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The Del Mar Race Track 
75 Years of Turf and Surf

By Amy Williams

the del Mar Fairgrounds 
made headlines in 2010 when 
California state senator 
Christine Kehoe proposed 
selling the 400-acre site to the 
City of del Mar and private 
investors for $120 million. 
the suggestion was intended 
to address two problems: 
California’s ongoing budget 
crisis and tensions between 
the state of California’s 
22nd district agricultural 
association (daa) and the City of del Mar. the daa, which has overseen the 
fairgrounds since 1935, wanted to expand the venue while del Mar sought to 
maintain its small town identity.   

since 2012, the proposed sale has expired in the California legislature and 
interest in the proposal has waned. governor Edmund g. “Jerry” Brown, who 
replaced arnold schwarzenegger in 2011, explained, “‘now is not a good time 
to sell real estate.’”1 For now, the del Mar thoroughbred Club (dMtC), which 
leases the property from the daa, focuses on being a good neighbor to del Mar 
and providing world class racing to its fans. Mac McBride, director of Media for 

Amy Williams received her B.a. (2001) and  M.a. (2010) in history  from the University of san diego. 
Her thesis, “tradition, glamour and Innovation:  a Modern History of the del Mar racetrack,” was 
inspired by her love for thoroughbred racing. Her research includes racing and art history.

American Hall of Fame champion thoroughbred racehorse Azeri 
racing at Del Mar. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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the dMtC, said, “Circumstances have conspired to just keep things as they are 
right now. you know what? that’s not that bad.”2 

this article summarizes the history of del Mar racetrack, focusing particularly 
on its development into one of the most famous horse racing venues in the world. 
It suggests that the track’s success has to do with its reputation for attracting 
glamorous people, star horses, and jockeys, its commitment to maintaining a 
high-quality racing venue, its professionalism, and its attention to the needs of 
fans. the year 2012 marks its 75th anniversary in del Mar.

Horseracing in California

the sport of horseracing began to develop a popular following in the late 
nineteenth century because of the growing democratization of formerly elite 
sports. an expanding middle class, enriched by the industrial revolution, saw 
horseracing as both a sport and a social venue in which they could see and be 
seen. the growing popularity of the sport led to the formation of the american 
Jockey Club (1894). lower down on the social scale, working-class men and 
women flocked to see an event that had moved out of the countryside and into 
rapidly expanding urban centers. Major racetracks included saratoga race Course, 
saratoga springs, new york (1863); Pimlico race Course, Baltimore, Maryland 
(1870); Churchill downs, louisville, Kentucky (1875); and Belmont Park, Elmont, 
new york (1905). 

Horseracing attracted a growing audience in the american West, particularly 
in urbanized areas like San Francisco. At first, California racing was an informal 
way to gamble. as the popularity of racing increased during the later part of 
the century, the sport became more organized and commercial. The state’s first 
formal racetrack was san Francisco’s Pioneer Course, opened in March 1851. It 
operated under the rules of the Union Jockey Club and looked much like tracks 
on the East Coast. tracks in san Francisco and the Bay area sprang up in quick 
succession, including the Centerville Course in sacramento and Pleasanton 
racetrack in Pleasanton, California. By 1894, the leading guide to horse racing, 
Goodwin’s Guide, listed over forty-one race meetings throughout California.3 

In 1909, the Walker-Otis Anti-Race Track Gambling Bill effectively made 
betting on horse races illegal, though horses could still be raced so long as no 
money changed hands. This effectively killed both formal and informal race 
meetings.4 all tracks in California shut down. some county fairs even cancelled 
hog-calling contests for fear that wagering on the event might occur and that 
the fair management would be held liable.5 the passage of the Eighteenth 
amendment (1919) prohibiting the manufacture, transportation, and sale of 
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alcohol discouraged many sporting events. racing, however, soon made its 
reappearance just across the border in Mexico.  

Before the construction of the del Mar racetrack, southern Californians 
traveled to the agua Caliente racetrack in tijuana, Mexico, for drinking, gambling 
and having an all-around good time. los angelinos, in particular, frequented 
agua Caliente in order to circumvent the stranglehold of prohibition. It became a 
“hot spot” for celebrities and wealthy locals who became accustomed to making 
the short trip across the border. It also attracted legitimate horse racing fans, star 
horses like Pharlap (1926-32), and exciting professional races.6 

In 1935, Mexican President lázaro Cárdenas, in the spirit of reform, closed 
Agua Caliente. Immediately after coming into office, he evicted foreign companies 
from Mexico including the railroads and investment companies, and rescinded 
legalized gambling and drinking. He believed that outside investors “robbed 
the poor” and that alcohol and gambling undermined the already struggling 
country of Mexico.7 

While gambling was outlawed in Mexico, it was welcomed back in many parts 
of the United states during the mid-1930s. In California, the economic crisis caused 
by the great depression led to a movement to make horseracing a legitimate 
enterprise. It was thought that the state could gain revenue by legalizing, then 
taxing, a percentage of the money bet. In this way, it was argued, California 
would regain the money it had lost to tijuana. 

Agua Caliente Racetrack, Tijuana, Mexico ca. 1938. ©SDHC #UT 6477.



120

The Journal of San Diego History

Promoters thought horseracing would be a way to revitalize county fairs. By 
the 1930s agriculture had become an important part of California’s economy. as 
the nation’s leading supplier of several varieties of fruits and nuts, the state also 
produced vegetables, cotton, and livestock. County fairs celebrated and promoted 
agriculture, often appealing to a national audience. If gambling on horses were 
permitted, then more people would be likely to attend one of California’s local 
fairs to see the races. san diego’s county fair, for example, had been badly hit by 
the depression and was held only sporadically after the stock market crash of 1929.8 

In 1933, the California state legislature legalized on-track, pari-mutuel 
wagering on horse races at private tracks, district or county fairs, and the state 
fair. California Proposition 3 provided for the “encouragement of agriculture 
and breeding of horses,” including a commitment “for the continuous funding 
of the fairs of California with an annual allotment of racing revenues to be used 
for health, safety and maintenance projects.”9 the state’s share of revenue made 
from betting would go into the Fair & Exhibition Fund to help support the citrus, 
county, and district fairs.10 

Proposition 3 passed in the same year that the ratification of the Twenty-First 
amendment repealed the Eighteenth amendment that had prohibited the sale, 
manufacture, and transportation of alcohol. People had become disillusioned 
with the “noble experiment,” particularly as it had turned otherwise law-abiding 
citizens into criminals. as a result, they “were more open to experiments in 
government and business and even in private lives than they had been in 
earlier years.”11 

The first Santa Anita Racetrack in 1908. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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after 1933, racetracks began appearing throughout California, among them 
santa anita which opened on Christmas day, 1934. Considered a preeminent 
horseracing venue, santa anita began advertising purses worth twice as much as 
what Agua Caliente offered. Fairs and privately operated racetracks sprouted up 
all over the state, including the sonoma County Fair hosting Bay Meadows race 
Course, the san Mateo Fair hosting the san Mateo Expo Center, and the Humboldt 
County Fair hosted Ferndale race track. stockton, Emeryville, Fresno, Pomona, 
and smaller, local off-tracks were usually held seasonally. In Southern California, 
santa anita and Hollywood Park became the largest and most prestigious racing 
ventures in the state’s history.12 

san diego was ripe for a county fair with horse racing. the twenty second 
agricultural district association found a site in del Mar to host the fair and, in 
1935, applied for Works Progress administration (WPa) funds to help construct 
the facilities. The architectural firm of H.L. Jackson and Sam Hamill began 
drawing plans, estimating labor and costs, and drafting plans that incorporated 
the necessary requirements for WPa funding. In october 1935, the agricultural 
Association first began to consider leasing out fair dates to a private turf association 
in order to raise the badly needed sponsor’s share of the WPa project.13 

The Hollywood Legacy

Architect Sam Hamill and brother Joe Hamill looking over building plans for the Del Mar Racetrack, c. 
1936. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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Hollywood stars like Bing Crosby were also crucial to del Mar’s success. they 
saw horseracing as “the sport of kings” and found themselves becoming a kind of 
american royalty. Celebrities like Buster Keaton, Mary astor, and rita Hayworth 
had frequently joined Crosby and friends at agua Caliente. Many of them had 
survived the depression and stock market crash and possessed the cash necessary 
to support construction costs. after agua Caliente was shut down in 1934, they 
looked to other racing venues like Hollywood Park, santa anita, and del Mar.

Bing Crosby became a shareholder at santa anita Park during its construction 
in 1933. He bought his first horse, Zombie, in 1937 and built a stable and racetrack 
near his home in rancho santa Fe. the horse showed up twice at santa anita, 
sporting his blue and gold silks. Before the year’s end, he had twenty-one horses.14

soon afterwards, William a. Quigley—former football player, successful 
stockbroker and occasional racing official—approached Crosby about starting a 
race track in del Mar, not far from the latter’s home and stable in rancho santa 
Fe. Crosby agreed to commit his time, money, and energy to the project. 

On May 6, 1936, Quigley and Bing filed for articles of incorporation with the 
California secretary of state and founded the del Mar turf Club. the race track’s 
board was an all-star cast: Bing Crosby as President, his brother Bob as vice 
President, Pat O’Brien and Oliver Hardy as officers, and an executive committee 
comprised of Joe E. Brown, gary Cooper, and other prominent Hollywood insiders. 
they negotiated a ten-year lease with the agricultural association that required 
them to build a grandstand, barn, stalls, paddock, jockey quarters, and offices. 
the following year, they gained a racing license from the California Horse racing 
Board (CHrB).15

Del Mar fairgrounds and track, c. 1937-41. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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architects Hamill and Jackson built the del Mar fairgrounds and track in the 
spanish Colonial revival style. they hoped that visitors, when they entered the 
turf Club Courtyard would recall the grandeur of southern spain, the home of 
the arabian and andalusian horses. architectural elements from Mission san 
gabriel, Mission dolores in san Francisco, and Mission san Jose in san antonio, 
texas, were used in the design of the main buildings, including the clubhouse, 
paddock, jockey’s quarters, and additional horse stables. California governor 
Frank Merriam praised Hamill’s design and commended him for avoiding “going 
in for some fuzzy futuristic stuff. California history and traditions are glorious 
and worthy of being perpetuated in the architecture of modern public buildings.”16

In order to promote the track, Crosby convinced nBC to create a half-hour 
radio show that would be broadcast live from del Mar on saturday mornings. 
He and his announcer Ken Carpenter wandered through the grounds at del Mar 
asking patrons humorous questions like, “Who was the only two-time winner 
of the Preakness?” or “How high is a hand?” the show featured celebrities who 
told the fans what a wonderful time they were having, and invited them to a 
day at the races. the program usually ended with Crosby retiring to the jockey 
lounge to sing a few numbers.17

Bing spared no effort to attract stars, inviting them to Del Mar when he saw 
them on set or on the Hollywood 
back lot. del Mar was a small town 
with a population of merely 4,000. 
He and the other investors needed 
the los angeles crowd to push 
through the turnstiles in order to 
make the track successful.

the village of del Mar became the 
“Playground of the stars.” Celebrities 
stayed in ocean front vacation 
cottages, ate in the restaurants, swam 
in the ocean, played softball and 
had barbeques at the beach. trainer 
gary Jones, the son of a horseman, 
remembered being at the beach on 
23rd street one morning during the 
summer meet. Betty grable emerged 
from the water like a mermaid and 
then began walking toward him 
soaking wet but with clothes on, “I 

Del Mar Turf Club General Manager Bill Quigley, 
President Bing Crosby, and Vice President Pat O’Brien, 
c. 1937. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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don’t know what she was doing there, but she had this white blouse on…and it 
looked like she had been in a wet t-shirt contest, and I am thinking, ‘oh, jeez, 
look at that.’ I was 14! What a way to grow up. only at del Mar.”18 For Hollywood 
stars, del Mar was close enough to los angeles to easily make the trip. In fact, 
for many it became a summer tradition. 

Crosby also made sure that the del Mar turf Club had a clubhouse worthy 
of a movie set. He directly oversaw the design and construction of the venue, 
knowing that if he wanted to capture the attention and money of other celebrities, 
he would have to design a clubhouse that was as lavish as their tastes. Patterned 
after the Iturbide Hotel in Mexico City, the glamorous Clubhouse included a 

“grand stairway, worm-eaten oak furniture, spanish chandeliers, mirrors and 
thick carpets.”19

opening day was like a Hollywood premier with Crosby personally meeting 
the fans at the gate. Claira Weizenhoffer, who took the train down from Del Mar 
on opening day and who has occupied the same clubhouse box for thirty years, 
remembers, “Bing and Pat were standing at the gate…they gave us cotton scarves 
and shook hands with us.” Bing said at the opening ceremony in the infield, “We 
hope you all enjoy the meeting—and a measure of success at the payoff windows,” 
in his informal style.20 a passionate horse racing enthusiast, Crosby genuinely 

On opening day, Bing Crosby personally met fans at the gate. The first patron in Del Mar history was Mrs. 
W.R. Robinson, July 3, 1937. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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wanted everyone to have a good time—a place where he and his friends could 
relax, gamble, and enjoy the races. 

the del Mar turf Club declared august 5, 1938, Motion Picture day. Each 
contest was given a different name: The Actors, The Exhibitors, The Producers, 
the directors, the Cameramen, the screen Writers, and the stars. they held a 
Motion Picture Handicap that offered a $3,000 purse for three-year-olds owned 
by people in the entertainment business. owners of the horses raced included 
robert risken, Clark gable, and Joe E. Brown. over 375 writers and photographers 
were dropped off at the gates on a special train focused on Motion Picture Day.21

Bing Crosby, with the help of Midge Polesie, came up with the catchphrase, 
“Where the turf Meets the surf,” through a song: 

Where the turf meets the surf
down at old del Mar
take a plane, take a train, take a car
there’s a smile on every face
and a winner in each race
Where the turf meets the surf at del Mar.

A crowd fills the stands on Opening Day, July 3, 1937. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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the song was plugged on nBC’s radio show before the 1938 race meeting by 
Crosby, Pat O’Brian and Oliver Hardy. Today, the song still plays before the first 
race and the last race every racing day.22

Crosby knew how to dazzle reporters and his press parties became legendary. 
Members of the press were put up at the del Mar Hotel, and parties would run 
through the night. special trains to host the press and celebrities continued until 
dawn. Entertainers like Pat o’Brien, Joe Frisco, the ritz Brothers, al Jolson, abe 
Burrows, lou Holtz and Bob Hope performed, often in impromptu acts. Jimmy 
durante had a routine in which the climax act had him dismantling a trick piano. 
one year, durante forgot to bring his own trick piano and used an upright piano 
in the Clubhouse, hurling pieces of the instrument over the Clubhouse railings 
twenty-five feet below.23 

during the racetrack’s early years—1937 to 1941—stars included dorothy 
lamour, W.C. Fields, Paulette goddard, Edgar Bergen, June Haver, ann Miller, 
don ameche, ava gardner, red skelton, Edward g. robinson, Joan Bennett, 
owen Webster, and Pat o’Brien. Crosby also brought his family—wife dixie, son 
gary, and twins dennis and Philip.24 the Hollywood back lot showed up, too. 
Cameramen, directors, writers, and all types of motion picture industry figures 

Bing Crosby live on NBC’s Kraft Music Hall. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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made their appearance. Bing threw lavish parties for his celebrity friends that 
began on the train down from los angeles.

during World War II, del Mar was shut down and the track was used to train 
marines and, later, to build B-17 bombers. In 1945, after President Harry truman 
announced the end of the war and declared a national holiday, del Mar reopened 
and 20,324 fans entered the gates, setting a new record.25

the post-war years ushered in a new era of celebrities. In 1946, Bing sold his 
shares, but the stars kept coming. the track, during the late 1940s, hosted a sea 
of new celebrities including W.C. Fields, Barbara stanwyck, Betty grable and 
husband Harry James, robert taylor, ava gardner, dorothy lamour, george raft, 
dick Powell, Joan Blondell, don ameche, george Jessel, Elizabeth taylor, Paulette 
goddard, louis B. Mayer, Cecil B. de Mille (grandfather of track President Joe 
Harper), the ritz Brothers, Marx Brothers, the Flying Karamazov Brothers, Jack 
dempsey, Charlie Chaplin, and even senator Joe McCarthy. the stars presence 
gave del Mar a rich history of colorful stories still told today.

today, del Mar works hard to maintain an amicable relationship with the 
film industry. Modern celebrities included Burt Bacharach, a horse racing fan 

World Heavyweight Champion Jack Dempsey posing with jockeys, 1937. Courtesy of Del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club.
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and owner who owns a house in del Mar and usually performs once a season. 
Many famous musicians and bands including Ziggy Marley, The Cult, Billy Idol, 
and Christina aguilera, also came to the track. Movie and television stars like 
Kevin Costner, Uma thurman, Mario lopez, sean astin, and California Horse 
racing Board member Bo derek also appear.26 

Seabiscuit v. Ligaroti 

From the beginning, the racetrack developed a reputation for exciting races 
between top competitors in the field. In 1938, Del Mar hosted a much-publicized 
match race between the famous horses, seabiscuit and ligaroti, an event that is 
said to have put del Mar “on the map.”27 the event came about because of the 
friendship between Bing Crosby and lindsay “lin” Howard, the son of seabiscuit 
owner Charles Howard. 

lin Howard followed in his father’s footsteps and became a notable owner, 
breeder and investor in West Coast racing. He and Crosby were both notable 
sportsmen who, together, founded Binglin stables in 1934. lin had a healthy 
competition with his father to raise winning horses. His father once gave lin a 

Triple Crown-winner Seabiscuit exiting the train to Del Mar with trainer “Silent” Tom Smith. Courtesy of 
Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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copy of a book entitled, “What you Know about Horses.” the pages were blank.28

The first inaugural Hollywood Gold Cup at Hollywood Park in Inglewood, 
California was a family affair. Binglin Stables had up-and-coming, Argentinean-
bred ligaroti while Charles Howard had veteran champion seabiscuit. ligaroti 
had just won the american Handicap, beating the Hollywood Park nine-furlong 
track record by 3 1/5 seconds. during the race, however, ligaroti was closing when 
another horse bumped him out of contention. In the end, seabiscuit trampled the 
competition, winning the Hollywood gold Cup by more than a dozen lengths. 

Ligaroti ended up finishing fourth.29

lin desperately wanted a rematch with his father. a millionaire, lin was 
used to getting things his own way. one night, shortly after the Hollywood 
gold Cup, he asked his father, “How about a match race between seabiscuit and 
ligaroti?” Crosby, who was dining with them, loved the idea. He had recently 
invested $600,000 in del Mar and needed such a race to draw the attention of the 
fans. the racetrack had just begun its second season and track attendance was 
an unimpressive 6,000 daily average. 

Crosby hustled to make arrangements with the del Mar Board of directors 
for the race. track manager Bill Quigley helped come up with the idea for a non-
wagering, $25,000, winner-takes-all match race to take place on Friday, august 12, 
1938. seabiscuit would carry 130 pounds in the form of the famous jockey george 

Seabiscuit and Ligaroti, head to head, come down the stretch, August 12, 1938. Courtesy of Del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club.
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“Iceman” Woolf; ligaroti carried 
noel “spec” richardson who 
weighed 115 pounds. lin Howard 
bet $5,000 to his father’s $15,000 that 
his horse ligaroti would overcome 
the veteran seabiscuit. 

the contentious match race 
tantalized race fans across the 
country. Over 20,000 fans flocked 
to del Mar to see the West Coast 
horse ligaroti face the nation’s 
leading racehorse, the “People’s 
Horse,” seabiscuit. Crosby and Pat 
o’Brien broadcast their radio show 
from the roof of the grandstand. 
Crosby appointed shirley temple 
to serve as director and dave Butler 
to act as head cheerleader for the 
ligaroti team.30 

seabiscuit broke out a half-
length ahead of ligaroti. ligaroti drew right next to him and remained there 

as they dueled down the racetrack. ligaroti 
only got ahead of him a nose during one point 
down the backstretch. a now-notorious note 
in horse racing history, jockeys richardson 
and Woolf began to hit each other with riding 
crops as they dueled down the stretch. “they 
were hitting each other over the head with 
whips and richardson had Woolf in a leg lock,” 
remembered oscar otis. seabiscuit won by a 
length but both horses beat the track record 
by 1:49.31

the 1938 seabiscuit-ligaroti match changed 
everything for the del Mar racetrack. From that 
moment forward, del Mar became known as 
a racetrack that could attract renowned horses 
and thousands of fans. It also highlighted the 
importance of West Coast horses and tracks, 
putting all California racing on the map. 

