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The Scripps Family’s San Diego Experiment
By

Molly McClain

Ellen Browning scripps (1836-1932) and her brother Edward Wyllis (“E.W.”) 
scripps (1854-1926) made their newspaper fortune in the expanding industrial cit-
ies of the Midwest—detroit, Cleveland, Cincinnati, and st. louis—but they spent 
much of it in san diego, California. In the early years of the twentieth century, they 
contributed substantial sums of money to the scripps Institution of oceanography, 
the scripps Memorial Hospital, the la Jolla recreational Center, the san diego 
natural History Museum, the san diego Zoo, and the Bishop’s school in la Jolla, 
among other organizations. they both invested in Miramar, a vast ranch located 
on the arid, chaparral-covered mesa now known as scripps ranch.1

What brought the scripps to California? and why did they stay? In the 1890s, 
san diego was still reeling from the effects of an economic depression caused by 
railroad overbuilding, bank failures, and the collapse of the real estate market. 
E.W. described the city as, “a busted, broken-down boom town…probably more 
difficult of access than any other spot in the whole country.”2 Ellen, meanwhile, 
found a “rude, rough pioneer element,” noting that even prominent men in the city 
spoke in a “language of slang, short epithets, and ‘wag.’”3 they discovered in rural 
southern California, however, both a retreat from civilization and a place where 
they could heal family rifts and prevent divisions caused by the rapid acquisition 
of wealth. they did not move to san diego to make a fortune but to give one away.  

san diego’s development coincided with the anti-modernist movement that 
swept through Europe and america in the late nineteenth century. Urban life—
fast-paced, individualistic, and profit-driven—had been a source of anxiety for 
centuries, particularly among the landowning classes. By the 1880s, however, 
doubts about modernity became widespread. Industrial advances, together with 
the rapid expansion of cities, caused people to think anew about the world they 
had built. t.J. Jackson lears described the process by which people “began to 
recognize that the triumph of modern culture had not produced greater autonomy 
(which was the official claim) but rather had promoted a spreading sense of moral 
impotence and spiritual sterility—a feeling that life had become not only over-
civilized but also curiously unreal.”4 they sought regeneration and renewal in a 
variety of different ways: sojourns into the wilderness, shows of military virtue, 
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exploration (and exploitation) of native cultures, psychological study, aesthetic 
production, and experimental urban planning.5 

san diego offered newcomers the opportunity to build a different kind of city, 
one with “geraniums” instead of “smokestacks” as george W. Marston promised in 
his 1917 campaign for mayor. Property owners drew on the aesthetic philosophy of 
John ruskin and adopted new approaches to urban planning such as the garden 
City and City Beautiful movements. Utopian novels as different as Looking Backward 
(1888) and William Morris’ News From Nowhere (1890) informed debates about the 
future of the city, as did dystopian accounts of the rise of an urban proletariat and 
the decline of american industry.6 It was here that E.W. and Ellen Browning scripps 
reconsidered their future as capitalists and experimented with a new way of life.

the scripps family wealth was derived from the industrial advances that made 
possible a revolution in printing and circulating newspapers; it also depended on 
the urbanization and industrialization of the Midwest. In 1873, James E. scripps 
and his brothers founded The Evening News in detroit, at that time a port on the 
route of cargo vessels carrying goods between lake Erie and the Upper lakes. the 
nation’s largest supplier of railroad cars, the city also supported industries such as 
iron and steel, shipbuilding, pharmaceuticals, and cigar manufacturing. scripps 
newspapers expanded its working class readership by moving into existing and 
developing markets such as Cleveland, Cincinnati, Buffalo, and st. louis. 

Ellen, who grew up with her brothers and sisters on a farm in rushville, 

The Scripps family gathered in Detroit to celebrate the one-hundredth anniversary of William Scripps’ arrival in 
the United States in 1791. Twenty-nine lineal descendants and their spouses were photographed on the steps of 
George G. Booth’s residence on Trumbull Ave., Detroit, June 29, 1891. Ellen B. Scripps stands second from the 
left. ©SDHC #14393. See back cover for individual names.
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Illinois, worked on the News as a copyeditor and journalist. Her younger brother 
E.W. helped found the Cleveland Press, Cincinnati Post, and St. Louis Chronicle. In the 
late 1880s, the latter’s attempt to seize control of the scripps Publishing Company 
failed, resulting in a divisive lawsuit and a break with his brother James. E.W. 
was sufficiently depressed about his prospects to begin looking around for other 
opportunities. He later wrote, “I did not wish to come to California for money. I 
wanted to get as far away from the detestable temper as possible.”7

Ellen and E.W. scripps began to reflect on their roles as industrialists following 
the publication of a controversial novel, Looking Backward: 2000-1887, by Edward 
Bellamy. the author characterized the nineteenth century as time when “riches 
debauched one class with idleness of mind and body, while poverty sapped the 
vitality of the masses by overwork, bad food, and pestilent homes.” He, like others, 
saw the uneasy relationship between labor and capital as a harbinger of change. 
His protagonist, a young Boston gentleman, goes to sleep in 1887 and wakes up 
more than one hundred years later at a time when individuals have put aside their 
self-interest in order to work for the good of the whole. tenements and smoke-
stacks disappear to be replaced by tree-lined streets, parks, and public buildings of 
“a colossal size and architectural grandeur.” Everyone feels him or herself to be a 
member of an “industrial army” working for “one great business corporation,” the 
state. the result, according to Bellamy, was the end of poverty and great wealth, 
“the solidarity of the race and the brotherhood of man.”8 

E.W., an ardent capitalist, was startled by Bellamy’s critique of modern society. 
He wrote to his sister, “By the way, I 
have read that book of Bellamy, ‘look-
ing Backward.’ I was surprised to find 
myself thoroughly absorbed and inter-
ested in it. When you read it, did you not 
feel that you were being attacked and 
justly attacked for your selfishness and 
your folly? did you not feel your own 
hands dripping with the blood of your 
murdered victims? I did. I feel now that 
I am doing altogether wrong. I have not 
yet decided whether I can do entirely 
right but I am sure I can do a great deal 
better than I am and I am going to try.” 
He was particularly struck by the fact 
that “there are poor widows and orphans 
in Cleveland and detroit who are such 
because our companies have been too 
mean to furnish healthful work rooms 
and merited salaries sufficient to feed 
and clothe them properly.” More than 
one person had died in the service of the 
paper, “and my only wonder was that the 
number was not greater considering the 
terrible condition of the old press office” 
in Cleveland.9 

