’s museum objects. BMSHP recently updated 
this document to better define relevant interpretive periods and types of materials 
collected.



6   Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

Resource Management Plan (n.d.)

Written sometime after the Interpretive Prospectus, the Resource Management Plan 
defines broad management guidelines for restoration, archeology, natural resources, 
interpretation, recreational factors, and operation for the park unit. Pertinent 
information in this document also exists in both the Interpretive Prospectus and the 
General Plan. 

Related Documents

Other documents relating to the planning, design, and delivery of interpretive services 
at BMSHP include the following:

All Visitors Welcome: Accessibility in State Park Interpretive Programs and Facilities

Aiming for Excellence

Basic Interpretation Learning System

Department Administrative Manual

Department Operations Manual 
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2 Park Resources
Interpretive Significance 

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park’s significance stretches back to the time of the 
Bidwells. Contemporaries recognized and celebrated John and Annie Bidwell, Rancho 

Chico, and their impressive home. After their deaths, their legacies continued and 
public veneration grew. The establishment of BMSHP in 1964 formally acknowledged 
this public respect for the Bidwells and their important role in California’s history. 
Since then, BMSHP has preserved the Bidwells’ home and grounds, and has shared their 
story with tens of thousands of visitors every year. 

Today, the historic Bidwell Mansion and surrounding grounds remain the park’s primary 
features. At its height, John Bidwell’s Rancho del Arroyo Chico stretched over 30,000 
acres and witnessed the unfolding of so much of California’s history. BMSHP preserves 

the last remnants of this important 
setting and makes them available 
to the public. The restored mansion 
allows visitors to step back in time 
to the late 19th Century, where they 
learn the stories that define early 
California. On the grounds, in the 
presence of historic Bidwell trees, 
they can relax, marvel, and reflect on 
the development of California from 
its natural state, to an agriculture 
breadbasket, and finally to a modern 
urban living space. BMSHP acts as a 
stage, on which the story of John and 
Annie Bidwell can be told. 

These stories are the park’s most important resources. While 
the park features have important intrinsic value, ultimately they 
serve as mediums through which the public can learn about John 
and Annie Bidwell. As they can nowhere else, visitors encounter 
the stories of these amazing California figures and of the world 
they lived in and helped shape. It is impossible to tell a complete 
story of early California without the Bidwells. John Bidwell, in 
particular, is important for his impact on so much of California’s 
development. Beginning in 1841, he began his close personal 
and working relationship with John Sutter, forever tying him to 
such now historical places including Sutter’s Fort, Fort Ross, 
and Coloma. For the next sixty years Bidwell became intimately 
involved in the development of California. It has been noted that 
“of all the American pioneers who settled in California before the 
Gold Rush, none enjoyed more subsequent fame and success than 

Plat map showing the extent of John Bidwell’s Rancho 
del Arroyo Chico, 1859.

Citrus fairs are an 
example of Bidwell’s 
support of agriculture.
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John Bidwell, and none made as great a contribution to the state’s economic, political, 
and cultural development during the late Nineteenth Century.”1 Simply put, no other 
figure can match the breadth and length of John Bidwell’s influence on California’s 
growth. Annie Bidwell became an important inspiration and partner in these endeavors, 
as well as becoming an important historical figure in her own right. Together, the 
Bidwells played a key role in the making of modern California and their legacies remain 
to this day. 

The story of the Bidwells connects to so many different topics and different CSP 
units. It tells of the opening of California to the United States, the Gold Rush, the 
establishment of state government, the development of California’s agricultural 
empire, the fate of California’s Native Americans, and the evolution of culture and 
society in the region. While many other parks tell these various stories and discuss John 
and Annie in relation to their particular story, no other park focuses on the Bidwells 
specifically and ties all the stories together. The Bidwells act as a common thread 
linking stories of California’s prehistory to the turn of the 20th Century, and no place 
is better suited to tell that thread than BMSHP. The park honors their legacies, which 
permeate to the present day, and makes them accessible to the public.

Natural Resources

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park is uniquely situated for natural resource 
interpretation. The park’s proximity to significant agricultural regions, current on-

site natural features, and the rich history of the Bidwells all provide ample resources 
and opportunities for interpretation. This section describes the general natural setting 
of the park, highlights its important features, and explores the many human changes to 
the immediate environment that have taken place 
over time. 

General Geographic Sketch

BMSHP lies in the northern portion of California’s 
Great Central Valley. The valley is a great 
depression filled with sedimentary deposits of 
past geologic time and flanked on both sides 
by mountain ranges. The rich soil makes this 
an incredibly productive area, well watered by 
numerous rivers and creeks. A Mediterranean 
climate characterizes the region, with cool, wet 
winters and hot, dry summers. About 30 inches 
of precipitation falls annually, with the majority 
of rain coming between November and March. 
No rain typically falls during the summer months 
and temperatures can rise to above 100 degrees 
Fahrenheit.

1 Gillis and Magliari, 19.

Rancho Chico stretched to the upper 
reaches of Iron Canyon, located 
today in Bidwell Park.
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BMSHP sits within the city limits of Chico and the downtown area lies to the immediate 
south of the unit, across Big Chico Creek. The creek forms the southern boundary of the 
property and is a primary feature of the park and of the surrounding area. Big Chico 
Creek originates in the Sierra Nevada Mountains near Butte Meadows and flows through 
Bidwell Park and Chico before emptying into the Sacramento River about six miles 
west of BMSHP. The park unit lies within the historic floodplain of the creek, however, 
water diversions about five miles upstream of the unit currently divert heavy flows into 
Sycamore Creek and Lindo Channel, removing serious threat of flooding. Successive 
geologic deposits of sediment from Big Chico Creek created an extensive alluvial fan 
known as the Chico Fan, on which BMSHP sits. The soil of this unit is alluvial material 
known as Vina Loam with moderate permeability and little to no hazard of soil erosion. 
The park rests at an elevation of 59 meters (195 feet) and, except for a portion where 
Big Chico Creek has deeply bisected the alluvial plain, the topography of the unit 
maintains a nearly level slope of less than 2%. 

The Natural Environment before Contact

For many centuries before the arrival of Euro-Americans in the mid-1800s, the Chico 
area maintained a rich variety of flora and fauna. In this state, oak woodland-savanna 
and riparian forests characterized the region. Tall grasslands provided food and cover 
for small fur-bearers, birds, and reptiles. Large expanses of marshes, riverlands, and 
floodplains gave refuge to thousands of migrating waterfowl and provided nesting sites 
for many birds. Large oaks punctuated the landscape, providing food and shelter for 
larger mammals like elk, pronghorns, and deer. The mild climate in the valley made it 
an ideal wintering ground for many higher altitude species. 

Upon seeing the Chico area for the first time in 1843, 
John Bidwell provided the following description of the 
land:

“Hastening on up the valley we struck the trail of 
the Oregon company on what is now known as Chico 
Creek, Rancho Chico, and to me one of the loveliest 
of places. The plains were covered with scattered 
groves of spreading oaks; there were wild grasses 
and clover, two, three and four feet high, and 
most luxuriant. The fertility of the soil was beyond 
question, and the waters of Chico Creek were clear, 
cold, and sparkling; the mountains were lovely and flower-covered, a 
beautiful scene.”2 

The local Native American groups also played an important role in this environment. 
Indian villagers hunted local fauna, relied on native plants, and intentionally affected 
the local environment for their benefit. In all, the local Native Americans acted as a 
relatively stable and vital part of the local ecosystem.3 

2 Ibid., 94-95.
3 See “Cultural Resources” for more in depth information on the local Native Americans.

The beautiful waters of Big 
Chico Creek, circa 1893.
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The Natural Environment after the Arrival of Euro Americans

The local landscape irreparably changed following the arrival of Euro-Americans in the 
1840s and the subsequent discovery of rich agricultural lands and gold-bearing streams. 
Since that time, an extensive agricultural system has almost entirely replaced the 
Sacramento Valley’s native ecosystems, including those of Chico and the surrounding 
area. Therefore, the BMSHP property can be viewed as an example of an artificial 
landscape which has, for the most part, supplanted the original.

The Vina Loam soil in concert with the 
Mediterranean climate and immediate 
access to water make the area extremely 
suitable for agricultural purposes. John 
Bidwell identified himself first and foremost 
as a farmer, therefore, the flora during the 
Bidwells’ occupation of the grounds consisted 
principally of exotic plants, both agricultural 
and ornamental. Beginning with the 
establishment of Rancho Chico in 1849, John 
Bidwell began introducing new agricultural 
crops to the region. Wheat quickly became 
the dominant staple grown throughout the 

valley and remained so until the turn of the century. However, in contrast to the 
majority of farms in California, Bidwell made diversification of agriculture a primary 
feature of Rancho Chico. Among the many crops grown on the ranch, Bidwell introduced 
new and experimental species such as the Casaba Melon and Egyptian Corn, and also 
pioneered later staples of California agriculture, including almonds and walnuts. In 
total, Bidwell grew hundreds of different types of crops, and for nearly six decades 
Rancho Chico remained one of the most important agricultural operations in California.4

Both the Bidwells also heavily involved themselves in ornamental planting, and the 
grounds and gardens surrounding Bidwell Mansion reflected their love of nature and 
their particular environmental philosophy. The Bidwells associated with a unique 
and particular form of conservation referred to as “environmental reform” or 
“environmental renovation.” While they believed 
that nature had intrinsic value and should be 
protected, they thought human influence could 
and should improve nature. The Bidwells, 
and many others of their time, “dreamed of 
transforming California’s wheat fields and 
rangelands into a lush, man-made Garden of 
Eden that would be both profitable and beautiful. 
This they proposed to accomplish through their 
enthusiastic promotion of irrigation, horticulture, 
and aggressive afforestation. Consequently the 
liberal planting of exotic eucalyptus and other 

4 See Appendix E for a partial list of crops, shrubs, and trees planted by Bidwell. 

Harvester and crew working on Rancho Chico, 
circa 1890’s. 

Annie posing with hydrangeas next to the 
mansion, 1916. 
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decorative trees, shrubs, and flowers became almost as important to [the Bidwells] as 
the nurturing of his many commercial crops.”5 A foreign observer described the ranch 
by saying:

“…not even the all-powerful American dollar would be able to bring about 
the destruction of a favorite oak, an avenue, or a bit of charming scenery. 
Not only have the natural beauties of the country been preserved, but 
heaps of gold derived from its productiveness have been expended upon 
developing and increasing the pleasing appearance of the estate. The 
property of 25,000 acres is like a group of delightful parks, and one drives 
for hours in every direction along charming avenues… without ever losing 
the sense of rural beauty.”6

Together, the Bidwells oversaw the planting of an extensive garden surrounding the 
mansion, which included hydrangea, verbena, yellow jasmine, lily, rose, as well as 
numerous other native and introduced plant species.7 They planted specimen trees 
from around the world throughout the grounds, some of which survive up to the present 
day. Over the course of the Bidwells’ lifetime, ornamental plantings replaced most of 
the original native landscape and created a legacy that permeates throughout BMSHP 
and the city of Chico today. 

The local fauna also underwent significant 
change following the establishment of Rancho 
Chico. Increased hunting and loss of habitat 
led to a significant reduction in local animal 
populations and their relative replacement by 
non-native species. As part of his agricultural 
endeavors, Bidwell introduced cattle, horses, 
sheep, and pigs onto the grounds. Some native 
species did remain in the area, such as salmon 
and other fish, birds, rabbits, and squirrels. 
Interestingly, several sources confirm the 
existence of a fenced-in park to the mansion’s 
rear that contained tame deer. 

The Park Today

Following the death of John Bidwell, the grounds surrounding the Bidwell Mansion 
continued the transition from their original state, to agricultural utilization, and 
eventually to ornamental and residential use. The expansion of the Chico urban 
area enveloped Rancho Chico and now only scattered remnants remain. Today, CSP 
maintains the BMSHP grounds as an urban park. Most of the land is vegetated with 
specimen trees, including several historic trees dating back to the Bidwells’ time. 
These include the Ginkgo biloba, southern magnolia, tulip tree, and monkey puzzle 
tree, which are favorites of guests and staff alike. Several trees have come down 
since the establishment of BMSHP, either from natural causes or intentionally under 

5 Gillis and Magliari, 145. 
6 Thomas K. Dow, in Gillis and Magliari, 145. 
7 Royston Hanamoto Alley and Abbey, Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park: Historic Landscape Report (2002), 4-8. 

Map showing the extensive landscaping 
surrounding the mansion, including a fenced 
in deer park.
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CSP direction. New trees have been planted to replace those that have fallen or been 
removed in order to restore the grounds to its historic state.

Shrubs, plants, and trees have also been planted around the mansion in order to 
replicate the ornamental nature maintained around the home during the Bidwells’ 
lifetime. Certain aspects, such as the hydrangeas planted around the house, are based 
on historical sources, while other features, like a rose garden on the south side of the 
home, are not historic but maintained 
in the spirit of the Bidwells. 

The southern boundary of the unit 
includes the banks of Big Chico Creek. 
The creek continues to flow year-
round and although this area has 
gone through extensive ecological 
changes, some native plants still exist 
in a narrow riparian zone near the 
creek. Native and naturalized alien 
plant species in this zone include oak, 
alder, cottonwood, maple, willow, 
sycamore, dogwood, and black walnut. 
California Black Walnut (Juglans hindsii) 
is included in the California Native 
Plant Society’s Inventory of Rare and 
Endangered Plants.8 

Elderberry (Sambucus spp.) grows in the riparian zone. It is a protected plant, as it 
acts as the host plant for the entire lifecycle of the Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle 
(Desmocerus californicus dimorphus), a federally threatened species.

The urban setting in which BMSHP lies limits wildlife to those species capable of living 
in close association with civilization; squirrels are the most commonly seen mammal. 
The riparian vegetation along Big Chico Creek provides an important wildlife habitat, 
sheltering gray foxes, raccoons, feral cats, shrews, mice, moles, and rats occurring 
in this zone. Animal life that may be found in the creek includes crayfish, smallmouth 
bass, catfish, carp, steelhead, and salmon. A variety of birds occur in the unit including 
woodpeckers, robins, starlings, house sparrows, scrub jays, hawks, owls, and crows. 

The natural world remains an important feature of Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park. Today, 
the park’s natural features act as links to the past, sharing their stories with a modern public. 
The ornamental plantings, serene creek, and playful wildlife all help to tell the story of a 
landscape that has undergone an amazing change over the past 150 years. Although the original 
native setting has been almost entirely replaced, the trees, shrubs, gardens, and wildlife 
that currently make up the unit testify to the major changes that have shaped the landscape 
over time. These features, and the stories that tie them together, create a foundation for 
interpretation at the park. They provide an opportunity for the public to marvel, reflect, be 
inspired, and forge emotional and intellectual connections between the past and the present 
landscape. 

8 “CNPS Inventory Plant Detail,” last updated February 4, 2013, http://www.rareplants.cnps.org/detail/938.html.

The park retains a variety of original Bidwell plantings, 
such as the historic Ginkgo Biloba. 

http://www.rareplants.cnps.org/detail/938.html
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Historical Sketch and Cultural Resources 

Native American Period

The human influence in the area dates back to at least 10,000 BCE when the earliest 
humans migrated into the Great Central Valley of California. The oral tradition of 

the local Native Americans “does not include a story of migration, but rather makes 
reference to the beginnings of this world at a place known as Tadoiko, a few miles 
south of the village. It was here that a raft carrying Kodoyampeh (Earth Maker) and 
Turtle first came ashore on the soft, newly created earth. A large depression was visible 
there for centuries until leveled for agriculture in the early 20th century.”9

The local Native Americans belong to the Penutian language family and have been 
further classified as the Northwestern Maidu,10 a subset of the larger Maidu tribal 
grouping. This arbitrary classification came later from American researchers based 
on relative linguistic and cultural similarities. The Native Americans would not have 
recognized these distinctions and identified themselves on much more local terms. 
The local Indians, “lack[ed]… any collective name in common use for themselves as 
a group or stock.”11 The Northwestern Maidu lived along the lower North, Middle and 
South Forks of the Feather River and along the Sacramento River near its confluence 
with Chico Creek. They were bounded to the north by the Yahi, to the east by the 
Northeastern, or Mountain, Maidu, to the south by the Nisenan, and to the west by the 
Wintun.12  Within this area there were dozens of village sites that were settled more 
or less permanently by the Maidu. A village would be occupied for a certain number of 
years and then abandoned for another site for a time and then sometimes reoccupied 
later. These villages formed the basis of identification and affiliation among the 
Indians.13 “The area owned by each community was very defined, and its exact limits 
were known and marked.”14 For the most part these village communities did not travel 
much outside of their established territories. “This restriction of travel was in part due 
to the rugged nature of the ground, and in part to the hostility of the different villages 
toward each other.”15This was also because each village did not need an extensive 
area in order to provide for its required subsistence needs.16 “As there was little or 
no overlap of territory, there was little warfare. Occasionally there might have been 
intervillage and intertribal enmities involving raiding and retaliation; more rarely there 
might have been battles when several villages combined forces against a common 

9 “Mechoopda Maidu Indians - History & Culture – The Mechoopda: A Historical Overview,” accessed 
on October 29, 2013, www.mechoopda-nsn.gov/history.  

10 Northwestern Maidu can also be referred to as the Konkow Maidu. This name is avoided because it 
can also refer to a specific village site. If used, “Konkow” will refer to the village. 

11 Roland B. Dixon, The Northern Maidu (New York: Ameican Museum of Natural History, 1905), 123. 
12 Francis A. Riddell, “Maidu and Konkow,” in Handbook of North American Indians, ed. Robert F. 

Heizer (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1978), 370. 
13 Dixon, 223; Dorothy Hill, The Indians of Chico Rancheria (Chico: Ka Ca Ma Press, 1978), 7-8.
14 Dixon, 225. 
15 Ibid., 201.
16 Hill, 2. 

http://www.mechoopda-nsn.gov/history
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enemy. However, in their egalitarian society, there was little feeling of tribal loyalty.”17 

 “The population of a village could vary from a few families to many families, the total 
population thus ranging from ten or fifteen to a few hundred individuals.”18 In general, 
the population of each village was small. Property ownership was both communal 
and individual. Personal items such as bows, baskets, clothing, and household goods 
were typically considered the property of the individual while land was considered 
communal property. An individual family could in some cases claim priority over a 
specific fishing hole, oak tree, or hunting ground, but any rights would have been 
based on use as opposed to exclusive owned property.19 Each village would have had 
a chief. This was not a hereditary position and the chief would have been selected 
from one of the respected elder males in the village. The chief would be responsible 
for making important decisions for the tribe, settling disputes, and leading certain 
ceremonies. A chief could be stripped of this title if he lost favor with the members of 
the village.20 The physical village would consist of several semi-subterranean houses. 
These structures were round, about twenty feet in diameter, and excavated several 
feet deep. They were constructed with tree limbs and covered with dirt and plants 
and were accessed through the roof. Each house would hold a family unit and possibly 
others. These homes were typically organized around a larger ceremonial roundhouse. 
This structure is referred to as a roundhouse or dance house. Other village features 
would have included numerous granaries for food storage, structures to provide shade 
while working outside, and a menstrual house.21

The rich natural environment provided by the Sacramento Valley landscape allowed the 
Native Americans to survive by utilizing hunter-gatherer subsistence strategies. “In the 
Chico area it was unnecessary to travel a great distance to obtain a wide variety of food 
and other materials used domestically and ceremonially.”22 Many distinct ecological 
environments could be found and utilized within a several mile radius of Maidu villages 
in the region, each with their own offerings in terms of foods and materials. The Indians 
varied their subsistence strategies according to the season and what happened to be 
available.23 The Native Americans relied on the acorn as a primary staple item of their 
diet. They ground the acorns into a mush, which provided a comparatively nutritional 
food source that required relatively minimal effort. The Indians would also hunt elk, 
deer, pronghorn, quail, and other birds. In addition to other fish, such as trout, the 
annual salmon runs provided an important food source.24 Grasshoppers were also 
collected and enjoyed by the Indians.25 “The variety of the [Maidu] diet was impressive, 
and protected them from single crop failures….”26

17 Ibid., 7. 
18 Ibid.
19 Dixon, 224. 
20 Ibid., 223.
21 Ibid., 168-176; “Mechoopda Maidu Indians – Mechoopda Culture, Traditional Life, and Society”; Hill, 52-58.
22 Hill, 2. 
23 Ibid., 7. 
24 Ibid., 61-64. 
25 Annie E.K. Bidwell, ed. Dorothy Hill, Rancho Chico Indians (1980, 1987), 55; Hill, 62-63; Dixon 190. 
26 “Mechoopda Maidu Indians – Mechoopda Culture, Traditional Life, and Society.”
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Especially when compared to the later American occupation, the Native Americans 
maintained a relatively low impact and symbiotic relationship with the natural 
environment. Their subsistence practices and low population density prevented them 
from creating too heavy-handed of an impact on the ecosystem. Hunting practices 
would have helped keep wildlife populations in check and improved the overall genetic 
quality of a species by hunting the weaker members of a population. The Indians did 
intentionally alter the environment for their own benefit. This primarily consisted of 
periodic burnings of the underbrush in order to improve their ability to hunt game and 
to encourage growth of desired flora. However, even considering this, the Maidu can be 
considered a relatively stable part of their local ecosystem. 

