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SCHS Board of Directors 

May 17 

 

STRAWBERRY FESTIVAL 

May 27-28 

 

Summer Concert Series (Sundays) 

June  11   &   25 

Ju ly  4  &  16  &  30 

August  13  &  27 

September  10 

THE BARN 

HERITAGE HOUSE 

SANTA MANUELA SCHOOLHOUSE 

 Saturdays from 12n to 3 pm 

Sundays from 1pm to 3 pm 

 

PAULDING HISTORY HOUSE 

Is open: 

1st Saturday of the month  

From 1pm to 3 pm 

 

RUBY’S HOUSE 

(Pat Loomis History Library) 

Museum Phone Numbers: 

Pat Loomis History Library 

“Ruby’s House” 

805.489.8282 
 

IOOF History Hall                                   

805.489.8114 
 

Santa Manuela Schoolhouse 

The Barn      

805.489.8745 
 

Heritage House                                        
805.481.4126 

 

Paulding History House                           
805.473.3231 



PAULDING HISTORY HOUSE 

HERITAGE HOUSE 

RUBY’S HOUSE 

SANTA MANUELA SCHOOL-

HISTORIC IOOF HALL 

OUR  COMPLETE-

President’s Report: 

The winter and spring have gone by so fast it is hard to remember all the activities in 

which the SCHS has been involved.  I want to especially thank all our members that have 

helped with donations for the school house repair. We still have a long way to go, but 

your generosity has definitely started the ball rolling! 

We plan to have a “School House Grand Opening” celebration in the fall. You will 

receive additional information on that in the future. 

This spring has been a sad time for the Society and for Colleen and me personally. We 

lost our dear member and friend Doug LeSage.  Doug was such an important member of 

our Society and will be greatly missed.  I, (the society), could always call on Doug for 

help and he would answer, “what do you need and when”.  More than once he would see 

me and say, “call me if you need anything”. 

In the past six months, he would say, “come up and visit me”.  I always intended to, but 

let the time slip by.  When I finally did call, he was not able to visit with friends.  I 

learned a hard, but important lesson. Make sure you take the time to visit friends! You 

never know what the future has in store.  I really miss that guy!! Whenever we have an 

event in the future, it will not be the same without him. 

To the longstanding, hardworking members of our beloved Society, please know we 

could not exist without each and every one of you and I CANNOT THANK YOU 

ENOUGH. 

In the future, we must reach out to new members.  They, too, have much to offer.  If you 

have any suggestions how to make this happen please let me know.  Have a wonderful 

fun filled summer!   Colleen and I hope to see you in the village. 

In SCHS service, 

            Mike Drees 

P.S……..A special belated thank you……. 

I know it’s been sometime since the Antique show, however, I wanted to thank  all the people that 

made the event a great success this year.  

Without the help of Larry Turner, Ross Kongable, and Paul Provence we would not even get 

the show started.  Also, it runs smoothly because of the efforts of Shelly Cochran, Linda and 

Steve Currie, Gary Hoving, Norma and Sam Burton and more. 

We had fewer baskets this year, raised the price and to our pleasant surprise we made more 

money, almost twice to be exact!  The baskets were outstanding because of the donations of our 

members and the local merchants.   (Please give your support our local restaurants as many of 

them donated gift certificates.)  Special thanks to the crew that prepared the baskets:  Polly 

Nelson, Linda Kime, Marty Musselman, Barbara LeSage, and my wife, Colleen. Of course we 

could not do any of it without Joe Swigert! 

Guess what?!?  I am looking for extra help…. Actually, I will need someone eventually take 

over for me.  My tasks are made easy because of the efforts of everyone assisting through the 

years.  They do all the work,  I am just around to give them support when they ask.   

 I will especially need someone to collect materials and gifts for the baskets, (if we decide to 

continue them)??   This is easier than you may think because I have a great list of past donors for 

you.   

                           Please volunteer and become involved! 

The BARN 
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There are exciting things happening in all areas.   
People have stepped up to get involved.  We always 

need more help.    Let me know what interests you. 

MEAT LOCKER WINDOWS 

Gredsa, the designer/owner of Chic Interiors (on the 
East side of the Meat Market in the Village) offered 
to take on a major 'fix' for our windows in the Meat 
Locker. They have been without a caretaker for too 

long.   

She installed new flooring in one window (we've 
been nervous about maybe ending up in the basement 
without warning!). New fabric and lighting is going 
in. Keep an eye out for her vision. We are grateful for 

her care! 