Edward Wyllis Scripps, ca. 1890. This photo was 
published on the cover of the Fourth Estate, the 
weekly newspaper trade magazine, May 11, 1912. 
Courtesy of Mahn Center for Archives and Special 
Collections, Ohio University Libraries.
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Ellen was not particularly con-
cerned about the poor—in fact, she 
had a horror of beggars—but she 
disapproved of monopolists and the 
accumulation of vast wealth. she 
once asked E.W. why he did not con-
sider separating his business interests 
from those of their brother James: “It 
may seem a pity to your ambitions 
to check in its mid-career a business 
which promises magnificent growth 
and results. But, after all, what is it 
we are doing but amassing money 
and becoming monopolists? I see 
that Carnegie in the North American 
is discussing the duties of a monied 
man. He has amassed $20,000,000. 
the question of benefitting mankind 
should have been considered and 
solved at a time and in a way that 
should have prevented his becoming 
a millionaire.”10 

at the same time, Ellen shared 
E.W.’s belief that philanthropy should not lead to dependency but should go 
towards organizations and institutions that aimed to improve society. she under-
stood all too well the emotional dynamics created by wealth and poverty within a 
family—and by extension the human family—and believed that money could and 
should help people take steps towards self-sufficiency. on occasion, family ten-
sions caused her to imagine escaping to a distant desert island, “where the air that 
I breathe will not be tainted, nor my ears polluted with the foul smell and sound of 
money, and the baseness of spirit it engenders.” she thought that only one member 
of the family, her older sister Elizabeth, remained “uncontaminated by the vile 
thing” and, as a result, preserved her “independence and moral tone.”11 

California offered both Ellen and E.W. a chance to escape, albeit briefly, from 
the business of making money. they had considered a trip as early as 1885—“We 
ought to cross the country some time,” the latter wrote.12 Instead, they decided to 
travel through Mexico with James and his family in 1885-86. they visited cities on 
Mexico’s Pacific Coast and, once back in the United states, traveled as far west as 
albuquerque and las vegas. It was not until their sister annie headed to Califor-
nia that the scripps family found an excuse to leave for the golden state.   

annie scripps went to California in 1887 in search of a remedy—both spiritual 
and physical—for crippling rheumatoid arthritis. she found a home at the reme-
dial Institute and school of Philosophy, also known as the new order of life, in 
alameda.13 one of many utopian communities founded in late nineteenth-century 
California, it offered “a life of brotherly love” guided by the pseudo-scientific 
principles of its founder, dr. Horace Bowen.14 annie spoke highly of her experi-
ence, writing to her brother that the “principles that have been inculcated in my 
soul’s consciousness” had blessed her. “you are a businessman,” she wrote, “and, 

Ellen Browning Scripps, ca. 1891. Courtesy of Ella Strong 
Denison Library, Scripps College.
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of course, this to you may seem soar-
ing or theoretical but to me it is living 
truth, the carrying out of my soul’s 
connections. I feel that I am just where 
my god has placed me having used my 
very weakness as you term it for the 
further development of my soul.”15  

Ellen and E.W., however, remained 
concerned about their sister’s welfare, 
particularly as they had taken on finan-
cial responsibility for her care. In 1889, 
the latter intended to travel to Cali-
fornia to investigate the situation but, 
instead, remained in ohio while his 
wife recovered from diphtheria.16 Ellen, 
having recently returned from Europe, 
packed her trunks and, at the end of 
1889, headed to san Francisco with her 
brother Fred.17  

Ellen arrived in alameda on 
January 1, 1890, after a ten-day train 
journey from Chicago. she found the 
san Joaquin valley to be disappointing: 
“I had pictured to myself as a smiling, 
fertile valley with trees and running 
water.” Instead, she found “a great level 
stretch of ground extending all around 
to the horizon” with few fences and even fewer houses. she saw tents belonging to 
workmen and a few stations, little more than shanties, “chiefly saloons and billiard 
rooms.” oakland also surprised her: “Where are the palatial houses, the beauti-
ful gardens, the avenues of trees I expected to see? Behold a country town set on 
a marsh, low one-storied buildings basely painted and adorned with gingerbread 
carvings around the porch awnings, muddy streets, shabby sidewalks.”18 

she spent a month with her sister while Fred decamped for nearby Byron Hot 
springs for the treatment of rheumatic symptoms. “I advocate his going,” she told 
E. W., “not because I apprehend any particular virtue resides in the springs, but 
because this ‘atmosphere’ is too light and elevated for his grosser spirit.” she could 
not imagine him attending theosophical lectures on karma and reincarnation or 
listening to dr. Bowen’s strictures on the “molecula remedy” for disease. annie, 
however, seemed remarkably happy even if physically frail. she considered alam-
eda to be her “Paradise” and looked “better contented and in serener mood than 
ever before,” according to Ellen.19

seeing little reason to remain in northern California, Ellen and Fred traveled 
south to san diego to visit their cousins, Hans and Fanny Bagby. the latter worked 
as a journalist for several scripps papers before joining the staff of the san diego 
Sun.20 they arrived on February 15, 1890, took rooms at the Horton House, and 
set about viewing the city. they crossed by ferry to Coronado and spent their 
first morning wandering around the hotel grounds. a few days later, they went 

Julia “Annie” Scripps (1847-98) was one of the few 
family members that Ellen B. Scripps spoke of with 
affection. Ellen described her as “very gentle, patient, 
and quite a religious person” with an “intelligent face”; 
she thought her “the ablest of the lot.” Courtesy of 
Warren S. Wilkinson, Mahn Center for Archives and 
Special Collections, Ohio University Libraries.
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to la Jolla to gather seashells and mosses. Ellen noted in her diary, “Found a few 
fine specimens also starfish, black mussels, and various other kinds of shells. the 
rocks here are undermined with caves washed out of the softer parts of the rocks 
by the action of the waves.”21 she traveled to Pacific Beach, old town, Point loma, 
linda vista, the City Park (later Balboa Park), the san diego Mission, national City, 
tijuana, the sweetwater dam, and Fallbrook. she also visited Mission gorge where 
a cousin, lida scripps, had a ranch.22   