The day to day life of a Maidu villager revolved around these seasonal subsistence 
strategies. “The division of labor among the Maidu was such that the men did the 
hunting, fishing, and trapping; built the houses, particularly the semi-subterranean 
earth lodges; and made all weapons. The women did all the rest of the work— cooking, 
preparing hides and clothing, gathering roots and seeds, making baskets, etc.”27 The 
local Maidu traded with neighboring groups for items like shell beads, pine nuts, and 
salmon in return for items like arrows, bows, deer hides, and food sources in local 
abundance. 

Some of the most remarkable items produced by the local Maidu were their intricate 
baskets. “Basketry was both an art and a necessity.”28 Baskets were used for a variety 
of domestic purposes such as cooking, carrying objects, washing food, and catching 
animals. Some basketry was primarily ceremonial and created for annual burning 
ceremonies. The Maidu used willow and redbud to make the baskets and included 
intricate designs.29 

Marriage was a rather simple, but important, institution. The marriage process was 
initiated by the man who would provide a gift to the bride’s father. Consent of both 
parties was required in almost all cases. The couple lived for a time with the bride’s 
family before permanently settling in the groom’s village. While brides could come 
from either the same village or nearby villages, the relatively low village populations 
contributed to a greater degree of local exogamy as men had to look outside the village 
to find a suitable mate.  Although most marriages were monogamous, a male was free 
to marry as many wives as he could support with no degree of distinction between 
his wives. Divorce was a relatively straight forward matter, with both parties simply 
agreeing to no longer live together and both free to remarry immediately.30

The Maidu religious beliefs were similar to many other California Indians. Their religion 
lacked a clear organization and structure that those accustomed with western religions 
are familiar with. “Mechoopda oral literature is replete with myths recounting the 
origin of nearly every aspect of life in the world, including the establishment of 
culture. The creation of the first man and woman, the gift of the first food (acorn), and 

27 Dixon, 227. 
28 Riddell, 376.
29 Ibid., 377.
30 Dixon, 239-241. 
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even the occurrence of the first death, provided orientation for navigating the endless 
pitfalls life in this world entails. Standing like ideological bookends, Kodoyampeh (Earth 
Maker) and Coyote expressed the dichotomous and often conflicting nature of life, their 
exploits recited in endless episodes of myth.”31 The world was occupied by mysterious 
powers and spirits living in various natural geographic sites. 

Some of the most powerful figures in Maidu villages were the shamans. A shaman 
had been contacted by a specific animal spirit and was then brought up in the art of 
shamanism. The shaman, “with his mysterious powers and spiritual communication, 
provided a sense of unity among the village community.”32 The shaman performed 
various societal and spiritual roles and also served as a natural healer. 

A primary tenant of Maidu culture was the Kuksu cult. This male secret society is 
found in many tribes throughout northern California. According to Kroeber, “The 
secret society or Kuksu cult thus was followed by all or most of the members of eight 
stocks: the Yuki, Pomo, Wintun, Maidu, Miwok, Costanoan, Esselen, and Salinan, and 
by fragments of two others: Athabascan and Yokuts. On a wider view, the cult thus 
appears to be essentially, as well as originally, a Penutian systematization.”33 While 
the practice of the society was widespread, this should not suggest any greater degree 
of organization. “The society existed only in separate communities. Each communal 
society no doubt recognized the others as parallel and equal… The only societies 
were those of the town units. They were not branches, because there was no parent 
stem.”34 The society functioned as a ceremonial and dance society. Besides being an 
essential puberty ritual, initiation of younger males was important for the transmission 
of tribal cultural knowledge. The village history, religion, and ceremonial procedures 
were passed on via this society.35 In addition to this vital cultural function, the Kuksu 
society performed a series of annual dances. “The Kuksu cult had spirit impersonations 
and followed a dance cycle in which dances were representative of different spirits.”36 
These rituals were conducted in order to pass on cultural heritage, ensure favorable 
weather and food for the future, and maintain the cosmic balance.37 A specific cycle of 
dances was practiced throughout the year. Some dances involved the entire tribe, while 
others only included members of the Kuksu society. They took place in the ceremonial 
building and were extremely elaborate. 

The Northwestern Maidu believed that when an individual died their spirit would travel 
to a secret cave in the Sutter Buttes, and after a time of reliving portions of their life 
they would ascend to another realm. Members of the village would bury the deceased 
in the ground with a large quantity of personal items and special memorial pieces 

31 “Mechoopda Maidu Indians – Mechoopda Culture, Traditional Life, and Society.”
32 Riddell, 384. 
33 Alfred L. Kroeber Handbook of the Indians of California (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 

Bureau of American Ethnology, 1925), 371. 
34 Kroeber, 375. 
35 “Mechoopda Maidu Indians – Mechoopda Culture, Traditional Life, and Society.”
36 Riddell, 384.
37 Ibid., 383-384.
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specifically for the occasion. Women in the village would loudly wail in mourning of 
the deceased, often carrying on for several days. Sometime after the burial the village 
would hold a ceremonial burning in remembrance of the individuals who had passed 
away in the previous year. These burning ceremonies served an important cultural 
healing function and would involve the burning of decorative goods, such as baskets 
and headdresses, as well as more mundane items like domestic goods and clothes.38

Mechoopda

Among the many village sites in the Chico area, the village of Mechoopda became the 
most significant to the area’s history. Historians have used the term “Mechoopda”, in 
its various spellings, to designate both a linguistic subset of the Northwestern Maidu as 
well as a particular village site. The original village site existed near Durham and Little 
Chico Creek with the village’s territory stretching on the east side of the Sacramento 
River up to the south bank of Chico Creek. This community probably consisted of about 
20 homes, or approximately 150-175 people. The lives of the Mechoopda changed 
dramatically with the coming of the Euro-Americans, and the tribe soon found their 
fate intertwined with that of one of these immigrants, John Bidwell.39 The relationship 
between the Mechoopda and the Bidwells proved vitally important to both parties 
throughout the rest of the century. 

Early Buildings

Bidwell Mansion proved to be a substantial step up in living conditions for John Bidwell. 
Up until then, Bidwell had spent most of his life on the frontier and living in relatively 
primitive lodgings. After his arrival in California in 1841, for the most part he lived and 
worked in places associated with John Sutter. By the later part of the decade he was 
branching out on his own and established himself independent of Sutter. In 1847 he was 
living on the Farwell grant in a log and mud cabin located on the banks of Little Butte 
Creek, near modern day Durham, several miles south of where the city of Chico would 
be laid out.  When he purchased half of Rancho del Arroyo Chico in 1849, he moved 
over to the north bank of Big Chico Creek. The location of this first settlement would 
have fallen somewhere within the modern day park boundaries of Bidwell Mansion State 
Historic Park. This location afforded many advantages, including access to a consistent 
water source, above the flood plain of the Sacramento River, and strategically adjacent 
to the main north-south route to Oregon. This route evolved over the years from an 
informal trail, to the Shasta-Marysville Stage Road, to the Esplanade that the city of 
Chico enjoys today. This location remained the center of Bidwell’s agricultural empire, 
throughout its many changes. 

John quickly added more buildings beyond the meager cabin he called home. Soon he 
had a substantial complex built up, consisting of several ranch buildings including a 
store and a granary. A major turning point came in 1852 when Rancho Chico was raided 
by a band of hostile Indians, burning down the entire complex Bidwell had built up. 
John quickly set about rebuilding. With the aid of the Mechoopda Maidu Indians, who 

38 Hill, 48-52; Annie Bidwell, 32-35; Dixon, 246.
39 “Mechoopda Maidu Indians – Mechoopda Culture, Traditional Life, and Society”; Hill, 16-17. 
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had moved on to the property with John soon after his arrival, a large adobe building 
was erected and acted as a hotel as well as his living quarters. This historic building 
stood close to the Shasta-Marysville road, close to its crossing of Big Chico Creek. The 
“Old Adobe,” as it was known, appears prominently in several photographs from the era 
and has been roughly located by modern archeological methods where the park’s lawn 
lies today. All sources point to this building remaining as John’s primary residence until 
Bidwell Mansion was ready to move in. For several years after the completion of the 
mansion, the adobe remained on the grounds as a nostalgic historical relic. John was 
less sympathetic than many locals and remembered the “old Adobe, saying, “I had an 
old adobe house that was built in ’52 – an insect-infested house. A great many people 
say ‘let it stand.’ But I removed every vestige of it. It had no charm for me.”40 John 
took the final step of tearing the “Old Adobe” down in 1874. Nothing remains of the 
physical building, but a prominent painting, made in 1887 and given as a New Year’s gift 
to the Bidwell’s, hangs in the office building. 

In addition to the “Old Adobe,” new buildings continued to be quickly put up 
throughout Rancho Chico. Newspaper descriptions detail the growth and diversity 
of ranch buildings. Several important buildings sprung up around the area contained 
within today’s park boundaries. Also in 1852, the Chico store was built on the south-
east corner of the grounds, appearing in several photographs. This store served as an 
important nexus for the rancho and also served as the post office. After the creation 
of the town of Chico in 1860, John moved his store downtown to the corner of front 
and Broadway and the original store building was eventually torn down. In 1853 John 
Bidwell built his first flour mill across the road from his store. This location remained 
the site of Bidwell’s flour mill, in all its various iterations, until its final version was 
torn down in the 1960s. An apartment complex now sits in this location, which is just 
across the Esplanade from BMSHP. Other buildings in this area included various sheds, 
ranch buildings, and residences for workers. There is a great deal of room for research 
into the specifics of this early rancho era, both in terms of identifying the various 
buildings and detailing the history associated with them. 

Building Bidwell Mansion

All known evidence points to the “Old Adobe” serving as John Bidwell’s primary 
residence from 1852 until the completion of Bidwell Mansion. By the 1860s, this 
arrangement appears to have been archaic and unacceptable to John and his refined 
ambitions. John was interested in leaving behind the wild days of the 1840s and 50s, 
and becoming a respectable member of Victorian society. John appears to have begun 
planning for the mansion in the early 1860s, although not much is known about this 
process. It appears that construction was well underway in late 1865, when John, while 
on a trip to Washington D.C., wrote one of his contacts in Chico about information 
regarding the “new house.” Construction did not wrap up until 1868, a period that 
corresponds to many important changes in John’s life. John’s term in Congress between 
1865 and 1867 certainly dragged out the construction time of the home. Strained 
finances, due to John’s extended absence and investments in other projects, also 
played a role in halting completion of the home. John also underwent a significant 

40 Dictation, 24. 
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moral transformation during this period, converting to Christianity and becoming a 
staunch prohibitionist. This had an effect on certain aspects of the home, such as the 
third-floor ballroom/billiards-room, which became used for more moral purposes.

Of course the most important change in John’s life was his marriage to Annie Ellicott 
Kennedy in April of 1868. John may have planned the initial design and construction 
of the home, planning on remaining a bachelor for the remainder of his life, but once 
he began his pursuit of Annie, she certainly played a role in the latter planning and 
completion of certain aspects of the home. Their letters show Annie giving suggestions 
on various pieces of furniture and features of the home. After her arrival she helped 
oversee the final completion of the home, even going as far as to physically help install 
the wall-to-wall carpets in the home. So while it is true that John planned and built the 
house before ever meeting Annie, and had planned on never marrying, the final home 
in 1868 certainly displayed her influence. And of course she would play a central role in 
the changes made on the home over the next fifty years. 

Very little is known about the early construction of the home, although additional 
research may possibly be able to answer many questions. John Bidwell hired architect 
Henry W. Cleaveland to design the home. Cleaveland was a prominent architect of his 
day. Originally from New York, he authored a book on home design and was a founding 
member of the National Association of Architects before coming west to California. 
In order to oversee construction of the home, Cleaveland built and resided in the 
small outbuilding behind the mansion. Much more research should be conducted on 
Cleaveland, especially looking into other homes he designed and any information he 
compiled about the construction of Bidwell Mansion. Details of construction throughout 
the several years of construction are minimal and leave many questions unanswered. 
It appears that many of the workmen came from San Francisco, and that work was 
conducted seasonally. Additional research may be able to shed a great deal of light on 
this process. 

The home is an Italian Villa style of Victorian-era architecture, and is constructed of 
stuccoed brick. It is three stories high, including a tower on the front that rises an 
additional two stories. The elaborate design features include a hipped rood with central 
monitor, elaborate cornices, arched and hooded windows, and a wraparound veranda 
on the second-story. The home included formal rooms for social events, spacious 
bedrooms for guests, an office, a library, and an attached kitchen and washroom. A 
natural air circulation system helped keep the home cool, while eight faux-marble 
finished fireplaces from New York warmed the home by burning coal. New technology 
was eagerly incorporated in the home, including gas lights throughout the house. A 
generator would have produced a form of coal gas on site. An open space in the walls 
allowed for pipes to channel the gas throughout the home. In 1898 the system was 
upgrade to use new acetylene gas. 

Changes in the Home

In 1868 John and Annie returned from their wedding in Washington D.C. and took up 
residence in the new home. Together they resided in the home for the next thirty-two 
years. This period constitutes the primary interpretive period for the restored mansion 
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today. Throughout that time the home underwent various changes, modifications, and 
updates. However, no major structural changes took place. These changes made during 
the 1868-1900 time period should be systematically documented and placed in context 
to be better understood. 

In 1914 Annie Bidwell donated 24.72 acres, including the mansion, to the College 
Board of the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America to be used as a co-
educational Christian school after her death. Soon after Annie’s death in 1918, the 
Presbyterian Church determined it would not be cost effective to establish and upkeep 
the mansion as a school and in 1922 sold the mansion and 10.21 acres for $10,000 to be 
used as a dormitory for the then Chico State Teachers College.

Chico State Teachers College (which became Chico State College in 1936 and then 
California State University, Chico in 1972) used the mansion as dormitories through 
1934. From 1935 until its transfer to California State Parks, the school used the home 
for classrooms, offices, and social functions. Beginning in the early 1950s, civic groups 
started a focused lobbying effort for the transfer of the Bidwell Mansion property from 
Chico State College to the Division of Beaches and Parks. After eleven dedicated years, 
the Bidwell Mansion officially became part of the Division of Beaches and Parks, now 
known as the Department of Parks and Recreation. In March 1964, the department 
classified the unit as Bidwell Mansion State Historic Monument and held dedication 
ceremonies on May 7, 1966. In May 1970 CSP dropped the term “Monument” from 
general usage and all historical units, except for Hearst San Simeon, became classified 
as State Historic Parks. In 1966 Rancho del Arroyo Chico and the Bidwell Adobe were 
listed as California Historical Landmark #329, and in 1972 Bidwell Mansion was placed 
on the National Register of Historic Places.

Following John Bidwell’s death in 1900, beginning with Annie Bidwell and continuing 
throughout ownership by the college and CSP, Bidwell Mansion underwent many changes 
and additions. Originally, CSP used the rear section of the home as well as a post-
1900 addition on the north side for visitor orientation, museum displays, bathrooms, 
and staff areas. These uses transferred to the modern Visitor Center located to the 
north of the mansion upon its opening in 1993. Renovation of the mansion started in 
1997 with the removal of the post-1900 addition. Between 1997 and 2010 the kitchen, 
dining room, and staff quarters were all restored according to the 1865 Bidwell Mansion 
blueprints.

Recreation Resources

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park’s beauty, intrinsic and historic value, and 
proximity to other areas of interest attract visitors to a variety of recreational 

opportunities. While guided tours of Bidwell Mansion are the most obvious recreational 
activity, visitors partake in numerous other pastimes while at the park. These activities 
include both intentional and incidental recreation, and occur in four zones throughout 
this small unit. These zones include Big Chico Creek and the surrounding riparian zone, 
the mansion grounds, the modern Visitor Center, and Bidwell Mansion itself. 

The creek and riparian zone provide opportunities for nature viewing and relaxation. 
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In the past, park staff have conducted gold panning programs in the creek, but have 
not conducted these programs in this area for some time. A reproduction metal bridge 
spans the creek and provides easy walking access to Children’s Park and downtown 
Chico. Children’s Park offers a variety 
of activities including a playground for 
young children, while downtown Chico 
has a variety of restaurants, shops, and 
entertainment venues. However, the 
proximity to these areas as well as the 
relative seclusion provided by the riparian 
growth make the creek area a spot often 
visited by transients and delinquents, 
and therefore limits its suitability for 
interpretive programs. 

The mansion grounds provide the most 
variety of recreational opportunities. 
The beautiful trees, lawn, and setting 
adjacent to the mansion attract many 
people who then find opportunities for 
inspiration and relaxation. One picnic table provides a place to sit. Located under the 
Gingko tree, many guests use it to enjoy the park, while others choose to pick a spot 
on the lawn to relax or to enjoy a picnic, a conversation, reading, or informal play. 
University classes meet on the grounds to study the trees, history, and architecture 
associated with the park.

Many people use the setting for artistic endeavors. The beauty of the mansion and the 
trees make them favorite subjects for casual and professional photographers, both 
as the primary subject and as a background. Professionals often use the grounds as a 
location for wedding and quinceañera photos. Painters also use the grounds for their 
work and the park has hosted several plein air painting and other art events. 

Weddings, birthday parties, and other gatherings take place on the grounds. Most of 
these events are organized and go through the CSP Special Event permitting process, 

while some smaller gatherings are more 
impromptu and happen without prior CSP 
knowledge or participation. The gazebo, lawn, 
and garden are the locations most often used 
for these events.

While many guests intentionally seek out BMSHP 
for their recreational opportunities, a large 
number discover or use the park unintentionally 
or incidentally. The park’s urban setting 
and close proximity to downtown Chico and 
California State University, Chico make it a 
frequently used thoroughfare. Many students, 
for example, pass through the grounds on their BMSHP co-sponsors an annual harvest 

festival with a local agricultural organization.. 

BMSHP serves as the stage for a variety of formal 
and informal recreation.
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way to class and stop to enjoy the trees or catch up on homework. A bike path running 
through the park brings many people on their way to a variety of locations. Some that 
stop had not planned on recreating at the park, but stumbled upon the opportunity. 

Since its opening in 1993, the BMSHP Visitor Center has expanded the recreational 
opportunities available at the park. Inside, people can view historical exhibits and 
park-related videos, or shop in the General Store operated by the Bidwell Mansion 
Association. The building can also host special events such as meetings, presentations, 
and special exhibits. 

Bidwell Mansion is the fourth zone of recreation for the unit. Because of its historic 
nature, recreation inside the mansion is significantly controlled. Activities are primarily 
limited to guided tours through the home, but other activities are occasionally offered 
including photography, open-house style touring, and performances. The mansion is 
locked and only available under supervision of CSP staff. 

Research Resources

For subject specific research suggestions, see Selected Bibliography in Appendix A. 

The following CSP resources are available when planning interpretive programs and 
facilities. These entities have park plans, archives, museum collections, libraries, and 
specialists with extensive knowledge of BMSHP and its resources:

Interpretation and Education Division

CSP Archives

Northern Service Center

Photographic Archives

Planning Division 

Archaeology, History, and Museum Division

State Museum Resource Center

Central Records

The following California State Parks have similar interpretive themes, interpretive 
periods, and museum collections to BMSHP. These units have archives, museum 
collections, park staff, and volunteers with extensive knowledge of their park’s history 
and its resources. Interpretive planners are encouraged to contact these units and 
others to share resources and possibly create joint interpretive programs:

Wm. B. Ide Adobe SHP

Sutter’s Fort SHP

Sonoma SHP
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Fort Ross SHP

Marshall Gold Discovery SHP

Monterey SHP

Governor’s Mansion SHP

Leland Stanford Mansion SHP 

Old Shasta SHP

The following organizations and facilities have extensive libraries and online resources 
for interpretive development. These organizations may have collections available for 
use in publications, programs, panels, and exhibits. They also have subject matter 
experts that can assist in research:

California State University, Chico

Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley

California State Library

California State Archives

Butte County Historical Society

Butte County Clerk/Recorder’s Office

Butte County Library

Society of California Pioneers

California Historical Society 

Online Archive of California

National Archives

Library of Congress
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3 Current Status of Interpretation
Interpretive Readiness

California State Parks employees and trained volunteers deliver a wide range of 
interpretive tours, school programs, and other services. Because of the integral role 

of interpretation to the operations of BMSHP, maintaining adequate levels of staffing 
is crucial to the continuance of high quality interpretive programs and events that 
contribute to the health, inspiration, and education of the people of California. 

At the time of writing this plan, eight CSP employees were involved in various aspects 
of interpretation at BMSHP. These include:

One Lake Oroville/Valley Sector Superintendent (Permanent)

One Valley Sector Supervising Ranger (Permanent)

One State Park Interpreter I (Part-time)

Three Park Interpretive Specialists (Part-time)

Two Seasonal Park Aides (Part-time)

One Park Maintenance Worker (Part-time)

Other employees that are available to assist or lead various interpretive activities 
include State Park Rangers, maintenance workers, and interpretive staff from nearby 
State Parks. 

Experienced interpretive staff members lead interpretive training by creating and 
supplying training material, allowing those in training to shadow programs, and by 
providing feedback and evaluation. Interpretive training material makes use of formal 
CA State Parks training publications including the “Basic Interpretation Learning 
System” and “All Visitors Welcome”, as well as informal material such as a reading 
list and a park-specific “Guide for 
Guides”. Evaluations are performed 
informally by lead staff and formally 
by the Sector Superintendent or 
assigned supervisor. Funding for 
interpretive programs and staff comes 
from BMSHP operations budget, money 
contributed by the Bidwell Mansion 
Association, grants, and community 
donations. 