 

THANK YOU'S ! 

A big thank you to Polly & Eric Nelson who took it 
upon themselves to get new soil, and to plant new 
true-red geraniums in our planters outside the IOOF 

Hall.   

Another huge thank you to Rich Lasiewski and Broc 

Wayland for taking on the high-ladder work of 
installing the "Santa Manuela 1901" signage at the 
schoolhouse, letter by letter.  A tremendous effort, 

deserving of big thanks. 

 

BELATED THANK YOU ! 

I went looking for Wendy Rebel's name in the last 
newsletter...and it wasn't there!  I somehow, 
inadvertently left out the most important person 
responsible for our wonderful, life-sized doll, 
Charlotte, at Heritage House. It was Wendy who did 
the work, made all the contacts, brought us all 
together so that the transfer to SCHS could take 
place.  I beg forgiveness and offer a heartfelt thank 

you, Wendy! 

 

SUMMER CONCERTS  

We can always use more helping hands at the 
concerts. It's a great way to meet other members, get 
some fresh air, hear good music and just have a great 
Sunday. If you might be interested, let Marti 

Musselman know (martym2021@yahoo.com).  She's 
a great organizer and somehow manages to always be 
in a good mood.  Join us.  It really is a good time (and 

no, I'm not being a fence-painting Tom Sawyer here). 

If you can't join us in working, please support us by 
coming to the July 16th concert.  Our Summer 

Historic Theatre is the Featured Non-profit that day. 
We will have a crew selling raffle ticket for some 
fabulous prizes (including the BEST Talley 

Vineyard wines). We keep ALL profits from the 
raffle. Don't miss it! We also need people to man the 
booth and wander the crowd selling tickets.  If you're 

willing, let me know (jans194@aol.com).   

SUMMER THEATRE 

We're going into our 7th Year of Historic Summer 

Theatre.  You'll get your fliers by mail closer to our 
start date, along with your invite to our Members 

Previews.   

Our first show, LETTERS FROM HOME, came 
from a donation we received, a box of letters that a 
local boy, Edgar Y. Edmands, received from home 
while he was in the Army in 1918.  The collection 
caught my mind and stayed there until I saw it was 
demanding to be a play.  In 1919, his sister sounds 
like a classic flapper.  The Roaring 20's are about to 
burst forth.  The voices ring true and tell an amazing 
story of life in Arroyo Grande during the end of 

World War I.   You won't want to miss it. 

The second show will adapt an early section of the 
book DUNE CHILD, written by a woman who was 
the only child to live permanently with the Dunites.   
She's a wry, engaging older woman talking about her 

childhood spent in the dunes.  Don't miss it! 
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     As I write this column, I was thinking just what have 
I been doing over the past few months......historical 
society stuff, that is.    
 

     For starters, you'll note that it has been awhile since 
we published our last newsletter.  Clearly, we need to 
do a better job at communicating and sharing news of 
the South County Historical Society.  We owe that to 
you, our members.  You should also know about Ross 
Kongable's considerable effort to compile articles, 
publish, assemble and mail these newsletters for the 
past several years.  We owe him much gratitude.        
 

     Although Ross is still involved, it is the duty of our 
members to generate and suggest newsworthy articles 
and topics.  You are welcome to contact me or other 
board members with your ideas or to submit your 
creative writing efforts! If you’re interested in 
publishing the newsletter, Ross could use a break. He’ll 
even train and help you. 
 

Other activity involved the unsuccessful application to 
the California Preservation Assessment Project for a 
review of our South County newspaper collection.  Our 
goal is to gain acknowledgement and recognition of this 
"one of a kind" collection.  We will continue to seek 
future opportunities to apply for funding of this project.   
 

     We also applied unsuccessfully to the City of 
Arroyo Grande for a Community Services Grant 
towards the cost of tenting the I.O.O.F. Hall.   
Bummer....so then, we were approached by the Village 
Summer Concert Series (VSCS) organizers to include 
beer & wine sales as part of our food/drink concessions. 
The Board recognized the potential for increased 
revenues and we then submitted a Temporary Use 
Permit to the City and pursued 
additional liability insurance, as 
required.  As a result, there was 
considerable push back from the 
city and the police department on 
security, signage and 
coordination.  Finally, the cost for 
liability insurance sealed the 
deal.....we will not pursue wine 
and beer sales this year.   