Ellen received a great deal of attention from san diegans as a result of her con-
nection to the Evening News and the scripps Publishing Company, “the fame of 
which I found had preceded me.” Her cousin Fanny also advertised her arrival in 
a typically “effusive” fashion with the result that she found herself “more of a lion-
ess than was agreeable to one of my pacific nature. I could have had, had I chosen 
it, entrée to the best circles of the city.”23

among the more notable san diegans that she encountered were national City 
founder Frank Kimball, Captain John dillingham, and Father antonio Ubach, 
“who inscribed his name in a copy of Ramona that I had bought.”24 she toured a 
section of Balboa Park and described efforts to “beautify” the area, noting that 
local women had “put out seats and a sort of pagoda of rough wood called a ‘sum-
mer house.’ an Indian encampment of a few families is still in the ground.”25 she 
also visited the homes of several local authors, including rose Hartwick thorpe, 
and met landowner lorenzo soto who told her that he was a Peruvian descendant 
of the Incas who had arrived in California in 1849.26

San Diego recovered slowly from the real estate “boom and bust” of the late 1880s. In 1890, the city’s population 
was 16,159. Photo shows the southeast corner of Fifth Street, ca. 1890. ©SDHC #1501.
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like many visitors to California, Ellen noted the effects of the speculative real 
estate boom of the 1880s. In fact, she knew many families from her hometown of 
rushville, Illinois, who had moved to southern California, invested in real estate, 
and lost thousands of dollars. she was surprised by their continued belief in the 
virtues of the West. one acquaintance told her, “‘People can make money faster 
in the East…but for sun, comfort, and enjoyment of living give me California!’” a 
Methodist minister named stevenson who had preached in rushville continued to 
boost investment opportunities in Monrovia, an agricultural community located 
to the east of Pasadena: “He was one of the biggest boomers of the lot. affects to 
regard Monrovia as a Paradise and is trying to inveigle his friends into this garden 
of Eden.” she added, “Methodist preachers take to the real estate business as read-
ily as a duck to water. I wonder what connection there is between preaching the 
gospel and skimming one’s neighbors!”27 

although she was wary of boosters, she did see opportunity in san diego. she 
told E.W., “this town went up with the boom but fell flat with its death, I should 
judge. However, there is plenty of land and water here, and there should be a 
steady growth towards prosperity.”28 

Her brother Fred, meanwhile, was captivated by san diego’s warm, dry climate. 
He had endured a serious illness—either malaria or rheumatic fever—in the early 
1880s and, like his sister annie, suffered from aching and swollen joints. Moreover, 
he had failed in several businesses, most notably the management of the family 
farm, and was looking for a fresh start. Ellen told E.W., “He is strongly disposed to 
settle here. He gives as the main reason his health. the climate agrees with him. 
His rheumatism he has scarcely felt.” she supported his plan to buy property in 
san diego; in fact, she offered to take up the mortgage herself. “I believe the pur-

La Jolla Cove, ca. 1887, with a wooden ladder leading from the cliff to the beach. At this time, La Jolla had 
summer visitors but few permanent residents. The subdivision and sale of La Jolla Park by Frank T. Botsford in 
1887 marks the beginning of La Jolla’s history as a community. ©SDHC Archives, Douglas Gunn, Picturesque 
san diego (Chicago, 1887).
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chase of good land is a perfectly safe investment here,” 
she wrote, “Every year demonstrates more and more 
the fruit growing capacities of the soil and climate.” 
she, too, was affected by California’s mild winter: “the 
sun is very hot, and vegetation is like ours of summer. 
People were bathing in the sea today. open windows 
are a luxury. green peas and other summer ‘garden 
sauce’ has become monotonous. the sky is as blue and 
cloudless as that of southern Italy; the dust 10 inches 
deep.”29

Before they left California, Ellen and Fred planned to 
purchase 160 acres of land on the linda vista mesa, not 
far from a railroad flag-stop.30 the deal was complicated 
by the fact that the wholesale grocery firm, Klauber & 
levi, owned half the property known as the douglas 
tract, but they remained committed to the idea.31 Fred 
felt that his health improved remarkably in California, 
“a condition that could be only attributable to the cli-
mate.”32 Ellen, meanwhile, remained willing to invest “a 
few thousands,” as she put it.33

after her trip to California, Ellen found detroit 
to be “dull and depressing.” she felt detached from 
the real business of the city—making and spend-
ing money—and in need of a change. she hoped that 
her brother george would go to California with Fred, 
thinking that if he spent a year there, even a winter, “he 
will never return to detroit to live.”34 george, instead, 
headed to Colorado in an attempt to recover from a 
recurring illness that left him looking “pale and hag-
gard.”35 she remained in detroit until July, helping her 
brothers look for evidence in a lawsuit brought by their 
former partner, John sweeney.36 she visited her step-
mother in rushville and spent a month in the riverside 
sanitarium in Hamilton, ohio, to get treatment for 
inflammation in her knee.  

since Fred continued to pursue the idea of buy-
ing land in san diego, E.W. decided to make a visit in 
november 1890. He felt financially responsible for indi-
gent members of the family—“Ma,” annie, Jennie, and 
Fred—and wanted to ensure that they spent money in 
ways that he approved. Ellen accompanied her brother 
as far as alameda but did not return to san diego. 
Instead, she stayed with her sister annie who still suf-
fered debilitating episodes of arthritis. 

E.W. arrived in san diego wearing the traditional 
costume of a caballero, presumably thinking it appro-
priate attire for a would-be landowner in the former 
Mexican California. the San Diego Union reported, “Mr. 