Volunteers form a vital cornerstone of 
operational support for interpretation 
at BMSHP. Short-term volunteers and 
CA State Parks “Volunteers In Parks 
Program” volunteers assist with 
school trips, special events, grounds 

Volunteers form a vital cornerstone of park operations. 
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upkeep, leading tours, and staffing the Visitor Center. A Park Interpretive Specialist, 
with assistance from other staff, oversees the paperwork, scheduling, training, and 
evaluation of active volunteers. The importance of a dedicated volunteer coordinator 
cannot be overstated, and the park’s volunteer program has been significantly hindered 
when this position is not defined. Volunteers provide a wealth of expertise and help in 
reducing costs by assisting and supplementing CSP employees. 

A variety of resources are available for assisting and planning park interpretation. Half 
of the Visitor Center is dedicated to office space. This space consists of six computers 
with internet and printer access, a multi-media theater, a research library, a collections 
storage room, a kitchen and meeting space, and four closets used for costumes, 
supplies, and storage. Several of these areas and objects could benefit from greater 
organization and updating. 

Summary of Analysis

The park is well poised for interpretation. Quality staff is the most important aspect 
of this. Currently, the park maintains an adequate level of staffing and a good deal of 
personnel experience. In the past, park operations have suffered from lack of staff and 
high staff turnover. Administrative systems should be refined and improved in order to 
ensure consistency and continuity within the staff. Furthermore, better organization 
and new technology could significantly improve interpretive readiness.

Interpretive Services - Personal

BMSHP offers several kinds of personal interpretive services. Currently, these services 
primarily consist of guided tours through Bidwell Mansion and onsite school programs. 

In the future BMSHP could expand its personal interpretive opportunities to include a 
greater variety of services including roving interpretation, demonstration, living history, 
interpretive talks, junior rangers, and summer programs. 

The following is a brief description and analysis of the current personal interpretive 
services conducted at BMSHP:

Guided Bidwell Mansion Tours

Regularly scheduled guided tours of Bidwell Mansion are the primary interpretive service 
conducted at BMSHP. Currently, staff and trained volunteers conduct tours on Saturdays, 
Sundays, and Mondays. In the past, tours ran seven days a week, then dropped to five 
days a week, and finally to the current operation of three days a week in October 2011. 
While the current three day schedule is designed to capture the majority of guests, 
many potential visitors miss out due to the limited availability. These tours cost $6 for 
adults and $3 for youth ages 5-17. Payment can only be made by cash or check. While 
the price typically does not act as a barrier, some visitors find themselves unable to pay 
because they only have debit or credit cards that cannot be accepted by the park. Some 
guests visit nearby ATMs, while others do not return, resulting in lost revenue. Tours 
begin in the Visitor Center at the top of every hour and can accommodate up to twenty 
people at a time. 
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The guided tours last about one hour and cover all three stories of the mansion. Tour 
guides utilize a variety of resources and shadow experienced  tour guides in order to 
develop their own personal theme and tour content. Tour leaders design broad themes 
that tell the story of John and Annie Bidwell and their importance to California history. 
In the course of these tours, tour guides also touch upon subjects related to the park’s 
primary and secondary interpretive themes, including general California history, the 
lives of local Mechoopda Maidu, architecture, the natural environment, and technology. 
The structure of the guided mansion tours allow the flexibility for the guide to adjust 
the tour theme or content depending on the particular makeup of each group. However, 
while tours can be adjusted for children, they are primarily oriented towards adults. 
The majority of guests respond extremely well to the guided tours. However, the 
structure and time restraints do not allow for the topical focus or expansion that many 
guests express an interest in. 

Inside the mansion, the original staircases provide the only access to the second and 
third stories, creating a barrier for some visitors. Visitors can view a video tour of 
these floors in the Visitor Center. A discussion of this video can be found in Interpretive 
Services – Non-Personal. Currently, without prior accommodations, tours are only 
available in English, although BMSHP is working to expand onsite resources to include 
sign-language, Spanish, and other languages. 

Guided tours are the most popular interpretive activity offered by BMSHP and are 
extremely successful at conveying park themes. Visitors to the park respond favorably 
to the tours and especially comment on the effectiveness and knowledge of the tour 
guides. These tours appeal to a wide variety of visitors and constitute a fundamental 
element of the interpretive mission and vision at BMSHP.

Other Mansion Tours

In addition to the regularly scheduled guided tours, staff or volunteers will periodically 
conduct special tours of Bidwell Mansion. These tours can be conducted at times 
outside of normal operating hours. They can be led for a particular group and with a 
particular thematic focus, such as artwork or agriculture, for example. These tours are 
not advertised and are held relatively infrequently.

This category also includes several annual events held at the park including the Farm 
City Harvest Festival, the Chico Women’s Club Open House, and the BMSHP Holiday 
Evening Open House. These events typically make use of an open house format. 
Staff and volunteers station themselves around the home and interact with visitors 
as they move around the mansion at their own pace. This format provides a very 
different environment than the guided tours and allows for more in-depth discussion 
and expansion on themes than is possible during a guided tour. Adding to the scene, 
presenters typically dress in period-appropriate attire, which visitors enjoy very much. 
The park has a good selection of women’s costumes that fit the 1868-1900 interpretive 
period for the park. However, with limited selections and a narrow range of sizes, there 
is a much smaller selection of men’s clothing. It is important to note that these tours 
should not be considered living history programs. While they wear historic clothing, 
guides do not assume a character, and interact with presenters as modern people. 
Currently, no living history programs are conducted at the park.
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School Tours 
Another staple of interpretation at BMSHP are the educational tours and programs 
offered to elementary school classes. A dedicated school coordinator is a vital piece 
for ensuring successful educational experiences for school groups visiting the park. 
This position should ensure staff readiness and act as a point of contact for educators. 
Approximately thirty school groups visit the park each school year, exposing over 1,000 
students to the story of John and Annie Bidwell. The current school year, 2013/14, 
will host over fifty groups totaling over 1,800 students. Additional funding for staff,  
flexibility in offering programs all year long, and more efficient communication with 
teachers contributed to this increase. While classes visit the mansion from all over 
northern California, the majority come from surrounding Butte County school districts. 
These include the Chico Unified and Paradise Unified school districts, as well as local 
home and charter schools. BMSHP offers school trips year round, but teachers will 
typically schedule trips in order to coincide with their third or fourth grade social 
science content. 

The fundamental part of a school trip consists of a forty-five minute guided tour 
through Bidwell Mansion. These school tours 
are distinct from the regular guided tours 
offered to the general public and park staff 
design them according to California History 
and Social Science Content Standards for third 
and fourth grade as well as California Common 
Core standards.1 Students hear the story of 
John and Annie Bidwell, their mansion, and 
what life would have been like in late 1800s 
California. 

In addition to the mansion tour, classes also 
have the opportunity to add an interactive 
program. The “Gold Rush” program covers 
the basics of the California Gold Rush and 
the lives of the people involved. It concludes 
by teaching students how to pan for gold and allowing them to find and keep real gold 
flakes. The “1800s Gadgets” program discusses technology and inventions of the late 
19th Century and allows students to observe and interact with gadgets used during 
that time. Both the “Gold Rush” and the “1800s Gadgets” programs have existed for 
many years and have undergone several iterations. They require updating in order to 
better conform to current content standards. In the past, groups had the option of 
another program that detailed the lives of the local Maidu Indians, but due to lack of 
staff training this program has not been offered for several years. Park staff have been 
working to revamp this popular, but outdated, Maidu program. It will reflect current 
educational standards and will make use of an updated consultation with the Mechoopda 
Tribe. Programs run in conjunction with mansion tours and also take forty-five minutes. 
In order to cover staff costs, BMSHP charges a fee for scheduling a program. In 2013/14 
groups paid a fee of $50 per class.

1 See “Educational Framework and Standards” and Appendix B for more information on specific content standards. 

School tours of Bidwell Mansion host over 
1,000 school children every year.
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BMSHP school tours and programs consistently receive positive feedback from teachers, 
parents, and students. However, several issues do arise. Classes come to the mansion 
with various degrees of prior knowledge about the Bidwells and other subjects, some 
with very little familiarity and others with a great deal. This variation makes it difficult 
for tour leaders to recognize and adjust their tours to the relative level of experience. 
Furthermore, no formal system exists to gauge the effectiveness of the tours and 
programs. A pre- and post-trip packet as well as a standard teacher feedback form may 
help in addressing these issues. Tours and programs work best with a smaller number 
of students, but increasing class sizes and higher transportation costs have led to an 
increase in the average group size. This increase, coupled with the availability of staff 
members, leads to difficulties in managing large numbers of students, which impacts 
the effectiveness of the tours and programs.

In the past, with the help of CSUC students, 
BMSHP offered off-site, in-classroom, interpretive 
presentations. Due to budget constraints as 
well as staff and volunteer shortages, these 
presentations have not been available since 2007. 
There are no plans of restarting them at this time.

Talks

BMSHP staff and volunteers will infrequently 
give interpretive talks. These talks can include a 
variety of subjects and can be conducted on site 
or off site. Only a few talks have been given over 
the previous several years.

BMSHP has also played host to talks presented by individuals and entities not associated 
with CSP. While these talks undergo a special event review process, the content and 
focus may not be related to BMSHP or its interpretive themes because they are not 
conducted by park staff. 

Informal Interpretation

In addition to organized interpretive services, BMSHP staff frequently engage in 
informal interpretive discussions with visitors while in the course of other duties in 
the Visitor Center and on the grounds. Due to the park’s current operation schedule, 
location, and use as a thoroughfare to CSUC and downtown Chico, these informal 
interpretive contacts constitute an important part of the visitor experience at BMSHP. 

Summary of Analysis

Personal interpretation forms the backbone of operations at BMSHP. Guided tours are 
extremely effective but there is a need for more diversity. A greater variety of programs 
utilizing a variety of interpretive platforms could significantly increase and expand 
the park’s audience. School programs are successful, but need to be better organized, 
refined, and expanded in order to ensure their continued success. 

Interactive programs provide school 
children hands-on learning experiences.
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Interpretive Services – Non-Personal

Interpretive Facilities

Bidwell Mansion: Bidwell Mansion stands as the centerpiece and primary interpretive 
feature of BMSHP, and has been restored both interiorly and externally to the 1868-
1900 historic period. The inside of the mansion is typically only available to the public 
via regularly scheduled guided tours or special events. Since the park has no perimeter 
fencing, the grounds and outside of the house remain open to the public outside of 
typical operating hours. Periodically, the inside of the home is made available in an 
“open-house” format, allowing visitors to self-tour the house. These tours mainly occur 
as part of the December holiday season. The home is often decorated and interpretive 
signs are placed throughout, describing different items on display. Mansion staff are 
posted inside the home, interacting with guests and preventing damage to artifacts. 
During these events, staff usually move several higher profile or delicate artifacts to 
prevent damage. 

As part of the restoration process, CSP has furnished the home with period appropriate 
artifacts. A minority of the artifacts are original Bidwell pieces that have been gathered 
from various sources, while the remainder are period pieces or reproductions. Several 
enlarged historic photographs showing various locations inside the home are also on 
display and allow guests to see what the home looked like during the Bidwells’ time.  

The first floor of the mansion is wheelchair accessible, and, in compliance with ADA 
standards, BMSHP offers a video tour of the second and third stories (see Interpretive 
Media). 

Grounds: The BMSHP grounds consist of approximately 2.5 acres of land surrounding 
the mansion and Visitor Center. Uses for this space occur both formally and informally, 
including both interpretive and non-interpretive activities. The primary interpretive 
features of the BMSHP grounds include:

Lawn: A non-historic grass lawn stretches from the Esplanade to the paved circular 
driveway in front of the mansion. It is available for many interpretive uses as well as 
non-interpretive uses including weddings, quinceañeras, and photographs. 

Interpretive Panels: Two interpretive panels located outside the Visitor Center provide 
general information regarding the park and display a timeline of significant events in 
the history of the Bidwells and of the home. When the park is not open, these panels 
act as the primary interpretive material available to guests. 

Trees: The trees of BMSHP stand as one of the most recognizable features of the park 
and are notable for their historical significance and as examples of the historic local 
landscape. The trees provide excellent opportunities for non-personal interpretation. 
Throughout the years, the trees have been labeled and interpreted in a variety of 
manners. The history of these various labeling systems is not entirely clear, involving at 
various times the individual or combined input of CSP, the Chico Horticultural Society, 
and CSUC. Currently, the labels can be grouped into two different categories, those 
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placed by CSP and those placed by CSUC. This outdated and confusing system renders 
the tree labels almost completely ineffective as interpretive pieces. 

The labels placed by CSP appear to have been part of a self-guided tour of the grounds 
that included an accompanying interpretive pamphlet entitled “A Gift from the Past: 
A Guide to Bidwell Mansion’s Grounds”. The brown labels include a number that 
corresponds to stops and information designated in the pamphlet. They also list the 
common and scientific names for the tree as well as its country of origin. Between 1991 
and 1993, a collaboration of BMSHP, the Bidwell Mansion Association, and individuals 
from the CSUC Art Department worked to create this self-guided 
tour as an update to an earlier system.2 Further complicating 
the issue, the labels appear to be updated versions of labels 
placed on the grounds by the Chico Horticultural Society 
possibly as far back as the 1950s.3 Several trees listed in the 
pamphlet no longer exist and several other trees no longer 
bear their accompanying labels. With the pamphlets no longer 
in print and not available to the public, the labels remain a 
mystery to guests. These labels also do not meet Americans with 
Disabilities Act accessibility guidelines.

Other labels appear on various trees throughout the grounds 
as part of the CSUC Arboretum system and correspond to a 
pamphlet entitled “Campus Tree Map & Guide”. The CSUC 
Biology Department produces the pamphlet and provides copies 
for the BMSHP Visitor Center to make available to guests upon request. The Arboretum 
includes trees and plants located on CSP property and the neighboring CSUC campus. 
The black Arboretum placards bear the tree’s common name, scientific name, country 
of origin, an identification number, and the words “California State University, Chico 
Arboretum”. Several known errors occur in the pamphlet and some of the trees 
listed no longer stand. It is not known what role, if any, CSP played in the labeling of 
trees located on its property or what agreements it had in place with the university. 
According to discussions with CSUC personnel involved with the Arboretum, the 
university will likely be updating this system in the near future. 

Carriage Shed: A rebuilt carriage shed stands to the immediate northwest of the 
mansion. Constructed in the 1980s, this structure 
stands near the location of the historic carriage shed 
that existed during the Bidwells’ time. A plaque by 
the shed informs visitors that this building is a modern 
construction. Park staff keep the carriage shed open and 
available for viewing during normal park operating hours 
and when school tours are taking place on the grounds. 
The inside of the structure houses six historic carriages, 
several of which are believed to have been owned by the 

2 BMSHP Unit History.
3 Oral history from local tree expert Wes Dempsey. Chico Horticultural Society records are unavailable 

from that period.

An example of two 
different tree labels. 

John and Annie driving a carriage 
on Rancho Chico. 
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Bidwells. No interpretive media currently exists for the carriages or carriage shed and 
nothing distinguishes between the original and non-original pieces. Visitors must ask 
park staff if they desire to learn anything about the carriages or carriage shed.

Architect’s Cottage: Attached to the south side of the carriage shed is a small brick 
building known as the Architect’s Cottage. The Bidwells used this structure for a variety 
of uses during their time, including purportedly housing the mansion’s architect, 
Henry Cleaveland, during construction. Currently used as CSP office space, the 
Architect’s Cottage has not been restored, is not open to the public, and is not used for 
interpretation. No signage identifies the building in any way.

Annie’s Garden: Located on the south side of the home, Annie’s Garden consists of a 
small reproduction garden area with a variety 
of plantings, a small path, a bench, and 
a wisteria arbor. Volunteers maintain this 
area, which demonstrates what the Bidwells’ 
landscaping would have been like. Besides 
a small plaque dedicating the garden to the 
memory of Annie’s great-grandniece, no other 
interpretive material exists for this area. 

Rose Garden: Adjacent to Annie’s Garden, 
volunteers have planted and maintain a rose 
garden. The Bidwells did grow roses, but did 
not maintain a dedicated rose garden on the 
property. The current garden contains several 
varieties of roses grown by the Bidwells as 
well as several other prominent varieties 
from their time. Several plantings are genetic descendants of actual Bidwell roses. A 
volunteer has recently added small signs that designate the name, variety, and year of 
development for each type of rose in the garden. No other interpretive media exists 
for this area. These signs also do not meet Americans with Disabilities Act accessibility 
guidelines

Historic Footbridge: To the south of the mansion, an iron footbridge spans Big Chico 
Creek. This bridge is a reconstruction of an historic bridge that crossed the creek during 
the Bidwells’ time. A small sign tells that the bridge originally existed around 1900 and 
that the Rotary Club, with help from CSP and others, rebuilt the bridge in 1983.

State Historical Marker: Originally placed on the grounds in 1966 by the California State 
Parks Commission, a large State Historical Marker now stands adjacent to the Carriage 
Shed. The marker gives a brief description of John Bidwell’s contributions to California 
Agriculture and designates “Rancho del Arroyo Chico” as State Historical Landmark No. 
329. 

Stone Monument: At the extreme southeast corner of the park, at the intersection 
of Sol-Wil-Le-No Avenue and the Esplanade, stands a large stone historical marker 
commemorating “the Oregon Trail and the site of the old Adobe built for General 

Architect’s Cottage, Carriage Shed, and 
Historical Marker.
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Bidwell by the Mechoopda Indians in 1852”. Research of historic newspapers indicates 
that the monument dates from 1925 when the Pioneer Historic Association of California 
placed it on the grounds. 

Gazebo: A gazebo stands on the lawn to the front of the mansion where an historic 
gazebo stood during the Bidwells’ time. A plaque tells of its construction between 1979 
and 1981. No current interpretation utilizes the gazebo, but visitors to the park often 
use it for recreational purposes such as picnics or photography. 

Millstone: Under the Gingko tree next to the Visitor Center lays an unassuming 
millstone. This millstone supposedly originated from John Bidwell’s flour mill, 
historically located across the Esplanade from the park. No labels or markings identify 
the millstone in any way. However, this may be a good thing as its location makes it 
susceptible to vandalism, damage, or theft. 

Annie’s Hitching Post: To the rear of the Carriage Shed stand a set of concrete steps and 
a post identified in the BMSHP brochure and “A 
Gift from the Past: A Guide to Bidwell Mansion’s 
Grounds” as “Annie’s Hitching Post.” It is 
believed that Annie would have used the steps 
to mount and dismount carriages and horses. No 
other interpretation exists for this site.

Visitor Center: Opened to the public in 1993, 
the current BMSHP Visitor Center sits directly 
north of Bidwell Mansion and houses bathrooms, 
a lobby and park store, an exhibit hall, a 
theater, staff offices and kitchen, and an 
artifact storage room. Non-personal interpretive 
features include:

Exhibit Hall: The Visitor Center includes a small 
exhibit hall consisting of panels and displayed artifacts that interpret the lives of John 

and Annie Bidwell and their impact on California history. 
A copy of the book Dear General, a collection of letters 
exchanged by the Bidwells, is available for guests to read 
and is the only interactive part of the exhibit area. The 
1990 Interpretive Plan and 1992 Exhibit Text documents 
outline the design and content of the Exhibit Hall.  There 
have been no significant changes to the content or design 
of this area since its opening in 1993. While the Exhibit 
Hall, overall, does an effective job of interpretation, it 
is in need of updating. The look and layout of the hall 
feel dated and the lack of interactive displays limit its 
effectiveness for certain groups, especially children. 

Theater Photographs: A selection of photographs is displayed in the theater that 
adjoins the Exhibit Hall. These historic images depict a variety of scenes related to the 

Opened in 1993, the BMSHP Visitor 
Center greatly expanded the interpretive 
possibilities at the park.

Visitor Center exhibits are in 
need of modernization.
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Bidwells. Many visitors show interest in the photographs, but no labels exist to inform 
guests of what they are seeing. 

Victorian Secrets Display: Also located in the theater, an exhibit titled “Victorian 
Secrets” displays and discusses historic undergarments. A glass display case contains the 
exhibit, but, unlike the Exhibit Hall cases, it has no cove lighting. It is not known when 
this display began or who designed it, but the contents of the case have not changed for 
several years. Due to its location and lack of lighting, it is frequently overlooked and 
missed by visitors.

Interpretive Media

Non-personal interpretive media currently in use at BMSHP include:

BMSHP Free Brochure: This standard brochure produced by CSP provides basic 
information about the Bidwells and orients guests to the park. It is available inside the 
Visitor Center as well as outside, making it available to the public outside of normal 
operating hours. In a given week, about sixty brochures are taken by members of the 
public.

Other Brochures: Several other brochures are available for free in the Visitor Center. 
Published by both CSP as well as other entities, they cover topics including California 
State Park opportunities, local history, and other attractions. Some are interpretive in 
nature while others are not. 

Websites: CSP maintains an official page for BMSHP through its www.parks.ca.gov 
website. This page provides basic interpretation and orientation information. 
In addition, BMSHP staff update a Facebook page at www.facebook.com/
bidwellmansionshp. This page allows for more up to date information and interaction 
with interested members of the public. This page has been increasingly utilized 
for interpretation through daily posts of historical information. A website is also 
run by the Bidwell Mansion Association, the park’s cooperating association, at www.
bidwellmansionassociation.com. This site and its content are not produced by CSP, but done so 
under the auspices of the association’s contract. 

“The Map of History”: Upon request visitors can view a twenty-five minute interpretive 
video entitled “The Map of History”, which is shown in the theater. Produced by CSP 
in 1993, the video provides a brief overview of John Bidwell’s life and his role in the 
history of California. Despite being over twenty years old, “The Map of History” does an 
extremely effective job at discussing the Bidwells and their legacy and helps introduce 
major park themes. Open captioning provides accessibility for the hearing impaired. The 
video is available for purchase through State Parks’ online store and in the BMSHP park 
store. 