Hollywood stars Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, regulars 
at Del Mar, look at past performances in the racing form. 
Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.

Jockeys Johnny Longden and Bill 
Shoemaker shake hands after deadlocking 
for the 1950 Del Mar riding title 
with sixty wins. Courtesy of Del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club.
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Winning Jockeys—Winning Ways

after the famous 1938 race, del Mar began to attract other star horses and the 
jockeys that made them famous. among them were John longden, William “Bill” 
Shoemaker, and Laffit Pincay, Jr. 

John Eric “Johnny” longden (1907-2003) made an indelible mark on the world 
of racing. the British-born rider won 6,032 races in his career, making him the 
world’s all-time winning jockey until Bill shoemaker broke his record. longden 
is remembered as a racing legend, the only jockey to win the Kentucky derby 
as both a rider and a trainer. Many of his career achievements came in southern 
California, in particular at del Mar. He was the “winningest” jockey in the United 
states in the 1938, 1947, and 1948 seasons. after winning the triple Crown in 
1943, he made horse-racing history again while riding at the del Mar racetrack, 
winning his 4,871st race and breaking the record held by sir gordon richards 
for the most wins by a jockey ever recorded. By the end of his career, longden 
had won 6,032 races with a win percentage of 19 percent. He earned over $24 
million in mounts.32 

Del Mar’s great jockeys, from left, Johnny Longden, Laffit Pincay, Jr., and Bill Shoemaker next to a plaque 
commemorating their accomplishments. Laffit won a total of 9,530 races before retiring. Courtesy of Del 
Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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William lee “Bill” shoemaker (1931-2003), nicknamed “Willie,” “soft hands” 
or “shoe,” was among the greatest jockeys del Mar has ever showcased. In 1949, 
he became the first-ever apprentice jockey to win the leading rider title at Del 
Mar and he continued to break records there for the next forty years. In 1953, 
he set a record for 485 wins in a year. His record held for twenty years. Hall of 
Fame Jockey Chris McCarron said of him, “It’s a puzzlement to me how the guy 
got runs of horse after horse after horse after horse. His smooth, calm style was 
deceiving.”33 

From 1958-1964, shoemaker was the most money-winner jockey. on six separate 
occasions, he had six winners in one day. He won 8,833 races, 11 triple Crown 
races, 1,009 stakes races and 10 national money titles earning over $123 million 
in purses. He also achieved the holy grail of horse racing—a Kentucky derby 
win, not just once but four times. turf writer red smith said, “If Bill shoemaker 
were six-feet tall and weighed 200 pounds, he could beat anybody in any sport.” 
He added, “Standing less than five feet and weighing around 100 [pounds], he 
beats everybody at what he does. Pound for pound, he’s got to be the greatest 
living athlete.”34

Del Mar’s original paddock area. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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Del Mar also had the good fortune to have jockey Laffit Alejandro Pincay, 
Jr. (1946-) at its starting gate. Pincay Jr. is considered the most famous—and 
successful—jockey in the world. He measures his success as a jockey and a family 
man, as well as a leader and mentor for his fellow jockeys. In 1976, he began riding 
at Del Mar. During his first season, he won six races on Opening Day. That same 
summer season in 1976, he won a total of 86 races and his first of five Del Mar 
riding titles in 1976, 1977, 1979, 1982 and 1985. He also won 12 stakes races—a 
record that still stands in 2012.35 

Owners and Trainers

racing owners and trainers are celebrities in their own right, helping del 
Mar to attract serious competition and to showcase the best horses in the world. 
among the leading owners and trainers in California racing have been robert B. 
“Bob” (1924-2006) and Beverly J. lewis; John C. (1921-2002) and Betty Mabee (1921-
2010); and sid (1932-2008) and Jenny Craig. trainers include Charles Whittingham 
(1913-99), Robert J. “Bobby” Frankel (1941-2009), and Robert “Bobby” Baffert. Their 
commitment to racing helped the racetrack to flourish, even during difficult times.

long-time racing fans Bob and Beverly lewis owned and operated the Foothill 

Top owners and breeders, John and Betty Mabee, were inducted into the California Hall of Fame in 2006. 
Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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Beverage Company, one of the largest anheuser-Busch distributorships in the 
country. In the late 1980s, they decided to take the plunge into thoroughbred 
ownership, hiring trainers Wayne Lukas and Bob Baffert. They won two-thirds of 
the triple Crown with silvercharm in 1997 and Charismatic in 1999, both trained 
by Baffert. Silvercharm also won the 1998 Dubai World Cup. Commendable won 
the 2000 Belmont, giving the lewises their own triple crown victory. serena’s 
Song stood as the richest filly or mare in American history when she retired as 
the world’s most winning filly at the time, winning seventeen grade stakes races. 
In 1994, the lewises won the Breeder’s Cup Juvenile Cup with timber Country 
who returned in 1995 to win the Preakness stakes. In 2002 orientate the spirit 
won the Breeder Cup sprint. the lewises have had countless Breeder’s Cup wins 
and, as eight time winners of the Eclipse award, were recognized at the Eclipse 
awards ceremony as owners of the year and for their outstanding commitment 
to thoroughbred racing.36

John and Betty Mabee were the most successful owners and breeders of horses 
in California history. owners of a grocery store chain, they developed golden 
Eagle Farm in ramona, California. John, a founding member of the del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club, served on the board of directors for almost twenty-five years; 
Betty succeeded him when he stepped down in 2001. the couple won Eclipse 
awards as the outstanding thoroughbred Breeder in north america in 1991, 1997, 
and 1998. among the top horses bred and or raced by golden Eagle Farm were 
souvenir Copy, annual reunion, golden treat, Johnica, dramatic gold, likeable 

style, Jeanne Jones, Beautiful grass, Fine 
spirit, river special and Fantastic look. 
In 2006 the Mabees were inducted into 
the California Hall of Fame.37 

according to Joe Harper, President of 
the del Mar racetrack, John Mabee “was 
the father of modern del Mar, there’s no 
question about that…He was the power 
behind all of us.”38 Betty, meanwhile, 
was considered the “First lady of Horse 
racing.” Harper recalled, “she was such 
an integral part of that duo; they were 
equal partners.”39 their legacy lives on 
through the grade I $350,000 John C. 
Mabee stakes, run every meet since 1957.

other owners in the celebrity spotlight 
at the del Mar racetrack include Jenny 

Sid and Jenny Craig at the University of San Diego. 
Photo courtesy of University of San Diego archives.
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Craig and her late husband, sid, founders of a multi-million-dollar weight loss, 
weight management, and nutritional company under the name of Jenny Craig, 
Inc. In 1995, the Craigs purchased a 237-acre thoroughbred racing stable called 
rancho del rayo, located in the hills of rancho santa Fe, renaming it rancho 
Paseana, after their first champion racehorse. Trainer Ronald McAnally, who had 
discovered the mare Paseana, found argentinean-bred Candy ride that became 
the jewel of the Craigs’ racing crown. Candy ride went on to win the $1 million 
Pacific Cup Classic and to produce top-ranking horses including the 2009 Kentucky 
derby starter Chocolate Candy and the 2010 Kentucky derby contender sidney’s 
Candy.40 When she saw their first Candy Ride-bred horse going to the Kentucky 
derby without sid, who had passed away, Jenny Craig sighed, “It’s bittersweet.”41

trainers also played an important role in the history of del Mar, most 
notably Charles E. “Charlie” Whittingham, considered to be the greatest trainer 
in american history. He started his career at agua Caliente, befriended Bing 
Crosby, and went on to partner with Horatio loro, who championed argentina-
bred horses. He trained for socialite Mary Elizabeth “liz” altemus, gradually 
developing a large clientele of successful business owners and entrepreneurs that 
included oil baron nelson Bunker Hunk, Chicago trader Charles Walker, chemical 
fortune heir William du Pont, Midwest real estate developer Millard Waldheim, 
and superior oil Company President Howard B. Keck, among others. Inducted 
into the Hall of Fame in 1974, Whittingham’s career achievements include being 
the oldest trainer (age seventy-six) ever to win a Kentucky derby, with Ferdinand. 

Trainer Bob Baffert speaking to fans at a morning workout. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.



136

The Journal of San Diego History

The eastern half of the original racetrack building and grandstand were demolished in 1992. Courtesy of 
Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.

Horses continue to run at Del Mar. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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the national racing Museum and Hall of Fame describes him as “one of the 
greatest thoroughbred trainers of the 20th century.”42

Every trainer wants to be remembered as the best, none more so than robert 
“Bobby” Frankel, who left an indelible mark on del Mar history. Frankel won 
six Pacific Cup Classics, more than any other trainer. Known for dominating 
del Mar’s most prestigious races, he spent thirty-seven seasons at the racetrack, 
starting in 1972. He ranked fourth among the track’s all-time winning trainers 
with 349 victories. His power clientele of owners included Bert and diana Firestone, 
Ed gann, Jerry Moss, and Prince Khalid abdullah of saudi arabia, owner of 
Juddmonte Farms.43 Frankel was particularly admired for his natural affinity 
with animals. Exercise rider al schwizer said, “Bobby’s the best trainer there is.” 
He tapped his head and added: “He’s got something up here that nobody’s got…
He just figures out how to get horses to run for him.”44

Another important trainer—and a remarkable success story—is Bob Baffert who 
grew up on a ranch in Nogales, Arizona. Baffert has won the Del Mar Debutante—
which has run every year since 1951, becoming a grade I race in 1996—eight 
times. Held in early September, the race is exclusively for two-year-old fillies 
and has a $250,000 purse. Baffert also has won the Del Mar Futurity, taking the 
$250,000 purse eight times, seven of them consecutively from 1996-2002. one 
of the most important Kentucky derby and triple Crown trainers in the world, 
Baffert has won three Derbys with Silvercharm, War Emblem, and Real Quiet. 
He was inducted into the national Museum of the racing Hall of Fame in 1991.45

Baffert’s conspicuous white head of hair can be seen during morning workouts 

Del Mar Racetrack after 1991 renovation. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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at del Mar and in the winners circle. He wears his usual jeans, cowboy boots, 
polo dress shirt, and dress jacket. He remarked:

although I always wanted to be the best, I never dreamed of getting 
to where I am now. I was just some kid from arizona who couldn’t 
even put on a halter or vet wrap a horse. to dream of attaining what 
I have would be like someone dreaming of becoming president. 
Every day, I give thanks for being so lucky. I’ve loved horses since I 
was a little boy, and I’ve gotten to work with them all my life. I want 
to remain that little boy forever. I don’t ever want to grow old.46

Del Mar Today

In 1991, the del Mar Fairgrounds, in conjunction with the del Mar Fair, 
began the massive undertaking of redesigning the old grandstand. the original 
grandstand had been eroded and the wooden pillars and pilings were rotted. 
del Mar historian William Murray joked that that “the only thing holding up 
the receiving barn was the ivy.”47 

at the time of the renovation, Joe Harper served as President, director, 

Trainer Bobby Frankel, second from right, accepting a trophy for his 2000 Pacific Classic win on Skimming 
with General Manager Joe Harper, second from left, and jockey Garrett Gomez. Courtesy of Del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club.
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general Manager, and CEo of the del Mar thoroughbred Club. He realized the 
track needed a major renovation to bring racing at del Mar to the next level but 
wanted to keep the charm of the original grounds intact. Fortunately, the club 
had the support of politicians in sacramento. “We were kind of the darling of 
sacramento,” Harper recalled, “We had a history and were making money, so 
even the bureaucrats realized the importance of del Mar.” the Club looked to John 
Pushia, California state architect, and george gomes, the chief of the division 
of Fairs and Expositions, both fans of del Mar who knew how to select the right 
architects and cut through the red tape.48

architect Morio Kow, who had designed Hollywood racetrack in los angeles, 
was selected to redesign del Mar. He kept the Mission-style atmosphere and 
adopted Harper’s innovative idea: a structure that would allow fans to view 
the horses as they left the barns for the paddock. Centex golden Construction 
Company, winner of the Build america award, did the construction. Project 
manager Fred Hummel was “tremendous,” Harper recalled, “Without him, we’d 
still be getting this built.”49 In the end, the project was completed a year ahead 
of schedule and under budget. 

Harper hired Joe yamada to plan the exterior landscape and dale Forbes 
to design the interiors. He wanted the new building to stay true to Crosby’s 
vision of a spanish revival racetrack as style was such an important factor in the 
atmosphere of del Mar. “It can’t look like a hotel lobby or a car agency,” Harper 
emphasized. Forbes hired fourteen artists to furnish and decorate the interior with 
a primitive spanish-Indian look. they selected fountains and furniture—much 
of it imported from Mexico—to create an elegant spanish motif.50

Unfortunately, not all fans appreciated the new facilities. those who had 
attended the racetrack for years missed the rickety old grandstand. they had 

fond memories of family and 
friends in the cozy wooden 
stands. Harper received hate 
mail from many people who 
accused him of tearing down 
a piece of history.51 they were 
also unhappy with the steel 
beams that supported the 
grandstands. one letter to 
Harper read, “now I know 
what the call to the post means.” 
Harper, too, missed the old 
structure. He remembered 

Opening Day, Hat Contest Winners. Courtesy of Del Mar 
Thoroughbred Club.
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going to the racetrack with his mother when he was about four or five years old 
and the old rattan chairs pinched his legs in his summer time shorts. “there were 
so many old memories that I almost cried,” he said.52

the “new” del Mar accommodates larger crowds and allows more fans to 
create the same kind of memories. the facility maintains the feel, and many of 
the touches, of the old racetrack but with over 555,000 square feet of space. Con-
struction added 4,700 additional seats for a total of 14,300 seats; 25 more bars for 
a total of 41 bars; 20 more concession stands totaling 36 concession stands; and 
additional 318 pari-mutuel windows to total 750.53

In 2006, del Mar installed polytrack, a synthetic material used in place of 
natural dirt on the tracks. Made from a mixture of sand, synthetic fibers, and a 
recycled rubber coated with a microcrystalline wax, polytrack gives the horses 
a firmer footing than dirt and is considered safer for horses and riders. Del Mar 
now has two tracks: the outer one made of polytrack and the inner turf course 
using Bermuda grass that is installed regularly at a one time cost of $140,000.54

the quality of the racetrack keeps horsemen and owners coming back to del 
Mar; as do special races such as the Cougar Handicap, opening day, and other 
events for fans. at a time when the attendance at most racetracks is waning, del 
Mar remains one of the most popular racing meets in the country with an average 
daily attendance of 17,181 in 2009. despite tough economic times, attendance rose 
7.4 percent from the previous year.55

the racetrack combines the glamour of the 1930s infused with a modern party-
like atmosphere. the racetrack’s slogan, “del Mar, as Cool as Ever,” appeals both to 

Opening Day Hats Contest Finalists. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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history and contemporary celebrity and couture style. People bring expensive cars—
often the most costly in the world—limos, party buses, and even double-decker 
buses in an attempt to see and be seen. one of the most anticipated social events 
of the year, opening day reveals glamour, excitement, and beautiful people.56

the track also encourages women to wear beautiful, often extravagant hats, in 
honor of Mrs. W.R. Richardson, the first woman to enter the gates on Opening Day 
1937. Wearing an elegant white hat, she was admitted by Bing Crosby himself.57 

“People don’t just go to del Mar for the betting,” hat contest organizer Julie sarno 
said, “there is a beauty and pageantry and tradition to it that people enjoy. and 
del Mar is such a beautiful racetrack, being so close to the ocean—it is really a 
resort experience.” she added, “opening day is so special, and so is wearing a 
hat. they just go together.”58

In 2009, Del Mar made a bold move, changing to a five-day rather than a six-day 
racing meet. ordinarily, racing is one of the few sports where the athletes—
jockeys—compete up to six days a week, working horses in the morning. del Mar’s 
officials petitioned the California Horse Racing Board to reduce their number of 
racing days from a forty-three day meet to a thirty-seven day meet. the change 
was highly successful, illustrating the motto “less is more.” Harper said: 

the key to most everything we did this summer was the change to 
the five-day week. It was overwhelmingly popular and absolutely 
successful. From our racing fans, to our horsemen, to our employees, 
it has been win, win, win. We offered a better show this summer 
in so many ways and the across-the-board response to it has been 
gratifying.59

year after year, opening day and track attendance records are broken at del Mar, 
a fact that surprises many people in an industry suffering from the consequences 
of off-track betting. In fact, Del Mar has always been under a magnifying glass 
when it comes to attendance. other racetracks like santa anita and Churchill 
downs keep track of its innovative ideas and try to imitate its success. “We’ve 
always looked at this place as being in the entertainment business,” said Harper, 

“It sets us apart from other tracks that are seeing a decline.”60

del Mar reacted to the recession of 2007-10 by creating “Free and Easy 
Wednesday.” Patrons sign up for a free del Mar diamond Card and show up on 
Wednesdays to receive free admission and seats. In 2010, over 20,000 fans signed 
up for the program. Wednesday’s daily average attendance jumped 18 percent, 
from 10,790 to 12,732.61

del Mar also creates new races to attract fans. In 2009 del Mar started the 
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The steward’s stand and bandstand, 1937. 
Edward G. Robinson and Joan Bennett 
congratulate jockey Owen Webster, 1937.

Trainer Charles Whittingham takes one of his 
horses to bathe in salt water.

Cars fill the parking lot during Del Mar’s 1937 opening season. Note the Mission Revival architecture in 
the background. Photos on the following pages are courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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Mickey Rooney piloted his own plane to Del Mar. 

Softball game with jockeys and celebrities.  From left, jockey John Longden, comedian Joe Frisco, jockey Bill 
Shoemaker, Gordan Glisson and race caller Joe Hernandez.
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Barbara Stanwyck and Robert Taylor, 1937. Dorothy Lamour poses in the summer of 1940.

George Jessel, Harry James, and Betty Grable 
at Del Mar. 

Best Paul, winner of the inaugural Pacific Classic, returned 
yearly to the track to lead other horses to the track in the 
one million dollar race. 

W.C. Fields sharing comedic stories with riders 1937.
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Pat O’Brien (right) with fellow actor Don Ameche. 

White Star Stables’ Star Fiddle, winner of the Inaugural Del Mar Futurity 1948.
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“Cougar Handicap.” named after the famous horse Cougar II, the race played on the 
popularity of a new cultural phenomenon, the “Cougar,” meaning older women 
seeking a romantic relationship with younger men. starting on the thursday 
before the race, self-proclaimed cougars submit online pictures of themselves 
with an explanation of why they should be crowned Miss Cougar del Mar. the 
morning of the race the winner is announced and is invited to the Winner’s Circle 
to receive a trophy in the afternoon. Fans find this race particularly amusing 
because del Mar has a reputation for beautiful, mature women “on the prowl.”62

Closing day is always a bit of melancholy for the longtime fans. Bing Crosby’s 
“Where the surf Meets the turf” plays after the last race while friends say 
goodbye to one another. to bring a bit of fun to an otherwise sad day, the del 
Mar thoroughbred Club created the “Party in the Paddock,” a large celebration 
that attracts hundreds of fans. the paddock, normally an area for saddling and 
schooling the horses, is transformed for the celebration after the last race. Patrons 
buy tickets and enjoy a live band, appetizers and drinks. High heels get stuck in 
the soil but are nevertheless worn by the women because everyone dresses up 
and has a good time. The proceeds benefit such charities as Children’s Hospital, 
san diego Fire Fighters relief Fund, and Big Brothers Big sisters of san diego 
County. the Party in the Paddock is del Mar’s last hurrah of the season.63

del Mar’s enduring success results from its skill at attracting top horses, jockeys, 
and breeders, and its ability to draw in fans of every kind. It also created a bridge 

Bing Crosby on horseback viewing the grounds of Del Mar. Courtesy of Del Mar Thoroughbred Club.
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between its Hollywood past and an entertainment-based future. In the 1930s, Bing 
Crosby agreed to spearhead the process of constructing, and selling, the racetrack 
due to his love of the sport. today, the del Mar thoroughbred Club carries out 
plans for the future with the aim of bringing the excitement and enjoyment of 
thoroughbred racing to southern California fans. 