Frederick Tudor Scripps (1850-
1936), n.d. In 1893, he married 
twenty-one-year-old Sarah 
Emma Jessop whose family owned 
a tract of land near Miramar 
Ranch. Her father Joseph E. 
Jessop (1851-1932), a jeweler, 
emigrated from Lancashire, 
England, to the United States 
in 1890. He worked with Fred 
to build Surr dam at Miramar 
Ranch, completed in 1894. 
©SDHC Box 2000/61.
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scripps is a conspicuous figure in his ranchero’s costume—broad hat, blue velvet 
suit and varnished top boots drawn over the trousers.”37 local elites appeared to 
be taken aback by this display of eccentricity for he attributed his “cordial and 
even flattering reception” not to his wealth or newspaper connections but to the 
words of an old acquaintance: “I overheard him telling a knot of men—viz., ‘that 
all the scrippses were villainous but that I was also a white man.’”38 

E.W.’s self-presentation revealed his interest in what historians describe as the 
“spanish fantasy heritage” created by nineteenth-century immigrants to Califor-
nia.39  By reimagining themselves as upper-class spanish dons, anglos inserted 
themselves at the top of the social hierarchy created after the U.s. conquest of Mex-
ican territory in 1846-48. they also created stereotypes that rendered neutral their 
former enemies: the poor but proud gentleman, the indolent Indian laborer asleep 
under his sombrero, and the flirtatious and opportunistic señorita. Having trans-
formed an old way of life, americans did their best to hold on to what remained 
of spanish and Mexican culture, restoring missions, preserving neighborhoods 
such as old town in san diego, even reinventing traditions such as the Mexican 
fiesta that appealed to tourists. this was hardly just a California phenomenon; the 
re-appropriation and commoditization of indigenous cultures took place all over 
the world.40 In California, however, there was an added bias in favor of the “white” 
and civilized spaniard with European blood in his veins as opposed to the poorer, 
darker Indian or Mestizo. 

like most of their contemporaries, E.W. and Ellen were race and class con-
scious but they did not find the spanish to be superior to the indigenous people 
of Mexico. In fact, their travel experience gave them the opposite opinion. Having 
taken several trips through spain, Ellen viewed it as neither picturesque nor pros-
perous. she noted the ruinous decay of cities like Burgos with their dark, narrow 
and deserted streets, “old tumble-down houses,” and beggars whose rags and tat-
ters covered “decrepit” and “malformed” bodies. she saw fields of dry and stunted 
Indian corn, empty factories and mills, and peasants who wore “a hang-dog 
air.” In fact, she gave one of her Evening News articles the following subheading: 
“spanish Character and Manners: a lazy, thriftless People with no ambition for 
Improvement.” she considered the country to be at “the back ranks of civilization” 
and wondered at the american mania for traveling there.41

Mexico, on the other hand, appeared to be a progressive, modern state, newly 
freed from its corrupt imperial rulers. on the road from Puebla in 1885, the scripps 
saw evidence of rural prosperity: large haciendas “looking more like some factory 
establishment” with hundreds of employees and huge herds of sheep, cattle, and 
horses. Ellen wrote approvingly of the “industry and prosperity” of the region, 
“Everywhere work is going on—plowing, manuring, threshing, and other agricul-
tural pursuits.”42 In orizaba, a city in the Mexican state of veracruz, she observed, 
“Cleanliness is one thing that we notice everywhere….the cheap print dresses 
that the women wear are fresh with soap and starch. no one seems to be lounging 
about. Everyone is busy. the peeps we get into the interior of the houses, even of 
the poorer sort, show models of comfort and neatness. not only the sidewalks but 
the streets are kept clean by constant sweeping.”43 

California promised to be more like Mexico than spain: a modern, agricultural 
state with a new ruling class. E.W. recognized that the state was sold as a land of 
opportunity where a small farmer could sustain his family by growing cash crops 
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like figs, oranges, and olives, but he did not think this to be economically feasible. 
Instead, he believed that commercial landowners in southern California, like their 
counterparts in Mexico and latin america, would control vast amounts of prop-
erty because of the large amount of capital required to build irrigation systems.44 
He thought that land was a good investment, particularly if the “‘free trade’ we 
have all been howling about and shouting for” came to pass. He told his sister that 
a decline in the profitability of manufactured goods would lead people to invest in 
property in the West and south. “the rich of the next american generation will be 
the same as the rich of England are today, the holders of large tracts of agricultural 
lands,” he opined.45 

E.W. and Ellen returned home late in 1890, having agreed to purchase 400 acres 
of land, formerly part of the ex-Mission san diego.46 In 1890 and 1891, the scripps 
bought two tracts of 160 acres, the douglas tract and another owned by Free-
man & gay, as well as an 80-acre tract belonging to louise vollmer.47 they jointly 
paid $5,500 for the property and allowed their brother Fred a small allowance to 

purchase farm equipment and 
other necessary supplies.48 the 
latter, having sold his 180-acre 
tract south of rushville to 
Ellen, returned to California 
and started work on a dam to 
provide irrigation for future 
citrus groves.49 

In February 1891, brothers 
E.W. and Will scripps took their 
wives and mother to southern 
California.50 they thought that 
san diego would be an excel-
lent home for the elderly Mrs. 
scripps and, possibly, annie if 
the latter could be persuaded 
to leave the remedial Institute. 
they set up camp at Fred’s 
ranch before a torrent of rain 
caused them to take refuge 
with neighbors. the storm 
was so bad that railway tracks 
washed away, roads became 
waterlogged, their tents blew 
over, and all their personal 
effects were soaked with water. 
E.W.’s wife nackie loved los 
angeles and was far more criti-
cal of san diego, particularly 
the mesa on which her husband 
considered building a house. 
E.W. told Ellen, “From the first 
view of the desert wilderness, 

On March 15, 1891, E.W. Scripps drew a sketch of Miramar Ranch 
showing, at top, the location of the proposed house and stable. He 
also identified “(9) the Douglas house where we are now living; 
(10) Large tent for dining room.” The lines show the canyons and 
streams that ran through the property and, at (8) a dam built by Fred 
Scripps. Courtesy of Ella Strong Denison Library, Scripps College.
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nackie’s face drew out a foot long and she declared that she would not let her chil-
dren live so far away from a doctor and so near a rattlesnake.”51at that time, it took 
thirty-five minutes from the ranch to the railway station and the same amount of 
time to town. los angeles, meanwhile, required “two-hours hard driving,” one by 
carriage and the other by rail.52 she also may have been discomfited by the fact that 
one of E.W.’s first loves, cousin lida with her “honey blonde hair,” lived only a few 
miles away.53 Will’s wife Broie, meanwhile, seemed to think, “It would be a difficult 
thing to find a worse hole than san diego.”54 