Second and Third Floor Accessibility Video: Visitors who are unable to access the upper 
stories of Bidwell Mansion have the option of returning to the Visitor Center and viewing 
a video tour of the second and third floors. Crown Broadcasting and Communications 
produced the video in 2003 for CSP in order to meet accessibility needs. The video 
shown today is only a segment of a longer video tour that covered the entire house. 

http://www.parks.ca.gov
http://www.facebook.com/bidwellmansionshp
http://www.facebook.com/bidwellmansionshp
http://www.bidwellmansionassociation.com
http://www.bidwellmansionassociation.com
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While the video is captioned, the poor quality does not make it appropriate for vision 
impaired guests. The video comes off as poorly produced and out of date, and should be 
replaced. 

Gaps in Existing Interpretation

Currently non-personal interpretive services are only available in English. 

Summary of Analysis

The park’s non-personal interpretation is in need of major improvement. For that which 
does exist, most of it is outdated, poorly designed, and overall ineffective. Interpretive 
materials on the grounds are especially lacking. With the park open less for guided 
personal tours and with the cost of staff becoming a greater issue, the importance of 
non-personal interpretation is only increasing. Current non-personal interpretation is 
not adequate for meeting this increasing need.

Collections

History of the Collection

Upon Annie Bidwell’s death in 1918, personal items and documents were dispersed 
to her heirs and the mansion became the property of the Presbyterian Church. 

Following its establishment as a State Parks unit in 1964, BMSHP made an appeal 
for original and period artifacts in order to furnish the mansion and to be used for 
interpretation. Bidwell family members, historic associations, local citizens, and 
CSP museum resource centers contributed both original and period artifacts to the 
collection. In addition, some objects remained in the mansion upon its transfer from 
the university. 

In 2013 BMSHP staff updated its Scope of Collections document.4 This document 
explains the history, purpose, and general location of the collection and establishes 
parameters for the accumulation and use of objects. The primary collection consists 
of approximately 7,000 artifacts including archival material, books, letters, maps, 
photographs, documents related to the Bidwells, textiles, art, personal objects, 
decorative items, and furnishings. Approximately 25% of the collection originated 
with the Bidwells, the remainder being period pieces or reproductions. Records and 
information regarding these objects are cataloged in the CSP museum database, “The 
Museum System” (TMS).

Collection Objects Currently Used for Interpretation

The majority of the collection currently resides inside Bidwell Mansion and provides the 
foundation for interpretive tours at BMSHP. The home includes 19th-century furnishings, 
original fireplaces, period lighting fixtures, and works of art. An ethnographic collection 
includes Asian and Native American objects including vases and baskets. Other objects 

4 See Appendix C  
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on display, both original and period, include books, textiles, natural history specimens, 
farm implements, a carbide-gas generator, and many other objects. A large collection 
of textiles remain stored away from the public 
on the third story. The mansion itself survives in 
relatively good condition. 

The Exhibit Hall displays contain original and 
period pieces as part of its interpretive exhibits. 
An environmentally controlled artifact storage 
room contains photo archives, maps, letters, other 
documents, Native American basketry and grinding 
stones, additional household goods, textiles, and 
items in need of repair. 

Six historic carriages, along with associated 
objects, are stored and displayed in the rebuilt 
carriage shed. 

In addition to tours and exhibits, school programs 
make use of collection objects. Some objects can be used to aid in the research and 
design of interpretive programs. 

Object/Environment Evaluations

Several recent inventories have been conducted, including the cataloging of the 
mansion in preparation of possible closure at the end of the 2012 fiscal year and an 
inventory of the Artifact Storage Room following flooding in April 2012.

In 2012, Proposition 84 funds became available to the park in order to perform a 
Collections Facility Improvement 
and Conservation Project. The intent 
of this Assessment Project is to 
undertake a comprehensive artifact 
assessment and implement appropriate 
recommendations. During the pre-
assessment stage of this project, 
BMSHP staff reviewed accession 
documentation, TMS entries, Annie 
Bidwell’s will, and previous inventories 
in order to confirm which objects 
belonged to the Bidwells.  This process 
revealed many discrepancies regarding 
the provenance of various objects. 
Staff have worked to research, clarify, 
and document information about these 
artifacts, but the process is on-going 
and further work is needed. 

Only a minority of artifacts belonged to 
the Bidwells, including John’s writing 
chair, pictured here. 

A Native American basket, part of BMSHP’s basket 
collection.
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The environmental condition inside Bidwell Mansion and its effect on artifacts is of 
special concern, BMSHP monitors this by utilizing data loggers. Monthly recording of 
temperature and humidity fluctuations, alongside personal observations revealed issues 
involving artifact deterioration and precautions were taken to reduce direct sunlight to 
certain pieces. Storage also creates a problem with textiles, paintings, books, and other 
objects stored in cupboards and other areas not suitable for proper storage of artifacts. 

Additional Collections Not Housed at Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park

Incidental to the collections currently housed 
at BMSHP, objects found in the course of two 
excavations on the property remain housed off 
site. 

A 1987 excavation to identify the location of the 
Bidwell’s carriage shed uncovered over 2,000 
objects, including Native American artifacts 
dating to between 700 and 1,000 CE. These 
objects have been cataloged and currently reside 
in the State Archaeological Collections Research 
Facility.5 

Another excavation, conducted in 1990 in 
anticipation of the construction of the Visitor 
Center, also uncovered Native American 

artifacts. In 2013 these pieces passed to Dr. Craig White of Sonoma State University for 
cataloging, analysis, and documentation. 

Special Concerns

As with so many other State Parks collections, BMSHP retains too many of certain types 
of objects. The textile room, for example, contains many more objects than can ever 
be used for interpretation at the park. Meanwhile, other objects that could be used for 
interpretive programs do not exist in the collection. 

During the pre-assessment phase of the Assessment Project, a large collection of 
objects that fall outside of the parameters of the current Scope of Collections 
document were deaccessioned and transferred to other CSP units and a local non-
profit museum. Through the drafting of this IMP, interpretive possibilities and uses 
will be better identified. Rather than collecting objects and keeping them in storage, 
objects will be assessed from the view point of their potential utilization in interpretive 
programs. This process coupled with the Assessment Project will allow BMSHP to trim 
down unused or irrelevant objects and to add relevant collections that will aid and 
expand the interpretive programing at the park. 

5 Keith L. Johnson, In Search of John Bidwell’s Carriage House: Archaeological Investigations at Bidwell 
Mansion State Historic Park, Chico, CA (December, 1987). 

Projectile point found during excavation 
at BMSHP, not housed at the park.
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Summary of Analysis

BMSHP collections are overcoming forty-plus years of varying and inconsistent 
management. The record keeping is poor and needs to be improved. Systems need to 
be put in place to create a solution to this issue and ensure the effectiveness of future 
record keeping. Park staff need a better understanding of and access to collections 
and collections information. There should be an effort to research and document 
information regarding specific objects. Finally, better storage and protection of objects 
is needed. A dedicated staff member could help solve all of these issues. 

Marketing

BMSHP uses a variety of methods to inform the public about interpretive and 
educational opportunities. These methods include public service announcements 

sent to local news organizations, posters placed on the grounds and around the Chico 
area, and websites, including the official page on the State Parks website, a Facebook 
page maintained by park staff, and the website of the Bidwell Mansion Association. The 
park currently does minimal promotion for its day-to-day operations and most visitors 
become aware of the park through word of mouth or from sources outside of CSP 
control. The methods mentioned above are primarily used in advertising special events 
and typically result in an increase of inquiries via telephone calls and other means. 
They vary in success depending on several factors, including timing, level and tone of 
coverage in local media outlets, and organization of marketing efforts. 

The potential closure of the park at the end of the 2012 fiscal year created an 
important issue for the park. Intense media coverage and local campaigns highlighted 
the planned closure of the park, but when the park remained open it went relatively 
unreported. Therefore, many in the public do not realize that the park has remained 
open and that programs continue to be held at the park. 

For the advertisement of school tours and programs, BMSHP maintains a database of 
local school partners who have previously visited the park. In the fall, teachers receive 
a letter informing them of the educational opportunities for the coming school year and 
how to schedule a trip. This information is also posted on the park’s official State Parks 
webpage. 

Summary of Analysis

BMSHP’s marketing has traditionally relied on the positive response of tour attendees 
and the park’s status as a local landmark. More formal and intentional marketing 
methods have been utilized inconsistently and inadequately. The park could benefit 
from a more intentional, focused approach and a better working relationship with 
media sources. More efforts can also be put into reaching people outside of the 
surrounding Chico area. 
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4 Park Support
Community Involvement 

The Bidwell Mansion stands as one of Chico’s most prominent and recognizable local 
landmarks. The park’s location is a major asset. The California State University, 

Chico campus and downtown Chico border the park and are within easy walking 
distance, while the Esplanade, one of the busiest thoroughfares in the city, runs in front 
and within view of the mansion. Directional signage on Highway 99 orients travelers to 
the park. Local businesses and publications use the names “Bidwell” or “Rancho Chico” 
as well as images of Bidwell Mansion. In fact, the most recent version of Chico Police 
Department vehicles features an image of the mansion. The legacy of the Bidwells in 
the city as well as the mansion’s high visibility and recognition make it one of the most 
enduring and prominent landmarks of the community. 

As such, the community is highly supportive of Bidwell Mansion. In the 1950s and 
1960s, it was the vast support and activism from local citizens that brought about the 
preservation and protection of the home and the eventual establishment of BMSHP in 
1964. Today, that same loyalty and devotion continues within the local community. 
Chico citizens enjoy the park on a daily basis through both formal and informal 
visitation. 

However, this loyalty to the mansion as a landmark does not always extend to the park 
unit as a whole. The popular use of the name “Bidwell” as well as the park’s proximity 
to downtown Chico and CSUC leads many to believe the park is owned and operated 
by either the city or the university. And among those who understand the role of CSP, 
some question the role of State government in 
operating the park. This sentiment is limited 
and in large part BMSHP enjoys high rapport 
with local individuals and organizations. 

Several local organizations hold events at the 
park. The annual Harvest Festival, presented 
by the Farm City Celebration and co-sponsored 
by BMSHP, takes place at the park in early 
November. In December, the Chico Women’s 
Club/Beulah Rebekah Lodge #60 hold a free 
annual open house featuring several choirs. The 
park is also used for weddings, events for local 
businesses and organizations, and community 
meetings. 

Interpretive and educational programming is influenced by the community and general 
public through community meetings, through the park’s cooperating association, 
individually expressed opinions, and various forms of communication including a 
Facebook page. 

The Bidwell Mansion Association supports 
park interpretation.
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Partnership and Support

Bidwell Mansion Association

The Bidwell Mansion Association (BMA) acts as the park’s cooperating association. The 
BMA began in January of 1980 through the joining of two previous groups, the Bidwell 
Mansion Restoration Association and the Bidwell Mansion Cooperative Association. These 
previous organizations played a crucial role in the park’s early years, and the BMA 
continues that support through fund raising, publicity, restoration efforts, providing 
volunteers, and day-to-day operational support. 

As stated in the BMA by-laws, Article 1: 

The purpose of the Bidwell Mansion Association is as set forth in the 
Articles of Incorporation, as amended, which includes the following:

To foster public interest in support of the Bidwell Mansion State Historic 
Park.

To work toward completion of the restoration of the Bidwell Mansion.

Acquisition of authentic furnishings, belongings and mementos of the 
Bidwells, or suitable and appropriate items of their period. 

To operate financially productive enterprises for the benefit of the Bidwell 
Mansion.

The operations, use of property and assets of the Bidwell Mansion 
Association shall be limited to interpretive and other educational 
purposes, as related to General John Bidwell and Annie E.K. Bidwell, 
in the Northern Buttes District of the State Park System, and for the 
restoration and improvements in the Bidwell Mansion.

Bidwell Mansion Community Project

In response to the potential closing of BMSHP at the end of the 2012 fiscal year, a group 
of concerned citizens and representatives from several local organizations formed an 
ad hoc organization they named the Bidwell Mansion Community Project (BMCP), for the 
purposes of funding park operations and keeping the mansion open to the public. Via 
various fund raising efforts, the BMCP raised over $140,000 through a designated fund 
set up and managed by the North Valley Community Foundation (NVCF). The Fundraising 
Policy Statement of the BMCP states that any funds “will be held by NVCF on behalf of 
BMCP and expended on projects to support the continued operations of Bidwell Mansion 
based on community input and consensus of the BMCP Steering Committee”. The NVCF 
continues to maintain the designated account and contributes funds to CSP as directed 
by the BMCP under the terms of a negotiated donor agreement.
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Other Current Partners

Farm City: Farm City Celebration primarily coordinates with BMSHP during the annual 
harvest festival. The group is dedicated to increasing understanding, appreciation, and 
interaction with agriculture among the urban community.

Other Local Historical Attractions: BMSHP networks with other local historical 
attractions including the Stansbury Home and the Far West Heritage Association, which 
manages the Patrick Ranch Museum and the Chico Museum. The park has coordinated 
with these groups in organizing special interpretive events and deaccessioned collection 
objects have been given to them in order to preserve the items’ interpretive context. 

Outdoor Education for ALL!: BMSHP connects with other educational providers through 
the group Outdoor Education for ALL! (OEFA). OEFA consists of a group of educators, 
naturalists, professionals, and volunteers that share a common interest in creating 
greater opportunity for natural science and outdoor education in northern California. 

CREEC: The California Department of Education introduced an improved way for 
teachers to connect to exploratory, place-based, and environmental education 
instruction for pre-kindergarten through high school. The CREEC website provides a 
communication network for environmental education providers, businesses, government 
agencies, and community organizations through which educators can access high quality 
resources to enhance the environmental literacy of California’s students. BMSHP is 
connected through this website. 

Chico Area Museum Alliance (CAMA): BMSHP is also a member of CAMA, a group of 
agencies, museums, and community organizations that meet quarterly to communicate 
about upcoming events. This group networks with the Museum of Northern California 
Art (MONCA), a newly formed non-profit which has recently leased 4,000 sq. feet of the 
county owned Veteran’s Hall in order for the exhibition of Northern California art. 

Las Senoras: The Las Senoras of Chico is a non-profit organization that secured 
donations of objects for the mansion and has held 
special fundraising events. Although the organization 
no longer contributes much interpretation or 
fundraising, they attend public meetings and 
continue to provide input regarding the direction of 
the park. 

Campus Tree Tours: Tree tours of the CSUC campus 
begin on the park grounds. These tours are 
scheduled primarily through the CSU Osher Lifelong 
Learning Institute (OLLI) and are typically led by 
a retired CSUC biology professor. Other tours are 
advertised for general public participation.

A tree tour begins at BMSHP.



43 Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

Other Potential Interpretive Partners 

California State University, Chico – Including Special Collections, History, Education, and 
Recreation departments, etc. 

Butte Community College

City of Chico – Including the Chamber of Commerce and the Chico Area Recreation 
District (CARD)

Mechoopda Indian Tribe of Chico Rancheria

Butte County Historical Society 

Butte County Library

Other California State Parks

Other Interpretive Providers

Introduction to table

The following “Other Interpretive Providers” table shows other possible collaborators 
with Bidwell Mansion SHP for programs, events or shared resources. These collaborators 
are either within the Northern Buttes District or are approximately within a 50 mile 
radius of Bidwell Mansion SHP. These identified providers would also possibly draw 
visitors with similar interests. 
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5 Visitation and Visitor Use
Several key factors need to be considered before undertaking major interpretive 

projects. This section provides data concerning several facets of park visitation, 
including park access, general visitor makeup, visitor experiences, visitor responses, 
and current and potential user groups. 

Visitation Data

In order to discern the needed information regarding visitors, BMSHP conducted a visitor 
survey between August and November 2013. A total of ninety-five respondents took part 
in this survey, which shed light on the general makeup and experience of park visitors. 
This survey is in no way definitive and, therefore, the conclusions in this section also 
make use of official CSP reporting documents, stakeholder meetings, and informal 
information collected by park staff. 

Visitor Access and Orientation

 Park Information

The public learns about BMSHP through several means. The majority of guests cite word 
of mouth as their primary source of learning about the park. This includes suggestions 
from family and friends, recommendations from other State Parks and nearby 
interpretive providers, or information gathered from time spent living in the area. 
Websites provide the next most frequent method of visitor information. Controlled 
web information includes a State Parks page maintained through parks.ca.gov, and a 
Facebook page updated by park staff. A website run by the Bidwell Mansion Association 
also includes visitation information about the park. Information available online that is 
not provided under CSP direction includes sites such as AAA, various hotels, and regional 
tourism organizations. Most of these sites contact the park in order to maintain current 
information, but there are several that provide out of date or wrong information that 
can be confusing for visitors. Visitors have also noted finding information from State 
Parks literature or tourism guidebooks that list the park. 

Park Access

Vehicles can access the park via the entrance and parking lot connected to the 
Esplanade. The entrance is not closed or gated and is always accessible. Signs posted 
on Highway 99 and throughout Chico cue drivers to the park’s location and direct them 
to the entrance, with varying degrees of success. Visitors are prompted to exit at 1st 
Avenue, but for those travelling south there is no directional signage telling them 
what direction to turn at the bottom of the off-ramp. Visitors traveling south on the 
Esplanade or crossing westbound from Memorial Way can easily turn into the park and 
are guided for the most part by clear signage. However, directional signage is missing 
at the key intersection of 1st Avenue and the Esplanade. Visitors traveling north on the 
Esplanade, coming from downtown Chico, often encounter difficulties when trying to 
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reach the park entrance. There is no left hand turn directly from the Esplanade into 
the park entrance. Visitors must make a left onto W. Frances Willard Avenue and then 
make another immediate left onto a frontage street that runs parallel to the Esplanade 
and leads to the park entrance. The signage is confusing and visitors often end up lost 
in the residential neighborhoods surrounding W. Frances Willard Avenue. Taken together, 
the signage directing visitors to the Mansion is at best inconsistent, and at worse 
ineffective.

The parking lot consists of thirty parking spaces, two of which are designated for 
handicapped parking. BMSHP spaces are marked “Bidwell Mansion Parking Only”. CSUC 
buildings, primarily the Gateway Science Museum, and parking are also accessed 
through the same entrance. This creates a certain level of ambiguity for guests as to 
where to park. People accessing the university often park in BMSHP spaces. During 
high use days at the park, this can lead to a shortage of parking spaces for visitors. 
A designated space exists for bus parking. The lines and writing on the ground has all 
faded significantly and is difficult to read. 

Vehicles also pass through the park via Sol-Wil-Le-No Avenue, which runs through the 
south end of the park and connects to the Esplanade and Arcadian Avenue. This road 
provides no parking or vehicle access to the park. 

The park is also open to pedestrians and cyclists. These visitors can enter and exit the 
park from the primary entrance off the Esplanade, from the CSUC campus bordering 
the park to the west, and from downtown Chico via a bridge over Big Chico Creek. 
A paved bike/pedestrian path runs through the park east to west. It begins at the 
Esplanade entrance, runs through the park between the mansion and the Visitor Center, 
and continues onto campus. The park sits atop a heavily used thoroughfare for people 
entering or exiting the CSUC campus or downtown Chico.

Visitor Orientation

A large sign reading “Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park” greets visitors entering the 
park from the Esplanade. As guests unload from the parking lot they are greeted with 
a clear view of the mansion, visitor center, and most of the park. A newly updated 
sign clearly marks the Visitor Center. An interpretive marquee posted outside the 
Visitor Center displays information regarding tour times and prices and has a space for 
advertising upcoming events. Free BMSHP brochures are available next to the marquee 
and are available to the public even when the park is closed. 

When it is open, the majority of guests begin their visit in the Visitor Center. Some 
guests go straight to the mansion and are directed back to the Visitor Center for tours 
by a sign on the front door. However, this is the only sign directing guests to the visitor 
center, and it is often missed. In the Visitor Center, park staff or volunteers welcome 
guests, provide any needed orientation, and answer any questions the public may have. 
When the Visitor Center is not open, most guests view the marquee and then make 
their way to other areas of the park. CSP staff occasionally interact with visitors on the 
grounds in the course of other activities and provide orientation or engage in informal 
interpretation. 



54   Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

A paved circular driveway leads from the bike path to the front of the mansion, but is 
blocked off to vehicles by removable bollards. A brick path also leads to the carriage 
shed, the rear of the house, and provides ADA access to the mansion. Besides these 
pathways, there are no specific circulation routes or trails. 

Visitor Profile

Local Demographic Sketch

Bidwell Mansion SHP is located in the city of Chico in Butte County. According to 2010 
Census national data, Butte County has a population of 220,000. Approximately 5% of 
the county’s population is under 5 years of age, 20.3% is under 18 years of age, and 
16.7% is over 65 years of age. Women account for 50.4% of Butte County’s population.

The largest ethnic group inside Butte County is white, comprising 87% of the county’s 
population. Approximately 2% of Butte County residents identify as black or African 
American, 2.4% identify as American Indian or Alaska Native, 4.4% identify as Asian, 
0.3% identify as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander and 15.1% identify as Hispanic or 
Latino. 

According to 2010 census data, the median yearly household income in Butte County is 
$43,339.

Approximately 86 % of Butte County residents aged 25 or older have obtained a high 
school degree;  24% of residents aged 25 years or older have obtained a bachelor’s 
degree or higher. 

