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In the center of the Sacramento Valley stands a solitary mountain rising like an island above a vegetative 
sea of rice fields and orchards. From high above the Sutter Buttes are revealed to be circular in form, ten 
miles across, with soft rounded outer hills and a jagged central core jutting 2,000-feet above the flat 
valley.  The Wintun Indians of the western Sacramento Valley called this volcano “Onolai-tol”, 
mountain-in-the-middle.  Wintun mythology tells of a great flood consuming a degenerate world; the 
Sutter Buttes rose from the receding waters forming the first land where upon creation began anew. 
 
 Since 2007 the Sutter Buttes Society (formerly the Yuba Historical 
Society) guided over 3,000 visitors on day trips into these mysterious 
“Middle Mountains”. Elementary and high school field trips, hiking clubs, 
Boy and Girl Scout troops and everyday people from far and wide who 
read our hike announcements in the newspaper—all craving to learn about 
this land that is seen by all, yet visited by few.   
 
Thanks to the generosity of landowners, Circle “H” LLC (Howard, Brian 
and Kory Hamman) and Joseph and Margaret Hughes, we are granted 
permission to unlock gates and take groups into their 280-acre Peace 
Valley property on the Buttes’ northern flank, entering breathtaking 
surroundings rivaling any national park.  Because most of the 50,000-acre 
Sutter Buttes is privately owned, rarely do we see others outside our 
hiking group.  
 
As word of our program spread, more and more individuals and groups 
contacted us to ask if they could come on an outing inside the Sutter 
Buttes.  The increase in visitors stretched the Sutter Buttes Society to 
capacity; so we came upon a win-win solution, train college students to 
help out as guides.  
 

The Sutter Buttes Internship Program is a semester-long training course 
that instructs Chico State students in the art of outdoor education. By 
informing others about the wonders of the Sutter Buttes, interns provide an 
important public service and at the same time receive an exceptional 
education experience by engaging in the philosophy that the best way to 
learn is to teach.   
 
Spring 2011 was our first full season to try out the Sutter Buttes Internship 
Program.  We were fortunate to attract Evan Padgett who is pursuing a 
master’s degree in botany.  Evan was so enthused that he helped out with 
eleven outings.  After the season was over he wrote to us:  “…The 
opportunity to teach children and adults about native plants was especially 
interesting and rewarding for me.  I looked forward to every hike and 
learned something new with each experience.”  
 
With a twenty-year history of leading excursions within the Sutter Buttes, 
Daniel Barth will supervise an expanded internship course in the spring of 
2012.  A basic Sutter Buttes internship works like this: Students attend 
three campus work sessions, they are offered a five to ten minute 
presentation to memorize on topics such as Sutter Buttes history, geology, 
biology and anthropology and help guide three Sutter Buttes outings. Here 

A High School student from 
Marysville performs a concentration 
exercise on a Peace Valley field trip. 

Chico State intern, Evan Padgett 
demonstrates a plant experiment 
with 2nd graders. 



is the timeline and description of activities for the upcoming spring: 
 
February: 

✿ Workshops will be held at Chico State to rehearse five to ten 
minute outdoor presentations. An outdoor education 
presentation can include a prepared talk to be put to memory 
or a presentation that a student researched on his or her own.  
Also included will be hand-held objects as well as laminated 
images to be shown along the course of a tour, highlighting 
the Buttes’ exceptional natural and cultural qualities. 

March: 
✿ Sutter Buttes spring program begins.  Interns can choose 

either weekday or weekend trips.  After joining the first outing 
as observers, they will try out presentations on their second 
hike and perfect interpretative skills on the third time into the 
Buttes. 

April:  
✿ During the busiest month interns will reach proficiency as 

qualified guides, instructing numerous weekend outings, and 
weekday school field trips. 

 
In a recent column in Chico State’s alumni magazine, The Statement, CSU-Chico President Paul Zingg 
tells about a meeting he attended with other state university presidents and Governor Jerry Brown.  Dr. 
Zingg wrote: …“What ensued was a brief conversation between the governor and me on what we are 
doing in the CSU every day to develop students who are oriented to community service, civic 
engagement, social justice, altruism, sustainability, and other habits of the heart and responsible 
citizenship.”   
 
Storytelling that makes the surroundings come alive with excitement not only helps college students 
develop valuable interpersonal skills, it also expands Chico State’s presence in outlying areas such as 
Sutter County; while advancing the over-arching goal of cultivating responsible citizens as well as future 
stewards of the earth. 

 
University affiliation could spark innovative approaches to managing 
the neighboring Sutter Buttes State Park. Due to state budget cutbacks 
and the long distance from the Sutter Buttes to State Park headquarters 
in Chico, park rangers have guided only a few hundred hikers into the 
1,785-acre park since its purchase in 2003. In this day of reevaluating 
government’s role, the Internship Program may very well generate 
novel approaches to managing this unique park, such as delegating 
outdoor education, trail construction, planning and other tasks to the 
university and non-profit sector.   
 
This undertaking could also set into motion a future where public 
institutions, non-profit enterprise and private landowners work together 
to achieve the Buttes’ full potential as a prominent California landmark; 
while at the same time protecting the mountain’s vital ranching heritage 
and stature as a Native American sacred site.  
 
Come along with us as we embark on this exciting venture by mailing 
in your check to the Sutter Buttes Internship Program.  Your tax-
deductable donation will be put to good use towards a bright tomorrow. 

Boy Scouts and Venture Scouts from 
Palo Alto on a May 2011 Buttes hike. 

 
Group stops at the base of Cat Rock 
(background) Peace Valley. 



  

 

$25     $50       $100       $250         $500  $1,000   _______ Other       

Contributions are tax-deductable, Employer I.D.# 68-0411232 

Thank you for your Support! 

Sutter Buttes Society  *  P.O. Box 875  *  Gridley, CA, 95948  *  530/846-3024 

Yes, I wish to support the Sutter Buttes Internship Program! 

Here is my contribution of: 

Write check to the Sutter Buttes Society, make a note that this is for SBIP, and mail to the address below. 

Third Grade Testimonials :  
 
Dear Mr. Barth and Sutter Buttes’ landowners.  Thank you for letting us hike in the 
Sutter Buttes.  First, when you brought us to frog rock I thought that it was very 
fascinating.  Second, all the plants growing there were cool.  Next, thank you for telling 
us that we could eat the miner’s lettuce, we were starving!  Eddie 
 
 
…I admit this is my favorite field trip.   Jasmine 
 
 
Thank you for letting us go on your property to learn about the Maidu Indians.  The 
plants were fascinating and the miner’s lettuce was great and the tour was awesome.  
You guys are the best.  I hope next year I go on the Sutter Buttes hike.     Doug 
 

 
Thank you so much for letting our class go to the Sutter Buttes.  My favorite plant was 
the popcorn flower and the miner’s lettuce.  I really wanted to see the rattlesnake and 
the pigs that made the mudholes.  My favorite valley was Peace Valley because it 
sounds so peace and quiet.     Roxy 
 

 
Thank you so much for letting us go into the Sutter Buttes, we loved the tour.  I 
thought Peace Valley was so awesome!  My favorite flower was the buttercup.    The 
rock fences were cool too.  When I saw the cooking rock I was amazed because I have 
never seen one before.  The cemetery looked really really really old. I remember when 
Ms. Messick lost her lipstick in the Maidu campsite.  I had a lot of fun.     Kathryn 

www.onolai.org  Email:  buttes@onolai.org 