E.W., however, was delighted with the area. He spurned Ellen’s suggestion that 
he find another piece of land so that Fred could work the ranch independently. He 
felt that he would never find such an “ideal place of abode.” He wrote, “there is 
just enough of mountain background—just enough of sea foreground, just enough 
of level plain around and just enough of hill and hollow on the spot to suit a man 
whose aspirations are dreams and whose present comfort demands ease without 
plain flatness.”55 Fred, in turn, thought that his brother’s enthusiasm gave him 
license to spend more money than he had been allocated for the purpose of devel-
oping a large, commercial ranch. 

In august 1891, E.W. and his brothers began building a ranch house on a wide, 
flat-top ridge overlooking the linda vista mesa. It was named Miramar (in span-
ish, “sea view”) after Emperor Maximilian I’s palace on the adriatic Coast, later 
replicated at Chapultepec in Mexico City.56 E.W. decided to imitate the Italianate 
structure with its crenellated towers, romanesque windows, and promenade on 
the roof. However, he modified the plan by adopting the structural footprint of a 
villa or rancho with four one-story wings around a central courtyard. 

Miramar Ranch, ca. 1890s. E.W. Scripps was pleased to find a “dead level beautiful road over the mesa to the 
cliffs above the ocean…The view of La Jolla Point from those hills as seen in the evening is enchanting…. It is just 
such a short easy ride as we can make in an hour or less with a good horse—to see the sun set of an evening and 
get back before the twilight goes out.” ©SDHC OP #12423-455-7.
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the west wing, built in 1891, contained a primitive kitchen, dining room, and 
several bedrooms. there was little furniture. tablecloths and napkins “were kept 
piled up on top of a barrel, collecting dust” while hats and coats went on the 
floor.57 at 15 feet-wide and 108 feet in length, the flat roof, or azotea, was an experi-
ment that had to be replaced with a sturdier structure the following year.58 annie, 
observing the leaks and falling plaster, did not think that any roof could bear 
her brother’s “constant promenading.”59 the south wing of the house, including 
a tower, was completed in 1892. “you have no idea what a tremendous effect the 
new wing produces,” E.W. wrote, “From the south and west, the house looks like 
a palace indeed.”60 By the summer of 1893, the compound had an east wing with 
another tower room and considerably more furniture. By the time the house was 
completed in 1898, it had forty-nine rooms—most with their own fireplace—run-
ning water, and a telephone line.

Miramar was more than just a house; it was a utopian experiment in family 
living that E.W. hoped would rank among “the most famous of dwelling places.” 
He wrote, “to make it a paradise all that is needed will be a little more spending 
money than we now have (which we will soon have), contentment in our hearts, 
and ability to compel to quietness those restless spirits who grumble because the 
country will not yield dollars as well as beauty.”61 He imagined a domestic space 
that would provide companionship and care for the elderly and infirm, a source of 
income for brothers who needed work, and “isolation and privacy” for individual 
families, including his own. He shared this vision with Ellen, considering it to be a 
“joint effort in philanthropy.”62 He was sure that his quarrelsome and often divided 
extended family would be able to live together in harmony if he could only orga-
nize the space in a sufficiently innovative way.63 

social experiments of this kind were often predicated on the idea that environ-

Miramar Ranch, ca. 1890s. E.W. Scripps kept a number of vehicles, including a phaeton, a surrey, a buckboard or 
“jumper,” and a wagon. At left, workers clear land around the house for what E.W. described as “a real tropical 
garden” that included palms, aloes, and guava bushes.  ©SDHC OP #12423-455-16.
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ment affected physical and emotional health. In the nineteenth century, physicians 
thought that the stresses of modern industrial society created a “peculiar impov-
erishment of nerve force” that they characterized as neurasthenia. symptoms 
included: headache; acute sensitivity to touch, light, or sound; inability to con-
centrate; drowsiness; a feeling of hopelessness; insomnia; and physical symptoms 
such as back pain. neurologist george M. Beard called these “diseases of civiliza-
tion, and of modern civilization, and mainly of the nineteenth century, and of the 
United states.”64 Cures often required a change in patients’ physical environment. 
some received a prescription for “absolute rest in bed, in quiet, if not darkened 
rooms” while others stimulated their nerves through physical activity, travel, 
electric therapy, and massage.65 viennese neurologist sigmund Freud offered a 
competing theory that took into account the power of the unconscious mind. In the 
1880s, however, most american doctors believed that neurasthenia was caused by 
external factors that could be changed. as a result, people focused their attention 
on altering the environment in which they worked and lived.

E.W. and Ellen intended Miramar to foster a spirit of independence among 
its residents while, at the same time, providing dependent family members with 
a home and a way to make a living. apartments and suites were intended to be 
large enough “to give each tenant room enough to practice all their idiosyncrasies 
without disturbing others.”66 tower rooms offered isolation for those who needed 
to rest or read. Household expenses were divided evenly and all had to take 
“pot luck” when it came to choosing rooms.67 the house rules, meanwhile, were 
expressed in a constitution: “(1) no debts, (2) no speculation, (3) that it should be an 
agreeable home, (4) that mere agriculture should be the sole source of income from 
the investment.”68 By the time that the compound was finished in 1896, E.W. felt 
that he had successfully implemented his plan: “Miramar house has the advan-
tages of a great amount of room—of isolation and privacy for most of its inmates, 
and very impressive exterior effect.” He continued, “our place of residence and 
mode of living is so unique—so absolutely different from the customary—that no 
one can understand it and hence appreciate it.”69