According to the 2010 census data, the city of Chico has an estimated population of 
88,077 residents . Approximately 5% of Chico residents are under 5 years old; 19.5% are 
under 18 years old, and 10.6% are over 65 years old. Women account for 50.4% of the 
Chico population. Chico is a college town, with CSUC having approximately 15,375 full 
time equivalent students enrolled for the fall 2013 academic semester – accounting for 
approximately 17.5% of the town’s population. 

The largest ethnic group in Chico is white, comprising 80.8% of the city’s population. 
Approximately 2% of Chico residents identify as black or African American, 1.4% identify 
as American Indian or Alaska Native, 4.2% identify as Asian, 0.2% identify as Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 15.4% identify as Hispanic or Latino. 

According to 2010 census data, the median yearly household income in Chico is $42,896 
The city of Chico Economic Development  Office reports that 34.88% of Chico residents 
have an annual income of less than $35,000. 26.89% of residents have an annual income 
between $35,000 - $50,000, 17.2% have an annual income between $50,000 - $75,000, 
9% have an annual income between $75,000 and $100,000, and 11.9% have an annual 
income above $100,000. 

Approximately 91% of Chico residents aged 25 or older have obtained a high school 
degree; 33.2% of residents aged 25 years or older have obtained a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. 
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Visitor Demographic Sketch1 

CSP attendance figures from the past ten years report an average annual attendance 
of more than 40,000 visitors. Of these, an annual average of around 9,500 attended 
paid interpretive programs. When free interpretive attendees and an estimate of those 
who may have gone unrecorded are included, well over 10,000 people annually take 
part in organized interpretive opportunities at BMSHP. The remaining number of visitors 
includes intentional visitors who take part in non-interpretive activities such as sight-
seeing, photography, and picnics, as well as casual visitors who stumble upon the park 
or who briefly stop at the park on their way into town and campus. 

The park survey revealed that 27% of survey respondents come from Chico and the 
surrounding Butte County area. Many others are visiting local residents and visit either 
with locals or on their recommendation. About 80% of survey respondents came from 
California, but visitors also came from various other states, as well as foreign countries 
such as Australia, Korea, and France. 

Only 29% of survey respondents listed the park as their primary destination. Therefore, 
in most instances visitors are stopping at the mansion as part of a larger itinerary. The 
majority, 87.4% of those surveyed, came to the mansion with family or friends. Only a 
small number came alone or as part of an outing or commercial tour. Most guests are 
visiting the park for the first time, including about 70% of those surveyed. 

As revealed in the survey, most visitors are older, with 58% of those recorded being 
45 years or older. In terms of ethnicity, 77.9% of respondents identified themselves as 
White, 6.3% as Hispanic, 3.2% as Asian, 3.2% as American Indian, 2.1% as Black, and 
7.4% as “Other” or “Declined to State”. Many visitors have a relatively high level of 
education with 38.9% of those surveyed having completed an undergraduate degree 
and 33.7% having completed a graduate degree. 20% of respondents reported an annual 
household income of greater than $80,000. 

The vast majority of visitors speak English, either as a native language or fluently. Of 
visitors who do not speak English, Spanish is the most common language encountered. 
Many foreign students of Japanese and Korean origin visit the mansion from CSUC and 
have a basic level of English comprehension. Other languages encountered include 
French, German, Mandarin, and Arabic. 

Visitor Expectations and Experiences

Most visitors to BMSHP can be considered casual visitors with no special interest in 
John and Annie Bidwell or the history of the mansion. Only 5.3% of survey respondents 
considered themselves to have known a great deal about the Bidwells prior to their 
visit. Most responded that they had little to no prior knowledge. 

Most visitors to BMSHP cite the guided tours of the mansion as their primary reason 
for visiting. Visitors expressed interest in topics covered in existing interpretive 
opportunities, including the history of the home, nature, the Mechoopda Indians, and 

1 See Appendix D for more complete survey data.
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the history of the Victorian Era. 

Overall, visitors voiced a high degree of satisfaction with their experience at the park. 
The majority of survey respondents reported an increased level of interest in the 
Bidwells following their visit. Guests particularly highlight the high competency of the 
tour guides as a major reason for their positive experience. 

Visitors expressed an interest in learning more about certain topics via means other 
than the regular guided tours. These suggestions include guest speakers, living history 
programs, demonstrations, and specialty tours. Guests also suggested more interactive 
displays and material oriented towards younger audiences. 

Current User Groups

The following are some of the most common identified user groups to BMSHP:

Family and Friend Groups: The majority of visitors attended the park with and/or on 
the recommendation of family or friends. 

School Groups: These are school groups who are attending one of the specially designed 
school tours or programs offered at the park. Classes are primarily 3rd and 4th grade, 
although some middle and high school groups attend as well. 

College Groups: Many students will visit the park as part of classes held at CSUC and 
Butte College. Several geography classes require students to visit the park and several 
history instructors offer extra credit to students who attend a guided tour. Many foreign 
students visit the park as part of their English immersion program. Recreation classes 
have also taken special tours in order to see examples of historic interpretation.

Nature Enthusiasts: The exotic historic trees of the park attract numerous visitors. 
These visitors may attend a guided tour, but they may also self-tour the grounds or 
attend talks held on the grounds by CSUC staff or local experts. 

Special Group Tours: These are organized groups who reserve a tour or activity at the 
park. These groups include senior groups, social organizations, and businesses and 
many are travelling from outside of the Butte County area. In the 2013 calendar year, 
seventeen of these groups visited BMSHP. 

Photographers: Bidwell Mansion is a popular location for both amateur and professional 
photographers. The mansion is especially popular for engagement, wedding, and 
quinceañera photo sessions. 

Artists: Many artists use the mansion as a subject for their works. Plein air painters 
often set up on the lawn in order to paint the home. Several organized painting events 
have been held at the park. 
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Missing or Potential User Groups

Visitors in Transit: This group consists of people who are passing through the park on their 
way to other locations. This includes cyclists, joggers, and roller bladers who spend very 
little time in the park. This is a large pool of potential interpretive attendees who are 
currently missed. 

Geocachers: One active geocache is located on the property and is visited at least once a 
month. This cache was not placed by CSP staff. If BMSHP were to maintain a cache it could 
provide an opportunity for interpretation. 

Hispanic: The Hispanic population of the city of Chico is 15.4% and 15.1% for Butte County. 
Hispanic visitors accounted for only 6.3% of visitors according to our survey. This population 
is underserved, and considering John’s important involvement in Mexican California there is 
a cultural link that allows for many opportunities to increase the visitation of this group.

Asian: The Asian population of the city of Chico is 4.2% and 4.4% for Butte County. Asian 
visitors accounted for 3.2% of visitors according to our survey. This population is slightly 
underserved and considering the historical involvement of Asians with the Bidwells, there 
are many opportunites to increase visitation for this population group.
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6 Summary of Analysis
Analysis of the current status of interpretation identified several issues. There is 

a great need for consistency, continuity, improvement, and updating regarding 
programs, staffing, procedures, and administrative systems in order to ensure 
interpretive readiness. The visitor experience is relatively good, but there is a great 
deal of room for improvement. Visitor communication, marketing, and orientation 
especially need improvement. 

Furthermore, there is a want for more variety in interpretive offerings and improved 
follow-up opportunities. There are many potential park visitors who go un-served every 
year, and the park needs to find ways of expanding and increasing its audience. Hispanic 
and Asian visitors are a little underserved according to county and city data as related 
to our visitor survey. Special programs and outreach would help to attract and diversify 
our audience. The mansion can begin meeting these needs by improving organization, 
updating materials, and taking a more intentional, focused approach to interpretation. 
Interestingly, the aveage education and income of our visitors exceeds both the county 
and city averages. Appealing to this demographic through the utilization of new 
technology has a high potential for improving interpretive readiness, both personal and 
non-personal interpretation, visitor orientation, and visitor follow up. 

Overall, current interpretation is successful, but could be significantly expanded 
and improved by utilizing a greater variety of interpretive platforms and increased 
interpretation focusing on the park’s secondary themes. Non-personal interpretation 
is particularly vital in meeting the future needs of the park, and, therefore, requires 
significant improvement.
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7 Interpretive Direction
Mission, Purpose, and Vision Statements

California State Parks Mission Statement

To provide for the health, inspiration and education of the people of California 
by helping to preserve the state’s extraordinary biological diversity, protecting 
its most valued natural and cultural resources, and creating opportunities for 
high-quality outdoor recreation.

California State Parks Interpretive Mission Statement

Interpretation is a special form of communication that helps people 
understand, appreciate, and emotionally connect with the rich natural and 
cultural heritage preserved in parks.  It is the mission of interpretation in 
California State Parks to convey messages that initially will help visitors value 
their experience, and that ultimately will foster a conservation ethic and 
promote a dedicated park constituency.

California State Parks Educational Mission Statement

The most powerful forms of education are meaningful, involve the student, 
promote critical thinking, and appeal to different learning styles.  Our mission 
is to provide educational experiences both in California State Parks and in the 
classroom, assisting educators with curriculum needs and offering activities 
that enable students to investigate, research, and participate in interactive 
learning.

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Declaration of Purpose

The purpose of the Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park, located in the City 
of Chico, is to provide for the people an opportunity to view the home of Mr. 
and Mrs. John Bidwell, and to understand the contributions they made to the 
social, cultural and economic heritage of California by making available to 
present and future generations the Bidwell home, an outstanding example of 
Victorian era architecture.

The function of the Department of Parks and Recreation at Bidwell 
Mansion State Historic Park is to foster the preservation, restoration, and 
interpretation of the Bidwell home, and to develop interpretive displays 
depicting the personalities and events associated with this structure and the 
surrounding historical sites.
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Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Mission for Interpretation

The interpretive mission of BMSHP is to create for current and future 
generations a deeper awareness and understanding of the lives of John and 
Annie Bidwell and their important contributions to the social, cultural, and 
economic heritage of California. The park provides a tangible connection 
between the past and the present by making available the Bidwell’s historic 
home and by creating and presenting high quality interpretation.

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Vision for Interpretation

BMSHP will utilize trained staff and volunteers, a variety of methods, new 
technology, and up-to-date research to develop high quality interpretation 
that fosters a sense of appreciation, stewardship, and a desire to learn more 
about the lives and legacies of John and Annie Bidwell.

Both the Bidwell Mansion SHP Mission for Interpretation and Vision for 
Interpretation were created for this plan with public input.

Interpretive Goals and Guidelines

Goals and Guidelines do not exist in any meaningful form in the General Plan. Goals 
have been drafted for the purposes of this document, and can be found in Chapter 8.

Interpretive Themes and Periods

Definitions

Interpretive Theme: An interpretive theme is a succint, central message, phased in the 
form of a complete sentance, about a topic of interest that a communicator wants to 
get across to an audience.

Unifying Theme: A unifying (or overall) theme provides a conceptual focus and general 
approach for the interpretive offerings. It establishes the overall tone and direction 
and implies the desired outcome interpretation should have on visitors’ attitudes and 
perspectives. The unifying theme is presented through the interpretation of the  
primary, secondary, and supporting themes.

Primary Theme: Primary themes define the most essential ideas of the unifying theme 
to tell a complete story.

Secondary Theme: Secondary themes provide valuable, but nonessential information 
related to the unifying and primary themes. Secondary themes may be only tangentially 
related to the unifying theme. 

Supporting Themes: Supporting themes provide more detailed perspectives on one or 
more of the primary themes.
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Interpretive Themes

Unifying Theme: 

BMSHP connects visitors to the lives and legacies of John and Annie 
Bidwell, the world in which they lived, and their contributions to the 
social, cultural, and economic heritage of California.

Primary Themes:

John and Annie Bidwell are important figures for the entire state of 
California, not just for the city of Chico. 

John and Annie Bidwell made significant contributions to the social 
heritage of California.

John and Annie Bidwell made significant contributions to the cultural 
heritage of California. 

John and Annie Bidwell made significant contributions to the economic 
heritage of California. 

Secondary Themes:

The Bidwell Mansion is a significant example of Italian Villa architecture. 

The Mechoopda Maidu Indians are a vital part of our history and their 
relationship with the Bidwells proved important for both parties. 

The local natural environment has undergone a significant transformation 
since the early 1800s. 

The Bidwells maintained complex and important relationships with many 
of the region’s cultural groups. 

Interpretive Periods

The primary interpretive period for BMSHP is 1841-1918. This represents the period 
from the year in which John Bidwell came to California, through the major events of his 
life, and up to the death of Annie Bidwell. 

People and events before and after those dates that relate to BMSHP should also be 
interpreted, but should be given less emphasis. This could include the early life of John 
Bidwell, the lives and world of the Mechoopda Maidu before contact, the various uses 
of the mansion following Annie’s death, and many other subjects as they relate to the 
park’s interpretive themes. 

The interpretive period for Bidwell Mansion is 1868-1900. This ranges from the 
completion of the mansion through the death of John Bidwell. During that time the 
mansion remained relatively unchanged. After John’s death the building underwent 
several major structural changes. 
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Educational Framework and Standards

BMSHP adheres to California State Parks’ mandate to align educational programs with 
California Department of Education Frameworks and Standards. School programs are 
aimed towards 3rd and 4th grade level history and social science content standards as 
these standards correlate with the park’s interpretive themes.1 These programs allow 
students to learn about California and local history in a place-based setting. This fact, 
coupled with the programs’ traditional hands-on approach, pertains to various learning 
styles and complements classroom instruction of history and social sciences. 

BMSHP is also mandated by the California Education Code and the California Public 
Resources Code to incorporate Environmental Principles and Concepts outlined in 
the California Education and Environment Initiative (EEI) curriculum into all K-12 
environmental education related materials. Common Core standards have replaced 
the old state standards in Math and English Language Arts and are also mandated for 
California education. Natural History programs will be aligned with the new Next 
Generation Science Standards that have replaced the 1990s science standards. BMSHP 
staff are exploring how to incorporate these principles and concepts into current and 
future programs. 

1 See Appendix B for a list of relevant content standards. 
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8 Recommendations

The Recommendations section presents solutions for improving, enhancing and 
expanding interpretive services and operations at Bidwell Mansion State Historic 

Park. These solutions are stated in the form of Goals, Objectives, Strategies, and Tasks. 
Together, these elements provide the road map that will guide the development of 
future interpretive programs and services. 

Terminology:

Goals – Goals build off the vision and mission statements of California State Parks and 
Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park. Goals are broad, general concepts that describe 
the ultimate purpose, aim, or intent of interpretation at the park. Goals are not 
necessarily measurable. They are the big picture, the overall results the interpretation 
should achieve. 

Objectives – Objectives are specific, realistic, and measurable results that 
interpretation will achieve and that contribute to the accomplishment of a goal. 

Strategies – Strategies are the approaches used to accomplish one or more objectives. 
Strategies are specific and measurable. 

Tasks – Tasks are the specific steps needed to carry out particular strategies. The 
Interpretation Action Plan (IAP) organizes the tasks under the goals, objectives and 
strategies.
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Goal 1 – Visitors: The focus of interpretation will 
remain on visitors and their experience.

•	 1.1: Objective – Access – BMSHP and its interpretive opportunities will 
be accessible to all visitors.

o	 1.1.1: Develop, and make available, non-English interpretive material. 

o	 1.1.2: Make all events, programs, and areas of the grounds accessible.

o	 1.1.3: Provide for basic visitor comforts and amenities.

•	 1.2: Objective – Orientation – Park staff and infrastructure will properly 
orient and direct visitors to interpretive opportunities. 

o	 1.2.1: Improve park orientation signage 

o	 1.2.2: Develop and implement orientation tools utilizing mobile technology. 

•	 1.3: Objective – Hospitality – BMSHP and staff will foster an atmosphere 
of hospitality that creates a sense of interest and anticipation for 
interpretive opportunities. 

o	 1.3.1: Prepare staff and volunteers to provide exceptional visitor service.

o	 1.3.2: Increase interaction with visitors throughout the park grounds. 

•	 1.4: Objective – Feedback – BMSHP will seek out and appropriately 
respond to visitor feedback. 

o	 1.4.1: Identify and utilize effective methods of surveying park visitors.

o	 1.4.2: Utilize internet resources to elicit public feedback and communication.  

o	 1.4.3: Establish methods for staff response to feedback.
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•	 1.5: Objective – Promotion/Advertising – BMSHP will pursue and 
maintain effective strategies for promotion and advertisement of the 
park in order to attract visitors. 

o	 1.5.1: Maintain regular presence on electronic media, such as the park’s 
website and Facebook page.  

o	 1.5.2: Distribute Brochures to other local areas of interest.

o	 1.5.3: Implement strategies to encourage grassroots advertising.

o	 1.5.4: Expand promotion and advertising to include regions outside of local 
area. 
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Goal 2 – Partnership: BMSHP will foster beneficial 
and collaborative relationships with organizations 
and with the community at large. 

•	 2.1: Objective – Support – BMSHP will create and maintain positive 
relationships with entities in order to support and further park 
operations. 

o	 2.1.1: Work with other entities for the purposes of fund raising for park 
interpretation. 

o	 2.1.2: Work with other entities in order to advance the park’s volunteer 
corps.

•	 2.2: Objective – Collaboration – Create a positive open relationship with 
other entities for the purpose of creating interpretive opportunities. 

o	 2.2.1: Work with other local interpretive providers.

o	 2.2.2: Work with other existing community organizations and events.

o	 2.2.3: Utilize BMA volunteer circle to assist with events and programs. 

•	 2.3: Objective – Media – Create an open and positive relationship 
with media sources in order to promote the park and interpretive 
opportunities. 

o	 2.3.1: Designate a single staff member to coordinate media interactions. 

o	 2.3.2: Reach out to various media personnel to increase their awareness and 
connection to BMSHP. 

o	 2.3.3:  Regularly utilize media resources.
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Goal 3 – Operations: BMSHP will put in place 
structures and procedures that will maintain 
readiness for interpretation at the park. 

•	 3.1: Objective – Staff – In order to maintain high quality interpretation, 
BMSHP should ensure an appropriate level of staff and training.

o	 3.1.1: Review, update, and improve interpretive training materials.

o	 3.1.2: Better establish formal and informal review of interpretive staff.

o	 3.1.3: Hold regular staff meetings.

o	 3.1.4: Conduct regular evaluation of staff needs. 

o	 3.1.5: Ensure opportunities for all staff to attend training conducted by CSP 
and other entities.

•	 3.2: Objective – Volunteers – BMSHP will maintain and grow a dedicated 
corps of volunteers to assist and supplement staff in interpretation. 

o	 3.2.1: Designate a dedicated volunteer coordinator.

o	 3.2.2: Develop formal training and orientation for volunteers.

o	 3.2.3: Conduct regular formal evaluation and review of volunteers.

o	 3.2.4: Develop formal methods of communicating with volunteers.

o	 3.2.5: Advertise for needed volunteer positions. 

o	 3.2.6: Ensure regular formal volunteer recognition. 

•	 3.3: Objective – Collections – Acquire, protect, and interpret collections 
according to the SOCS and accepted museum protocols. 

o	 3.3.1: Increase staff awareness and understanding of collections.

o	 3.3.2: Collaborate and coordinate with other collection institutions.

o	 3.3.3: Better utilize Native American collection for interpretive purposes.

•	 3.4: Objective – Facilities – Facilities will be organized and updated for 
the best advantage of interpretation. 

o	 3.4.1: Update, rearrange, rotate collection in mansion for interpretive 
freshness, based on curatorial guidelines.

o	 3.4.2: Better utilize space in the mansion.

o	 3.4.3: Remodel Visitor Center interpretive displays.

o	 3.4.4: Expand, update, maintain equipment for in-house interpretation and 
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interpretive readiness.

o	 3.4.5: Expand and improve in-house library resources. 

o	 3.4.6: Better organize interpretive storage space.

•	 3.5: Objective – Research – Staff will conduct research and disseminate 
information to improve interpretive materials and programs. 

o	 3.5.1: Provide staff research opportunities at other institutions

o	 3.5.2: Make research resources more easily accessible to staff.  

o	 3.5.3: Provide regular updates in research findings.

•	 3.6: Objective – Information – BMSHP will become a leading source for 
information about the Bidwells. 

o	 3.6.1: Develop methods for public access to research resources

o	 3.6.2: Develop and maintain staff experience and expertise in research and 
specific subject matter.

o	 3.6.3: Advertise access to BMSHP’s library collection.

o	 3.6.4: Explore opportunities for staff to participate in Bidwell related 
discussions.

•	 3.7: Objective – Revenue – BMSHP will actively pursue revenue 
generating opportunities, and operations will be conducted in a fiscally 
responsible manner. 

o	 3.7.1: Create more wedding, celebration, interpretive, and other special 
events. 

o	 3.7.2: Utilize more volunteers for events in order to offset staff requirements. 

o	 3.7.3: Create in-house fiscal tracking and assessment methods and utilize CSP  
tracking mechanisms.

o	 3.7.4: Expand advertisement and outreach.

•	 3.8: Objective – Administration – BMSHP will develop and maintain park 
specific administrative procedures and systems. 

o	 3.8.1: Create a unified scheduling system for special tours, events, and school 
groups. 

o	 3.8.2: Improve organization of front desk materials.

o	 3.8.3: Create methods/systems for circulating information among staff.
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Goal 4 – Connection, Inspiration, and Stewardship 
– Interpretation will connect visitors to the park’s 
important cultural, natural, and recreational 
resources and will foster a sense of inspiration and 
stewardship. 

•	 4.1: Objective – Mansion Tours – BMSHP will continue to provide 
historically accurate and provocative guided tours of Bidwell Mansion. 

o	 4.1.1: Ensure that tours will consistently focus around Primary Themes and 
Interpretation guidelines.