More optimistically, local resident Chuck Fellows and I 
have been making an effort to preserve the water tank 
base structure that is located on property on Grand 
Avenue.  Raised tanks were a common means for 
storage of water from local wells . There are early 
1900's fire maps showing these structures as strategic 
and typical of local residences at that time.  We are 
exploring the possibilities to move the structure from its 
current location to Heritage Square Park.  Chuck and I 
have discussed our intentions with the property owner 
and we have submitted a letter to the city to explore our 
options.   

Summer Concert season at the Rotary Bandstand will 
begin on Sunday, June 11th and will follow every two 

weeks after through September 10th. The South County 
Historical Society will be the featured non-profit 

organization 
on July 16th.  
We thank the 
volunteers of 
years past.  

call 
Joe Swigert at 

305-7940     
or me at  

540-8417.   

SUMMER CONCERT SERIES  
VOLUNTEERS NEEDED 

The Village Summer concert series is a major fundraiser for the 
Society.  Volunteers are needed to work at setting up and take 

down, cooking the hot dogs, serving food and drinks, and 
cashiering.  

It is always a fun event,  
and if there are enough 

volunteers… 
it’s an enjoyable entertaining 

afternoon. 
Please contact: Marty Musselman— 

805-202-8375 
Martym2021@yahoo.com 

WAYS & MEANS 

PAUL PROVENCE 



The Outlaw Dick Fellows 
Excerpted from San Luis Obispo County Outlaws:  

Desperados, Vigilantes, and Bootleggers 
By Jim Gregory 

Coming this fall from The History Press 

Dick Fellows was a somewhat 
spectacular outlaw. In 1881 year, 
he robbed five stagecoaches in 
San Luis Obispo County alone. If 
Fellows had had better luck with 
horses, he might have gone down 
in Western lore with his more 
famous counterpart in stagecoach 
robbery, Black Bart. 
 
   He resembled Bart in some 
ways:  Fellows (his real name was 
George Lyttle) was intelligent and 
articulate. He had even studied 
law in his home state, Kentucky, 
intending, albeit briefly, to enter 
his distinguished father’s law 
practice. Instead, a penchant for 
strong drink and low company led 
him to California, where, after the 
failure of a hog farm, he turned to 
stagecoach robbery to make ends 
meet. It was in the San Fernando 
Valley, early on in his fourteen-
year outlaw career, where he 
discovered how fickle horses 
could be. One day, near dusk, 
Fellows stepped into the road in 
the Caheunga Pass, brandishing a 
pistol, and stopped the stage. 
When a passenger leaped out and 
fired his revolver at Fellows, the 
stage driver, in the moment of 
confusion that followed, whipped 
his six-horse team into a gallop 
and disappeared. He left the 
contrite passenger and the 
exasperated outlaw in the dust. 
Fellows looked around for his 
mount. It had followed the 
stagecoach. He had to be content 
with robbing the passenger, who 
had meekly surrendered his 
weapon, and sending him, hands 

raised, on the road back to San 
Fernando. After another robbery 
in the Los Angeles area, Fellows 
was caught and began an eight-
year sentence in San Quentin in 
1870. 

   A model prisoner, Fellows was 
pardoned in 1874 and soon 
resumed his career, and his bad 
luck with horses. While living in 
Caliente, east of Bakersfield, in 
late 1875, he decided to rob a Los 
Angeles-bound stagecoach 
reputedly carrying a large 
shipment of money in its Wells 
Fargo strongbox. As he lay in 
wait for his quarry, Fellows’ 
horse bolted and threw him to the 
ground. He was momentarily 
unconscious, but it was the same 
moment when the stage and its 
strongbox, containing $240,000, 
dashed unharmed past the 
intended ambush spot. Fellows 
was a persistent man. He decided, 

once he’d regained 
consciousness, to rob the same 
stagecoach on its return trip to 
Caliente, and this time he was 
successful. The driver threw 
down the heavy strongbox. 
Fellows was swinging it up into 
his horse’s saddle—a new horse, 

hired from a livery− when the 
animal bolted and disappeared. 
The strongbox fell on Fellows’ 
foot. Exasperated, he began to 
flee on foot, limping and dragging 
the strongbox with him. He then 
fell over a cliff in the dark, 
breaking his leg.  He somehow 
stole a second horse, but, 
unfortunately for Fellows, it was 
freshly shod, with one mule shoe 
and three horseshoes, and so left a 
trail that was easy for authorities 
to follow. He was arrested near 
Bakersfield. 
    Fellows was released from his 
second San Quentin term in 1881, 
but he had gotten into the 
stagecoach-robbing habit now. 
This time, he shifted his territory 
to the area once terrorized by 
outlaws during the 1850s—El 
Camino Real between Monterey 
and Santa Barbara. He admitted 
later to investigators that he’d 
robbed the Santa Barbara stage 
seven miles south of San Luis 
Obispo in August 1881, robbed 
the San Luis Obispo stage near 
Soledad in December, and robbed 
another Santa Barbara stage near 
Arroyo Grande later the same 
month. He was suspected in at 
least two more local robberies, in 
January, but his luck finally ran  