In 1977, Bing Crosby told Harper, “My, the track certainly has changed…” and 
he had not even seen the new grandstand. one would hope that he would be 
proud to see the tiny racetrack that he helped to build become one of the most 
successful meets in the world.64
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UCSD From Field Station to Research 
University: A Personal History

By Richard Atkinson

Foundations: The Scripps Institution of Oceanography

the seed that grew into the University of California, san diego, (UCsd) was 
planted early in the twentieth century when William E. ritter (1856-1944), a 
zoologist at Berkeley, honeymooned in san diego and decided that this would 
be a great place for a marine biology field station. He and Dr. 
Fred Baker, a well-known local surgeon and conchologist, 
approached newspaper magnate E.W. scripps and his half-
sister, Ellen Browning scripps, both of whom committed to 

providing financial support.1 
In 1903, the Marine Biological 

association of san diego was 
officially established in the Hotel Del 
Coronado boathouse, where today its 
beginnings are on exhibit. two years 
later, ritter and his team moved into 

“the little green laboratory” at la Jolla 
Cove. In 1907, they purchased the 
institution’s current site on what is now the lower campus. 
E.W. scripps and Ellen Browning scripps arranged for 
the transfer of the la Jolla land. Miss scripps provided a 
substantial gift to fund the first building, and she asked 
architect Irving gill to design a reinforced concrete structure. 

Richard C. Atkinson is president emeritus of the University of California and chancellor 
emeritus of University of California, san diego.  He is a former director of the national science 
Foundation, and was a long-term member of the faculty at stanford University.

Ellen Browning Scripps, 
ca. 1891. Courtesy of Ella 
Strong Denison Library, 
Scripps College.

Edward Wyllis Scripps, 
ca. 1890. Courtesy of 
Mahn Center for Archives 
and Special Collections, 
Ohio University Libraries.
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that building, the george H. scripps laboratory (1910), is still there today. 
By 1912 the Association had become a complex of significant size. There was 

a laboratory, a public aquarium, a pier, and a dozen wooden cottages where staff 
and faculty lived and worked. at that point the project was transferred to the 
University of California. the regents accepted responsibility for it and changed 
its name to the “scripps Institution for Biological research.” In the mid-1920s 
the charter was modified, expanding its scope from marine biology to include 
marine geology, meteorology, biochemistry and physics—laying the groundwork 
for the field of oceanography. At that time it was renamed the Scripps Institution 
of oceanography (sIo). 

roger r. revelle (1909-91), the founder of UCsd, arrived at sIo as a graduate 
student in 1931. a few years later he married Ellen virginia Clark whom he had 
met while a student at Pomona College. she was the granddaughter of newspaper 
publisher James E. scripps, the brother of E.W. and Ellen B. scripps. In 1935, roger 
joined the U.s. naval reserve, reasoning that the future of oceanography would 
be tied to that of the U.s. navy. He received his Ph.d. from sIo in 1936.

the years 1936 to 1940 were wonderful ones for sIo. a new director for sIo 
was appointed in 1936, Harald U. sverdrup (1888-1957), a norwegian citizen, a 
distinguished scientist, and a highly regarded arctic explorer. His book, The Oceans, 
laid the foundation for the modern field of oceanography.2 sverdrup transformed 
the shoreline field station into a world-class, sea-going oceanographic center. 

By the 1920s, SIO had a laboratory, a public aquarium, a pier, a library and museum building, and nearly 
two dozen cottages where faculty and staff lived and worked. ©SDHC #2442.
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a number of expeditions were 
launched, important discoveries 
made, and the institution came to 
be recognized as of great value to 
the U.s. navy. 

shortly before Pearl Harbor, 
two critical events occurred. First, 
revelle was called to active duty 
and assigned to the U.s. navy 
radio and sound laboratory in 
san diego.3 about the same time, 
robert gordon sproul (1891-1975), 
President of the University of 
California, announced that the 
cyclotron at Berkeley and other 
university laboratories, including 
sIo, were being placed at the disposal of the federal government to ensure the 
defense of the United states. 

american science was mobilized during World War II. the scientific 
community—heavily populated by faculty from universities—made remarkable 
contributions to the war effort: the atomic bomb, sonar, high-frequency radar, 
penicillin, proximity fuses, cryptography, etc. the research of sIo oceanographer 
Walter Munk (1917-) made it possible to predict surf conditions during amphibious 
warfare. The scientific community’s contributions were widely recognized—
particularly the role of universities in the war effort. Los Alamos National 
laboratory evolved out of the University of California and is still UC-managed. 
the Massachusetts Institute of technology (MIt) founded lincoln laboratory, 
important in the development of high-frequency radar, while the University of 
Chicago was the site of the first artificial, self-sustained nuclear reaction. 

What is not well known is that there was a major research effort here in San 
diego—the University of California division of War research (UCdWr). the 
division involved a number of laboratories on Point loma working in collaboration 
with sIo. the UCsWr is credited with the development of sonar devices, echo 
sounders, and bottom scanners. during the peak war years, some 600-700 people 
were employed there. Revelle served as project officer of the UCSWR until October 
1942 when he was reassigned to the Navy Hydrographic Office in Washington 
d.C. where he played an important role in managing and organizing the navy’s 
oceanographic research.

at the end of the war, while still on active duty, revelle was involved in 

 Dr. Roger Revelle, 1957. ©SDHC #UT 85-744.



154

The Journal of San Diego History

establishing the Office of Naval Research (ONR) that today coordinates, executes, 
and promotes the science and technology programs of the U.s. navy and Marine 
Corps. onr was established because the experience of the war years showed that 
the federal government could draw great benefit from funding basic research at 
the nation’s universities. subsequently, the national science Foundation (1950) 
was established and the national Institutes of Health reorganized, both modeled 
on the onr. 

Revelle, or Roger, returned to SIO in 1948 after serving as a naval officer 
for eight years. director sverdrup, having decided to retire, recommended to 
President Sproul that Roger should be his successor. He was proud of his efforts 
to mobilize the resources of the University for the war effort and viewed the 
thirty-nine-year-old Revelle as part of that effort. Two years later, after some 
controversy and delay, the latter became director of sIo. 

In the 1950s, sIo weathered the McCarthy era and prospered, ironically, 
because of Cold War concerns. during the loyalty oath controversy, roger strongly 
championed those who protested this special requirement for faculty. this was 
also the period of sputnik, which aroused uncertainty about whether american 
science could compete with the Soviet effort. It also was the period when, in the 

Roger Revelle (right) engaged in research aboard the R/V Horizon on its 1950 Mid-Pacific expedition. Photo 
courtesy of SIO.
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words of Winston Churchill, an Iron Curtain descended between the East and 
West. Under Revelle’s leadership, the institution prospered as federal funds flowed 
in to support research. that growth gave roger an inspiration. By the middle 
of the decade, he presented President sproul with a plan for the future of sIo. 

The Origin of UCSD

revelle’s original idea was to build something like the California Institute of 
technology, or Caltech, in san diego.4 He imagined three divisions in the new 
institution that would span virtually all fields of science and engineering, one 
of which would be sIo. like Caltech, it would principally focus on the research 
and training of Ph.d.s in science and engineering. there would be the possibility 
of a few undergraduates, but only a few.

President sproul was enthusiastic about roger’s plan and asked for a formal 
proposal. the proposal was submitted to a committee made up of faculty sproul 
selected—people who were friendly to roger and very supportive of the president. 
glenn t. seaborg, a nobel laureate in chemistry from Berkeley, chaired the 
committee that recommended implementation of the plan. However, faculty 
and administrators at the Berkeley and los angeles campuses were not happy 
about details, in particular, the proposal that for every faculty member there 
would be 3.2 graduate students. the rest of the University of California system 
had a ratio of about 1 to 15. as a result, they argued that there was no need to 
expand at san diego. “let’s expand our science and engineering programs in 
the rest of the system,” they said, to paraphrase, “there is no need for this kind 
of expansion at scripps.”

roger continued to push forward. at first, he imagined that the new 
institution would never grow to more than 1,000 students with only a handful 
of undergraduates and no football team. He proposed that it be called, “the 
school of science and Engineering.” 

at this point, considerable confusion arose when another university statewide 
committee recommended that, in view of the future needs of California, three 
new campuses of the university should be established and should be full-fledged 
campuses—with undergraduate and graduate facilities—on the model of UCla 
and Berkeley. the committee further recommended that the University move 
forward quickly. there should be a campus in san diego, a campus in orange 
County, and a campus in Santa Cruz County, with first priority given to Orange 
County. 

this was a moment of some puzzlement for the University authorities. on 
the one hand, revelle was proposing a school of science and Engineering and, 
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on the other, there was a statewide committee proposing three new full-scale 
campuses of the University of California. about this time sputnik was launched 
and there was much concern throughout the nation about whether american 
science would be able to compete successfully with its soviet rival. Based on 
these events President sproul decided—independent of any decisions about 
three new campuses—that the university should move quickly to establish the 
school of science and Engineering in la Jolla. He told reporters, “our industrial 
civilization and our very survival as a country depend critically on increasing 
the number of able young scientists.”5

In 1957, sproul placed the proposal before the regents of the University of 
California at a meeting and it was approved. revelle was named dean and given 
authority to begin recruiting faculty (I might add that he was recruiting faculty 
long before he had the authority and often would pay them using federal research 
funds, promising that when the school was officially established, they would 
receive their appropriate academic appointments). at the last moment of the 
regents’ meeting, sproul announced that he did not believe the name “school 
of science and Engineering” was appropriate and recommended that it be called 
the “University of California at la Jolla.” the regents agreed. 

Clark Kerr’s inauguration as president of the University of California, October 6, 1958. Roger Revelle is third 
from left. Photo courtesy of SIO.
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While roger moved forward with the school as originally planned, there 
was much debate around the state about whether three new campuses should 
be created. at this point, in 1958, President sproul ended his twenty-eight year 
tenure. Having taken the university through the great depression and World 
War II, he was regarded as one of the nation’s leaders of higher education. the 
man who replaced him was Clark Kerr (1911-2003), first chancellor of UC Berkeley, 
who proved to be a great leader during a very difficult and critical period. 

shortly after becoming President, Kerr went to the regents and made a 
proposal. “yes,” he said, to paraphrase, “we need three new campuses of the 
University of California. I don’t think there’s much doubt about that. nevertheless, 
we should continue to move forward with the plans for a school of science and 
Engineering at san diego, now also known as the University of California at la 
Jolla. But moving forward should be conditional on a commitment by the city and 
federal government of additional land in the vicinity of sIo in case the University 
should decide to establish a full-fledged campus there.” 

In the regents item, Kerr listed the properties that he had in mind or, more 
likely, that revelle had in mind: the Pueblo lands owned by the city of san diego, 
Camp Matthews (a Marine base) and several other adjacent sites. revelle was 
pleased with Kerr’s recommendation and proceeded to arrange for the acquisition 
of the necessary lands. He was successful in his negotiations with the city and 
the federal government, and everything was beginning to fall into place. 

Unexpectedly, there was strong opposition from the chairman of the Board 

Roger Revelle testifying in favor of establishing the University of California at San Diego in 1960. Photo 
courtesy of Glasheen Collection, UCSD Mandeville Department of Special Collections.
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of regents, Edwin W. Pauley (1903-81), a long-term member of the regents and 
a very powerful man in the state, indeed, the country. Every president of the 
United states would take his phone calls and come to California at his invitation. 
Pauley received his undergraduate and master degrees from Berkeley, lived and 
worked in los angeles, and was deeply committed to UCla. there’s not much 
question that the faculty and leadership at UCla were concerned about the 
establishment of a major campus in san diego. Pauley was not quite prepared 
to take on sproul as president, but ready and willing to take on a new president 
if things weren’t to his liking. 

Pauley had his own idea of what should be done. He proposed that the 
University, instead of building a campus in proximity to sIo, acquire san diego 
state College. that’s not in the history books, but there’s no question that this 
was Pauley’s proposal. He also argued that the sIo site in la Jolla was a poor 
location because of the overhead noise from aircraft stationed at the Miramar 
naval air station. Kerr and Pauley proposed to Malcolm a. love, then president 
of san diego state College, that the college become a campus of the University of 

In 1960, the University of California approved the construction of the new campus. The first undergraduates 
arrived in 1964. ©SDHC #88:16842.
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California. Love turned down the offer. At that time, several state colleges were 
planning to form a new system—the California state University system which 
is in existence today—and Love was deeply immersed in that effort. He was not 
willing to place his campus in the UC system when it could become a keystone 
of a new state University system. Pauley continued to argue against the la Jolla 
site and said, to paraphrase, “If not san diego state, why not Balboa Park?” Many 
people felt he suggested that alternative because he knew that the citizens of san 
diego would never let anything encroach on the park. 

the dramatic regents’ meeting of the period occurred in october 1959. 
oceanographer Walter Munk was there and his recollection of what transpired 
accords with my understanding of what happened. revelle, by this time, had at 
least preliminary commitments from both the city of san diego and the navy 
for the properties adjacent to sIo. He also had made a careful investigation of 
the Miramar noise issue. He learned by chance that Pauley had taken a group 
of regents to his private island in Hawaii where, during the cocktail hour, he 
arranged for navy jets to swoop down on the party, producing a shattering 
experience. roger briefed President Kerr very carefully on the Miramar noise 
issue, explaining that many other universities were even closer to major airports. 
In addition, he provided Kerr with a consultant’s report about noise issues for 
the proposed scripps Memorial Hospital, which was to be on a site next to the 
University, but even closer to the air station. 

The Salk Institute was founded in La Jolla during the 1960s at the same time as negotiations were 
underway for UCSD, c. 1965. ©SDHC #18139.
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The Regents’ meeting unfolded. Chairman Pauley finally said, to paraphrase, 
“this plan is not sensible; we should not go forward with a campus on this site. 
I have with me today, Charles luckman,—a highly regarded architect for the 
UCla campus—and I have a report from him. Mr. luckman is here to answer 
questions and I want his report entered into the record.” the report said, to 
paraphrase, “you should not build the campus in la Jolla. the noise problems 
will be too severe. the idea of building in a way that will reduce the acoustical 
impact is not feasible or cost effective. This is not the right place for a UC campus.” 
at that point, the President said, to paraphrase, “Well, I have another report here 
by the acoustical consultant who advised on the scripps Memorial Hospital,” and 
he entered that report into the record. Chairman Pauley replied, “But obviously 
that consultant has no understanding of the issues and is not qualified to offer an 
opinion.” and then, he said, “Who is the person who provided that report?” Kerr 
replied, “Well, it was Mr. luckman.” the chairman looked over at luckman and 
said, “did you provide that report?” He meekly said, “yes.” the game was over. 
the regents were still unhappy, but they did vote for the campus, with Pauley 
resoundingly voting “no.” In the months that followed, there was continuing 
controversy over the la Jolla campus and revelle was very much at the center of 
the controversy. Eventually, however, Pauley yielded and withdrew his objection. 
Kerr and revelle had won, but there were consequences for both of them. Kerr 
was eventually fired by the Regents; he later said that his problems with them 
began with the controversy over the la Jolla campus.

Scientist and scholar Roger Revelle fought for the establishment of a University of California campus in San 
Diego. ©SDHC, UT #85:a8200.
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at a regents meeting in november 1960, President Kerr recommended that 
the name of the campus be changed from the “University of California at la Jolla” 
to the “University of California at san diego,” which was approved. the date of 
the regents’ action was november 18, 1960. In the early 1980s the decision was 
made to designate that date as the official “Founders Day” for UCSD. We had a 
wonderful twenty-fifth Anniversary Celebration on that date in 1985, and in 2010 
the campus celebrated its fiftieth Anniversary year.6

In February 1961, there was a dedication ceremony for the first building built 
with state funds initially appropriated for the school of science and Engineering. 
revelle planned the dedication ceremony. a large number of legislators, dignatories 
from around the state, and leaders of the san diego community were present. a 
group of regents led by Chairman Pauley attended, as did President Kerr. 

Just before the celebration began, revelle was informed that the guest of honor 
would be the individual to be appointed as the first chancellor, Herbert F. York. 
this came as a complete surprise. roger and Herb had a good relationship—
they liked and respected each other—but revelle had expected, and most of his 
friends had too, that he would be appointed as founding chancellor. He was not. 

UCSD’s first undergraduate college, Revelle College, was founded in 1965 and named in honor of the chief 
architect of the university. ©SDHC, UT #85:E8072.
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the question remains, “Why?” there were interesting reasons why he was not 
appointed—including unrelenting opposition from regent Pauley. But that’s 
another story for another time.
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Father John Chrysostome Holbein:

A Forgotten Chapter in San Diego Mission 
History 1849 – 1854

William Jude Uberti

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the once prosperous and flourishing 
Mission san diego de alcalá lay in a state of deterioration due mainly to 
secularization.1 the mission no longer provided a base for the nurturing of 
Christianity for the neighboring residents and Indian population,2 but rather 
served as a garrison for the United states army.3 Consequently, the spiritual needs 
of the local community had not 
been attended to on a regular basis 
since 1846.4 these dilemmas and 
other problems confronted Father 
John Holbein, a Picpus missionary 
priest, during his stay in san diego 
as pastor from 1849 to 1854.5 the 
name “Picpus” is a nickname for 
the official title “Congregation of the 
sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary of 
the Perpetual adoration of the Most 
Blessed sacrament of the altar.” the 
title “the sacred Hearts Fathers” (ss.
CC) is commonly used today.

William Jude Uberti received his B.a. and M.a. degrees in history from the University of san 
diego. He served 29 years in the Coast guard, retiring at the rank of Captain. He presently 
teaches history at Marine Corps air station Miramar. He is grateful to dr. Iris Engstrand for her 
help and mentorship.

Mission San Diego c. 1900. Photo courtesy of the Natural 
History Museum of Los Angeles County.
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Hamburg, germany, marks the birthplace 
of John Chrysostome Holbein. Information 
concerning his early life remains scant with 
the exception of his birth date, March 21, 1800. 
Father Holbein’s mother or a close relative may 
have been of French origin since he professed into 
a French order—a relatively uncommon act for 
a german of that period. the Picpus priest left 
his homeland in July 1845 for missionary duty in 
Hawaii.6 He labored for three years in the islands 
before his transfer to California along with 
another sacred Hearts clergyman and two lay 
brothers.7 the desperate situation of the missions 
warranted an appeal from the vicar general of 
Upper and lower California8 to the congregation 
in Hawaii for more priests.9 Father Holbein and 
his companions were chosen and they embarked 
from Honolulu on october 31, 1848.10

the voyage to san Francisco took three weeks, 
and when the friars arrived they could not land immediately due to the crowded 
conditions of the bay. the discovery of gold in January 1848 lured both local 
residents and foreigners to this harbor which soon became a “forest of masts.”11 
after some time they disembarked, and once ashore immediately formulated plans 
for transportation to Mission santa Barbara, the headquarters of the California 

Father Damien or Saint Damien of 
Molokai recognized for his ministry to 
people with leprosy who were living 
under a government-sanctioned 
medical quarantine on the island of 
Molokai in Hawaii. Internet photo.

The Pueblo of Los Angeles ca. 1869 showing the Plaza and Old Plaza Church. Olvera Street is shown in the 
background. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection.
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diocese. Father stanislas leBret found a vessel going south. Unfortunately, shortly 
after starting, bad weather forced the ship to turn back. the padres were landed 
one hundred and twenty miles north of their goal. Holbein and leBret walked 
the remaining distance to Santa Barbara, a journey that took them five weeks.12 

the superior of the missions, Father José gonzález rubio, warmly received 
the two sacred Hearts priests. the Franciscan friar even promised to pay their 
passage to their destination. additionally, after a short time, he granted Fathers 
Holbein and leBret permission to perform their priestly duties in the California 
diocese since they had studied spanish after their arrival at santa Barbara.