•	 4.2: Objective – Schools – BMSHP will optimize educational opportunities 
for school-age children, and will instill a life-long appreciation for the 
Bidwells, their home, and lifestyles of the time period. 

o	 4.2.1: Improve school program organization.

o	 4.2.2: Improve and expand educational materials.

•	 4.3: Objective – Diverse Groups – BMSHP will increase interpretation 
focusing on historic cultural groups related to the Bidwell story. 

o	 4.3.1: Tie interpretation into larger group recognition events and times. 

•	 4.4: Objective – Experience – The visitor experience will be new and 
exciting and create a desire to return. 

o	 4.4.1: Staff should revisit tours for purpose of keeping tours fresh and 
relevant.  

o	 4.4.2: Incorporate new interpretive strategies and methods. 

•	 4.5: Objective – Agriculture – BMSHP will interpret the past and present 
importance of agriculture in California in general and the region 
specifically. 

o	 4.5.1: Highlight Bidwell’s contributions to California’s agricultural history.

o	 4.52: Collaborate with local and regional agricultural associations and 
experts.

•	 4.6:  Objective – Response – BMSHP will create and advertise systems 
and opportunities for visitors to act on and follow up on their increased 
sense of inspiration and stewardship. 

o	 4.6.1: Provide means and opportunities for visitors to follow-up on their visit. 
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Goal 5 – Expand and Diversify – BMSHP will offer a 
variety of interpretive opportunities for a diversity 
of audiences. 

•	 5.1: Objective – Audience – BMSHP will design and hold interpretive 
opportunities that will appeal to diverse audiences. 

o	 5.1.1: Adapt interpretation to a variety of special groups.

o	 5.1.2: Confer with trip leaders beforehand in order to better prepare and 
tailor programs for groups. 

•	 5.2: Objective – Children – Provide new Interpretive opportunities for 
children of all ages. 

o	 5.2.1: Increase interpretative opportunities for children throughout the year. 

o	 5.2.2: Interpretation will be presented in age appropriate formats.

•	 5.3: Objective – Special Interpretation – BMSHP will create, advertise, 
and hold special interpretive opportunities. 

o	 5.3.1: Identify potential special interpretation opportunities and regularly 
revisit this list. 

o	 5.3.2: Identify outside community events that BMSHP can take part in. 

o	 5.3.3: Host traveling interpretive exhibits. 

o	 5.3.4: Employ a variety of interpretive methods 

•	 5.4: Objective – Non-Personal – Expand and improve non-personal 
interpretation in order to reach a wider segment of the public.

o	 5.4.1: Update, improve, and create non-personal interpretation throughout 
grounds

•	 5.5: Objective – Natural Resources – Natural Resource interpretation 
will be implemented at BMSHP.

o	 5.5.1: Develop and offer natural resources themed interpretive opportunities. 

o	 5.5.2: Incorporate natural resource interpretation where appropriate into 
existing interpretive programs. 

•	 5.6: Objective – Special Events – Where appropriate, interpretation will 
be incorporated into non-interpretive special events held at the park. 

o	 5.6.1: Develop specific interpretive materials for Special Events.

o	 5.6.2: Identify how interpretation can be incorporated into special events. 
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5.7: Objective – Technology – Interpretation will utilize new 
technology. 

o	 5.7.1: Update V.C. to include interactive displays.

o	 5.7.2: Develop interpretive material for mobile applications. 

o	 5.7.3: Incorporate interpretation into new recreation technology.

o	 5.7.4: Create park website and include interpretive aspects. 
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9 Interpretation Action Plan
An Interpretation Action Plan (IAP) is a supplement which provides guidance for fulfilling the 

goals, objectives, and strategies outlined in the IMP. The IAP planning process at Bidwell 
Mansion SHP occurred in conjunction with the IMP planning process. Therefore, this IAP serves 
as a plan to implement the goals, objectives, strategies, and tasks to improve interpretation 
at BMSHP, is viable for the life of the IMP (20 years), and should be updated when necessary.

The IAP is organized into a matrix on the following pages and provides the following 
information:

Tasks based on strategies used to fulfill objectives in pursuit of accomplishing the 
overarching goal.

Estimated funding duration associated with each task.

Priority level for each task identifies an estimated time frame for completion.

Responsible parties involved with each task. 

The specialist category is task specific and would depend on the scope of the 
project, for example, archeologist, engineer, ecologist, etc. 

Headquarters category encompasses IT, Northern Buttes District office, Northern 
Service Center, Interpretation and Education Division, etc. 

The “Other” category is also task specific and is very broad to include many 
different entities and organizations which may help to complete a task. 
Examples are; volunteers, marketing staff, elementary schools, presenters, 
trainers, organizations, clubs, Mechoopda Maidu, CSUC, Butte Community 
College, Project Wet, Project Wild, etc. 

The matrix is a user-friendly format for navigating the IAP. Each goal from the IMP is stated in 
the matrix. Objectives for each goal are abbreviated in the matrix and further broken down 
into the tasks developed to fulfill them. Each task is given a reference number to signify which 
goal, objective and strategy it is associated with. For example, task 1.5.2.A signifies the first 
goal, fifth objective under the first goal, second strategy under the fifth objective and “A” 
indicates the task under the second strategy. An asterisk (*) after the task indicates projects 
that are completed or are in process. Using the task reference number, the related goals, 
objectives and strategies may be referred to in their entirety in the Recommendations section 
of the IMP.

Approximate funding duration for each task is given using dollar signs in the “Funding 
Duration” column to symbolize a cost timeframe. One dollar sign symbol ($) indicates a 
onetime cost while two symbols ($$) signifies an ongoing or long term cost. Funding ranges 
have not been assigned because of changing costs and technologies. A “P” in the “Cooperating 
Association” column indicates a proposal will be made to Bidwell Mansion Association (BMA) 
requesting funds or resources to complete a task. 

Tasks are prioritized using a numbering scale of 1-3. High priority tasks are those prospectively 
able to be accomplished in the near-term given existing resources and are designated “1.” 
Priorities “2” and “3” consecutively may require more time, research and/or resources to 
accomplish. The time frames for priority numbers provided in Table A are estimates and are 
subject to change with availability of resources and support.
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Table A. Priority

1 1-5 years
2 5-10 years
3 10-20 years

Table B. Funding Duration
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Goal 1 – Visitors: The focus of interpreta-
tion will remain on visitors and their expe-
rience.
1.1: Access 

1.1.1.A  Identify professional transla-
tion services for creation of non-En-
glish materials. Utilize community 
groups to provide review. 

$$ 1 X X X X X

1.1.2.A Produce a more accessible 
and effective Americans with Disabil-
ities Act (ADA) video tour. 

$ 1 X X X

1.1.2.B Produce touchable models or 
objects for visitors with visual impair-
ments.

$ 2 X X P

1.1.2.C Upgrade all videos with audio 
descriptions for visitors with visual 
impairments.

$ 2 X X X P X

1.1.2.D Adjust tours for visitors with 
visual or hearing impairments. $ 1 X X

1.1.3.A Install bike racks near Visitor 
Center to accommodate alternative 
transportation.

$ 1 X X X X

1.1.3.B Add additional benches. $ 1 X X X X
1.2: Orientation 

1.2.1.A Update front entrance sign 
from Esplanade.* $ 1 X X X

1.2.1.B Improve signage directing 
visitors from Highway 99. $ 2 X X X

1.2.1.C Improve orientation signage 
directing visitors from W. Frances 
Willard, northbound on Esplanade, 
and from E. 1st Ave.

$$ 2 X X X
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Table A. Priority
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Table B. Funding Duration
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1.2.1.D Improve orientation signage 
inside the Visitor Center. $ 1 X X X X

1.2.1.E Improve orientation signage 
around mansion directing visitors to 
Visitor Center. 

$ 1 X X X X X

1.2.2.A Utilize quick response (QR) 
codes with current park orientation 
and interpretive information. 

$$ 1 X X P X

1.2.2.B Include updated orientation 
information on website e.g. hours, 
costs, etc.

$$ 1 X X X

1.3: Hospitality 
1.3.1.A Review, update, and improve 
training and orientation in public 
relations and visitor services.*  

$$ 1 X X X

1.3.1.B Establish formal protocols for 
handling visitor service issues. $$ 1 X X X

1.3.1.C Maintain materials/supplies 
for effective customer service. e.g. 
parking passes, maps, cash.

$$ 1 X X X X

1.3.2.A Implement planned roving 
interpretation.* $$ 1 X X P

1.3.2.B Utilize a volunteer greeter to 
welcome visitors on the grounds. $$ 1 X X X

1.4: Feedback 
1.4.1.A Utilize the Visitor RAPPORT 
Survey for public feedback. $$ 1 X

1.4.1.B Develop a formal and gener-
ic public survey as well as special 
surveys. 

$$ 1 X X
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Table A. Priority
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Table B. Funding Duration
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1.4.1.C Make surveys available in the 
Visitor Center, either with a hardcopy 
paper form or ideally with an elec-
tronic form on a tablet or computer.

$$ 1 X X X

1.4.1.D Place a guest log book at 
front counter. * $ 1 X

1.4.2.A Designate a single staff mem-
ber to coordinate internet feedback. $$ 1 X X

1.4.2.B Maintain and regularly up-
date park Facebook page. * $$ 1 X X

1.4.2.C Include feedback capability 
on park websites. $$ 1 X X X X

1.4.3.A Supplement the  formal staff 
training manual to include consistent 
guidelines and procedures for han-
dling visitor feedback.

$$ 1 X X X

1.4.3.B Utilize a guide log book, to 
allow guides to share experiences, 
comments, and methods .

$$ 1 X

1.4.3.C Review and discuss visitor 
feedback at regular staff meetings.* $$ 1 X

1.5: Promotion/Advertising 
1.5.1.A  Designate a single staff 
member to regularly update park’s 
websites and Facebook page.

$$ 1 X X

1.5.2.A Identify, create and use a list 
of popular and effective locations for 
brochures.

$$ 1 X X

1.5.3.A Institute a stamp card/
passport system that includes other 
California State Parks (CSP) units or 
other local history attractions. 

$$ 2 X X X X
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Table A. Priority
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1.5.3.B Create and distribute Bidwell 
Mansion State Historic Park (BMSHP) 
bumper stickers. 

$$ 1 X X X P X X

1.5.3.C Hold local contests with in-
centives for visitors e.g. raffles, trivia, 
poster design, referrals, etc. 

$$ 2 X X P X

1.5.3.D Participate in local contests 
e.g. Chico News and Review (CNR) 
Best of Chico, etc.

$ 1 X

1.5.3.E Collaborate with Bidwell 
Mansion Association (BMA) to de-
velop promotional items to be made 
available in the park store.

$$ 1 X X X

1.5.4.A Identify, create and use a list 
of effective locations for promotion 
outside the area.

$ 1 X X X

Goal 2 – Partnership: BMSHP will foster 
beneficial and collaborative relationships 
with organizations and with the community 
at large. 
2.1: Support 

2.1.1.A Establish regular commu-
nication with the BMA in order to 
identify and propose future funding 
needs.*

$$ 1 X X X

2.1.1.B Explore joint special events 
with other interpretive providers. $$ 1 X X X

2.1.2.A Develop formal relationships 
with relevant personnel and depart-
ments at Butte Community College 
(BCC) and California State University 
Chico (CSUC) in order to solicit volun-
teers and interns.* 

$$ 1 X X X X X X



79 Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan
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2.1.2.B Develop relationships with 
local historical societies e.g. Butte 
County Historical Society, Chico Heri-
tage Association.

$$ 1 X X X

2.1.2.C Develop relationships with 
youth service organizations e.g. 4-H, 
Boy and Girl Scouts.

$$ 1 X X X

2.2: Collaboration 
2.2.1.A Examine possibilities of col-
laboration for joint school programs 
and summer programs.

$$ 1 X X P X

2.2.1.B Institute a stamp card/pass-
port system that includes other CSP 
units or other local history attrac-
tions. (Also a task under 1.5.3.A)  

$$ 2 X X X

2.2.2.A Participate in meetings and 
collaborate with local community 
organizations such as Chico Area Mu-
seum Association (CAMA), Outdoor 
Education For All (OEFA) and Chico 
Area Recreation District (CARD).*

$ 1 X X

2.2.2.B Network with CSUC staff on 
possible projects involving venues 
along Big Chico Creek. 

$ 2 X X X X X

2.2.3.A Train volunteer circle mem-
bers on Interpretive processes and 
Bidwell history.

$ 1 X X X

2.2.3.B Utilize the volunteer circle for 
events and food services. $ 1 X X X
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Table A. Priority
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2.3: Media 
2.3.1.A Hire and maintain a market-
ing/outreach staff position.* $$ 1 X

2.3.2.A Conduct a special tour for 
media personnel to build relation-
ships and encourage informed media 
coverage.

$$ 1 X X X

2.3.2.B Create and maintain a media 
index list.* $ 1 X X

2.3.2.C Utilize CSP Communications 
Office and California State Parks 
Foundation for marketing.

$ 1 X X X

2.3.3.A Create a yearly media mar-
keting plan. $$ 1 X X X X

Goal 3 – Operations: BMSHP will put in 
place structures and procedures that will 
maintain readiness for interpretation at 
the park. 
3.1: Staff 

3.1.1.A Keep a log of training and 
orientation problems and sugges-
tions in staff training manual to use 
to improve future staff training.

$$ 1 X

3.1.1.B Review all training and ori-
entation materials yearly at a regular 
staff meeting and revise as neces-
sary.

$$ 1 X

3.1.2.A Regularly utilize the RAP-
PORT staff evaluation system. * $$ 1 X X

3.1.2.B Conduct quarterly peer shad-
owing and feedback. $$ 1 X

3.1.2.C Encourage and schedule staff 
to use CSP self-evaluation form. $$ 1 X
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3.1.3.A Schedule and hold regular 
monthly staff meetings.* $$ 1 X X X

3.1.4.A Review equipment, training 
or other staff needs at monthly staff 
meetings.

$ 1 X X X

3.1.5.A Identify funding sources 
to cover training costs for non-CSP 
interpretive trainings. 

$$ 1 X X P X

3.1.5.B Develop a system of locating 
and informing staff about upcoming 
CSP and non-CSP training opportuni-
ties. 

$$ 1 X X X X X

3.2: Volunteers 
3.2.1.A Provide CSP training for vol-
unteer coordinator. $$ 1 X X X

3.2.1.B Develop formal procedures 
for staff feedback relating to volun-
teers. 

$$ 1 X X

3.2.2.A Hold formal training and ori-
entation for volunteers twice a year 
in fall and spring.

$$ 1 X X X X

3.2.3.A Use RAPPORT staff evalua-
tion and self-evaluations for interpre-
tive volunteers.

$$ 1 X X

3.2.4.A Create a formal system of 
monthly emails to volunteers of 
upcoming events, other activities or 
different roles and jobs needed.

$$ 1 X X

3.2.5.A Utilize CSUC and BCC work 
study programs for recruiting volun-
teers.*   

$$ 1 X X

3.2.5.B Use various media for volun-
teer recruitment. e.g. craigslist $ 1 X X
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3.2.6.A Hold volunteer appreciation 
day or recognition event once a 
year.*

$ 1 X X X X

3.2.6.B Provide yearly park passes 
and other rewards for volunteer 
recognition.*

$$ 1 X X

3.2.6.C Ensure press coverage of 
volunteer achievements and recog-
nition. 

$$ 1 X X X

3.3: Collections 
3.3.1.A Create a guide to the Artifact 
Storage Room available to staff on 
SharePoint.

$ 1 X

3.3.1.B Conduct regular staff reviews 
of objects for accuracy in interpreta-
tion.*

$$ 1 X

3.3.2.A Coordinate with CSUC Special 
Collections for indexing photos and 
obtaining copies of other materials.

$$ 2 X X X

3.3.2.B Identify special off-site col-
lections for potential loans during 
BMSHP special events. 

$$ 2 X X X X

3.3.3.A Consult with local tribes for 
their ideas of collection use. $ 1 X X X X

3.3.3.B Examine viability and process 
for rotating Native American collec-
tion pieces. 

$$ 1 X X X X
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3.4: Facilities 
3.4.1.A Review collection organiza-
tion and displays for rearrangement 
and rotation after Prop. 84 Collection 
Assessment Project is completed. 

$ 1 X X X X

3.4.2.A Reorganize “sewing room” 
for more effective storage, interpre-
tation, and use during special events. 

$ 1 X X X X

3.4.3.A Remodel the Visitor Center 
exhibit hall.* $ 1 X X X X X X X X

3.4.3.B Create and display Valley 
Sector pictures in the Visitor Center 
theater.

$ 1 X X X X

3.4.3.C Create descriptive labels for 
the pictures displayed in the Visitor 
Center theater.

$ 1 X X

3.4.3.D Create new exhibits for rotat-
ing display case. Use Prop 84 Collec-
tion Assessment Project to identify 
groups of objects. 

$$ 1 X X X

3.4.3.E Incorporate new, smart, and 
interactive technology for use in 
interpretation. 

$$ 3 X X X P X

3.4.4.A Provide all computers access 
to printers, primarily color printers 
for graphics work. 

$ 1 X X X X

3.4.4.B Provide WIFI access in 
BMSHP. $ 2 X X X X

3.4.4.C Provide additional computer 
software for interpretive use e.g. 
Adobe Suite, Acrobat.

$ 1 X X X X

3.4.4.D Increase library resources. $$ 1 X X X X X X
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3.4.5.A Increase the number of 
bookcases and improve their place-
ment and organization.*

$ 1 X X X

3.4.5.B Create an accurate index of li-
brary collection and make it available 
to staff. 

$ 1 X

3.4.5.C Establish an accountable 
system for checking out and tracking 
library resources. 

$ 1 X

3.4.6.A Clean and organize costume 
room for easier access and costume 
maintenance.*

$$ 1 X X

3.4.6.B Reorganize Architect Cottage 
for better storage and utilization 
including costume storage. 

$ 2 X X X X

3.4.6.C Organize interpretive closet 
for easier access and proper utiliza-
tion.*

$ 1 X

3.4.6.D Make audio-visual (AV) room 
better organized and more efficient. $ 1 X X X

3.4.6.D Acquire additional storage 
containers for interpretation sup-
plies. 

$ 1 X X X

3.4.6.E Clarify the proper use of Ar-
tifact Storage Room for interpretive 
objects and materials. 

$ 2 X X

3.5: Research 
3.5.1.A Maintain updated research 
institutions list.* $ 1 X

3.5.1.B Create and update a research 
topics list. $ 1 X

3.5.1.C Secure outside funding for 
trips or allocate in budget. $ 2 X X P X
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3.5.2.A Create an accessible index 
to letter and photo collections for 
interpretive use.*

$ 1 X X

3.5.2.B Create a research bibliogra-
phy for interpretive use. $ 1 X X

3.5.2.C Obtain membership to data-
bases, such as ancestry.com or JSTOR 
for research purposes. 

$ 2 X X X X

3.5.3.A Review research findings in 
special trainings. $$ 1 X

3.5.3.B Publish research findings on 
social media such as website and 
Facebook page.*

$$ 1 X X

3.6: Information
3.6.1.A Gather information and 
copies of material from other institu-
tions.

$ 1 X

3.6.1.B Make copies of diaries avail-
able to the community for research. $$ 1 X X

3.6.1.C Create materials that will aid 
in public research e.g. finding aids. $$ 2 X

3.6.1.D Create a catalog of research 
materials that is available online. $ 2 X

3.6.2.A Utilize monthly staff meet-
ings for updates in research. $ 1 X

3.6.2.B Provide for field trips or oth-
er educational activities. $$ 1 X X P X

3.6.3.A Use social media to advertise 
availability of BMSHP library. $$ 1 X X

3.6.3.B Network with county libraries 
to inform about resources in BMSHP 
library.

$ 2 X X
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3.6.3.C Network with CSUC and BCC 
to inform about resources in BMSHP 
library.

$ 2 X X

3.6.3.D Network with elementary, 
Jr. High and High School libraries to 
inform about resources in BMSHP 
library.

$ 2 X X

3.6.4.A Create a list of publications 
for possible article submissions. $ 1 X X

3.6.4.B Establish communications 
with media for guidelines and sup-
port for staff submissions of articles.

$$ 1 X X

3.6.4.C Create research list of Bidwell 
history experts for collaboration on 
public presentations.

$ 1 X X

3.7: Revenue 
3.7.1.A Contact other successful 
entities to gather helpful information 
about revenue generation.*

$$ 1 X X X X

3.7.1.B Network with CSUC Recre-
ation, Business, and Communications 
departments for possible internships 
for events or other revenue generat-
ing prospects. 

$$ 1 X X X X

3.7.1.C Offer special tours for wed-
ding parties or other celebratory 
events.

$$ 1 X X X

3.7.1.D Offer special tours or other 
interpretation where appropriate for 
other on-site events or meetings.

$$ 1 X X

3.7.2.A Use monthly emails to recruit 
volunteers to help at  upcoming 
events and other activities to offset 
staff costs.

$$ 1 X X
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3.7.2.B Use Facebook and website to 
recruit more short-term volunteers. $$ 1 X X

3.7.3.A Work with supervisors to 
create and implement an income and 
expense tracking system for special 
events.* 

$ 1 X

3.7.3.B Designate two staff members 
for Maximo training.* $ 1 X

3.7.3.C. Enter event information  
monthly into Maximo. $$ 1 X X

3.7.4.A Designate and maintain a 
dedicated staff member for revenue 
generation.*

$$ 1 X X X

3.7.4.B Create and maintain a com-
prehensive media list.* $ 1 X X

3.7.4.C Create and maintain positive 
personal relationships with media 
representatives.*

$ 1 X X X

3.7.4.D Create in-house advertising 
materials e.g. flyers, inserts, bro-
chures.*

$$ 1 X X

3.7.4.E Network with community 
groups for ideas and promotion of 
events. 

$$ 1 X X

3.7.4.F Utilize social media e.g. Face-
book and website. $$ 1 X X
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3.8: Administration 
3.8.1.A Assign specific staff members 
for scheduling events, school and 
special tours.*

$$ 1 X X X

3.8.1.B Create instructions for sched-
uling processes. $ 1 X X

3.8.1.C Create a shared Outlook 
calendar for events, special tours and 
school tours.*

$ 1 X X X

3.8.2.A Remove all outdated materi-
als and resources. $ 1 X X

3.8.2.B Update and reorganize maps 
given to public. $ 1 X X

3.8.2.C Create a packet of general 
questions and answers. $ 1 X X

3.8.2.D. Update community phone 
numbers and addresses lists. $ 1 X X

3.8.3.A Create an administrative 
processes handbook e.g. for ROC’s, 
passes, deposits. 

$$ 1 X

3.8.3.B Use regular staff meetings to 
disseminate updated or new infor-
mation. 