(Con�nued on page 7) 
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out once again: he was arrested by a Wells Fargo 
detective in late January, near San Jose, in Santa Clara 
County. Fellows was soon on his way to jail and, 
potentially, another prison term. 
 
   Fellows, after attempting to escape, was sent 
south—probably to the relief of Santa Clara County 

law enforcement officers−to Santa Barbara to stand 

trial for a robbery near Los Alamos, a place made 
notorious by outlaws Salomon Pico and Jack Powers. 
Fellows had made a costly mistake. In this robbery, 
he’d taken the stage driver’s easily identifiable gold 
pocket-watch, which was found in the outlaw’s 
pocket. 
 
   The watch was worth $100 but proved even more 
valuable in convicting Fellows for the third time, in 
March 1882. He was sentenced to the new 
penitentiary at Folsom.  While Fellows was in jail in 
Santa Barbara awaiting transport north, Deputy 
Sheriff George Sherman opened the outlaw’s cell to 
let him wash up for breakfast. The prisoner pounced 
on Sherman, wrestled him to the floor, took his 
revolver, and sprinted for daylight. He found an 

unattended horse on Santa Barbara Street, mounted it, 
and galloped away on an escape that lasted two full 
blocks. Fellows took a hard left turn off Santa Barbara 
Street and his mount collided with another horse. The 
two animals got entangled, and in a frenzy of 
whinnying and bucking, Fellows was once again 
thrown. He was lying stunned in the middle of the 
street when he realized he’d been surrounded by a 
knot of enthusiastic men, armed with pistols, and one 
teenager, armed with a rifle. He surrendered. He was 
returned to jail, where he asked if he might not have 
his breakfast now. The deputies brought him both 
breakfast and a fifteen-pound iron boot to slow him 
down should he try any more escapes. 
 

Fellows didn’t try. He proved himself a model 
prisoner in Folsom, just as he had in San Quentin. He 
taught classes in Moral Philosophy and Spanish, 
became the chaplain’s assistant, and, helped both by 
his behavior and by a barrage of letters to the 
governor from his family in Kentucky, he was 
pardoned in March 1908. It was believed that Dick 
Fellows was on his way back to Kentucky to start his 
life over where it had begun, but his family never saw 
him again. He simply disappeared. 

(Con�nued from page 6) 



Doug and Barbara LeSage joined South County Historical Soci-

ety just after it was formed in 1976.  They became part of the 

fabric of SCHS.   They stayed involved with everything, from 

creating the museums to working on the collection, to creating 

Heritage House gardens, to the Santa Manuela Schoolhouse 

moves. 

 Doug was one of the group that kicked in money to purchase 

the Loomis Truck, and he helped pay for the LaFrance Fire 

Truck restoration work.  Doug was instrumental in working out 

the deal that gave us the Meatlocker to use as our office, work 

room, and storage for decades.  For FREE.   He helped negoti-

ate our leases with the City of AG for Heritage House and Gar-

dens, and Ruby's House.  He supported the Patricia Loomis Li-

brary.  He helped make it possible for the summer theatre to get 

up and running back in 2011.  Doug served on the Board of Di-

rectors as Property Manager.  He always showed up.  He worked hard to make things better, and if 

there was a problem that could be fixed by writing a check, he'd make it happen. 

 He and Barbara celebrated their 50th Anniversary in Heritage House Garden.  They gave SCHS a 

beautiful teak bench which sits in the Barn to commemorate the event.  And we said goodbye to him in 

that same garden.  It's hard to imagine we won't be hearing that laugh anymore.   Our hearts are with 

Barbara and his family as they find their way without their favorite cowboy. 





“LeSage Riviera” Plan Shown 

GROVER CITY  

Artist's rendering of the proposed multi-million 

dollar "LeSage Riviera" between Highway 1 and the 

ocean at Grand avenue in Grover City was 

presented by developer H. F. LeSage and son 

Doug Tuesday at a luncheon meeting with civic 

leaders from the five cities area. 