The first assignment for Father Holbein, in this new land, presented a twofold 
responsibility. He, along with a dominican priest,13 undertook the task of 
journeying throughout the scattered cities, towns, and mining camps in order 
to raise funds for additional priests to serve the needs of the rapidly increasing 
population. In addition to fund gathering, the missionaries had the obligation 
of administering the sacraments to people in these remote regions.14 In June 
1849, the Picpus priest visited the pueblo of los angeles. Holbein and two other 
priests convinced the ayuntamiento of the city to approve the allotment of some 
land north of the plaza for a school.15 this venture remains the only recorded 
deed of the friar before his transfer to a mission parish.

on January 10, 1850, Father gonzález officially assigned Father John 
Chrysostome Holbein, ss. CC., to Mission san diego de alcalá and additionally 
entrusted him with the care of the san luis rey Mission.16 the Baptismal record 
of California’s first mission, however, shows that Father Holbein practiced his 
clerical duties at his new assignment as early as october 14, 1849.17 

Sketch of Mission San Diego by H.M.T. Powell as it appeared in 1850. ©SDHC #74C2A7.
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the german missionary, after examining the dilapidated mission buildings, 
decided to stay in old town mainly because most of his parishioners lived there. 
the United states army, also stationed in san diego, not only occupied the mission 
church but the adjoining priests’ quarters as well. don José Estudillo18 graciously 
offered the hospitality of his home to the newly arrived priest. Father Holbein 
held his first Catholic services in the private chapel of the Estudillo family and 
made his residence at his house.19 

the large Catholic population of old town coupled with the smallness of 
the Estudillo family chapel and the poor condition of the mission warranted 
the construction of a new Catholic church. Padre Juan, as he was called by the 

Altar of chapel located inside the Casa de Estudillo in Old Town. Photo courtesy of JSDH editors.

Casa de José María Estudillo ca. 1887. ©SDHC #3937.
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spanish speaking residents, successfully solicited funds from the eminent Catholic 
families and Protestant households of the town. the new building would house 
the services of both creeds.20

the priest, accompanied by some of the leading citizens of old town,21 appeared 
before the Common Council in august 1850 to petition the city for land on which 
a spacious new church could be constructed.22 the local government approved 
the request on august 21 and granted Holbein the parcel of land designated as 
Block 88, lot 1 on the Cave Johnson Couts’ survey Map of san diego, with the 
condition that the structure be completed within a reasonable amount of time.23

the formal ceremony for the laying of the cornerstone of the new church took 
place on september 29, 1851, at four o’clock in the afternoon. Father Holbein, 
dressed in full ceremonial array, led a procession “composed of the most esteemed 
and cherished members of the Church Universal [Catholic Church]” and many 
Protestants, from the Casa Estudillo down the dusty san diego avenue to the site 
of the new church near the old Catholic cemetery. a service followed during which 

“many saints with the most poetic names, and in whose gentle influence over the 
holy edifice about to be erected . . . were involved to bless this effort, and those 
who contributed to its success.” Padre Juan consecrated the building foundations 
with holy water “after which, a scroll containing a memorandum of the date and 
place—the class of persons from whom the contributions were received [both 
Catholic and Protestant] . . . together with the names of several who formed the 
procession, was securely sealed in a vessel of indestructible nature, and placed 

The Henfield photo of Old Town, San Diego, 1867. ©SDHC #3865.
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under the corner stone about to be laid.” the Masonic ceremony followed.24

At first the construction of the church progressed at a steady rate, but difficulties 
arose which checked the building’s development. The lumber to finish the church 
did not arrive from santa Cruz until twenty-three months later in august 
1853.25 the absence of the Padre from town during his visits to the churches of 
Mission san luis rey and Baja California also helped to impede the progress 
of the building. the real problem which led to the demise of the new church 
began in 1852 when Pastor Holbein forbade his congregation from observing 
or participating in any Masonic celebrations.26 the curate, intent on protecting 
his flock from heretical influences, followed the proscribed teachings of the 
Catholic Church at the time. the action resulted in a feud between the german 

missionary and John Judson 
ames,27 Master Mason of the 
san diego lodge and editor of 
The San Diego Herald. “Boston” 
ames wrote half a column in 
the June 28, 1852 issue of his 
newspaper denouncing the 

“bigoted priest.”28 Ironically, a 
few months later, the Masonic 
leader criticized Padre Juan 
for marrying a Jewish man 
to a Catholic señorita in the 
following poem:

The Campo Santo Cemetery in Old Town. The Adobe Chapel is shown to the right above the cemetery. 
©SDHC #3873.

The Adobe Chapel was shown to be completed but run down 
in c. 1876. ©SDHC #3893-1.
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o ’twas a joyful sound to hear
that good old Padre say,

              Come, Israel, “pungle down” the “tin”
    and take the bride away!29

thus ames himself was not without 
prejudice. the next year the Master 
Mason published an article entitled “the 
Catholics and the schools” indirectly 
attacking Father Holbein and condemning 
Catholics as “fixed upon this Republic as 
the most favorable region on earth to build 
the colossal fabric of papal supremacy, and 
once more govern the world.”30 In the 
september 17, 1853 issue of the Herald the 
editor expressed joy upon hearing that the 

“antipathy to the Masonic fraternity” will 
be leaving san diego for good.31 Finally in 
the following month’s publication, Boston 
ames left this description of the Mission 
father: “that old bigoted ‘cuss’ Padre Juan, 
who prays daily that all Free Masons may be pitched into the hottest corner of 
tophet.”32

the completion of the new church never materialized due to the hostilities 
between Protestant and Catholic factions. Masonic financial supporters of the 
project withdrew their pledges and with the help of the reverend doctor John 
reynolds,33 the newly arrived United states army Chaplain, initiated a building 
fund for a Protestant church.34 the reverend reynolds conducted his sunday 
services in English, much to the joy of his congregation. Father Holbein continued 
to say Mass at the Catholic Chapel and preach his sermons in spanish.35 Even 
with English sermons, however, Reverend Reynolds experienced difficulties in 
obtaining sufficient numbers to witness his ministering. The San Diego Herald 
printed this witty saying from John Phoenix’s Phoenixiana on october 8, 1853, 
describing the disappointment of the chaplain:

Where two or three are gathered together, 
the lord has promised to be with them, 
but the Doctor says he finds it difficult 
enough to ensure divine presence.36

John Judson Ames (1821-1861). ©SDHC #12767.
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the Herald on december 3, 1853 also mentioned that

the attendance at the Catholic Chapel is full always at the morning 
service while at the Court-house where is conducted the Episcopal 
form of worship, an audience of over a dozen is rarely seen; while the 
quiet due to sunday is protruded upon by the rioting of the inebriated 
and the very words of holy writ are drowned by the click of billiard 
balls and the call for cocktails from the adjacent saloon.37

The unprotected walls and foundations of the new Catholic church finally 
collapsed during a rain storm on december 31, 1854.38 Four more years would 
pass before a Catholic church could be successfully completed on the new town 
road.39 despite severe criticism from Protestant and Free Mason factions, Padre 
Juan Holbein led, according to his faith, a vigorous and effective ministry in Old 
town. He kept accurate records at the Mission, performing 286 baptisms, 175 
confirmations, 29 marriages, and 59 funerals during his five year ministry,40 in 
addition to his missionary activity in lower California and san luis rey.41 the 
pastor took his spiritual responsibilities seriously as seen by his signature on the 
Mission records as “mission apostle.”42 

1849 1850 1851 1852 1853 1854

 Baptisms 18 41 66 76 46 39
 Confirmations 0 0 175 0 0 0
 Marriages 0 7 7 2 4 9
 Funerals 1 6 16 15 10 11

View of Mission Valley showing the six-mile distance needed to be traveled from Old Town to attend mass 
at Mission San Diego. ©SDHC #30 81:11580.



171

Father John Chrysostome Holbein

the military occupation of Mission san diego greatly disturbed the Picpus 
father. on december 28, 1853, Padre Holbein, probably at the request of the 
military, removed the remains of three Franciscan missionaries whose names 
were unknown to him, from the presbytery of the Mission Church and buried 
them in the Mission Cemetery. He placed the bones of the priests in one chest and 
performed the task with full ecclesiastical blessings.43 this was done in order to 
protect the remains from desecration by the soldiers and animals quartered in 
the church. Father Holbein did not realize at the time that he had relocated the 
remains of Father luís Jayme,44 California’s first martyr.45 

the missionary would have been amazed if he could have known what future 
problems this humble and pious act would cause. through a misinterpretation 
of the early records relating to the burial of the san diego Mission Padres, it was 
presumed until modern times that the body of Father Jayme was still buried in 
the church.46

although his missionary work kept him busy, Father Holbein missed the 
company of his fellow religious. In september 1853, the padre requested permission 
from the bishop to visit his Picpus superiors in Hawaii.47 the following year he 
departed san diego never to return.48 It was reported in the september 17, 1853 
publication of The San Diego Herald that Padre Juan was returning to germany. 
Whether he went back to Hawaii or to his native germany remains unknown, 
for the official records of the Congregation of the Sacred Hearts list the priest 
as “departed.”49 this may indicate that Holbein left the order after his san diego 
assignment and took up duties somewhere as a regular diocesan priest.50

San Diego Mission (rear view) c. 1890 before any restoration took place. Photo courtesy of the Natural 
History Museum of Los Angeles County. 



172

The Journal of San Diego History

as a missionary in a foreign land, Father John Holbein directed his primary 
efforts toward the preservation of his flock and never lost sight of the imperative 
of all missionary fathers which is to “seek the salvation of souls.” although 
confronted with intense criticism, Father Holbein never deviated from his goal. 
this caused him great personal sorrow 
and even led to the loss of his dream, 
the building of a new Catholic church 
for his flock. Father John was the first 
pastor in the little town of san diego, 
and his short stay marks the transition 
between the Mexican and american 
periods. the brief history of his tenure 
in san diego outlines the inevitable 
conflict between two cultures. He 
therefore constitutes one of the most 
significant elements in the study of San 
diego’s past. 

A lithograph of Old Town San Diego, 1846. ©SDHC #1596.

Mission courtyard ca. 1890. Photo courtesy of the 
Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County.
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NOTES
1.  secularization of the missions was based upon two documents: 1) “decree of the Mexican 

Congress relating to the secularization of the Missions of California, august 17, 1833,” and 2) 
“Provisional rules of governor José Figueroa for the secularization of the Missions,” Monterey, 
august 9, 1834. translations from John W. dwinelle, The Colonial History, City of San Francisco 
(san Francisco, 1863), addendas Xv, 26-27, and XIX, 31-34. Presumably the missions would be 
converted into parish churches with each Indian family receiving an allotment of land and 
livestock. Upon the death of governor Figueroa in 1835, corrupt administrators took advantage 
of the former mission neophytes. The Indians sold or lost their land, which finally resulted in 
the decay of the mission buildings and property. For additional information see W. B. Campbell 
and J. r. Moriarty, “the struggle over secularization of the Missions on the alta California 
Frontier,” The Journal of San Diego History, vol 15, no. 4, (Fall 1969), 5-6, and Manuel P. servín, 

“the secularization of the California Missions: a reappraisal,” Southern California Quarterly, 
XlvII (June 1965), 136. 13.

2. When the United states government took over California in 1848 it lacked a coherent policy for 
dealing with the native american populations. the Indians especially in southern California 
suffered severe hardships caused by unfit or unscrupulous Indian agents, real estate tax 
requirements (even though they were not citizens), broken treaties, squatting on designated 
Indian land by white settlers, and outright neglect. For more information concerning the state 
of Indian affairs during this time period see Richard L. Carrico, “San Diego Indians and the 
Federal government years of neglect, 1850 -1865,” The Journal of San Diego History, vol 26, no. 
3, (summer 1980), 1-8.

3. Mission san diego de alcalá, founded on July 16, 1769, reached the height of its prosperity 
shortly after the turn of the century. By 1847 when the Mormon Battalion first occupied the 
buildings, the mission had experienced much deterioration. the United states army used the 
structures as barracks during Holbein’s stay in san diego thus accelerating the rapid decline 
of the mission. see Benjamin Hays, Pioneer Notes from the Diaries of Judge Benjamin Hayes, edited 
by Majorie tilsdale Wolscott, (los angeles: privately published, 1929), 194-195.

4. Mission records indicate that Father vicente oliva left san diego in 1846. this Franciscan priest 
began his work at this port city in 1822.

5. The name “Picpus” is a nickname for the official title “Congregation of the Sacred Hearts of 
Jesus and Mary of the Perpetual adoration of the Most Blessed sacrament of the altar.” the 
abbreviated title “the sacred Hearts Fathers” is commonly used today. the order acquired 
the name “Picpus” when its founder, the newly ordained Father Pierre Marie Joseph Coudrin, 
established his congregation in the rue de Picpus, a suburb of Paris, during the French 
revolution. the society follows the rule of st. Benedict and its members take simple vows. 
Father damien de veuster, the apostle of the lepers, is probably the most renowned member 
of the society for his missionary work in Hawaii. Pope Benedict XvI canonized Father damien 
a saint in the Catholic Church on october 11, 2009.

6. the Picpus fathers began to establish a mission in the Hawaiian Islands in 1827. opposition 
from the Protestant missionaries and the native authorities however, forced the order to leave 
in 1831. the priests came to California where the Franciscans jubilantly welcomed them. two 
of the sacred Hearts, Fathers Bachelot and short, became pastors of the pueblo of los angeles 
and Mission san Carlos Borromeo, respectively. although the Picpus order made some attempts 
to reestablish the Catholic Mission in Hawaii, they did not succeed until 1840. a few years later 
this project flourished. For a good account of Picpus missionary activity in Hawaii, see Leonce 
Jore, “the Fathers of the Congregation of the sacred Hearts (Called Picpus) in California,” 
Southern California Quarterly, XlvI, no. 4 (december 1964), 194-301, 312. 

7. Father Holbein sailed with Father stanislas leBret and Brothers Elisee Provost and ladislas 
rualt. leBret was assigned to Mission san José de guadalupe but remained there only two years 
before his transfer to the mission at san Francisco in 1850. He departed California the following 
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year for work in Chile by order of the Superior General. The two lay brothers received no specific 
assignments. As a result, Brother Rualt journeyed to the gold fields and managed to mine a fair 
amount of the precious metal for the mission in Hawaii. Brother Provost opened a café near san 
Jose but later caught the gold fever and left the order. see Harold augustine Whalen, ss. CC., 

“the Picpus story: 1826 – 1856,” University of southern California Phd dissertation, (1972), 313.

8. In 1845 José María de Jesus gonzález rubio became vicar general of California. the bishops of 
Mexico gave him the title “governor of the Miter” of Upper and lower California. see Hubert 
Howe Bancroft, History of California, (san Francisco: the History Company, 1888), v, 565.

9. at the time of the arrival of the Picpus fathers, the twenty-one California missions contained only 
seventeen priests, most of whom neared the age of retirement. see Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 297.

10. Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 300.

11. Bancroft, History of California, vI, 167.

12. Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 301.

13. Father Ignacio ramírez de arellano came from the missions in Baja California.

14. Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 302-303.

15. Ibid., 309.

16. Ibid., 310.

17. “Book of Baptism,” Mission San Diego de Alcalá, microfilm at the University of San Diego. 

18. José antonio Estudillo (1805 – 1852) served san diego in many capacities ranging from alcalde 
(1836 – 1838) and Treasurer (1840), to the first County Assessor in 1850, and shortly thereafter City 
treasurer; see donald H. Harrison, Louis Rose: San Diego’s First Jewish Settler and Entrepreneur, 
(sunbelt Publications, Inc, 2005), 72-73. as a prominent rancher, Estudillo owned land at otay, 
temecula, and san Juan Capistrano. the local populace held him in high esteem.

19. William E. smythe, History of San Diego 1542 – 1908: An Account of the Rise and Progress of the 
Pioneer Settlement on the Pacific Coast of the United States, 2, (san diego Company, 1908), 537.

20. From the time of Father Holbein’s arrival in 1849 until July 1853 when an Episcopal minister 
came to san diego, no separate Protestant services existed in old town. Protestants wishing 
to worship attended the Catholic rites conducted in latin and spanish by Padre Holbein. the 
small Jewish community worshiped in a private residence of one of their members; see norton 
B. stern and William M. Kramer, “the rose of san diego,” The Journal of San Diego History, vol 
19, #4, (Fall 1973), 7.

21. José aguirre, Juan Bandini, and Miguel de Pedrorena presented themselves with Holbein at 
the council meeting. as prosperous ranchers in san diego, these men possessed considerable 
influence in local matters. The council granted the land in trust to Holbein and these men for 
church purposes.

22. “Minutes of the Common Council,” august 21, 1850, 58-59. registration of the grant can be 
found in “County records, deed Book B,” 154-156, august 24, 1850 at the san diego County 
Recorder’s Office. 

23. Upon close examination of lieutenant Cave Couts’ Map of san diego one notices two blocks 
numbered Block 88. Many historians made the mistake of placing the site of the church on 
the northern location across the san diego river near the present day Friars road. this would 
not be a wise location for a church due to the distance from the town as well as its placement 
in the flood zone of the river. The southern block across from the old Campo Santo Cemetery 
seems a more suitable site for a church. a private residence on the northeast corner of arista 
and Congress streets occupies the vicinity of this area today. It is normal that a city indicate a 
time element for the development on tax free grant property. this is done to avoid use of the 
tax free land for private gain. 
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24. San Diego Herald, october 9, 1851, 2.

25. San Diego Herald, august 6, 1853, 2. 

26. the initial meeting of san diego lodge no. 35 of Free and accepted Masons was held on 
November 20, 1851. This was the first Masonic Lodge to be organized in Southern California. 
see norton B. stern and William M. Kramer, “the rose of san diego,” The Journal of San Diego 
History, vol 19, #4, (Fall 1973), 6.

27. Before embarking on his newspaper career, John Judson ames (1821 – 1861) spent time at sea as a 
merchant officer. He began his career in journalism in Baton Rouge where he supported Zachary 
taylor for president in 1848. In 1849 he travelled to san Francisco in order to make his fortune 
in the gold fields. While in this city Ames became a member of the Masonic Order. Moving 
to San Diego for political purposes, Ames published the first issue of The San Diego Herald on 
May 29, 1851. The editor made several trips to San Francisco in order to obtain financial support 
for this paper. He often used his penname “Boston” in his newspaper articles or opinions. In 
1860 ames closed the Herald and moved to san Bernardino however, the publication did not 
prosper and he died the following year. 

28. San Diego Herald, June 28, 1852, 2.

29. San Diego Herald, august 27, 1852, 2. John Judson ames did not reveal the entire story in this 
short debasing article. the policy of the Catholic Church at this time would not allow a marriage 
between a Catholic and a Jew unless the non-Catholic converted. therefore it can be assumed 
that the bridegroom underwent religious instruction and was at the time a member in good 
standing in the Catholic Church.

30. San Diego Herald, July 30, 1853, 2. Many writers construed this article to apply to Catholics and 
public schools in san diego. Ben F. dixon in his unpublished Bachelor’s thesis entitled “school 
district number one in san diego, 1850- 1870,” (san diego state College, June 1949), 37-39, 
points out that ames reprinted this article word for word from the new york Budget. It deals 
with school problems between overzealous Catholics and Masons in the East – not in san diego. 

31. San Diego Herald, september 17, 1853, 2. although the newspaper reported Holbein as leaving 
san diego in 1853, he did not leave until the latter part of the following year.

32. San Diego Herald, october 15, 1853, 2. 

33. the reverend doctor John reynolds arrived in san diego in early July 1853. He was stationed 
at the Mission with the United states army. Before his arrival in san diego, reynolds served 
as pastor at the Episcopal Church in stockton. see San Diego Herald, July 17, 1853, 2, for more 
information concerning his coming to old town and the october 8, 1853, 2, edition of the same 
paper for facts dealing with his background.

34. the estimated cost of the new Protestant church came to $3,000. In order to raise funds reynolds 
not only encouraged the local populace to contribute, but made trips to san Francisco probably 
to visit John Judson ames’ wealthy Masonic backers. the september 17, 1853 issue of the Herald 
on page two announced that the people of san diego subscribed $1,200 to the cause while the 
chaplain collected $900 in san Francisco.