$ 1 X



89 Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

Table A. Priority

1 1-5 years
2 5-10 years
3 10-20 years

Table B. Funding Duration

$ One-time cost
$$ Ongoing  cost

* Projects in process or completed Fu
nd

in
g 

Du
ra

tio
n

Pr
io

rit
y

Responsibility

M
an

ag
em

en
t

In
te

rp
re

tiv
e 

 S
ta

ff

M
ai

nt
en

an
ce

Co
nt

ra
ct

or

Sp
ec

ia
lis

t

Co
op

er
ati

ng
 A

ss
o-

ci
ati

on

He
ad

qu
ar

te
rs

 S
ta

ff

O
th

er

Goal 4 – Connection, Inspiration, and 
Stewardship – Interpretation will connect 
visitors to the park’s important cultural, 
natural, and recreational resources and 
will foster a sense of inspiration and stew-
ardship. 
4.1: Mansion Tours 

4.1.1.A Use peer shadowing and 
RAPPORT evaluations to ensure focus 
of Primary Themes in tours.

$$ 1 X X X

4.1.1.B Periodically require staff to 
draft an outline of their tour and 
identify areas where theme or sub-
themes are used.

$$ 1 X X

4.1.1.C Review Basic Interpretation 
Learning System (BILS) and other 
interpretive resources annually at a 
staff meeting.

$$ 1 X

4.2: Schools 
4.2.1.A Designate a dedicated school 
program coordinator.* $ 1 X X

4.2.1.B Coordinate and collaborate 
with educators.* $ 1 X X

4.2.1.C Provide for relevant CSP staff 
training. $ 1 X X X

4.2.1.D Increase advertising to 
schools to increase overall number of 
groups visiting the BMSHP.*

$ 1 X X

4.2.2.A Coordinate and collaborate 
with educators for ideas and feed-
back.

$$ 1 X X

4.2.2.B Contact teachers to develop 
pre/post trip packets and survey 
materials.* 

$$ 1 X X X
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4.2.2.C Conduct a special tour for 
educators to acquaint them with 
BMSHP facilities and programs.

$ 1 X X X X

4.2.2.D Develop additional themed 
programs.* $ 1 X X X

4.2.2.E Develop programs for addi-
tional age groups. $ 2 X X X

4.2.2.F Update programs to com-
ply with Next Generation Science 
Standards and Common Core State 
Standards.*

$ 1 X X

4.2.2.G Research viability of design-
ing and conducting a school assem-
bly program. 

$ 2 X X X

4.3: Diverse Groups
4.3.1.A Utilize marquee to bring 
attention to statewide recognition 
of special groups e.g. Black History 
Month, Native American Heritage 
Month, Women’s History Month, 
Asian American Month.

$$ 1 X X

4.3.1.B Create and advertise special 
tours relating to selected cultural 
groups associated with the Bidwell 
Mansion.

$$ 1 X X X

4.3.1.C Increase communications and 
connections with local Native Ameri-
cans to develop additional programs 
or information.*

$$ 1 X X
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4.4: Experience 
4.4.1.A Incorporate new research 
information into existing tours and 
programs.*

$$ 1 X X

4.4.1.B Review and update Guide for 
Guides regularly.* $$ 1 X X

4.4.1.C Incorporate new information 
based on the Prop 84 Collections 
Assessment Project and the Historic 
Structures Report.

$ 1 X X X

4.4.2.A Take advantage of outside 
training opportunities. $$ 1 X X P X

4.4.2.B Associate with interpretive 
organizations and interpretive news-
letters (e.g. National Association for 
Interpretation).

$$ 1 X

4.5:  Agriculture
4.5.1.A Create special tours and/or 
events that highlight Bidwell’s con-
tributions to establishing the Sacra-
mento Valley agriculture.

$$ 1 X X P X

4.5.1.B Research specific aspects of 
agricultural components of Rancho 
Chico for interpretation.

$ 1 X X

4.5.1.C Incorporate the importance 
of agriculture past and present into 
the new Visitor Center exhibits.

$ 1 X X X X

4.5.2.A Collaborate with Butte 
County Farm Bureau, Ag Council of 
the Chico Chamber of Commerce 
and local producers on programs and 
events.*

$ 1 X X X
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4.5.2.B Investigate opportunities 
to work with the CSUC College of 
Agriculture or the University Farm on 
programs or events.

$ 1 X X X

4.6:  Response 
4.6.1.A Set up a special table in 
Visitor Center providing information 
about opportunities to follow up.

$$ 1 X X X

4.6.1.B Create an email list for visi-
tors to learn more about upcoming 
events, programs and BMSHP news.

$$ 1 X X

4.6.1.C Create materials with infor-
mation regarding opportunities and 
upcoming events.

$$ 1 X X

4.6.1.D At end of tours, encourage 
visitors to tell others in order to in-
crease visitation.*

$$ 1 X

Goal 5 – Expand and Diversify – BMSHP 
will offer a variety of interpretive opportu-
nities for a diversity of audiences. 
5.1: Audience 

5.1.1.A Contact local community 
groups, organizations, living facilities, 
or group homes to provide infor-
mation about tours and advertise 
special programs and events. 

$ 1 X X

5.1.1.B Assess possibilities of re-
duced fees or pricing breaks for 
non-profits who are bringing in 
group tours.

$ 1 X X X

5.1.1.C Provide staff training from 
outside experts on issues relating to 
special audiences e.g. Autism, De-
mentia, etc.

$ 1 X X X X
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5.1.1.D Contact college clubs and or-
ganizations to provide special tours, 
holiday celebration events, volunteer 
participation.

$ 1 X X

5.1.2.A Create a pre-trip question-
naire for staff use when scheduling a 
special tour to assess special needs 
or staffing requirements.

$ 1 X X

5.2: Children 

5.2.1.A Design and hold summer 
programs at the park. * $$ 1 X X X X

5.2.1.B Offer programs/tours for oth-
er local summer program providers. $$ 1 X X P X

5.2.1.C Hold Jr. Ranger programs at 
park. * $$ 1 X X X X

5.2.2.A Create more interactive inter-
pretive activities that can be incorpo-
rated into children’s programs.*

$$ 1 X P

5.2.2.A Investigate and use new 
technologies. $ 1 X X X

5.2.3.A Investigate dioramas and 
hands-on types of interpretation. $ 1 X X X X X X

5.3: Special Interpretation
5.3.1.A Gather and record public 
feedback for ideas. $$ 1 X X X

5.3.1.B Hold annual sessions to 
create new ideas and assess imple-
mentation.

$$ 1 X X X X

5.3.2.A Research regular yearly 
community events through Chamber 
of Commerce or other community 
publications.

$$ 1 X X X
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5.3.2.B Create list of yearly commu-
nity events and update regularly in 
Outlook calendar.

$$ 1 X X

5.3.3.A Contact museum studies 
program at CSUC. $$ 2 X X X X X X

5.3.3.B Research other traveling his-
torical exhibits. $$ 2 X X X X P X

5.3.3.C Investigate use of space for 
traveling exhibits in Visitor Center 
exhibit redesign. 

$ 1 X X X X X

5.3.4.A Provide roving interpretation 
daily. * $$ 1 X X P

5.3.4.B Create living history skits and 
outlines for special events.* $$ 1 X X X

5.4: Non-Personal 
5.4.1.A Design interpretive materials 
for Carriage Shed and carriages. $ 1 X X X X X X X X

5.4.1.B Explore interpretive possibil-
ities of south facing outside wall of 
Visitor Center. 

$ 2 X X X X P X X

5.4.1.C Update the system of tree 
labels. $ 2 X X X P X X

5.4.1.D Design a self-guided walking 
tour of grounds. $ 1 X X X X P X X

5.4.1.E Incorporate QR codes and/
or other mobile technology where 
appropriate.

$ 1 X X X X X
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5.5: Natural Resources 
5.5.1.A Work with Project Wet, Proj-
ect Wild and Project Learning Tree as 
potential partners. 

$$ 2 X X P X

5.5.2.A Use natural creek side for 
children’s interpretation. * $ 1 X X X X

5.5.2.B Revise Guide of Guides and 
include more Natural Resources 
information.

$ 1 X X X

5.5.2.C Draft a Natural Resources 
specific tour. $ 1 X X

5.5.2.D Provide Natural Resources 
based Jr. Ranger programs.* $ 1 X X

5.6: Special Events 
5.6.1.A Utilize marquee near entry to 
the Visitor Center for advertising.* $$ 1 X X X

5.6.1.B Use diary excerpts, maps or 
other historical documents where 
appropriate.

$ 1 X

5.6.2.A Make available short inter-
pretation before an event staged 
at BMSHP e.g. bike races, running 
events.

$ 1 X X

5.6.2.B Offer special tours for wed-
ding parties or other celebratory 
events.

$$ 1 X X X

5.6.3.C Offer special tours or other 
interpretation where appropriate for 
other on-site events or meetings.

$$ 1 X X
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Table A. Priority

1 1-5 years
2 5-10 years
3 10-20 years

Table B. Funding Duration

$ One-time cost
$$ Ongoing  cost

* Projects in process or completed Fu
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5.7: Technology
5.7.1.A Research new exhibit tech-
nologies and ensure interactive dis-
plays in new Visitor Center exhibits.

$ 1 X X X X X X

5.7.2.A Research various mobile 
applications used in museums and 
visitor centers. 

$ 1 X X X X X

5.7.2.B Contact developers for infor-
mation on designing mobile applica-
tions.

$ 1 X

5.7.2.C Research possibilities of a 
virtual tour. $ 1 X X X X X

5.7.3.A Develop Geocaching sites on 
the BMSHP grounds that incorporate 
interpretive themes.

$ 2 X X X

5.7.3.B Design or purchase cache/
coins with historical references. $$ 2 X X P X X

5.7.4.A Design interactive interpre-
tive web activities. $$ 3 X P X X
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Appendix B:
California Academic Content Standards - History and Social Science Standards

Relevant Content Standard

G
old

G
adgets

M
aidu

 Tour

3.1 Students describe the physical and 
human geography and use maps, tables, 
graphs, photographs, and charts to organize 
information about people, places, and envi-
ronments in a spatial context. 
1.  Identify geographical features in their lo-

cal region (e.g., deserts, mountains, val-
leys, hills, coastal areas, oceans, lakes). 

X X

2.  Trace the ways in which people have 
used the resources of the local region and 
modified the physical environment (e.g., 
a dam constructed upstream changed a 
river or coastline). 

X X X

3.2 Students describe the American Indian 
nations in their local region long ago and in 
the recent past. 
1.  Describe national identities, religious 

beliefs, customs, and various folklore 
traditions. 

X

2.  Discuss the ways in which physical geog-
raphy, including climate, influenced how 
the local Indian nations adapted to their 
natural environment (e.g., how they ob-
tained food, clothing, tools). 

X

4.  Discuss the interaction of new settlers 
with the already established Indians of 
the region. 

X X
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Relevant Content Standard

G
old

G
adgets

M
aidu

 Tour

3.3 Students draw from historical and com-
munity resources to organize the sequence 
of local historical events and describe how 
each period of settlement left its mark on 
the land. 
1.  Research the explorers who visited here, 

the newcomers who settled here, and the 
people who continue to come to the re-
gion, including their cultural and religious 
traditions and contributions. 

X X

2.  Describe the economies established by 
settlers and their influence on the pres-
ent-day economy, with emphasis on the 
importance of private property and entre-
preneurship. 

X X

3.  Trace why their community was estab-
lished, how individuals and families con-
tributed to its founding and development, 
and how the community has changed over 
time, drawing on maps, photographs, oral 
histories, letters, newspapers, and other 
primary sources. 

X X

3.5 Students demonstrate basic economic 
reasoning skills and an understanding of the 
economy of the local region. 
1.  Describe the ways in which local pro-

ducers have used and are using natural 
resources, human resources, and capital 
resources to produce goods and services 
in the past and the present. 

X X

2.  Understand that some goods are made 
locally, some elsewhere in the United 
States, and some abroad. 

X X
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Relevant Content Standard

G
old

G
adgets

M
aidu

 Tour

4.1 Students demonstrate an understand-
ing of the physical and human geographic 
features that define places and regions in 
California. 
5.  Use maps, charts, and pictures to de-

scribe how communities in California vary 
in land use, vegetation, wildlife, climate, 
population density, architecture, services, 
and transportation. 

X

4.2 Students describe the social, politi-
cal, cultural, and economic life and in-
teractions among people of California from 
the pre-Columbian societies to the Spanish 
mission and Mexican rancho periods.
1.  Discuss the major nations of California 

Indians, including their geographic distri-
bution, economic activities, legends, and 
religious beliefs; and describe how they 
depended on, adapted to, and modified 
the physical environment by cultivation of 
land and use of sea resources. 

X

5.  Describe the daily lives of the people, 
native and nonnative, who occupied the 
presidios, missions, ranchos, and pueblos. 

X

4.3 Students explain the economic, social, 
and political life in California from the 
establishment of the Bear Flag Republic 
through the Mexican-American War, the 
Gold Rush, and the granting of statehood. 
2.  Compare how and why people traveled 

to California and the routes they traveled 
(e.g., James Beckwourth, John Bidwell, 
John C. Fremont, Pio Pico). 

X X

3.  Analyze the effects of the Gold Rush on 
settlements, daily life, politics, and the 
physical environment (e.g., using biogra-
phies of John Sutter, Mariano Guadalupe 
Vallejo, Louise Clapp). 

X X
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Relevant Content Standard

G
old

G
adgets

M
aidu

 Tour

4.4 Students explain how California became 
an agricultural and industrial power, tracing 
the transformation of the California econ-
omy and its political and cultural develop-
ment since the 1850s. 
2.  Explain how the Gold Rush transformed 

the economy of California, including the 
types of products produced and con-
sumed, changes in towns (e.g., Sacramen-
to, San Francisco), and economic conflicts 
between diverse groups of people. 

X

3.  Discuss immigration and migration to 
California between 1850 and 1900, in-
cluding the diverse composition of those 
who came; the countries of origin and 
their relative locations; and conflicts and 
accords among the diverse groups (e.g., 
the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act). 

X

4.  Describe rapid American immigration, 
internal migration, settlement, and the 
growth of towns and cities (e.g., Los 
Angeles). 

X X

6.  Describe the development and locations 
of new industries since the turn of the 
century, such as the aerospace industry, 
electronics industry, large-scale commer-
cial agriculture and irrigation projects, 
the oil and automobile industries, com-
munications and defense industries, and 
important trade links with the Pacific 
Basin. 

X

7.  Trace the evolution of California’s water 
system into a network of dams, aque-
ducts, and reservoirs. 

X

8.  Describe the history and development 
of California’s public education system, 
including universities and community 
colleges. 

X
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Appendix C:
Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park
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Introduction

Historic Structures and Grounds

Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park is located on five acres of historic grounds in the city of Chico 
along Big Chico Creek, county of Butte, and state of California. It consists of the Bidwell Mansion, 
a 12,000 square foot ltalianate mansion built between 1864-l868  and declared a National Historic 
Landmark May 7, 1966. Also on the property is  an Architect’s House/Office built in approximately 
1865, a Carriage Shed rebuilt in 1987, and a Visitor Center built in 1992. This Scope of Collections 
Statement covers the entire unit.

Sources and persons consulted in preparation of this statement include: Bidwell Mansion State 
Historic Park Interpretive Plan, 1974; Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretive Prospectus, 
1977; Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park General Plan, 1984; Bidwell Mansion Visitor Center Inter-
pretive Plan, 1990; Bidwell Mansion Conservation Survey and Assessment Report by Conservator

Tamsen Fuller, 1999; Park Interpretive Specialist Blair Pubols; Supervising State Park Ranger Denise 
Rist; Museum Curator III, AHM Division, Paulette Hennum; Museum Curator I, AHM Division, Linda 
Walton.   

Declaration of Purpose

The purpose of Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park is to honor General John Bidwell and his wife 
Annie Ellicott Kennedy Bidwell for their outstanding contributions to the social, cultural, and eco-
nomic heritage of California by providing people of present and future generations the opportunity 
to tour the Bidwell home and surroundings while protecting, preserving and restoring this resource 
and interpreting its significance. From Park General Plan, 1984
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Interpretive Periods
Interpretive Periods for the Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park are designated as:

Primary Interpretive Period: 1841 to 1918

This represents the period from the year in which John Bidwell came to California through the 
primary life of Rancho del Arroyo Chico, and until Annie E.K. Bidwell’s death. Included in this period 
is the story of the Mechoopda Maidu Native American people and their relationship with the Rancho 
and Bidwells. 

Additional Interpretive Periods: Pre-1830

This period represents the story of the Mechoopda Maidu Native American people as they lived in 
the Chico area before the influx of Euro-Americans.

1868 to 1900

As stated in the 1984 General Plan, this interpretive period is for the mansion and the outbuildings.

Themes

General John and Annie E.K. Bidwell made significant contributions to the social, cultural and eco-
nomic heritage of California.

The Mechoopda Indian people lived on the Rancho del Arroyo Chico and worked for the Bidwells.

The Bidwell Mansion is considered one of the finest examples of pre-1870’s Victorian Italianate Villa 
architecture in Northern California.

History of the Collections
Upon Annie Bidwell’s death in 1918, personal items and cash were dispersed to her heirs and the 
Mansion became the property of the Presbyterian Church. Title was deeded to the Presbyterian 
Church prior to her death with the condition of life tenancy. The church held the title until 1922. In 
1923 it was acquired by what was then called Chico Normal School. The school first used the house 
as a dormitory before use as classrooms. On April 19, 1956 a group of Chico community members 
formed the Bidwell Mansion Restoration Association (BMRA) to aid in the preservation and resto-
ration of the Mansion. The Association was the driving force behind the Mansion’s transfer to the 
Department of Beaches and Parks in 1964. An appeal was made for original and period artifacts to 
furnish the Mansion. The BMRA, Bidwell family members, local citizens and DPR provided the fur-
nishings. In 1973, the Bidwell Mansion Cooperating Association was formed to support interpretation 
and education at the unit. In 1979, the Associations merged. Now called the Bidwell Mansion Associ-
ation, this organization continues to be actively involved in funding restoration as well as interpre-
tation and education. Today, approximately 25% of the collections are original to the Bidwells. Annie 
Bidwell’s great niece, Annie E. K. Anderson, donated original family items to the collection. The 
McConnell Foundation, based in Redding, California funded various projects. They are a philanthrop-
ic organization in support of natural and cultural projects in and around Redding.

The majority of the collection is either on exhibit or stored inside the Mansion. Some pieces are on 
exhibit in the adjacent Carriage Shed and Visitor Center. Other objects are stored in the Artifact 
Storage Room.
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Collection

Content Summary
The primary collection consists of approximately 7,000 artifacts including original Bidwell pieces 
and period pieces. They are:

● Archival material 

● Books 

● Letters 

● Maps 

● Photographs

● Original documents related to the Bidwells. 

● Five Carriages and a Tank Wagon are displayed in a reproduction carriage shed.

The Visitor Center is a fully accessible interpretive center with exhibits and a theater with video 
offerings. Visitor Center exhibits contain original and period pieces. 

An artifact storage room contains:

● Photo archives 

● Native American basketry and grinding stones 

● Household furnishings 

● Textiles 

● Various assorted decorative items

● Letters and documents

● Maps

The 26 room 1868 Italianate mansion houses Victorian Era furnishings, the original fireplaces, pe-
riod lighting fixtures, and works of art. There is a large textile collection including quilts, historic 
clothing and decorative pieces. There is also an ethnographic collection of Asian and Native Ameri-
can artifacts including Asian vases and screens and Native American basketry. Other objects include 
original Bidwell objects, an original carbide gas generator, Native American grinding and flaked 
stone tools, farm implements, books, natural history specimens, firearms, and miscellaneous histor-
ic tools. The Mansion itself is in good condition and the surrounding grounds consist of some original 
flora.