Using the rendering. maps and aerial photos, Mr. 

LeSage explained his plans for developing the huge 

beach resort in several phases which would 

represent an estimated investment of $25 million. 

Mr. LeSage said he foresees approximately 1,000 

residential units in the overall development. 

He said that no lots or parcels would be sold 

outright but would be rented on long-term leases to 

assure overall control by the Le.Sage development 

company. 

Guests of the developers at the.luncheon were 

officials of Arroyo Grande, Grover City and Pismo 

Beach, San Luis Obispo county, state beaches and 

parks department, and civic leaders and 

businessmen of other parts of the south county. 

Mr. LeSage explained that the major problem in 

the development would be drainage and following 

the general presentation he huddled with state 

beaches and parks personnel, the county hydraulic 

engineer and Grover City officials to see what could 

be done about drainage. 

An agreement was reached in the discussion 

whereby the developers would channel water 

through the LeSage property and carry it to state 

property on the south side of Grand avenue where 

state beaches and parks would handle it from there. 

A proposal to run a drainage ditch along the north 

side of the LeSage property adjacent to the new 

state park on the north was turned down. 

The Hermreck construction company has been 

draining the LeSage property as the first step in the 

site development. 

 

Mr. LeSage explained that the first phase of the 

project would be to erect a decorative masonry wall 

along the Grand avenue side of the property and 

develop a 25-acre golf course surrounded by 

residential lots, provide for mobile home estates and 

possibly build a restaurant at the foot of Grand 

avenue.which would have a Polynesian motif and 

would overlook the ocean. 

He said that plans include construction of a motel 

near the restaurant with a swimming pool and beach 

facilities. 

He indicated that cars would be barred from the 

beach in front of the property, reserving it for 

bathers, clammers and other pedestrians. 

In describing plans for the overall development of 

"LeSage Riviera," he said that he had employed a 

specialist to design an 18 hole, par three golf course 

covering approximately 25 acres of the 100-acre 

site. It would have several ponds or lagoons which 

would aid drainage and add beauty to the area. 

In later phases of the development, there would 

be several high class apartment buildings three or 

four stories high which would be built as the 

demand indicates. 

Ultimate plans indicate the whole development 

will include a motel, restaurants, swimming pool, 

golf course, mobile home estates, beach cabanas, 

small shops and other tourist attractions. 

 

This article appeared in the Arroyo Grande 

Valley Recorder on July 20, 1962. 

The plans changed over time, and we will 

continue researching the development of this 

project through our collection of the press 

collection of the years late 1800’s to the mid 1990’s 

(donated to the Society by Dick Blankenburg). 
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Sears and Roebuck: THE ULTIMATE DIY KIT! 

   Between 1908 and 1940 Sears offered homes for sale.  The buyer could 

pay as little as $34 a month for a two bedroom, 850-square-foot house on 

a small lot or considerably more a month for some of the larger more 

expensive models.  Over that time Sears designed 447 different housing 

styles, from the elaborate multistory Ivanhoe, with its elegant French 

doors and art glass windows, to the Goldenrod, which served as a three-

room and no-bath cottage for summer vacationers. (An outhouse could 

be purchased separately for Goldenrod and similar cottage dwellers.) 

 

   Over the years Sears sold 70,000 home building kits.  Most of the 

homes came in 30,000-piece kits.  Sears promised that a man of average 

abilities would have no trouble putting these homes together in about 

three months. The framing members were stamped with a letter and a 

number to help you put them in the correct place. This also helps identify 

authentic Sears homes today. 

t  Shipped by railroad and then trucked to your home site, the kit weighed around 25 tons. If desired it also 

included plumbing, electrical fixtures and heating systems at an additional cost. 

During the Sears Modern Homes program asphalt shingles and the use of drywall became available. 

Asphalt shingles were cheap to ship and easy to install.  Drywall, instead of lath and plaster was much 

simpler to use. Both of these materials made it easier to construct your house and eliminated the need for 

professional help. 

   S Sears homes could be found in all the 48 states, although more popular in the East and Midwest. The 

depression caused many of the home owners to default on their loans and though Sears sold homes for a time 

afterwards it was no longer profitable and the division was to end in 1940. 