35. the Catholic Chapel referred to here is most likely located in the Estudillo house. the following 
evidence indicated this: When Bishop Kip visited san diego in 1854, he stayed at the residence 
of Juan Bandini for a few days. the bishop reported that “across from the Bandini House was a 
long, low spanish dwelling which was the residence of the roman Catholic padre and also the 
chapel for the town.” the Estudillo house is directly across from the front of the Casa Bandini 
and fits these qualifications. See Lionel Ridout, “A Bishop’s First Glimpse of a Frontier Town,” 
San Diego Historical Society Quarterly, (January 1957), 7. Many of the wealthy Mexican families 
in old town had private chapels in their homes.

36. San Diego Herald, october 8, 1853, 2. 

37. San Diego Herald, december 3, 1853, 2. 
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38. San Diego Herald, January 6, 1855, 2. 

39. San Diego Herald, July 31, 1858, 2. don José antonio aguirre made a vow that if he won his 
court case against the wealthy merchant abel stearns, he would build san diego a church. He 
won the suit and purchased the bowling alley of Captain John Brown then located on Conde 
street between san diego avenue and Congress street. the bowling alley was converted into 
the Church of the Immaculate Conception dedicated on november 21, 1858 by Father antonio 
Ubach. today it is a historical site known as the “old adobe Chapel.” aguirre, the benefactor 
of the church lies buried there.

40. The following figures are taken from the records of Mission San Diego de Alcalá “Book of 
Baptism,” “Book of Confirmations,” “Book of Marriages,” and “Book of the Dead.”

41. Holbein often journeyed from san diego to the far parts of the diocese. this may be the reason 
why he is not listed in the seventh United states Census taken in 1850.

42. Padre Holbein signed his name on the various mission books as either: J. Cris. Holbein mis. 
ap. or J. Crys. Holbein mis. apost.

43. Father Zephyrin Engelhardt , OFM, San Diego Mission, san Francisco: James H. Barry Company, 
1920, 290-292.

44. Father luís Jayme met his death on november 4, 1775, at the hands of the Kumeyaay Indians. 
the Indians attacked the mission and burned the buildings. Father Jayme walked out the door 
of the mission during the assault with his arms outstretched saying, “love god, my children” 
and was promptly martyred. For more information concerning the causes of the november 
4-5, 1775 Indian insurrection see richard l. Carrico, sociopolitical aspects of the 1775 revolt 
at Mission san diego de alcalá: an Ethnohistorical approach,” The Journal of San Diego History, 
vol 43, #3, (summer 1997), 1-5. 

45. Engelhardt believed the remains buried in the cemetery to be those of Fathers lazaro, Panto, 
and Martin. nevertheless through archaeological excavation and dating, these bones proved 
to be those of Fathers Jayme, Figuer, and Mariner. 

46. the remains of three missionary priests were unearthed from the Mission Cemetery in 1971 by 
the University of san diego under the direction of James Moriarty. after a thorough examination 
Moriarty concluded that these were the remains of a young Franciscan priest and two older 
friars who had been dead for about two hundred years. Historical records indicated that they 
had discovered the remains of Fathers Jayme, Figuer, and Mariner since their bodies were not 
found buried in the Mission Church. Moriarty pieced together the skeletal bones of California’s 
first martyr and the other padres and returned them in a solemn church ceremony to the 
presbytery of the mission.

47. Monsignor Joseph s. alemany became Bishop of California in late 1850. It seemed Holbein’s 
request to leave san diego contained some uncertainty because Bishop alemany informed 
the friar that if he changed his mind and remained in Hawaii, he must request permission to 
do so. see Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 311-312. 

48. this is an approximate date. Holbein performed his last baptism on september 27, 1854 and The 
San Diego Herald on november 4 and november 11, 1854 listed an unclaimed letter for the pastor.

49. Whalen, “the Picpus story,” 312.

50. Bishop alemany did not go out of his way to encourage the sacred Hearts Fathers to stay in his 
diocese. By 1856 all of the Picpus priests stationed in California transferred to their flourishing 
missionary post in Chile. see Jore, “the Fathers of the sacred Hearts,” 308-310.
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Mary B. Coulston: 
Unsung Planner of Balboa Park

By Nancy Carol Carter 

this article claims a more prominent place 
for Mary B. Coulston (1855-1904) in the history 
of Balboa Park and of san diego. she has been 
inadequately recognized for her contributions to 
park development and her working partnership 
with “the Mother of Balboa Park,” Kate o. sessions. 
It also lifts the veil on an unrecorded personal life. 
newly uncovered information places her among 
the fascinating cast of characters who shook off a 
notorious past to be reborn in California.

While every serious history of Balboa Park 
mentions Coulston, secretary to the Chamber of 
Commerce Park Improvement Committee during 
1903-04, her exceptional—and indeed unique—
qualifications to promote the aims of the Park Improvement Committee have 
not been acknowledged or fully understood. similarly, the scope and import of 
her work generally is unelaborated, perhaps because the job title of “secretary” 
obscures the true nature of her responsibilities.1 to marginalize Coulston as a 
female functionary, however, is to ignore the record. she independently wrote and 
spoke on behalf of the Park Improvement Committee and was a decision-maker 
and supervisor. She acted as the trusted liaison with the park’s first landscapers, 

Nancy Carol Carter, former director of the legal research Center and a Professor of law at the  
University of san diego, holds the M.s. (History), M.l.s. and J.d. degrees. she is the author of 
several articles on Balboa Park in The Journal of San Diego History. she created and maintains a 
native american web site www.sandiego.edu/nativeamerican. 

Mary B. Coulston, published in 
american gardening, August 1904.
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city officials and important 
supporters of park development. 
arguably, Coulston herself, 
rather than the official park 
plans committee, selected the 
first landscape architect for San 
diego’s City Park.

there are reasons that local 
historians have not spent more 
time on Coulston. she lived in 
san diego for less than two 
years, arriving late in 1902 and 
meeting an untimely death in 
July 1904. Few contemporaneous 
accounts of her san diego life 
and work exist. Historians 
have perhaps exercised caution 
in relying upon the more 
available, but suspect, appraisals 
published immediately after her 
unexpected passing. researchers 
working without the benefit of Internet sources would have been stymied in 
learning about her professional and personal life. Her age and place of birth 
were never specified. There is no known cache of personal papers or diaries. No 
san diego photographs of her have come to light and just one has been found 
elsewhere. She was never identified in public sources as being a widow or as being 
divorced. The first mention of her children appeared in an obituary. For earlier 
historians, the fuller story of Mary B. Coulston’s life was nearly impenetrable. 

More easily discoverable, but also completely unmentioned in the historical 
record is Coulston’s part in introducing san diegans to three important 
environmental themes sweeping the country at the turn of the twentieth century. 
she brought the nature study school curriculum,2 the Country life Movement,3 
and theodore roosevelt’s focus on national forestry4 to town. In each instance, 
she had a direct association with the key national personalities driving these 
initiatives. she also arranged the only san diego appearance of Elbert Hubbard,5 
founder of the Roycroft artisan community and influential proponent of the 
arts and Crafts movement. For a short-time resident of san diego, Coulston’s 
community contributions and involvement make an impressive list, but her 
primary focus was City Park. 

Official map of 1893 showing the relative size of City (Balboa) 
Park as established in 1870. ©SDHC Document Archives.
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San Diego City Park: Neglected and Threatened 

today’s Balboa Park was created when san diego’s city fathers set aside 1,400 
acres of land in 1868 as City Park. over the next thirty years, invoking a plea of 
poverty, the city government did nothing to beautify or improve City Park for 
recreational uses. the dry and barren expanse was considered an eyesore and 
had become a place for squatters, rabbit hunters, illegal dumping, stray animals, 
and illicit farming and grazing. one public feature of the park was a “pest house” 
used to quarantine people with communicable diseases. as the years rolled by 
with no improvements at City Park, real estate investors and some public officials 
began earnest discussions about the sale of park land for development. 

With this great public asset under threat, san diego park advocates ramped 
up their efforts to preserve the land for its intended use. However, various and 
repeated efforts to prompt action on park development from the lethargic city 
government failed utterly. 

Prominent businessman Julius Wangenheim did not become personally 
involved, according to his memoirs, until his civic pride was pricked. during a 
sunday stroll in City Park, he encountered an English visitor to san diego who 
wondered why the city had done nothing to develop such a beautifully situated 
park. the remark “got under his skin” and he resolved to take action.6 the next 
day Wangenheim proposed that the Chamber of Commerce take on the park as 
a project and raise money for its improvement. the Chamber’s Board of directors 
created a Park Improvement Committee that day, august 15, 1902. Wangenheim 
was appointed the committee chair.7 

Wangenheim’s description of a seemingly 
spontaneous act does not tell the whole story. 
the speed with which advocates of park 
improvement leapt into action after appointment 
of the Chamber committee signals some prior 
coordination. With the logjam that had stalled 
City Park improvements broken, the pent-up 
energies of those san diegans championing park 
improvement now had a vehicle for organized 
community action. the dramatic story of how 
effectively the Chamber of Commerce Park 
Improvement Committee seized the initiative 
and surged into the vacuum of city leadership is 
told elsewhere, but everything changed for City 
Park when the Park Improvement Committee 

In 1902, prominent businessman Julius 
Wangenheim proposed that the Chamber 
of Commerce take on the park as a project 
and raise money for its improvement. 
©SDHC #89:17283.
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was created. the dithering and penury of city 
government would no longer act as a bar to park 
planning—the Chamber of Commerce had taken 
matters into its own hands. the new committee 
would move forward with the help of Marston’s 
deep and generous pockets, a subscription campaign, 
and a legacy left for park improvement. although 
no longer looking to the city for leadership, the 
Chamber understood 
that city approval 
would be necessary 
for changes in the 
Park.8 

on august 18, 
1902, three days after 

the Chamber of Commerce Park Improvement 
Committee was appointed, the search for a 
professional park planner began. although many 
san diegans saw no need for an outside professional, 
the subcommittee on park plans, consisting of 
wealthy department store owner george W. Marston, 

horticulturist and 
park advocate Kate o. 
sessions, and Ernest E. 
White, who ran the san 
diego branch of the spreckels Brothers Commercial 
Company,9 were convinced that intelligent City Park 
development demanded a comprehensive plan 
created by an experienced landscape architect. 

The first act of the subcommittee was to contact 
Mary B. Coulston.10 according to the San Diego 
Union, “Mrs. Coulston was asked to advise the 
Committee concerning the ability and standing 
of the foremost artists” in the field of landscape 
architecture, “so that the best man may be secured 
at as early a date as possible.”11 Coulston was in 
northern California, fresh from studies at the 
Cornell University horticulture program, and 
scouting for a place to settle. Why at this critical 

Horticulturist and park advocate 
Kate O. Sessions worked closely 
with Coulston to further park 
development. ©SDHC #81:11358.

Department store owner George 
W. Marston hired Coulston to help 
shape public opinion regarding the 
development of City Park. ©SDHC 
#82:13739.

Ernest E. White ran the San Diego 
branch of the Spreckels Bros. 
Commercial Company. He was one 
of the members of the Park Plans 
Subcommittee of the Chamber 
of Park Planning Commission 
who first contacted Coulston and 
brought her to San Diego. ©SDHC 
#2007-001-131.
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turning point in City Park development did san diegans look to the unemployed 
and, at that moment, rootless Mary B. Coulston? 

The Garden and Forest Credential of Mary B. Coulston

the most important credential recommending Coulston to the san diego 
Chamber of Commerce Park Improvement Committee predated her enrollment 
at Cornell. during the prior ten years she was an editorial assistant at Garden 
and Forest: A Journal of Horticulture, Landscape Art, and Forestry. More information 
about this singular publication helps to explain its power as résumé material. 

no ordinary nineteenth century gardening magazine, Garden and Forest was 
in a class of its own and described as “one of the few american original ventures, 
and one of the best and most creditable.”12 It was published for just one decade 
and had a small circulation, yet Garden and Forest was influential in its day and 
retains profound historical significance.13 scholars continue to examine what was 

“arguably the most important late-nineteenth-century forum for discussing the 
role of science in human affairs. Those who wrote about horticulture or landscape 
design or forestry were not just reporting on the latest discoveries…but were also 
participating in a larger cultural debate about the appropriate role of expertise in 
scientific research and in shaping public policy.”14 

the publication is credited with changing 
american attitudes about forest preservation 
and the need to adopt governmentally directed 
scientific management of forests on public land, 
along the lines previously established in Europe.15 
It helped to define emerging professions. the 
fifty theoretical articles contributed by critic and 
art historian Mariana griswold van rensselaer 
offered a philosophical underpinning that helped 
distinguish landscape architecture from the craft or 
trade of gardening by defining “landscape art” as 
the “fourth art” of design.16 Frederick law olmsted, 
samuel Parsons, Jr., and all the leading landscape 
architects of the day wrote for Garden and Forest, 
seeing it “as their best forum for shaping the profession” that was just evolving. 
landscape architects lacked a professional organization before 1899 and had no 
recognized academic training programs until 1900.17 

The fields of horticulture and botany also were influenced by Garden and Forest. 
Horticulture was only “vaguely delineated” but became more distinctly separated 

Coulston brought landscape 
architect Samuel Parsons, Jr. to 
the attention of the park plans 
subcommittee. ©SDHC #94:19310.
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from agriculture, botany and landscape architecture during this period, even as 
debates continued on the appropriate mix of scientific education and practical 
training in each field. As was frequently the case, Garden and Forest put forth an 
international model that might be profitably adapted to the United States. The 
American who established the first academic program in horticulture at Cornell 
University and defined the field, Liberty Hyde Bailey, joined into the Garden and 
Forest conversation on the distinctions between horticulture, botany and related 
subjects. 

still the preserve of many amateurs, botany was professionalizing at the end 
of the nineteenth century as the use of microscopes to study plant cell structure 
became more common and greater understanding of plant reproduction provided 
a basis for plant classification. When it became known that genetic laws applied 
to plants, the complexity of plant science was compounded. Garden and Forest 
published sophisticated articles on cellular growth in plants and physiological 
botany, while also engaging in the philosophical conversations that were defining 
botany as a separate scientific field.18 

Most relevant in regard to Coulston and san diego’s City Park, Garden and 
Forest took a special interest in the creation of urban parks and was an articulate 
champion of their care and management. “Credit for the graceful prose and for the 
eloquent advocacy for public parks” goes to William augustus stiles (1837-1897) 
who edited all but the last few issues of the journal and was appointed to the new 

Cabrillo Canyon looking south through Balboa Park toward downtown. ©SDHC #1560. 
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york Board of Park Commissioners in 1895.19 stiles was a friend of Frederick law 
Olmsted, one of the first Americans to call himself a landscape architect and to 
gain an international reputation as a designer of large public parks. 

Historians point out that stiles does not always get credit for the scholarly, 
scientific and literary style of Garden and Forest. His name gets lost within the 
advertising pages while Charles sprague sargent (1841-1927), founding director of 
Harvard’s arnold arboretum, is prominently named as the journal’s “conductor,” 
a title he conferred upon himself to signal his guiding hand in the enterprise. 
Garden and Forest was Sargent’s brainchild and he financially supported it, but 
rather than participating in day-to-day production, he guided content to areas that 
mattered to him, such as forest conservation, the preservation of natural scenery 
and the creation of public parks.20 However, the journal was independently edited 
far from Harvard University at the tribune Building in new york City. stiles, 
with able assistance from Coulston, turned out more than 8,400 highly regarded 
pages over Garden and Forest’s ten-year life. 

sargent was fortunate in engaging stiles as the managing editor of his new 
journal. the latter was born into a well-educated family and graduated at the top 
of his class at yale University. after teaching a few years, his poor health prompted 
a sea voyage to California via the Isthmus of Panama. He taught music and 
English literature at an Oakland academy and, beguiled by the flora of California, 
took up the study of plants. He sought physical activity by joining the Corps 
of Engineers mapping project for the Union Pacific Railroad. Poor health and 
problems with his eyes forced a return to the new Jersey farm owned by his 
father. He took up a systematic study of botany while confined to a darkened 
room for several months. His sisters read text books to him and quizzed him on 
content. His interests expanded to topics that would later be featured in Garden 
and Forest, including landscape architecture and forestry. 

When his sight was stabilized, stiles ventured into journalism with expert 
writing on New Jersey politics. He ran unsuccessfully for public office and served 
as secretary to the new Jersey state senate, then moved to new york City for 
a post at the United states Customs House. His leap to the new york Tribune 
occurred when the newspaper’s publisher heard stiles give an intelligent and 
witty after-dinner speech to a group of Yale alumni. He was offered a job as 
editorial writer on the spot and worked for the Tribune for the rest of his life. stiles 
also worked as the agricultural correspondent for the Philadelphia Weekly Press 
from 1883, reporting on current research in agricultural methods. He perhaps 
attracted sargent’s attention with his stout editorials defending the original vision 
of Central Park and other public landscapes.21

Exactly how Coulston came to be hired at Garden and Forest and the nature 
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of her work on the publication are poorly documented. the only information on 
these points appears in a letter to the editor written by a former co-worker after 
seeing her obituary in American Gardening. the letter states that Coulston came 
to Stiles’s attention through her earlier reporting on Philadelphia flower shows. 
as a member of the Garden and Forest editorial staff it was part of her work “to 
cull out news items and contribute articles” suitable for publication and “in that 
way she became thoroughly familiar with the field and personally acquainted 
with the leading horticulturists and foresters of the world. The files of Garden and 
Forest contain the results, an immense amount of work she selected, prepared 
and edited.”22

Coulston’s decade at Garden and Forest and with stiles prepared her to play 
a pivotal role in the development of Balboa Park. she honed her writing style 
under a master of the printed word and was infused with a deep appreciation 
for the value and purpose of public parks. she got an education in the thorny 
realities of public park politics during the time that stiles served as a new york 
City Park Commissioner. Finally, through her attendance at national conferences, 
her editorial work, and the handling of correspondence for Garden and Forest, she 
had an acquaintance with almost every important landscape architect, forester 
and horticulturist in the late nineteenth century, as well as the social and cultural 
thinkers drawn to Garden and Forest.  

Sargent discontinued his critically acclaimed but unprofitable journal after 
stiles’ death in 1897. this ended Coulston’s employment at the tribune Building in 
new york City, although she retained an association with the Tribune newspaper as 
a free-lance contributor. she relocated to Ithaca and enrolled at Cornell University 
to study in the country’s preeminent horticulture program headed by liberty 
Hyde Bailey.23 He was fully familiar with her writing and editorial experience 
and put Coulston to work on his monumental Cyclopedia of American Horticulture.24 
Her participation in Bailey’s informal student group, the lazy Club,25 solidified 
personal relationships with other students who became well-placed and useful 
contacts after leaving the prestigious Cornell program. 

Historians of Balboa Park and san diego have not fully appreciated the 
profound significance of Coulston’s Garden and Forest experience. Within the 
universe of public parks she was one-of-a-kind. there was not another person in 
the United states with a similar combination of journalistic experience and skill, 
specialized knowledge, and apposite contacts. With her, the san diego Chamber 
of Commerce Park Improvement Committee forged a solid link between the 
undeveloped park in their small and isolated town and the nation’s cutting edge 
thinking about public park creation, design and management. 