Miramar, 1906. ©SDHC #87:16266.
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In theory, separate wings permitted family members to live and work in the 
same house without coming into constant contact—or conflict. E.W. told a dubi-
ous Ellen, “Fred would have his room or rooms and I would have mine…I will 
not interfere with him, his wife, his remnants, or his land, neither shall he inter-
fere with mine.”70 In fact, they both thought they could reform Fred’s somewhat 
unscrupulous tendencies by giving him “honorable employment at a living salary 
so long as he wants it.”71 

the reality of course, was different from the imagined plan. In the spring of 
1892, Fred was indicted by a grand jury—though never brought to court—for hav-
ing sexual relations with a fourteen-year-old girl, Mary Benoit, who lived in the 
neighborhood.72 this episode, combined with tensions over the management of the 
ranch, led to the kind of “differences and dissentions, unhappy ‘states of mind,’ 
and carping and criticism,” that had long characterized family relations.73 annie 
and Fred complained to their mother about Will’s “overbearing” behavior as ranch 
manager; they also characterized the most recent wing of the house as a “perfect 
failure.” the former told E.W. that the dampness of her room contributed to her 
rheumatism, “in that sort of resigned, reproachful, martyr-to-her-brother’s-cruelty 
tone.” Fred harbored bitter feelings against E.W.; annie thought that Fred could 
use more discipline, less indulgence; and E.W. was irritated by the “shabby, second-
hand” furniture (including Ellen’s bedroom set) that Will had sent from detroit to 
the ranch.74 

Ellen and E.W. both feared that their experiment was a failure. the former 
wrote, “I am beginning to think that, after all,…it is ourselves not our circum-
stances that are responsible for the discord that exists among us. are there any two 
of us as a family who could live happily and contentedly together?” she suspected 
that the family suffered from a “moral taint” that no utopian experiment could 
cure: “let us hope that the next generations do not inherit it, for it is a nasty sort 

Ellen B. Scripps and her brother Will typically played chess after dinner at Miramar. Courtesy of Ella Strong 
Denison Library, Scripps College.
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of heritage to pass on to others. I feel sometimes as though I would like to go and 
bury myself in the desert, out of sight and hearing and knowledge of everybody I 
belong to!”75 nevertheless, she felt obliged to support her brother in his determina-
tion to create a family compound. she acknowledged the fact that Will and Fred 
needed a greater degree of independence than the ranch could provide. the former 
returned to his property in altadena while the latter was helped to buy a 55-acre 
tract adjacent to Miramar. Ellen consoled E.W., “you call yourself a dead failure 
because everybody doesn’t slip into the grooves you cut for them, and all revolve 
in the same sphere without collision…I suppose you made some mistakes, but 
don’t give up because you haven’t found your material as pliable as you expected. I 
suppose the generation to come will rise up and call you blessed.”76 

Miramar may have been a less-than-perfect social experiment but it changed 
E.W. for the better, or so he claimed. He shed his formal black suit and mustache, 
gained thirty pounds, grew a beard, and dressed in “last year’s clothes” and a 
crumpled old hat. He cursed his scripps heritage, “the ability to make money and 
the necessity of doing so,” and harkened back to his maternal ancestor, absalom 
Blair, who roamed “virgin forests” with “gun and rod, an ‘expert fisherman,’ and 
a ‘crack shot,’ free from British rule and free from all other ambition than that of 
living as nature’s friend rather than her master.”77 E.W. and his wife frequently 
traveled by horseback along canyons, across mesas and up mountains. days 
were spent hunting and shooting quail, inspecting the ranch’s dams and cisterns, 
planting orchards, and wrangling with the Irrigation district. He reflected that 

E.W. Scripps at Miramar, ca. 1900. ©SDHC #89:17480.
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the family, too, was “greatly 
benefited by being here.” His 
sons John and Jim “seem to 
have at last developed from 
children into boys,” while his 
dog duke was transformed: 
“From an aristocratic, exclu-
sive, gentlemanly sort of dog, 
he has come down to being 
a common rough pub. He 
fights and licks Pablo and 
every other dog not more 
than double his size…He no 
longer poses as a beautiful 
statue, but rolls around in the 
dust and dirt, basking in the 
sunshine.”78 

Ellen, too, was changed 
by life in California. she 
began to feel more indepen-
dent, both financially and 
emotionally. In the past, she 
had lived with other family 
members in either detroit 
or rushville, worked in 
the family business, took 
care of small children, and 
nursed relatives through 
illnesses and pregnancies. 

she always felt that she held an “anomalous position” within the family; she was 
not financially dependent on her brothers as she received dividends from most of 
the scripps newspapers, but she was still an aging spinster without a home of her 
own.79 around 1885 she expressed a feeling of “homelessness” to her brother James 
and several years later told E.W. that she no longer had the “freshness and vigor 
of mind” necessary to care for small children.80 after several winters spent in san 
diego, however, she began to imagine a life of independence for herself. she was, 
after all, one of the proprietors of Miramar ranch. Why should she not purchase 
land of her own?

In 1895, she began to consider buying a cottage in either la Jolla or del Mar, 
having visited a seaside bungalow with her twenty-four-year-old niece, Floy 
scripps Kellogg. the latter spent much of the winter in la Jolla while her two small 
daughters visited their grandfather Will at Miramar. Ellen noted, “Floy spent from 
last Wednesday till the following sunday at la Jolla—and wasn’t anxious to get 
home then! she got quantities of abalones (I should think 100), limpets, starfish, 
sharks’ eggs, etc. also made many pleasant acquaintances,” including a Miss spencer 
from Connecticut and the artist anna Held who owned a few rustic cottages on 
the cliffs above goldfish Point. Floy and her new friend arranged to rent a cottage, 
the green dragon, and invited Ellen to take tea with them. the latter wrote, “It is 

The Scripps family gathered together at Miramar in early April 1900 
before the death of their brother George H. Scripps. Left to right: E. 
Virginia Scripps, Ellen B. Scripps, Fred Scripps, and E.W. Scripps 
with son Robert on his lap. Photo fragment. ©SDHC #14393.
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rather shanty-like outside, but very cosy within. there is a very large, deep fire-
place with a crane and pot and trivet.” It was so small, however, that she had to sit 
with her knees tucked under her in order to avoid knocking over the table. “they 
had 3 fires going—a wood fire in the big fireplace, a coal oil stove, and an alcohol 
lamp. We had fried potatoes and toast and tea (which accounted for the 3 fires) and 
canned salmon and nice bread and butter and plum jam (purloined of Miss Held’s 
store) and cake,” she wrote, “It was all so nice. I am thinking of having a cottage of 
my own.”81