The Bidwell Mansion museum collection is primarily used for the house museum exhibits and re-
search purposes. Additionally, there are reproduction clothes and props for living history programs 
and hands-on interpretive objects for school programs. It is appropriate to emphasize the charge 
to our staff of stewardship of the museum collection. Per Department Operations Manual (DOM), 
2010.10.4:

The appropriateness of the use of a museum object is not determined by tradition at the 
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park unit, or solely by the wishes of the donor or lender, but through careful research and thought-
ful consideration... DPR staff may not knowingly participate in the inappropriate use of a museum 
object. In no case will an object from the museum collections be designated for regular hands-on 
use when:

1. The object is an artifact original to the site, person or event interpreted at the park. 

2. It is a significant example of its kind or type. 

3. It is rare or irreplaceable.

4. Its use is objectionable to the cultural group, which it represents. 

5. Its use violates a law, 

6. Its use violates an environmental or professional ethic.

Relationships with Other Entities
The Bidwell Mansion relates to other house museums dedicated to the primary interpretive peri-
ods and themes within this Scope of Collections Statement. The Bancroft Library, California State 
University, Chico, California State Archives and State Library have original Bidwell documents. The 
State Indian Museum also has Maidu basketry. Because of the historic relationship between John 
Bidwell and John Sutter, collection items from Bidwell Mansion SHP and Sutter’s Fort SHP may be of 
mutual interest and some Bidwell objects on exhibit are loaned to the Mansion from Sutter’s Fort 
SHP. Outside institutions periodically request collection items for loan.

Collection Development Goals
The museum collection at Bidwell Mansion should consist of objects that enhance and inform the 
public of the primary and secondary themes of the historic park as outlined in the General Plan, the 
Interpretive Prospectus and the Interpretive Plans.

Ensuring appropriateness to the unit, new acquisitions to the Bidwell Mansion artifact collection will 
be considered when the objects are related to the following interpretive topics:

● Original Bidwell items 

● The Konkow/Maidu- The Bidwells had a close relationship with the local Native Americans. 

● Victorian Italianate architecture- The Mansion is a prime example of this architectural style. 

● California Rancho period-John Bidwell was a prominent figure in late Mexican period California 
and during the transition to the United States. 

●The women’s rights movement- Mrs. Bidwell was active in this movement. 

●The prohibition movement- The Bidwell’s supported the ideals of the prohibition movement. John 
ran for President on the Prohibition Party ticket in 1892.

● Early gold mining-John Bidwell had a successful gold strike on the Feather River. 

● Early California agriculture- John Bidwell was a primary champion of early California agriculture 
and Rancho Chico became internationally recognized for its productivity and innovations. 

● Victorian lifestyles- The Bidwells lived during much of this time period. 

● Carriage implements- As reflected in the Carriage Shed. 
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● Early westward movement- John Bidwell was a member and leader of the Bidwell-Bartelson party, 
which was the first organized group of American settlers to cross directly overland into California 
and helped open up California to American immigration. 

● The Chinese in Chico-John Bidwell had a close working relationship with the local Chinese popula-
tion. 

● Early natural history movement- The Bidwells were contemporaries of John Muir and Asa Gray. 
They were passionate about the protection of the natural environment as evidenced by their writ-
ings and gifts such as Bidwell Park.

● Politics from 1841-1900-John Bidwell was politically active throughout his entire time in Califor-
nia. 

Architectural elements and other materials original to the site or used in its historic structures will 
be preserved, when possible, to document history of the park and its historic structures.

Collection Management Goals 

Artifacts
● Digitization of transcription of written materials (letters, etc.).

● Complete photographic inventory of collection. 

● Utilizing the Statewide TMS program, continue cataloging all artifacts on site. 

● Restore and regularly service all clocks. 

● Ongoing conservation and preservation of antique furnishings. 

● Periodic rotation of displayed artifacts (both in visitor’s center and in house).

● Assessment of textile collection by a certified textile conservator. 

● Hire a collection conservator to provide secondary security for wall paintings. 

● Install fireproof security cabinets in artifact room for storage of Native American Baskets and 
photographic archives. 

● Improve object-packaging system and install fire resistant cabinets for

historic maps. 

● Replace original Bidwell artifacts in Visitor Center with reproduction objects.	

● Replace original Bidwell artifacts in Visitor Center with reproduction objects. 

● Replace original Bidwell artifacts in Visitor Center with reproduction objects. 

● Establish a method for special public displays of collection materials.

● Build a Native American Basket case in the Visitor Center for basket storage. 

● Install UV filters on lights and glass in Visitor Center exhibit cases. 
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● Install motion sensor lights in Visitor Center. 

● Assess and follow all CAPP Grant recommendations. 

● Label all items in museum display cases.

● Make a shadow image of photos in theater identifying content. 

● Conserve John Bidwell portrait painted by A.M. Reading. 

● Improve interpretive exhibits inside Carriage Shed.

Structural Goals

● Restore Servant’s Quarters and Servant’s Balcony. 

● Repaint interior rooms from paint analysis by Carey & Company, 2001 

● Install ceiling medallions in the dining room and office. 

● Long term environmental monitoring of temperature and humidity at Bidwell  Mansion, Visitor 
Center, and Architect’s House, using Data Loggers, and Light Meters to assess the foot-candles on 
artifacts, mapping hot spots. 

● Replace Ultraviolet filters on all the Mansion windows. 

● Improve exterior lighting around Mansion and Visitor Center.

● Analyze stress on 40-year-old electrical system and make upgrades. 

● Upgrade the current security system. 

● Historic Structures Report for the Mansion and Architect’s house. 

● Create a controlled environment for the third floor clothing storage. 

● Eliminate office use in historic zone. 

● Reinforce and re-paint brick chimneys and basement of Architect’s House.

● Restore Architect’s House to 1870’s period for tour inclusion.

● Photographic records on buildings and grounds annually. 

● Complete seismic study report recommendations.
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Appendix D:

Visitor Survey Summary

Visitor Survey Comments Summary

Survey comments were overall positive regarding the historical interpretation provided during the BMSHP 
guided tours. Suggestions for improvement leaned toward interactive displays for children and youth. Re-
quests also included offering specialty tours, such as focusing on holidays, horticulture, structural com-
ponents of the mansion or the Mechoopda. Comments requesting tower access were conveyed, as well.

Regardless of prior knowledge, most survey commenters communicated an increased interest in the 
Bidwells because of their experience at BMSHP. Appreciation of the knowledgeable staff was frequently 
conveyed. 

The following are a few excerpts from the surveys:

22) Has your level of knowledge about John and Annie Bidwell changed because of your visit? 
What aspects of your visit contributed most to that learning/change?

My knowledge has increased. It feels more personal. I am intrigued by the day to day lives of people in 
history. 

Yes, the guide provided a great and informative tour. Learning about the suffragette activity and temper-
ance movement was of great interest. 

Yes, reading inside the visitor center. 

Yes, guided tour explanations. 

Yes, learned a lot and appreciated all the information provided.

It was a great refresher course. Just hearing the stories and seeing how it was for them.

I found it very interesting about the agriculture and the very different obstacles that never stopped 
them and also the history of both John and Annie.

Good to see their lasting impact on building Chico. 

Yes, it’s been improved. Loved the tour and I really appreciated my questions being answered. 

I have grown to appreciate their contribution to California history.

Yes, I want to read about their accomplishments. 

Greatly increased.

Discovering how worldly he was.

23) Do you have any suggestions about ways we can help you to better understand the history/lega-
cy of John and Annie Bidwell?

Maybe more context to how progressive they were for the times.
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Post some quotes from their journals and love letters.

Information about original pieces in the house.

Wish we could have spent more time on the 2nd and 3rd floors.

Information on Native American presence. Trees – why so many and large?

DVD about them offered for sale.

Less emphasis on objects and more on historical and geo-economic context. 

More stories about them.

Better background on John, where he came from, sources of wealth, political import. Likewise 
Annie. 

24) What were your general opinions of your visit today?

Great. I’m surprised at how awesome the tour is.

Fantastic.

Great tour, very informative.

It was great. My child and her friend really learned a lot and it got them interested in not only Chi-
co, but California.

Loved all of it but it goes a little too fast (tour).

Well done, very engaging guide.

Very enjoyable and informative.

Great learning experience. Very friendly staff. 

Your staff was excellent and helpful. 

25) Based on your visit to the park, are there any other activities or programs you would like to 
see available at the park, but aren’t currently available? 

Evening tours to see the house lit up. Living history exhibits. Baking, sewing, butter making. 

Tower tours.

Gold panning and gold mining

Themed carnivals or social events related to the Bidwells.

Living history, speakers, and various events.

Video about the Bidwells.

Put on a short play for children.

Kids events at the Mansion.

More information about the remarkable trees.

More information if available on location, extent & character of historic gardens and stables.
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Carriage ride.

26) Are there additional amenities you would like to have in this state park beyond what is cur-
rently offered?

Add bike racks.

Smashed penny machine depicting the Bidwells.

Benches for disabled in front of the house.

Water for sale.

27) Do you have any other comments you would like to share with us about this park?

The house and the grounds are incredible.

Thanks for the hard work to keep history alive and accessible.

The guide was wonderful and knowledgeable.

Glad to see the grounds and buildings are being preserved.

Lovely home, thank you for refurbishing it so nicely.

I appreciated John and Annie’s kindness to people especially the Mechoopda.

The mansion was in excellent condition. Nice job on keeping things updated. 

Very impressed.

We now know more about their personal lives.
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Visitor Survey Tables

Visitor Age BMSHP How Heard About BMSHP BMSHP

Under 18 10% Family/friend recommenda-
tion

35%

18-34 14% Grew up/lived here 20%

35-54 18% Chance 14%

55-74 54% State Park Website/internet 8%

Over 74 4% Magazine 4%

Don’t know 4%

Cal State U, Chico 4%

Visitor Activity BMSHP Tour book/map 3%

Took guided tour 88% Live nearby 3%

VC/grounds only 12% TV/radio 2%

Newspaper 1%

City of Chico 1%

Class project 1%

Other Activities BMSHP Transportation to BMSHP
Exhibits 31% Automobile 88%

Relaxed outside 26% Bicycle 4%

Took photos 22% On foot 2%

Nature walk 18%

Gift shop 14%

History video 10% Visitor Itinerary BMSHP

Picnic   2% Primary stop 29%

One of many stops 71%

No. in Group BMSHP Visitor Gender BMSHP

1-2 46% Female 69%

3-5 47% Male 29%

6-9  1% Not given  2%

10 or more  4%

Not given  2% Visitor Annual Income BMSHP

$0-49,999 11%

$50,000-99,999 18%

Visited BMSHP before? $100,000-149,999  1%

No 72% $150,000-199,999  0

Yes 27% $200,000 or more  4%

n/a  1% Not given 55%
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Visitor Ethnicity BMSHP Highest Education Complet-
ed

BMSHP

American Indian  3% Elementary School  1%

Asian  3% Middle School  4%

Black  2% High School 20%

Hispanic  6% College Undergrad 38%

White 77% College  2%

Other  6% Grad School 31%

Decline to state  3% Post Grad  1%

Vocational School  1%

Not given  2%

Visitors Origins English Language
Local-Butte County 27% Native 73%

California 53% Fluent 26%

United States 18% Some  1%

Foreign 2%
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Appendix E:

Historic-Era Ornamental Plantings
The following list is a modification of a list of ornamental vegetation planted by John Bidwell as 
reported in the book: John Bidwell Prince of California Pioneers, by Rockwell D. Hunt (The Caxton 
Printers, Ltd.; Caldwell, Idaho, 1942). Many scientific and common names have changed since the 
time of John Bidwell. This list uses modern names. References used in the modification of the origi-
nal list are shown at the end of this appendix. 

[ ] = Old name; * = Historic Landscape Report; ** = Native Species

Scientific Name Common Name

Abutilon spp. flowering maple 
Acacia decurrents var. mollis [A. mollismima] black wattle acacia 
Acacia melanoxylon blackwood acacia
Acer macrophyllum bigleaf maple
Agave Americana century plant
Ancuba japonica [Aucuba japonica] [Japanese laurel]
Araucaria (species unknown)[A. araucana] monkey puzzle tree*
Aristolochia spp. birthwort
Artemisia spp. [A. fragrans] sagebrush
Arundo donax variegata giant reed
Berberis Canadensis Allegheney barbarry [American barbarry]
Betula pendula birch*
Buxus (species unknown) boxwood*
Caesalpinia gilliesii bird of paradise bush*
Callistemon lanceolatus [Metrosideros semper-
florens]

bottle-brush

Camellia japonica camellia
Campsis grandiflora [Bignonia grandiflora] Chinese trumpet creeper
Canna indica Indian shot
Calocedrus decurrens incense cedar*
Catalpa bignonioides [C. syringafolia] common Indian bean [common catalpa]
Ceanothus dentatus [C. detatus] ceanothus
Ceanothus spp. [C. alba] ceanothus
Cedrus deodara deodar cedar*
Ceratostigma plumbaginoides [Plumbago lar-
penta]

plumbago

Cestrum purpureum [C. elegans*] cestrum
Chamaecyparis lawsoniana** Lawson cypress [Port Orford cedar]
Chamaecyparis obtusa [Retinospora obtuse] Japanese cypress [Hinoki false cypress]
Chrysanthemum (species unknown) chrysanthemum*
Cistus ladaniferus [Cistus ladanifera] rock rose
Cordyline australis [Draceena australis] dracena
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Scientific Name Common Name

Coronilla glauca [Coronella glauca] Vetch
Cortaderia selloana [Gynerium argenteum] pampas grass
Cryptomeria japonica cryptomeria
Cupressus macnabiana MacNab cypress
Cupressus macrocarpa Monterey cypress
Cupressus sempervirens [C. pyramidalis] Italian cypress
Daphne odora [D. odorata] daphne
Deutzia gracilis [D. gracillis] deutzia
Deutzia ssp. [floraplena?] deutzia
Diospyros lotus [D. japonica] Japanese persimmon
Diospyros virginiana persimmon
Dracaena (species unknown) dracaena palm*
Eloeagnus Japonica [Elaeagnus angustifolia] [Russian olive]
Erianthus ravennae ravenna grass
Erica mediterranea Heath
Escallonia rosea Escallonia
Eschscholzia californica California poppy*
Eucalyptus globulus blue gum
Euonymus japonicus [Euonymus japonica*] spindle tree [evergreen euonymus*]
Fabiana imbricate fabiana
Forsythia viridissima golden bells
Ginkgo biloba ginkgo
Grevillea robusta silk oak
Hedera (species unknown) ivy*
Hibiscus [H. alba] rose mallow
Hibiscus syriacus [Althea frutex] rose of Sharon
Hyacinthus (species unknown) hyacinth*
Hydrangea macrophylla [H. hortensia] hydrangea
Hypericum calycinum [Hyperieum grandiflora] St. John’s wort
Ilex cornuta Chinese holly [shrub]*
Jasminum offiniale poet’s jasmine
Jasminum humile [J. hibernica] jasmine
Juglans nigra eastern black walnut*
Juniperus communis common juniper
Kerria japonica kerria
Kniphofia uvaria [Tritoma uvaria] torch lily
Koelreuteria paniculata goldenrain tree
Laburnum spp. [spicata?] laburnum
Lagerstroemia indica rubra crepe myrtle
Lathyrus latifolius everlasting pea
Laurus spp. [L. cerasus] English laurel 
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Scientific Name Common Name

Lavatera arborea tree mallow
Lavandula officinalis [L. spicata] lavender
Ligustrum sinense [L. sinensis] privet
Lippia citriodora [Aloysia citrudora] lemon verbena
Liquidambar styraciflua sweet gum*
Liriodendron tulipifera tulip tree
Livistona australis [Corydha Australia] palm
Lonicera spp. (3 varieties) honeysuckle
Magnolia grandiflora southern magnolia
Magnolia spp. [M. sonspicua] magnolia
Mahonia aquifolium barberry
Malvaviscus spp. [Achania malvaviscus] malviviscus
Melaleuca spp. [hybridifolia] bottle-brush
Miscanthus sinensis [Eulalia japonica zebrine] eulalia [eulalia grass*]
Myrtus spp. (2 varieties) myrtle
Narcissus jonquilla jonquils*
Nemophila (species unknown) baby blue eyes*
Nerium oleander oleander*
Panlownia imperaus [Paulownia imperialis] [princess tree]
Parthenocissus tricuspidata var. veitchii [Am-
pelopsis vetchii]

Japanese or Boston ivy

Pelargonium geranium*
Penstemon barbatus [Chelone barbata] beard-tounge
Philadelphus spp. mock orange
Phoenix canariensis Canary Island date palm*
Phormium tenax New Zealand flax
Pinus sabiniana (and other varieties) gray pine*
Pittosporum spp. pittosporum
Plumbago capensis leadwort
Poinciana gilliesii ponicana
Populus Canadensis Carolina popular [Carolina poplar*]
Populus nigra var. italic Lombardy popular [Lombardy poplar*]
Prunus lyonii hollyleaf cherry*
Pseudotsuga taxifolia Douglas fir*
Punica granatum pomegranate
Pyrostegia ignea [Bignonia venustum] bignonia [flame vine*]
Quercus species oak*
Robinia pseudoacacia black locust 
Rosa [Gold of Ophir] rose*
Salix babylonica weeping willow 
Schinus molle pepper tree 
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Scientific Name Common Name

Sequoiadendron giganteum [Sequoia gigante-
an]

Sierra redwood or giant sequoia

Solanum jasminoides nightshade
Sollya heterophylla Australian blubell creeper [Australian bluebell 

creeper*]
Spiraea spp. spirea
Syringa rubra red lilac
Tamarix africana tamarisk
Thuja spp. (2 varieties) arbor vitae [arborvitae*]
Trachycarpus fortunei [Chamaerops excels] windmill palm
Ulmus Americana American elm
Ulmus procera English elm
Viburnum tinus [Laurestinus] laurestinus
Binca major [Vinca major] vinca
Viola (species unknown) violet*
Washingtonia filifera [Washingtonia filifera*] California Washington palm [California fan 

palm*]
Wigelia rosea  [Weigela rosea] [Weigela]
Yucca fiIamentosa Adams-needle [Yucca*]
Yucca gloriosa Spanish dagger
Zantedeschia (species unknown) calla lilies*

Plants listed by Hunt for which the modern name could not be determined:

Bambusa (Bamboo, 2 varieties)

References

Anonymous

1971 Sunset Western Garden Book. Lane Magazine and Book Company, Menlo Park, California.

Bailey and Bailey

1959 Hortus Second. McMillan Company, New York, NY

Calflora: Information on California plants for education, research and conservation, based on data 
contributed by dozens of public and private institutions and individuals, including the Con-
sortium of Calif. Herbaria. [web application]. 2013. Berkeley, California: The Calflora Data-
base [a non-profit organization]. Available: http://www.calflora.org/

Little, Elbert L., Jr.

1953 Check List of the Native and Naturalized Trees of the United States. Forest Service Agri-
culture Handbook No. 41.

USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service plants database. http://plants.usda.gov/java

http://plants.usda.gov/java


122   Bidwell Mansion State Historic Park Interpretation Master Plan

Farm and Garden Products

Wheat

Barley

Rye

Oats

Indian Corn

Potatoes

Beans

Chinese Sugar Cane

Egyptian Corn

Peas

Lentils

Artichokes

Jerusalem Artichokes

Beets

Cabbage

Imphee

Broom Corn

Orchard Trees

Pomegranates

Mulberry

Olives

Oranges

Lemons

Almonds

Chestnuts

Pecans

Butternuts

English Walnuts

Eastern Black Walnuts

California Black Walnut

English Filbert

Apples

Crab Apples

Pears

Plums

Prunes

Peaches

Apricots

Nectarines

Quinces

Figs

Olives

Loquat

Appendix F:

Historic-Era Agricultural Plantings
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Grapes

Muscat of Alexandria

Seedless Sultan

White Malaga

Flame Tokay

Rose of Peru

Small Fruits

Blackberries

Currants

Gooseberries

Raspberries

Stawberries
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Appendix G:

Tree Inventory, 1982

(Note: The 1982 inventory is not updated to include current inventory)

[ ] = Modern name; * = Historic Landscape Report pg 10- 12; ** = Native Species; ^ = Historic Era Species

Scientific Name Common Name
Acer palmatum Japanese maple 
A. platanoides Norway maple
A. saccharinum silver maple
Albizzia julibrissin silk tree
Alnus rubra** red alder
Araucaria imbricate monkey puzzle tree 
Arbutus unedo strawberry tree 
Carya pecan pecan 
Catalpa speciosa northern cataIpa 
Cedrus deodara deodar cedar
Citrus spp.^ orange
Cupressus sempervirens^ Italian cypress 
Diospyros virginiana common persimmon 
Erythrina spp. Brazilian coral tree 
Ginkgo biloba^ ginkgo
Juglans hindsii** northern California black walnut
Lagerstroemia indica^ crepe myrtIe
Libocedrus decurrens** incense cedar
Liriodendron tulipfera^ tulip tree
Liquidamber styraciflua amber sweetgum
Magnolia denudata yulan magnolia 
M. grandiflora^ southern magnolia 
Morus alba fruitless mulberry 
Nerium oleander common oleander 
Phoenix canariensis Canary Island date palm 
Photinia serrulata Chinese photinia
Pinus halepensis aleppo pine
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P. ponderosa** ponderosa pine
P. sabiniana** gray pine
Psidium spp. pineapple guava 
Pistacia chinensis Chinese pistache 
Pittosporum tobira^ Japanese pittosporum 
Platanus racemosa** western sycamore
Prunus amygdalus^ Bidwell mamouth almond 
P. domestica domestic plum
P. spp. cosmetic plum
Pseudotsuga menziesii Douglas fir
Quercus alba white oak
Q. laevis Turkey oak
Q. lobata** Valley oak
Sequoiadendron giganteum** Sierra redwood or giant sequoia
Sequoia sempervirens** coast redwood
Trachycarpus fortuneii windmill palm
Ulma Americana American elm
Washingtonia filifera^ California Washington palm
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