185

Mary B. Coulston: Unsung Planner of Balboa Park

Coulston Builds a Vision and Selects a Landscape Architect

 When initially contacted by the Chamber of Commerce subcommittee on 
park plans in mid-august 1902, Coulston helped Kate sessions devise a list of 
potential advisors and they dispatched numerous letters soliciting names of 
capable planners for san diego’s City Park.26 shortly thereafter, a Chamber of 
Commerce report from the Park Improvement Committee described, according to 
the San Diego Union, “much consultation with landscape gardeners and with others 
who are supposed to know about such things, and considerable correspondence 
with leaders of such movements throughout the world.”27 

late in september 1902, Coulston, living in the san Francisco Bay area town 
of livermore, was invited to san diego as the guest of sessions to further consult 
with the plans subcommittee of the Park Improvement Committee.28 that was the 
account of her san diego arrival reported to the newspapers. In actuality, Coulston 
had been hired by george W. Marston to help shape public opinion regarding 
the development of City Park.29 as a successful san diego merchant, george 
Marston understood the value of advertising. He later wrote that Coulston was 

“an accomplished woman [and] an excellent press writer” who “gave a powerful 
impetus to park enthusiasm.”30

shortly after arriving in san diego and visiting City Park, Coulston spoke 
to a meeting of the Park Improvement Committee and guests. “that the park 
will be unique is self-evident,” she stated, setting a tone for subsequent talks 
to clubs and civic organizations.31 A few days later, she published the first of a 
series of articles in the local newspapers. Finding that the park had “unguessed 
opportunities,” she extolled the climate and natural characteristics of san diego’s 
big park and explained the financial, business, and tourism advantages that park 
development could bring.32 the next day, she published another article responding 
to a newspaper editorial downplaying the need for professional park planning 
and suggested the use of home-grown horticultural talent in developing City 
Park. Here she first displayed the informed point of view and tact that proved so 
effective in shaping public opinion in San Diego. She drew a distinction between 
the value of local knowledge for plants and planting, which were secondary to 
park development, coming after the primary work of an overall artistic concept 
and design, which were the province of specialized and experienced landscape 
architects.33 

throughout october 1902 Coulston turned out a steady stream of articles for 
the local newspapers in what today would be called a public relations media 
blitz.34 she told every possible story about the design of public parks and their 
benefits, generally, and in San Diego specifically.35 she wrote about music in the 
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park and the use of native species in park planting.36 she continued to promote 
the importance of expert park design, named the landscape architects under 
consideration and described plans for george W. Marston to meet one of them, 
samuel B. Parsons, Jr., during a business trip to new york. When Parsons was 
subsequently hired to design City Park, Coulston introduced him and his 
noteworthy public park experience in an extensive professional profile.37 

there is reason to believe that Coulston had a stronger hand in selecting City 
Park’s first landscape architect than previously understood. Her acquaintance 
with samuel B. Parsons, Jr., is well known. according to one of her obituaries, 
she once worked for Parsons, but this assertion is otherwise unsubstantiated.38 
a better explanation of their friendly relationship dates to her time at Garden 
and Forest. the journal’s chief editor, stiles, was appointed to the Board of Park 
Commissioners in the same year that Parsons assumed the job of landscape 
architect for new york City parks. Parsons is likely to have been a frequent visitor 
to Stiles’ office and Coulston’s involvement may have included administrative 
support to stiles’ work as a park commissioner.39 

It is no secret that she brought Parsons to the attention of the park plans 
subcommittee in san diego and helped to arrange Marston’s meeting with Parsons 
in new york. less well known is the fact that Coulston reached out to Parsons 
to determine his interest and availability for the san diego job within days of 
becoming aware of this possible landscaping commission. she reported receiving 
a first letter from San Diego dated August 18, 1902. The date of her letter to 
Parsons was august 25 and he replied to her livermore address on september 
5: “I write to say that I do not see why our firm cannot make a plan of a park for 
san diego.”40 the next month, in a handwritten letter to Coulston dated october 
10, Parsons wrote: “thanks for all the trouble you are taking…I like all you say 
about the san diego Park…”41 

While other famous landscape architects of the day were mentioned in 
newspaper articles and a show of wider consideration was made, there is no 
evidence that the search ever went beyond Parsons. as head of the park plans 
committee, Marston personally interviewed Parsons, but he does not seem to 
have contacted or interviewed others.42 Parsons was highly qualified and a fine 
choice as City Park’s designer, but it appears that his selection was fast-tracked in 
line with Coulston’s recommendation so that the Park Improvement Committee 
could push forward as expeditiously as possible. Marston made a point of saying 
in a later history of san diego parks that Coulston had “wisely directed the 
committee in their initial work.”43

Marston had hired Coulston as a jobbing journalist on a temporary basis, but 
she made a strong and favorable impression during her 1902 stay in san diego, 
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proving to be so knowledgeable and useful that arrangements were made for her 
to move to San Diego and work full time on behalf of park development. Effective 
January 1, 1903, her role was formalized when she was elected secretary of the 
park plans subcommittee. When the full Park Improvement Committee met later 
in the month, she was elected secretary to that larger committee and provided 
with an office and living quarters in a suite of the Sefton Block at Fourth and C 
streets downtown.44 

once settled back in san diego, Coulston rapidly built on the social 
connections she had forged during her previous visit. she joined the Wednesday 
Club.45 she served on a committee with U. s. grant, Jr., to reorganize the social 
programs of the salvation army in san diego.46 along with several members of 
the scripps family, she was named a charter member of the Marine Biological 
association of san diego.47 she also became a charter member of the Horton 
Improvement Club.48 Coulston joined and became “prominently connected 
to” a religious congregation known as the Fellowship and did volunteer work 
with jailed youth.49 she became friends with city leaders, including the police 
chief, city librarian, mayor and, of course, those working on behalf of City Park. 
she spoke before every public group that would schedule her. she presented 
saturday nature study programs for children at the public library.50 she talked 
on eastern religions at a special program on India hosted by the Congregational 
Church.51

 Coulston helped organize popular events that brought out hundreds of people 
and publicized the park, including San Diego’s first Arbor Day celebration planned 

Arbor Day 1904. ©SDHC #22689.
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in collaboration with sessions. the two women had bonded quickly on both a 
personal and professional level and worked companionably on large and small 
projects furthering park development. one account called them “inseparable.”52 
Because she is better known in san diego history, sessions has received more than 
her fair share of credit for some of their joint projects. Considering that sessions 
had a nursery and a florist business to run, it was Coulston who shouldered 
responsibility for most of the logistical planning and all the correspondence and 
publicity for an event like the 1904 arbor day tree planting in the park. Coulston, 
as a product of big city life, brought new ideas and a certain sophistication to 
local event planning. 

Her valuable public relations work continued and Coulston undertook the 
routine work of preparing meeting minutes and handling correspondence 
as secretary to the Park Improvement Committee. But, as park development 
commenced in earnest after Parsons was hired, Coulston undertook an entirely 
new set of responsibilities. no single member of the Chamber of Commerce 
Park Improvement Committee had time to manage the day-to-day work of park 
development. Chamber members ran banks, real estate offices, canning companies, 
stores and other enterprises. yet, their organization had seized the initiative 
from city officials on park development and they wanted to make the most of the 
opportunity, pushing park improvement as far forward as possible while they 
held the reigns. It is not clear whether they originally contemplated the need 
for someone like Coulston, but when the necessity became apparent, she was 
recognized as the ideal person to handle a variety of executive tasks and to serve 
as the single point of contact for the Committee vis-à-vis city officials (especially 
the public works department), the landscape architect, interested individuals 
and civic groups, outside visitors who might lend credibility and glamour to the 
enterprise, and the popular press. 

Coulston turned her hand to practical assignments after Parsons started his 
work. He had been hired in late October and came to San Diego for his first look at 
City Park in december 1902.53 Coulston was part of the escort as Parsons assessed 
the park grounds and was shown around the san diego region to learn more 
about local trees and landscapes. on december 30, 1902, the president of the san 
diego Chamber of Commerce reported to the membership that the improvement 
of the park was in the hands of a strong committee and that Parsons, “the eminent 
landscape architect is now on the ground making a careful survey of the situation 
and just as soon as he can be supplied with a reliable contour map will be able 
to arrange for the building of needed roads and paths…”54 

Securing this contour map was one of Coulston’s first assignments upon taking 
up her duties with the Park Improvement Committee in January 1903. the city’s 
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department of Public Works was to furnish the 
map, but dragged its heels. She offered funds 
from the Park Improvement Committee to hire 
extra surveyors and draftsmen because Parsons 
could not make progress without a contour map. 
In late april she reported the delays to the Park 
Improvement Committee and wrote a letter of 
complaint to the city engineer. He took offense, 
made further excuses and indignantly called 
her letter “impertinent.”55 Meanwhile, John 
McLean was hired as the first gardener for the 
park and assigned to work under Coulston’s 
supervision.56 together they selected a site 
and oversaw the building of a nursery for 
propagation and temporarily storing the gifts 
of trees Coulston was soliciting for the park.57 

through this period Coulston was arranging for street sweepings to be 
delivered to the park so that the abundance of horse manure could be used for 
soil enrichment,58 working with the city on water piping in the park,59 arranging 
for illegally dumped items to be cleared, urging the city to ban chickens, grazing 
and camping from park lands,60 as well as controlling hunting and shooting. By 
late May, Parsons’ first maps for City Park were arriving in San Diego and the 
full park survey was finally completed with extra workers funded by the Park 
Improvement Committee.61

With a plan for roads and paths completed, Parsons sent word that his business 
partner, Englishman george Cooke, would come to san diego to oversee layout 
and construction. as his arrival date neared, Coulston provided another round 
of introductions to the people of san diego with newspaper articles describing 
Cooke’s training and landscape experience.62 she handled all the logistics for 
Cooke’s stay in san diego and his preparations for the work that began at the 
end of July 1903. she kept projects moving forward. the pace of roadwork and 
planting in the park increased through the next months, despite various bumps 
and delays. By the summer of 1904 even the most skeptical san diegan could 
no longer deny that their neglected and forbidding City Park could indeed be 
developed and improved. 

at this time, Coulston arranged to take leave from her work. she enrolled 
for summer classes at the University of California. academic credits at Berkeley, 
when combined with previous classes at Cornell University, would complete a 
college degree for the fifty-four-year-old horticultural journalist. On June 22, 1904, 

Englishman George Cooke, business 
partner of Samuel Parsons, Jr., oversaw 
the layout and construction of the park. 
©SDHC #98:19772.
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she boarded the steamer “santa rosa” heading for Berkeley.63 after arriving she 
wrote of her homesickness, saying “I shall meet many people here soon, but it 
is san diego that I love.”64 

Coulston was hired by the University of California to teach in the Farmers’ 
Institute, the public education wing of agricultural colleges across the country. 
Whether this was a summer job or a permanent post that required her ultimate 
relocation to northern California is unknown, but it is likely that the end was 
in sight for her position with the Park Improvement Committee. Eventually this 
Chamber of Commerce committee would stand aside so that the city of san diego 
could reassume responsibility for City Park. Whatever her future employment 
locally, san diego acquaintances regarded her stay in Berkeley as temporary. Just 
one month after her departure, they learned that she would never return. on 
July 17, 1904, Coulston died in oakland during emergency surgery prompted by 
an intestinal blockage. 

Coulston Memorialized

Hailed by the San Diego Union as “one of the brightest, noblest and best 
beloved women” who lived in san diego, Coulston’s death was a severe shock 
to the community. The story spun out for days in the newspapers: first the bald 
announcement of her demise, then elaborations on her last illness, and finally 
poignant excerpts from several cheerful letters she had written and mailed to 
san diego a few days before her death. a san Francisco newspaper stated that 
the death “would be felt in the south,” citing her involvement in san diego park 
improvement and her prominent charity work in san diego. this report named 
her children as Mrs. Wilfred Clarke and Claude Coulston.65 

Memorial services were announced in both san Francisco and san diego. 
detailed tributes were published. a last newspaper story referenced the tug-
of-war over Coulston’s cremated ashes that arose between friends in northern 
and southern California.66 Sessions supervised all the flowers for the San Diego 
memorial service and carried out her friend’s final wishes. After San Diego laid 
claim to the disputed Coulston ashes, she buried them in City Park under a 
Cedar of lebanon tree. 67

Coulston’s death was subsequently reported in a variety of national 
publications, speaking to the breadth of her mark in horticulture and related 
fields. The following tribute, probably submitted by Sessions, was sent to Park 
and Cemetery and Landscape Gardening, a journal that had published two of her 
articles about san diego’s City Park. 
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Mrs. Mary B. Coulston, of san diego, Cal., formerly editor of Garden 
and Forest, and one of the most active and useful workers and writers 
on horticulture on the Pacific Coast, died suddenly July 17, after an 
illness of 36 hours. she was in attendance at the summer school of 
the University of California at Berkeley, and was in good health and 
spirits two days before her death. Mrs. Coulston was secretary of 
the Park Improvement Committee of the Chamber of Commerce at 
san diego…she was born in Pennsylvania and was best known to 
horticulturists throughout the country by her writings in Garden 
and Forest…When that publication suspended four years ago, Mrs. 
Coulston went to Cornell University for a two years’ course in 
horticulture, forestry, and nature study, and it was to complete this 
course that she was at the University of California. For the past two 
years she has been secretary of the Park Committee in san diego 
where she has been of great assistance to the landscape architects 
in carrying out the extensive park improvement plans. she was 
an active worker in philanthropy, especially among the youthful 
criminals. Mrs. Coulston was a woman of rare mental attainments 
and personal charm and was beloved by all who knew her. she 
was a member of many clubs and organizations, and impressive 
public memorial exercises were conducted in her memory by the 
Fellowship and the Wednesday Club in san diego. 68

a notice in American Gardening called Coulston “a lady of very high ideals” 
who did very conscientious work for the Garden and Forest and was especially 
interested in forestry problems. Her contributions to liberty Hyde Bailey’s 
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Cyclopedia of American Horticulture are mentioned. Importantly, this obituary 
supplies otherwise unreported facts about Coulston’s life after ending her studies 
at Cornell and before being hired in san diego. It states that she traveled with a 
theatrical company in a clerical capacity for a short time (most likely the theater 
company of her daughter and son-in-law), and that upon visiting California, she 
decided to make it her permanent home.69 according to this obituary, she did 
some work with a los angeles newspaper before settling in northern California.70 

a letter to the editor in a subsequent issue of American Gardening candidly 
assessed Coulston and pointed out that her work was likely to be undervalued. It 
was signed only with an initial “g,” giving no useful hint to the writer’s identity. 
It is likely that “g” supplied the photograph of Coulston published along side 
the letter, placing the only known picture of her on the record.

It is with deep regret that I read in American Gardening of the death 
of my old-time co-worker, Mrs. Coulston. the service rendered by 
Mary C. [sic] Coulston in the horticultural world was of the sort 
that is not known or appreciated as it should be. It was the oil that 
makes the engine run smoothly, rather than the puffing steam, or 
the ponderous driving wheels. she was neither an amateur nor 
professional florist or gardener, and really had comparatively 
little of the technical skill required to grow plants, and knew little 
about them, yet she accomplished much in the line of horticultural 
literary work, including park and outdoor art of all sorts…Her life 
is a striking example of what a woman with ordinary education 
can do in a comparatively strange field, provided she has push, 
discretion and ability.71

obituaries were also published in the American Florist,72 the Country Gentleman,73 
and the widely read and prestigious journal Science, which mentioned Coulston’s 
recent appointment as “assistant in agriculture in the University of California.”74 
Both Cornell University and the University of California listed her name in their 
annual memorials for 1904.75 

Coulston’s death was shockingly unexpected and untimely, yet the widespread 
expression of civic loss seems out of proportion for someone who lived in san 
diego less than two years. she had earned this degree of sincere respect through 
her job competence and useful volunteer work in the community. despite being 
a newcomer, almost everyone in san diego knew her name, her work, and her 
good works. the unreserved acclaim may equally demonstrate Coulston’s ability 
to keep secrets and to have at last escaped the taint of notorious events in her past. 
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Philadelphia Noir 

Coulston is a woman of mystery in the san diego historical record. nothing 
about her life before Garden and Forest has appeared in a san diego source. new 
research fills in some of the gaps and uncovers the tumultuous experiences of 
Coulston’s earlier life in Philadelphia. 

Mary Bollinger (Coulston) was born in 1855. Her early life was spent in 
Philadelphia and the nearby new Jersey farm lands across the schuylkill river. 
she and her widowed mother joined a Philadelphia Methodist Episcopal church 
in 1866.76 nothing is known about the schooling or home education that so ably 
prepared her for a later career in journalism. When eighteen years old, she married 
a twenty-three-year-old carpenter, Charles W. Coulston. a son, Jesse Claude, was 
born when she was twenty and a daughter, Theodora Emily, followed five years 
later. In 1880 the family was farming in Mt. laurel, new Jersey.77 

By 1883 Mary and Charles Coulston had moved into Philadelphia where 
their daughter was belatedly baptized.78 she and her husband joined the rapidly 
growing congregation of a handsome and charismatic minister, Waldo Messaros. 
the eloquent preacher claimed to have been born in greece on Christmas day and 
to have attended oxford University. temperance lectures by “the greek orator” 
drew sell-out crowds.79 Messaros rode a crest of popularity as his congregation 
grew from 40 to 380 members.80 later, when his fraud and alcoholic dissipation 
came to light, “Messaros” was reported to be of scots-Irish parentage and named 
MacKenzie,81 but his public unmasking came too late for Coulston. 

after three years of active church involvement, the Coulstons, along with a 
few others, became disillusioned with their minister. Mary Coulston said she 
had originally “idolized” Messaros, but now found him to be “a wolf in sheep’s 
clothing.”82 He had managed to skate through church investigations, but charges 
persisted of improper conduct, drunkenness and inappropriate relationships 
with women in the congregation.83 His effort to join a Masonic lodge was held 
up for more than a year when charges of drunkenness, loose morals and false 
representation were raised. He was called, not greek, but an “Irish adventurer.” a 
newspaper editorial called him a “liar, pious fraud, adventurer and drunkard.”84 

the Coulstons may have decided to entrap Messaros who, in their opinion, 
did not belong in the ministry. But as events unfolded, it was the Coulstons, not 
Messaros, who suffered public condemnation and a series of upheavals that 
destroyed their marriage. When the Coulstons tried to leave the church, Messaros 
resisted their repeated requests for the customary letters of dismissal from church 
membership (needed for presentation when joining a new church). Messaros 
perhaps hoped to avoid the questions and speculation likely to attend the loss 
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of such prominent congregants. By this time Charles operated his own business 
and Mary was a church leader and sunday school teacher who was well-known 
for her work with the society of organized Charity.85 

Messaros was scheduled to meet Mary Coulston at her home to discuss the 
still-pending letter of dismissal from the church. she previously had invited the 
family doctor and other members of the church congregation to be present with 
her husband. the witnesses were in a separate room when the reverend Messaros 
came to call. after a few moments together in the parlor, Coulston’s cries of alarm 
brought her husband and others into the room where she and Messaros were 
entwined. Her husband knocked Messaros to the floor and the doctor interceded 
to stop the fighting. Mary said she had been attacked and went out to call in 
the police. at the police station, a Messaros supporter from the congregation 
offered any price to derail the charges that were being filed (a story disputed at 
trial), but when a grand jury heard the complaint the panel returned a true bill 
of indictment. Messaros was charged with assault and battery and assault and 
battery with intent to rape. 

Exactly what happened that day in the Coulston’s parlor is not known. Mary 
Coulston portrayed herself in a newspaper interview as the one woman in the 
church willing to speak out on Messaros’ conduct and weather the consequences.86 

“I am not the only woman in that congregation who has been insulted by Messaros,” 
she told a reporter, “but I am the only woman who had the courage to resent 
his conduct and expose him…If the women of this congregation would just tell 
a little bit, Messaros could not stay in this city.”87 she came into the legal case 
against Messaros with the positive attitude that she was performing a necessary 
service to the community. “the duty has fallen on me,” she said, “because others 
shrink from publicity.”88 Whether she spoke with careless bravado or pathetic 
naivety, Coulston had a hard lesson ahead.

the Philadelphia trial of a prominent minister on attempted rape charges 
convulsed the press and commanded national attention. locals fought for seats 
in the courtroom. “Mrs. Coulston” was headline news in sensationalized stories 
from coast to coast. she was subjected to a textbook example of the way in which 
a claim of sexual assault is deflected by branding the accusation a lie told by a 
scorned woman. In this defense, the male is portrayed as a victim of a woman’s 
delusional thinking. legal scholars contend that this “Cassandra Curse”—the 
stereotype of the female liar—persists to this day, so its presence in an 1886 
Philadelphia courtroom is hardly surprising.89 

the newspaper reports on the Coulston-Messaros case portrayed Coulston 
as an emotionally desperate woman. she was described as “rather plain, tall, 
slim, and dark-complexioned,”90 in other words, not someone likely to attract 
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the advances of the handsome Messaros whose wife was beautiful, blond, and 
well-dressed. despite acknowledging that Mrs. Coulston had delivered her 
evidence with dignity and withstood a vigorous cross-examination by the defense 
attorney,91 the press discredited her testimony as “mud throwing.”92            

Messaros claimed complete innocence and testified that he had been pestered 
and pursued by Coulston.93 she had forced her attentions upon him since joining 
his church, he claimed, and had told him that her husband was a thief, a forger, 
and a liar. on the day he visited her home, she suddenly threw her arms around 
him and called for her husband, Messaros told the court.94 the charges, he said, 
were the result of a conspiracy.

although the newspapers discounted Coulston’s testimony that Messaros had 
previously asked her to join him in an out-of-town rendezvous and grabbed her 
forcibly in her home, the jury found some aspects of the case to be creditable. 
While they found the defendant not guilty of the specific charges, the jury 
admonished Messaros with a further finding that he “was deserving of censure 
for his indiscretions and imprudence.” If Coulston saw elements of a Pyrrhic 
victory in the jury verdict, it went unacknowledged in the press, which simply 
proclaimed the acquittal of Messaros on all charges and crowed about the overflow 
crowds at his next church service.95

one week after prevailing in court, Messaros announced his plan to sue the 
Coulstons for conspiracy and blackmail.96 the prior month, shortly before the 
Messaros trial began, the couple were sued for false arrest and imprisonment and 
required to post a bond guaranteeing their future appearance in court. this charge 
may have been prompted by supporters of Messaros. the suit complained that 
Mary Coulston had caused the unwarranted arrest for drunkenness of someone 
encountered in her charity work. 