Ellen, like her niece, found that she enjoyed socializing with visitors to la Jolla. 
the town developed slowly after the real estate boom-and-bust of the late 1880s but 
the beauty of the scenery and the abundance of sea life continued to attract tem-
porary residents. at the hotel, she met Mrs. schneider, a naturalist, and admired 
her collection of over sixty different varieties of sea mosses, “all of which she has 
mounted beautifully, classified, and given their scientific names.”82 on one occa-
sion, Mrs. U.s. grant, Jr., and friends came out to stay in the green dragon. lida 
and her friend vacated the cottage and Ellen helped them fill it with flowers for 
their arrival. she noted, “the chicories (wild cucumber) which grow thereabouts 
in abundance we used for draping the mantle, windows, etc., and we filled every-
thing we could find with flowers—poppies, cyclamen, yellow violets, painted cup, 
etc., etc. they were really lovely and were greatly admired by the guests, who 
came in numbers during the day.”83 

Ellen began looking at property in February 1895 but she did not make a 
purchase until april 30, 1896, when she bought lots 4 and 5 in Block 35 of la Jolla 
Park, a subdivision created by Frank Botsford.84 she commissioned the architects 

Florence “Floy” M. Scripps Kellogg (1870-1958) in 1895. Ellen B. Scripps described her niece as “a ‘gadder’ 
par excellence” who loved La Jolla’s social life. The eldest daughter of William A. Scripps, she married Frederick 
William Kellogg in 1890. She and her husband purchased the La Jolla Beach and Tennis Club in 1934. Courtesy 
of Ella Strong Denison Library, Scripps College.
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anton reif and John stannard to draw up plans for a large cottage on Prospect 
street overlooking the ocean.85 While in Chicago, she had viewed a number of 
“modern” houses in rogers Park, refer-
ring to the Queen anne and Italianate 
styles popular in the late-victorian 
period. she decided, however, that she 
preferred a simpler, “colonial style, if 
it can be suited…to the cottage size.” 
she told E.W., “I like its simplicity and 
unpretentiousness while it can be made 
as ornate as one chooses.”86 the archi-
tects worked with Will scripps to design 
a two-story house with a south front in 
the Colonial revival style and a north 
front in a modified Queen anne style.87 
the side of the house facing Prospect 
street was rectangular with a low-
pitched, hipped roof topped by a railed 
rooftop platform and two chimneys. a 
wide entry porch with classical columns 
covered the front door. the north façade, 
meanwhile, was far more dramatic. a 
round tower jutted out from the north-
east corner while a circular, columned 

Anna Held and a young U.S. Grant III outside the Green Dragon cottage in La Jolla, 1894. Ellen B. Scripps often 
spent the evening at the Green Dragon Colony listening to music. ©SDHC OP #12423-297-1.

A sketch of South Moulton Villa from Ellen B. 
Scripps’ Guest Book, 1897-1915. It reads: “Ellen B. 
Scripps, Owner; Wm. A. Scripps, Designer; A. Reif, 
Architect. Building began March 1897. Building 
completed August 1st 1897. Occupied Sept 1897.” 
Courtesy of Ella Strong Denison Library, Scripps 
College.
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porch extended from the opposite side. 
In 1899, scripps hired architectural partners Hebbard & gill to make improve-

ments. Irving gill drew up plans for enlarging the kitchen and adding a one-story, 
flat-roofed wing on the east side of the house, replacing a porch.88 at his sugges-
tion, Ellen repainted the house from yellow with white trim to “Poinsettia red” 
with green trim, perhaps to reflect an arts & Crafts aesthetic. she also allowed 
nursery owner and horticulturalist Kate o. sessions to redesign the garden, adding 
lawns, hedges, shrubbery, and a grouping of fifteen stone Pines (Pinus pinea).89 

Ellen named her new house “south Moulton villa,” after her family’s home 
on south Moulton street, london, where she had been born. the name suggested 
family continuity, better times, and pride in her English origins. a poem in her 
guest book read:

In old south Moulton street
In london, England. 6,000 miles away
our Family, some sixty years ago

First saw the light of day

‘absorbed in retrospection,
the Mind in deep reflection,
Is torn a good suggestion,
to ensure commemoration,’

to perpetuate the name, the place, and old associations, of past four 
generations,
naming the villa-by-the-sea,

Ellen B. Scripps’ residence, South Moulton Villa I, November 16, 1902. ©SDHC #22285.
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With name of street, in memory sweet,
south Moulton, joining B—.

of spanish names of true significance
of French with equal grace and meaning
Many were given, and none accepted
For with due reverence for Birthplace
Childhood-days, and Home and recollection
the name shall ever stand, for the villa-by-the-sea, 
In California land

‘soUtH MoUlton’90

although Ellen had intended to build a private cottage where she could be free 
from the communal living arrangements at Miramar, she shared her home with 
her sisters, calling it “an ‘old maids’ establishment.”91 In august 1897 annie moved 
from Miramar with her companion Miss Kaley and two nurses; she remained in 
la Jolla until her death in 1898. In november, Ellen and another sister virginia 
(“Jenny”) arrived from detroit to find the house largely completed. the latter 
threw herself into the social world of la Jolla, making numerous friends and plan-
ning a wide variety of activities. Ellen noted, “Jenny must live in the atmosphere of 

Grace M. Scripps (1878-1971), daughter of James E. and Harriet Scripps, pasted this photo of herself in Ellen 
B. Scripps’ guest book, March 30, 1898, along with photos of South Moulton Villa and Miramar. In 1901, she 
married Rex B. Clark who built the opulent Lake Norconian Club resort in Norco, CA, for nearby Hollywood 
celebrities. Courtesy of Ella Strong Denison Library, Scripps College.
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action and thinks it is the life for everyone else.”92 she herself preferred peace and 
solitude, both of which were in short supply in early la Jolla.   