When it came time to face these charges one month after the Messaros trial, 
Mary Coulston fled Philadelphia for New York where she reportedly was going 
to disembark for Europe.97 Her husband was jailed, and Mary was pursued by 
a Philadelphia police detective. telegrams asking the new york police to arrest 
her were dispatched.98 this was reported on January 28, just one day after a 
Philadelphia newspaper published “The Coulston Family Affair,” a vague story 
of a Coulston family fracas and Mary Coulston’s charges of aggravated assault 
against her father-in-law and her husband’s two brothers.99

It was 1887. Mary Coulston was thirty-two years old and her children were 
about seven and twelve years of age. Her family relationships were strained to 
breaking and she was on the lam from the law. Her life was a shambles. Whether 
she was crumbling under the strain and humiliations of the Messaros trial and 
other legal problems, or whether her husband and quarrelsome in-laws had 
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driven her from the family home is unknown. years later in san diego, Coulston 
was praised for her common sense and affability. Was she the volatile maker of 
her own disastrous fate in Philadelphia or a victim? Unfortunately, no letters or 
diaries or personal narratives that might further illuminate this question have 
come to light. We do know that one phase of her life ended in 1887 and that her 
energies and passions found an entirely new focus during her remaining years.100

Coulston left the country after her failure to answer the false imprisonment 
charges and the forfeiture of her bail. although her destination is unknown, 
six months after escaping Philadelphia she and her son Claude are listed as 
passengers arriving at the new york port of entry on July 22, 1887. 101 the ship’s 
log does not mention her small daughter, theodora Emily, and indeed there is 
no further information about whether Coulston retained custody and raised 
her children or if they lived with their father in Philadelphia. likewise, it is not 
known if she returned for any period of time to the marriage or received any 
form of support from her husband. no divorce decree was found in the records 
searched. If the Philadelphia police further pursued her on a fugitive warrant, 
the story is unrecorded.

A year after her desperate flight from the country, Coulston was living in New 
york and working under an inspiring mentor at Garden and Forest which was edited 
and published in the Tribune building.102 the Tribune newspaper sent her out on 
various assignments, including to the 1893 Chicago Columbian Exposition.103 
there she encountered Hindu teachings at the World’s Parliament of religions 
and became a disciple of swami vivekananda. she became a recognized leader 
and treasurer in the newly established vedanta society104 and her character even 
appears in a 2010 play about the visit of famous swamis to new york in 1899.105 
throughout her life, Coulston was a seeker of religious truth. she was continually 
associated with spiritual groups and charitable work.

some questions about the life of Mary B. Coulston may never be answered. 
We do not know how a young woman who married at age eighteen and became 
the mother of two children developed the journalistic skills that provided her 
with a livelihood. We do not know how she managed the rapid transition from 
a troubled life and marriage in Philadelphia to a plum editorial job in new york 
City. We do not know if she told intimates in new york and later in san diego 
about her unhappy experiences in Philadelphia or completely shrouded her past. 
We only know that she rebounded and found a new beginning in California. 
she was leading a contented and productive life at the time of her death in 1904. 

during her short association with san diego, Coulston contributed matchless 
knowledge and experience at a critical time in the history of Balboa Park. Her 
journalism remolded public opinion about the value of City Park and the 
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desirability of supporting park development. she worked with enthusiasm 
and energy to get the practical work of park improvement off to a successful 
start, handling a variety of responsibilities far beyond those usually assigned a 
committee secretary. By the time the Chamber of Commerce Park Improvement 
Committee handed over its work to the City of San Diego’s first Board of Park 
Commissioners,106 the myth that City Park could never be developed was exploded 
and the preservation of the park as public space was largely assured.107 Mary B. 
Coulston was not on the fringe of these developments. rather, she contributed 
significantly to both outcomes and deserves to be recognized as one of the 
principal planners of Balboa Park. 
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Contest for California: From Spanish Colonization to the American Conquest. By 
stephen g. Hyslop. Before gold: California under spain and Mexico, vol. 2. 
norman, oK: arthur H. Clark Company, 2012. Bibliography, illustrations, index, 
and notes. 448 pp. $39.95 paper.

reviewed by theodore a. strathman, lecturer, department of History, 
University of san diego.

In this latest installment of the arthur H. Clark Company’s series on spanish- 
and Mexican-era California, independent scholar stephen Hyslop explores the 
struggle for power and moral authority among the various residents, sojourners, 
and commenters drawn to California. Utilizing a wealth of primary source 
materials, Hyslop combines eloquent and engaging storytelling with deft 
analysis of the motives of those vying for control over California, including useful 
commentary on the lessons to be gained from this struggle.

The book is organized chronologically into four parts, the first two of which 
cover the spanish era. Part one provides a useful discussion of the early stages 
of spanish colonization and does well to examine both the physical process of 
settlement and the goals of this incursion. a particular strength of this portion of 
the book is Hyslop’s investigation of conflicts between Franciscan missionaries and 
officials of the Spanish crown over issues such as the commitment of resources to 
pueblos and spanish soldiers’ mistreatment of Indian neophytes. Hyslop insists 
throughout the book that the principal sets of actors in the contest for California 
– spaniards, Californios, Indians, and anglo americans – were not monoliths but 
groups marked by internal disputes and competing visions. Part two explores 
the increasing foreign interest in California from the late eighteenth century to 
the end of the spanish era. Here Hyslop’s accounts of smugglers, trappers, and 
explorers suggest the remarkable human diversity of the Pacific Coast in this 
period. He relates, for instance, the experience of the american Joseph o’Brien, 
who sailed for the russian american Company and organized a venture that 
featured Aleut hunters plying the waters off Baja California in their kayaks.

the theme of foreign incursion continues in Part three, which chronicles 
the accelerating influx of American trappers and emigrants in the early years 
of Mexican rule. What emerges here is one of Hyslop’s main themes: anglo 
americans came with a brazenness and disdain for Mexican rule that helped 
justify the eventual conquest of California. trespassers like Jedediah smith violated 
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Mexican law by their very presence, yet claimed that they were the innocent 
victims when Mexican authorities tried to curtail their activities. Meanwhile, 
Mexican officials found their ability to act against such newcomers burdened by 
financial constraints and the vastness of the territory. At the same time, the desire 
for economic development led some Californios to seek accommodation with 
foreigners like John sutter.

Part Four examines the american conquest from Commodore thomas ap 
Catesby Jones’s premature seizure of Monterey in 1842 to the suppression of 
Californio resistance during the Mexican War. Hyslop argues convincingly that the 
actions of John C. Frémont and the Bear Flaggers, while not officially sanctioned by 
the United states government, were nevertheless consistent with american policy 
towards Mexico. the book’s account of key events like the american occupation 
of los angeles and the Battle of san Pasqual suggests that the arrival of american 
forces did not make the conquest of California a fait accompli and that the conduct 
of the conquerors would have important consequences for postwar relations 
between anglo americans and Californios.

Hyslop’s engaging discussion of voyages of exploration, emigration, and 
enterprise at times leaves the reader curious about developments among those 
already residing in California. the author acknowledges in the introduction that he 
pays particular attention to those who journeyed to California and that the book is 
not intended as “a comprehensive history of the Californios or the Indians among 
whom they lived” (p. 13). nevertheless, the focus on the journeys and observations 
of anglo americans in Part three seems to give short shrift to important internal 
developments like the secularization of the missions and the rise of the ranchos. 
these processes are certainly not ignored entirely, but readers may wish for more 
discussion, for example, of the role of Californios in secularization and the labor 
regime that developed on the ranchos. surely these issues surrounding land and 
labor were at the heart of the “contest for California” as it unfolded in the Mexican 
period.

Furthermore, professional scholars may desire more commentary to link Hyslop’s 
work to the historiography of California in this period. Hyslop does note in the 
book’s acknowledgements some of the secondary sources that shaped his research, 
and in his conclusion he does engage directly the work of the nineteenth-century 
scholars Hubert Howe Bancroft and Josiah royce. However, some discussion of the 
rich contemporary scholarship from the likes of douglas Monroy, albert Hurtado, 
and James Sandos would have helped situate this fine book within the larger sweep 
of California historiography. still, Contest for California is an engaging work that 
deserves a place on the reading list of scholars and lay readers interested in how 
and why the United states claimed this part of the Mexican north.
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An Archaeology of Desperation: Exploring the Donner Party’s Alder Creek Camp. 
Edited by Kelly J. dixon, Julie M. schablitsky, and shannon a. novak. norman: 
University of oklahoma Press, 2011. Bibliography, illustrations, index, and notes. 
xiv + 390. $34.95 cloth.

reviewed by g. timothy gross, archaeologist, Ecology and Environment, Inc., 
and adjunct Professor, department of anthropology, University of san diego.

Cannibalism is a controversial topic in archaeology. some archaeologists reject 
out of hand even fairly clear-cut physical evidence in prehistoric sites and label 
those who present the interpretation of the evidence as at best insensitive to the 
descendant populations, and at worst, outright racist for even raising the topic. 
An Archaeology of Desperation comes at the issue from another angle, taking an 
archaeological approach to the rather well-documented incidents of cannibalism 
at the donner Party alder Creek camp. the book is, however, much more than 
an archaeological report for the general public.

the eleven chapters of the book present the story of the donner Party and 
provide a context to discuss the archaeology of the alder Creek camp, one of two 
occupied by members of the party after they were halted in their journey by the 
advance of a severe winter. The first two chapters (by Kristin Johnson) provide 
the context both for the events that led to the establishment of the camps (the 
individuals involved, the journey west, the winter storm) and for the excavation. 
the history of the alder Creek camp and its relationship to the other camp at 
donner lake is reconstructed from documentary sources, and the history of the 
camps after the survivors were rescued is considered. attention is paid to both 
the efforts of survivors to retrieve wagon cargo and to other visitors to the camps, 
many of whom took souvenirs.

donald l. Hardesty provides the context for the alder Creek excavations 
in light of earlier archaeological work at the donner lake camp. the recent 
excavations are presented next.  Kelly J. dixon covers the archaeology of the 
camp, including how it was found and what was recovered in the excavation. 
Julie M. Schablitsky then presents an analysis of the site specifically as a survivor 
camp, reconstructing activities that may have gone on there.

Two chapters deal with bone identification. Bone fragments were abundant 
among the artifact assemblage of the alder Creek Camp. determining whether or 
not human bone is present at the sites and if there is evidence for preparation and 
consumption of human flesh is, of course, an important aspect of the investigation. 
gwen robbins schug and Kelsey gray (with contributions by guy l. tasa, rene 
Danielson, and Matt Irish) discuss identification of the many very small pieces of 
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bone, including microscopic analysis. shannon a. novak looks at the bone from 
the excavations in terms of social context, including the probable consumption of 
a pet dog within the larger context of nineteenth-century pet ownership. Evidence 
of butchering is also presented. Following these two chapters is a discussion by 
g. richard scott and sean McMurry of patterns in both historic and prehistoric 
cannibalism.

Three chapters finish out the book. The oral history of the events at Alder 
Creek and donner lake camps as seen by the Washoe, the native americans in 
whose territory the camps were located,  is presented by Jo ann nevers and Penny 
rucks (with contributions by lana Hicks, steven James, and Melba rakow). Will 
Bagley and Kristin Johnson explore the effects of the Donner Party experience on 
other immigrant parties and the general western expansion in the next chapter, 
and the last chapter, by dixon and schablitsky, summarizes the conclusions.

An Archaeology of Desperation succeeds in putting the donner story into its 
historical setting. the chapter on Washoe oral history is a fascinating example. 
according to these accounts, Washoe individuals recognized the plight of the 
stranded travelers and tried to help with gifts of food. due both to past hostile 
encounters with Indians during the journey west and general cultural attitudes, 
members of the party met such attempts with gunfire. One wonders if the story 
might have had a different ending had the Washoe been allowed to help.

the editors have assembled a collection of papers that are both interesting and 
informative. as an edited volume, the book will not satisfy all readers. the chapter 
on the archaeology, for instance, has generally less detail than an archeologist 
would need to evaluate the project, while the discussion of bone identification 
includes more detail on sampling adequacy, the bone identification criteria, and 
the general characteristics of bone than most non-scientists would want.

An Archaeology of Desperation is an interesting read and has a place in the 
library of anyone interested in western expansion, historical archaeology, or 
the controversial area of archaeological identification of cannibalism. At Alder 
Creek, where historic accounts, including those newly presented accounts from 
Washoe oral history, indicate humans clearly ate other humans, no definitive 
archaeological evidence of those acts was recovered. the authors explore the 
possible reasons for this, but whatever the cause, this certainly demonstrates that 
the archaeological record can sometimes be quite perplexing.
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El Capitan: Adaptation and Agency on a Southern California Indian Reservation, 
1850 to 1937. By tanis C. thorne with photo essays by Heather Ponchetti daly. 
Banning, Ca: Malki-Bellena Press, 2012. appendix, bibliography, illustrations, 
index, and notes. v + 235 pp. $24.95 cloth. $15.95 paper.

reviewed by Eliza Martin, Ph.d., visiting lecturer, department of History, 
georgia state University.

Historian tanis thorne’s El Capitan: Adaptation and Agency on a Southern 
California Indian Reservation, 1850 to 1937 offers a history of San Diego’s Capitan 
grande Indian reservation and its residents. Employing sources such as Bureau 
of Indian Affairs records, oral histories, and photographs, Thorne aims to use 
the reservation and its inhabitants as a case study to examine the history of 
Indian/white relations in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century southern 
California. This richly illustrated, “Indian-centered” (p. 15) history offers a story of 
agency and adaptation, arguing that Capitan grande’s residents shaped their own 
lives and were not “passive, weak, or helpless” in the face of the massive social, 
cultural, political, and economic disruptions that swept southern California from 
the Mission Period onward (p. 171). thorne successfully highlights the complexity 
of Indian identity, the harried relationships among Indians, the Mission Indian 
Federation, the BIa, and local residents, and the internecine debates amongst the 
Indians over access to funds and land.

thorne’s work touches on themes central to recent research regarding native 
americans in California and the broader United states, including dispossession, 
adaptation, cultural flexibility, and hybridity. The experiences of Capitan Grande’s 
residents speak to many of the broader issues both southern Californian and 
american Indians faced during this period, especially the challenges of land and 
resource loss. Federal government involvement with native welfare is another 
common thread woven throughout the narrative. throughout the book, thorne 
highlights the Capitan group’s contentious relationships with the federal Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, which, according to Thorne, seemed more interested in ending 
federal responsibility for Indian welfare than protecting Indians’ land and 
resource rights.  

one example of the clash between reservation dwellers, the BIa, and the 
broader community—an incident that makes Capitan grande a particularly 
interesting case study—came with debates over the use of the san diego river.  
the Capitan grande reservation happened to be located along the course of the 
san diego river, a water source that became increasingly important to the rapidly 
growing city of San Diego. The San Diego Flume Company first tapped the river 
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in a significant way in the 1880s, building a water system across the reservation to 
bring san diego river water to white farmers and urban dwellers. Controversially, 
the Flume Company began the project without the required federal permission 
to utilize reservation land and water. Eventually, as disagreements over access to 
this water and potential dam sites on the reservation came to a head, the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs sided with the residents of San Diego, putting San Diego’s desires 
for a more abundant, reliable source of water above the needs of their Indian 
wards. In order to construct a dam on the reservation to supply the city, a dam 
that would place the most productive reservation lands under water, the City of 
san diego and BIa moved either to relocate reservation residents from their homes 
onto new reservations, or disband the reservation communities altogether. But 
while the Indians of Capitan grande stood to lose their homes, they ultimately 
defined the terms of their removal. A group of reservation residents challenged 
the city and the BIa, refusing to leave Capitan grande until they received the 
specific property they desired at the Barona and Viejas Ranches and the right 
to relocate as communities. this on-going act of civil disobedience essentially 
jeopardized a massive infrastructure project city leaders viewed as imperative 
for the region’s future, and led to reservation residents being relocated together 
to the land they requested.

thorne adroitly applies the primary sources related to the reservation and 
searches out the Indian voices that are often elusive in the historical record. yet 
referencing materials from extant secondary sources on water in san diego could 
further bolster her argument. the links between water, native american land 
claims, and federal intervention are central to the experience at Capitan grande, 
and a further exploration of this literature would strengthen the author’s analysis. 
thorne also occasionally falls away from the theme of agency, such as referring 
to the residents of Capitan Grande as “pawns” in the fight over San Diego River 
water (p. 94). though perhaps beyond the scope of this study, thorne could broaden 
the context of the work by drawing stronger links to the experiences of other 
tribes in southern California, as well as groups throughout the arid southwest 
and across the border in Mexico.

the story thorne tells—a narrative of both loss and agency—is not new when it 
comes to native american history, but the setting and the pursuit of that narrative 
into the twentieth century are welcome supplements to the current literature. 
overall, thorne’s is the most thorough study to date on the Capitan grande 
reservation and its inhabitants. 
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The Politics of Exclusion: The Failure of Race-Neutral Policies in Urban America. 
By leland t. saito. stanford, Ca: stanford University Press, 2009. Illustrations, 
notes, references, and index. 275 pp. $22.95 paper.

reviewed by Jesse Mills, assistant Professor, department of Ethnic studies, 
University of san diego.

“We lost a jewel,” san diego Historical society’s larry Malone thought when 
reflecting on the 1985 demolition of the Douglas Hotel near the downtown 
gaslamp Quarter. Few community members and no developers, however, had 
seen the douglas as more than a dilapidated building in the way of progress for 
a growth machine poised to revitalize san diego’s urban core. so what was lost? 
and why around that same time was the Chinese Mission spared, or even more 
significantly, wrapped within an Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District in the 
new millennium downtown cityscape? and later, why did the once “Colored 
only” Clermont Hotel become “the first building identified as a local historical 
landmark associated with african american history” (p.86)? 

leland saito’s The Politics of Exclusion: The Failure of Race-Neutral Policies in 
Urban America untangles from these landmarks, or more accurately the struggle 
over monumentalizing these landmarks, a complex fabric of colorblindness in 
public policy, of ongoing race disparity in the story of san diego’s past, and of 
maverick community activism to protect the socio-cultural history of displaced 
racial minorities. an accessible yet layered study, saito’s book links san diego 
historic preservation with electoral redistricting for asian americans in new 
york City and latinos in los angeles in a broad examination of race, place, and 
space in the United States. Ultimately, Saito finds, while redevelopment and 
redistricting professionals and commissions operate in ways that they consider 
free from racial bias, the decisions they make and the policies they create have 
racialized consequences. this is to say that groups that have experienced a history 
of forcible race-based exclusion from political and economic opportunity still 
find themselves fighting virtually on their own for recognition and validation 
against conglomerations of university professors, elected officials, experts, and 
their institutions.

All local history stewards, Saito points out, find themselves in a pitched 
battle against high finance-driven urban renewal schemes that, in San Diego, 
carelessly reduce the tapestry of the past into “theme park” cultural tourism 
that serves consumer-oriented “growth machine” strategies. Urban renewal, a 
euphemistic term many scholars characterize as a wrecking ball and bulldozer 
approach to economic improvement, is often a form of gentrifying urban core 
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neighborhoods that have already experienced white flight, capital flight, and 
dense in-migrations of working class people in search of opportunity.  It has been 
identified as “Negro removal” or “Chicano removal.” Taking into consideration the 
context of nineteenth-century Chinese Exclusion, alien land laws, internment 
camps for Japanese americans, paternalistic “benevolent assimilation” policies 
for Filipino Americans, decades of Jim Crow, and confinement to morally suspect 
and “dirty” vice districts like the stingaree, and you get the back story behind 
the fact that fewer than 3% of public historic monuments deal with non-whites 
and an understanding of why in 1985 no business owners or community leaders 
pulled their attention away from the african american community’s struggle in 
southeast san diego to “save” the downtown douglas Hotel. 

against this back story, the activism of community leaders becomes even more 
remarkable. Former city council member tom Hom and the gaslamp Quarter 
association battled from the mid-1970s through the mid-1980s to save the Chinese 
Mission from demolition, and ended up helping to found not just a Chinatown, 
but the more inclusive Asian Pacific Thematic Historic District to honor many of 
San Diego’s Asian American ethnic communities. Karen Huff created the Gaslamp 
Black Historical society from the dust (so to speak) of the douglas Hotel and 
pioneered unprecedented recognition for downtown black history in the new 
Padres ballpark and beyond.

saito is a master storyteller and interdisciplinary social scientist who brings 
together the historical record and the main voices in these battles over “race-
neutral” historic preservation and economic revitalization in san diego. thus the 
book pairs exceptionally well with the Winter 2008 race and space special issue 
of this journal (vol. 54, no. 1, which also contains saito’s quite complementary 
shorter piece on the same topic). With saito’s book, the eager and open-minded 
reader will also be treated to similarly detailed accounts of ethnic community 
mobilization around political representation in new york and los angeles in 
this richly informative text. one caution, though, is to read with patience as the 
leaps between places, communities, and times can appear deceptively simple in 
the hands of such a skilled writer, yet can leave the reader struggling to keep all 
of the pieces and moving parts of this sophisticated analysis together, struggling 
not to lose any of its many jewels.
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Wyatt Earp in San Diego: Life After Tombstone. By garner Palenske. santa ana, 
Ca: graphic Publishers, 2011.  Bibliography, illustrations, index, and notes. v + 
204 pp. $39.99 cloth.

Reviewed by Matthew Schiff, Director of Marketing, San Diego History Center.

Most americans are familiar with the name Wyatt Earp. Just hearing the 
name conjures up mental images of the strong and capable lawman working on 
the wild american frontier, keeping towns safe from marauding villains and 
opportunistic bandits. It is a vision of a hero—of a legend that was forged in 
the gunfight at the O.K. Corral. Most Americans, however, as well as some San 
diegans, do not consider the events before or after. Fewer still know that Wyatt 
Earp and his common-law wife, Josie, lived in san diego just four years after 
the famous incident. garner Palenske begins Wyatt Earp in San Diego: Life After 
Tombstone with this event, cloaking Earp in the usual legendary description, 
though he quickly and successfully guides the reader from the world of legend 
into the real life exploits of a former lawman turned businessman in the boom 
times of san diego in the mid-to-late 1880s. 

Wyatt and Josie arrived in san diego via the newly completed California 
southern railroad from Colton, California, where his parents lived. Palenske 
masterfully reconstructs the environment of the city at that time as still very much 
a frontier town where enforcement of the law was not rigorously pursued. It was 
a town, however, in transition. the booming real estate market, as it was at the 
time, consequently brought a new kind of citizen to the town, one who wanted 
a safer and less rowdy place to do business. the author depicts Wyatt Earp as a 
man likewise in transition. He was no longer a lawman and like so many others, 
Earp sought the myriad opportunities for investment in the desirable, and now 
accessible, real estate of san diego. But in these times of transition, Palenske points 
out that the line between the lawful and lawless activities often became blurred. 

as a frontier town, san diego’s “vice industries,” as Palenske calls them, 
were politically connected. He cites numerous examples of payoffs to officials 
in exchange for overlooking nefarious activities. as less-tolerant citizens moved 
in, however, it became harder for officials to avoid having to crack down on 
drinking, prostitution, and gambling. Earp, who in tombstone had a number of 
gambling interests as well as being a lawman, came to san diego with intentions 
of establishing similar gaming pursuits. as luck would have it, san diego’s 
president of the city council (mayor) at the time of Earp’s arrival was William 
Hunsacker, who had befriended Wyatt years prior when he was a defense attorney 
in tombstone. the author highlights the relationship that Earp developed with 
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many san diego lawmakers of the day and how his previously earned notoriety 
helped him sidestep some of the obstacles to running games of chance at this 
time. Much of the book is devoted to these near scrapes with the law as well as 
to many of Earp’s legal troubles when his properties lost value in the bust period 
that followed the boom in 1888. 

to avoid scrutiny and prosecution for larger scale gambling events like boxing, 
horse racing, and cock fights, Earp and others took their events to locations outside 
of town such as Pacific Beach and Tijuana. The author explains in great detail 
the level of involvement Earp had with horseracing and boxing, listing several of 
the races his many horses won as well as the numerous bare knuckle and gloved 
boxing events he refereed. Wyatt was a fair and capable referee but it was horse 
racing that he truly loved. readers familiar with san diego landmarks will marvel 
at how in a time before the automobile and freeways, places like Pacific Beach 
and tijuana were considered remote.

Palenske succeeds in chronicling in vivid detail the five short, but active, 
years the Earps spent in san diego. What is more, the author helps to make the 
man, Wyatt Earp, more accessible to those who read the book. Earp’s unique 
experience as a lawman vaults him to a level worthy of collective respect and 
admiration in the canon of the american West, but this expose of his time in 
san diego brings out the man behind the name. While Wyatt Earp in San Diego: 
Life After Tombstone dilutes to some extent the legend, it paints a more accurate 
picture of an opportunistic capitalist susceptible to the whims of fortune and 
risk, and provides another perspective to consider on a well-known subject of 
american history.

Calexico!: True Lives of the Borderlands. By Peter laufer. tucson: the University of 
arizona Press, 2011. Foreword, illustrations, and afterword. 248 pp. $19.95 paper.

reviewed by Eric Boime, associate Professor, san diego state University-
Imperial valley Campus.

Peter laufer deserves credit for his attention to the largely ignored but 
historically vital border town of Calexico, California (located in the poorest, most 
arid part of the United States). The fluidity of Calexico and Mexicali, Mexico, lends 
much needed nuance to mainstream debates about immigration and post-9/11 
security, topics on which laufer is an undisputed expert.

laufer’s expertise sustains an investigation that otherwise appears lackluster, 
especially compared to  William vollmann’s recently-released Imperial. though 
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the comparison may be unfair, vollmann’s study of the same county spanned an 
almost outlandish 1,300 pages. His attempt to untangle the region’s complexity 
of race, class, nature, and nationhood seemed to have pitched him into a rabbit 
hole whose exit expended incalculable amounts of physical and mental toil.

Laufer avoids this fate by flying directly into Imperial Airport and staying a 
total of five days at the Barbara Worth Resort, a fading, now defunct, hotel located 
a full half-hour away from Calexico. It’s fine that Laufer doesn’t smoke meth 
with Mexicali prostitutes to score an interview (as vollmann did), but it is not 
unreasonable to wonder why he couldn’t stay in town. He incorrectly suggests 
that there are no hotels with high-speed wi-fi in Calexico, and, for that matter, no 
taquerías open after eight. In chapter 1 (Monday), he is hungry, but unwilling to 
wait in the lengthy line of cars leading to Mexicali’s trove of restaurants. He settles 
for denny’s. If laufer resided locally, he might have discovered that walking across 
the border and hailing a cab takes a matter of minutes. Even if, on the return, he 
ended up walking back when many hundreds of contract workers make their 
daily slog to the American fields (starting around 3:00 A.M.), he would have had 
an authentic glimpse of Calexico. these migrants might have even have directed 
him to Calexico’s 24-hour taquerias which owe their livelihood to such crossers. 
He eventually visits Mexicali on thursday (chapter 4).

laufer lands some solid interviews to make his case for deregulating the 
border, though almost half of his interviewees live outside Imperial County. the 
latter range from a national security expert, the mayor of sarnia, ontario, to the 
drummer/singer of a tucson-based band named Calexico. of those interviewed 
from Imperial County, almost half live outside Calexico. these tallies speak to 
laufer’s larger inability to convey Calexico’s unique qualities.

this inability partially stems from the absence of any historiographical 
references (to either the borderlands or the Colorado river delta).  More than 
a few historians of the american West might bristle at laufer’s stated desire to 
get to know “Ms. Barbara Worth and her friends” (p. 11) (even after discovering 
that the waitress of the Barbara Worth hotel has no idea who she is).  Harold Bell 
Wright’s fictional account of the valley’s founding, The Winning of Barbara Worth, 
was a best-selling novel  (1911) and block-buster motion picture (1925) predicated 
on western mythologies that have been thoroughly debunked. “Ms. Worth” is 
largely irrelevant to laufer’s subtitle. In any case, Calexico’s and Mexicali’s bearing 
on California and american western history is unelaborated.

More problematic is laufer’s insistence on engaging the “lou dobbs-Patrick J. 
Buchanan-Bill o’reilly troika” (p. 102) and the “lou dobbs-types” (p. 201), when 
life in Calexico shatters the most sensationalist immigration debates (such as those 
regarding “English only,” taller fences, and “show me your papers”). laufer’s own 
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anecdotes make this clear. Mexican elites drive to Calexico’s Walmart seeking 
bargains. Children cross the border to attend Calexico’s public schools. a candidate 
for Calexico City Council skips a campaigning event “because his English wasn’t 
adequate enough” (p. 155). laufer’s passionate defense of undocumented workers 
is truly laudable, especially in the current political climate, but he does himself 
no service by letting the media’s most myopic segments frame the debate. one 
prominent example is his major conceit: that the U.s.-Mexican border is analogous 
to the Berlin Wall. He makes the comparison multiple times, despite an admission 
that it is “dead wrong” (p.33).

EXHIBIT REVIEWS

Titanic: The Artifact Exhibition. an exhibition at the san diego natural History 
Museum, Balboa Park (February 10, 2012 - september 9, 2012).

reviewed by neva sullaway, editor, Mains’l Haul - A Journal of Pacific Maritime 
History, Maritime Museum of san diego.

as the exhibit announces from the outset, there have been many presentations 
of the Titanic story:  in film, poetry, literature, exhibits, and even in children’s 
coloring books. What is it in our nature that draws us back to such a cataclysmic 
event, not in a lightly curious way, but in the slightly obsessive manner of someone 
looking for an answer? the question of course remains: How could such a grand 
ship, crafted with all the finest materials, knowledge, and technology of the 
modern era, come to such an abrupt and desperate end? 

the exhibit quite clearly has some of the answers, but they are not divulged 
until the end, until one is immersed in the history, the glory, the grandeur of 
the objects that lay before the viewer, and the sheer opulence of the ship itself. 
the juxtaposition of these marvels with the mortality of the vessel is stunning. 
the visitor to the exhibit is reminded of the brilliant drafting of the ship’s lines, 
the 10,000 men who worked for three years just on the hull and interior, and 
the fifteen water-tight bulkheads (a technological feat by any standard). Then, a 
hand’s breadth away lies an artifact that is part of the guts of the deceased ship, 
“the Eccentric strap,” part of the two reciprocating engines, dislodged when the 
ship broke apart. 
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Further on, we are ever reminded of the delicacies apportioned in First Class: 
the fine crystal, porcelain dishes, and the actual First Class Cabin itself, procured 
for a mere $2,500 in 1912, but at today’s values $57,000 (and twice that for the 
most exclusive cabins). the menus in the recreated café suggest the shipboard 
disparities: Filet Mignon in First Class, Curried Chicken in second Class, roast 
Pork in third Class. Would this matter in the end? 

the artifacts themselves are impressive, in part, for their condition. While 
peering over a “Plate with gold Flowers,” I marveled that there was no hint of 
imperfection in the plate; it seemed impossible, in fact, that this plate, this glorious 
piece of artwork could possibly have survived the rigors of the north atlantic 
sea, but what better place to be frozen in time than in near-freezing water? 

rather than the emotional and highly romanticized 1997 titanic movie’s 
musical score playing in the background, one was aware of the churning of the 
ship’s engines that stopped for a moment, probably not by design, but it still made 
the heart stop and wonder what that moment would have been like – the sound 
of the ice pressing against the hull, a long thudding sound to those nearest to the 
waterline and below, and the very slow awareness of imminent danger. 

the exhibit visitor turns a corner and leaves behind the artifacts. Here it 
is revealed that Captain Edward J. smith has neglected to heed three strong 
communiques from other ships in the area warning of icebergs. Furthermore, 
the ship continued at twenty-one knots, full-speed ahead into the minefield of 
icebergs. Why? British historian tim Maltin suggests that the vision on the bridge 
might have been distorted by an extraordinary bending of light that caused a 
mirage effect. And so, the questions remain.

Why maintain an obsession with a tragedy that happened 100 years ago? 
Certainly, the world has suffered many more since that fateful night in 1912. Is it 
sensationalism, capitalism, or the strange desire to identify with the tragic? Perhaps, 
it is the human part of us that wants to survive – that believes in our ability to 
overcome the unimaginable, to press on in the face of our darkest hour. and so, 
the image of the delicately embroidered handkerchief monogrammed with the 
letter “F” stays with me, hauntingly, as I depart. It belonged to someone, it touched 
someone’s hand, maybe dried a tear from someone’s face. I will never know. 
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Coronado on the Frontline: 1942-1945. an exhibition at the Coronado Historical 
association (through october 31, 2012).

reviewed by Casey tanaka, advanced Placement U.s. History teacher, 
Coronado High school and Mayor, City of Coronado.

If you stop by the visitor Center operated by the Coronado Historical association 
at 1100 orange avenue, you will have the chance to peruse a small but charming 
set of museum exhibits about Coronado’s unique and varied history. this museum 
has two permanent displays and a third temporary one. the two permanent 
displays are about Coronado’s early years and the Hotel del Coronado. the third 
display focuses on life in Coronado during World War two. this display is an 
elegant encapsulation of readily familiar items like ration booklets and wartime 
posters, but it also finds time to examine some aspects of the World War Two 
experience more particular to small suburban communities like Coronado. oral 
histories conducted by staff at the Coronado Historical Association have uncovered 
the existence of a PoW camp at the naval amphibious Base in Coronado, which 
today is better known for being home to half of the U.s. navy’s sEal teams. 
during the second World War, there were german prisoners of war housed on 
this base and included in this exhibit is a portrait painted by one of these prisoners 
of the daughter of the commander of this installation. 

Perhaps the most poignant piece in this exhibit is a scrapbook put together by 
CHA staff of the letters written by Ensign Herbert C. Jones prior to the December 7 
attack on Pearl Harbor. Ensign Jones died during the battle and was posthumously 
awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor for the valor he showed that sunday 
morning in Hawaii. It also includes pictures with his father, who eventually retired 
as a Navy Captain. In addition to this scrapbook, the staff at the CHA assembled 
and printed copies of a faux World War two-era newspaper that guests can take 
with them from this exhibit that gives extra details about the displayed items.

In the exhibit room dedicated to the Hotel del Coronado, there is a video 
kiosk with interviews from Japanese americans who lived through the events of 
World War two. this kiosk was generously loaned to the Coronado World War 
two exhibit by the Japanese american Citizens league and adds a much needed 
human face to complement the wistful pieces hanging on the walls or sitting out 
on small tables.the items on display at the Coronado Historical association’s 
visitor Center succeed at transporting its guests back to a time of scrap metal 
drives, civil defense planning, and Uso events. It does so modestly and quickly 
in an exhibit space that only numbers a few hundred square feet, and it does so 
in a way that is both understated and thoughtful.
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California Women and Politics: From the Gold Rush to the Great Depression. Edited by 
robert W. Cherny, Mary ann Irwin, and ann Marie Wilson. lincoln: University 
of nebraska Press, 2011. Illustrations, tables, notes, and index. xviii + 404 pp. 
$40.00 paper. Fourteen essays cover a wide range of women’s political activism, 
including conservation, the settlement house movement, labor organization, and 
anti-vice campaigns. the contributors also incorporate the voices of middle-class 
reformers, californianas, union members, and members of the upper class to suggest 
the diversity of interests and actors in women’s activism.

Empires, Nations, and Families: A History of the North American West, 1800–1860. 
By anne F. Hyde. History of the American West Series. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2011. Bibliography, illustrations, maps, notes, and index. xv + 628 pp. $45.00 
cloth. Focusing on family connections, this book examines how native, European, 
and american participants in the fur trade laid the groundwork for the american 
conquest of the West.

The Fall and Rise of the Wetlands of California’s Great Central Valley. By Philip 
garone. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011. Bibliography, illustrations, 
maps, appendix, notes, and index. xvi + 422 pp. $45 cloth. this environmental 
history of the wetlands of the Central valley covers such topics as the importance 
of these wetlands for migratory birds, native american interactions with the 
valley’s environments, the great irrigation and flood control projects of the 
twentieth century, and the growing awareness of threats facing the area’s wildlife. 
the book concludes with an epilogue that considers the impact of global climate 
change on the future of the valley’s wetlands.

Kids of the Black Hole: Punk Rock in Postsuburban California. By dewar Macleod. 
norman: University of oklahoma Press, 2010. Bibliography, illustrations, notes, 
and index. $19.95 paper. 240 pp. Kids of the Black Hole traces the rise of punk rock 
in the los angeles area in the late 1970s. Historian dewar Macleod argues that 
the political and social landscapes, as well as the physical sprawl of southern 
California, helped shape a punk rock subculture that differed from that of other 
punk epicenters like new york.
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Organized Agriculture and the Labor Movement before the UFW: Puerto Rico, Hawai’i, 
California. By dionicio nodín valdés. austin: University of texas Press, 2011. 
Bibliography, illustrations, maps, glossary, notes, and index. vii + 313 pp. $55.00 
cloth. valdés’s work explores farm labor organization in three places that shared 
a history of conquest by the United states. He argues that the nineteenth-century 
experience of conquest formed a critical backdrop against which farm workers 
organized their campaigns.

Women Writers of the American West, 1833–1927. By nina Baym. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2011. Bibliography, index. 371 pp. $40.00 cloth. nina 
Baym, a professor of literature at the University of Illinois, surveys a range of 
fiction and nonfiction writing spanning nearly a century. The book features three 
thematic chapters as well as nine chapters dealing with specific regions of the West.
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In Memoriam

John Tamlin Holland Redfern

July 6, 1926 - May 31, 2012. 

longtime san diego History Center volunteer 
John redfern passed away on May 31, 2012, and will 
be deeply missed.  a graduate of Beverly Hills High 
school in 1944, he received a Bachelor of science degree 
from UsC in 1950 and a Master of science degree from 
UCla in 1952. He married abigail louise Haskell in 
1954 and made a home in la Jolla, California, working 
as a civilian researcher for over 35 years at the Us navy 
laboratory in san diego. He specialized in underwater 
acoustics.  after his retirement, John traveled widely 

with his wife, studied his norwegian family heritage, and visited his ancestral 
home at vinstra, in the gubransdahl valley.  

John was a gifted photographer who exhibited his work locally. He volunteered 
at the san diego History Center for over 30 years, working to preserve its 
collection of early photographs with its former curator--his good friend larry 
Booth.  He is survived by his wife abigail, children donald, tamlin, and Charles, 
and grandchildren grace, gabrielle, Chloe, avery, alma and Karl alexander.  
donations may be sent in memory of John tamlin redfern to the san diego 
History Center, 1649 El Prado, suite 3, san diego, Ca  92101.

San History Center Research Archives.
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