Ellen gradually stepped out of her intimate family circle and began to acquire a 
large set of female acquaintances. the village had a growing population of sum-
mer and year-round residents, many of whom were unmarried women or widows. 
she remarked that in the early days, “It was a woman’s town.”93 she joined a 
women’s literary and current events club that later became the la Jolla Woman’s 
Club (1899). at the first meeting she attended, Eleanor Mills spoke on the subject of 
British imperialism in africa, or “Cape to Cairo”; they subsequently discussed the 
troubles in south africa that would lead to the Boer War.94 she became involved 
in the County Federation of Women’s Clubs and attended large conventions in 
san diego. Ellen joined the Whist Club and the ladies’ aid society and helped to 
organize the la Jolla village Improvement society, the library association of la 
Jolla, the shakespeare Club, and the Parliamentary law Club.95 she heard concerts 
at the green dragon colony, went to lectures, chaperoned dances at the Pavilion, 
picnicked at del Mar and Pacific Beach, visited neighbors, took sightseeing trips, 
and invited friends to her cottage for dinner and conversation. 

Ellen particularly enjoyed the rustic, seaside character of early la Jolla. In a 
speech given to the woman’s club, she described what the town had looked like in 
the early 1890s: “there were a few—a very few—little resident cottages scattered 
over slopes and levels, picturesque in their environment and their unpretentious-
ness.” People acted like neighbors, “with the house door always on the latch, and 
the glad hand always open to another’s clasp. and it didn’t take a very big house, 
or a classical program, or an elaborate menu to entertain as evening guests the 
whole community—men, women and children. For our literary tastes were not 

La Jolla Cove, 1894. ©SDHC #21671.
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hypocritical, nor were our appetites capricious; and we always had a ‘feast of 
reason and a flow of soul,’ even if it was of light weight.” she continued: 

How we loved her [la Jolla], in those far off days, unvexed by city turmoil, 
untroubled by national and international problems! How we loved the 
sunshine that flooded the homes, glorious sunsets that empurpled the seas 
and bejeweled the hills, the white surf that lapped her feet, her own little 
mountain that crowned and fortressed her. How we loved her shell-strewn 
beaches, her unstable sand dunes, her legend-haunted caves, her rock-bound 
pools teeming with life and color, her wave-carved Cathedral rock, even 
her dusty roads and grass grown foot paths which lured us to unexplored 
wonders of sea and land.96

Many early residents thought that the natural beauty and character of la 
Jolla were worth preserving. In 1907 Ellen hosted a meeting at her house where 
neighbors discussed efforts to preserve “simplicity of living in la Jolla and to dis-
countenance expense of all sorts.”97 Ellen led by example, dressing modestly and 
often wearing cotton sunbonnets instead of elaborate hats. she appeared to Mary 
B. ritter as “a small, inconspicuous, plainly dressed woman….the hat she wore 
when I first saw her was of several vintages past and she wore the same hat at 
least two or three years longer.”98 Her efforts must have made some impression for, 
according to one local author, la Jolla developed the reputation as a place “where 
you could wear out your old clothes!”99

as la Jolla grew from a small village into a popular seaside resort, Ellen 
worked to provide cultural resources that could help residents become healthier 
and better-informed citizens of the world. Women were crucial to California’s 
“growth machine,” as author lee simpson recently pointed out, shaping the plan 
and development of cities from the 1890s through World War II.100 Ellen and E.W. 
financed the scripps Institution of oceanography and donated land for torrey 
Pines state Park. With her sister virginia, Ellen supported the development of 
the Bishop’s school, a college preparatory school for girls. she opened her library 
and gardens to the public, collected Egyptian archeological artifacts to give to 
the san diego Museum, and encouraged the development of Balboa Park. she 
donated land and money for the construction of public spaces such as the la Jolla 
Playground, Community Center, and Woman’s Club; she also funded the scripps 
Memorial Hospital and a research center, the Metabolic Clinic in la Jolla.101  

Interestingly, Ellen felt little affinity—or responsibility—for the cities where 
the scripps family had earned its wealth. she responded negatively to an appeal 
for charity for the “teeming cities of ohio, with their great industrial populations 
and thousands upon thousands of little children who are crowded in tenement 
houses.” she wrote briskly to her attorney, “Cleveland is a city of multimillion-
aires whose loyalty to their city should go a long way to mitigate the poverty and 
wretchedness of its congested quarters.” she excused her admitted “narrowness of 
vision” by repeating the adage, “Charity begins at home.”102 Her immediate con-
cern was san diego, a city that could be shaped into a utopia by the sea.

san diego was an experiment for the scripps family—a place where the dam-
aging effects of individualism on both family and community could be lessened, 
if not relieved. E.W.’s personal ambition and pursuit of wealth had alienated him 
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from his brothers and caused him to feel ashamed of his “unmanly, unphilosophi-
cal, resentful, and even revengeful feelings” towards them.103 His solution was to 
take on the role of pater familias, building a family compound at Miramar where 
harmonious social relations could be brought about by the physical allocation of 
space. Ellen, meanwhile, had privileged self-expression over social activity for 
much of her life. In san diego she invested, for the first time, in organizations dedi-
cated to the good of society. “For as we get nearer to the end of life,” she wrote, 
“we see more clearly (and wonder at our former obtuseness) how the individual is 
but a part of the great whole, and of moment only so far as it helps to build up and 
form and perfect that whole.”104

the scripps family’s vision shaped the development of san diego through the 
1940s, if not longer. In the early twentieth century, residents developed and main-
tained civic institutions and public spaces that promoted health, social welfare, 
intellectual life, and cultural activity. today, many civic leaders still share the 
scripps’ utopian vision of san diego as a sustainable paradise that both fosters a 
sense of community and transforms individual lives. 

Ellen B. Scripps in the library of her La Jolla home, n.d. Courtesy of Ella Strong Denison Library, Scripps College.
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14. annie to EWs, alameda, February 4, 1892. Bowen founded “the order of the new life” at his 
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tablished.” EBs to EWs, san diego, February 21, 1890, EBs to EWs, February 21, 1890, sC 2/32. 
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