Imagine the excitement of going to the depot to collect your home!  Sears enabled you to own your own 

home, an almost impossible dream for many people.                      https://wikipedia.org/wiki/Sears_Catalog_Home 
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Have you driven by the Patricia Loomis History Library and Resource Center  on South Mason in the 

Village? (aka Ruby’s House) lately?  Quite a show with the Hydrangea (Snowball) tree in full bloom, 
and the one-hundred year old climbing rose bushes in their glory 

A FUN, EASY WAY TO HELP   

Summer Historic Theatre is being  

honored as the  

FEATURED NON-PROFIT  

by the Village Concert Series 

At the July 16th Concert. 

• Help us sell raffle (ckets to the crowd 

that day -  Call Joe Swigert - 489-8282  

                  or Jan Sco0 - 710-1560   

OR 

•  COME to a great concert and buy raffle 

(ckets for some fabulous prizes!  Enjoy 
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Patterns of the Past  

SOAP MANUFACTURING HAS 

A LONG AMERICAN HISTORY 

   ARROYO GRANDE -In the 
1850s, California had been 
populated over night by a rush of 
people believing they could pick 
up gold nuggets from the ground.  
Is it any wonder than that a few 
years later when a man announced 
he'd found a soap mine, that he 
had eager listeners?   "It was," he 
said, "near the old Mission San 
Gabriel, a  vein of pure soap, lying 
not far from the surface. It might 
extend for miles. There might be 
enough soap in the 'mine' to wash 
the faces and necks and ears of all 
the school children in America," 

he told his listeners. 

   This fired people's imaginations. 
Just think of the possible wealth. 
Mining soap might pay better than 
mining gold.  The story spread like 
wildfire. Those hearing it 
believed, like the gold nuggets, 
that it was just another example of 
the richness of California.  
Anyway, they were looking for 
wealth with a minimum of 
exertion.  Major Horace Bell, who 
was well known in the 1880s for 
his "wild tales" was quick to say 
that this story did have a basis in 
fact, although people should have 
known that soap was a 
manufactured product.  "The soap 
was really there in the ground, a 
great quantity of it," said Bell. "It 

had been there for half a century." 

   Back in 1834 when the missions 
were secularized and the 
Franciscan missionaries expelled 
from Alta California, the Friars 
had tried to convert the mission 

cattle into cash before leaving.  
Cattle were slaughtered for their 
chief worth in those days - hides, 
tallow and soap.  In the case of the 
soap, it had been impossible to sell 
it quickly and at San Gabriel 
Mission, molten tallow and soap 
were poured into great pits and 
covered with earth.  The 
knowledge of this had been lost 
with the missionaries leaving and 
the occupation of California by the 

Americans.   

   Soap had been known to 
mankind for several centuries.  
Archaeologists excavating 
Pompeii (destroyed by Vesuvius~ 
in 79 A.D.) found a soap factory.  
Italy and Spain record the use of 
soap as early as the eighth century. 
while the fancy perfumed soaps of 
the aristocrats of France are 
documented as early as the 14th 
century.  An early legend says that 
when a native of Gaul who used a 
hairdressing made from goat oil 
and beech tree ash got caught in a 
rainstorm, a lather formed and for 
the first time man saw soapsuds.  
Still another legend has the grease 
from the sacrificial animals on a 
hillside in Rome mixing with 
ashes from the altar fires. When 
the mixture ran downhill into the 
river, the washer-women found 
their laundry came cleaner, easier. 

(Early water pollution.)   

   Our ancestors on the East Coast 
made soap at home.  Every scrap 
of fat or ounce of grease from the 
frying pan was carefully saved.  
An ash bin, usually back of the 
smokehouse, accumulated wood 
ashes all winter from which lye 
was leached in the spring; 

hopefully, there was enough lye to 
meet the families' supply of soap 
and hominy.  Making soap, which 
seemed to have been a spring-time 
job, was a smelly unattractive task 
and a quest of the product.  All of 
the accumulation of fat and the 
resulting lye from the wood ash 
were mixed together in large iron 
pots and boiled constantly over a 
period of time.  It was believed 
that it was necessary to always 
"stir" in the same direction or the 
soap wouldn't "come" properly.  
The result, poured out into pans, 
could be hardened with salt, but it 

still usually had a slimy feel. 

   The mission fathers brought the 
art of soap-making to California. 
They and their Indian laborers 
made a product that was good 
enough to export.  Harrison 
Rogers, who kept a diary of 
Jedediah Smith's expedition 
reaching California in 1826, 
wrote:  "The soap factory (at the 
San Gabriel mission) consists of 
four cisterns, or boilers, that will 
hold about 2000 gallons each; the 
cistern is built in the shape of a 
sugar loaf made of brick, stone 
and lime; there is a large iron pot, 
or kettle, fixed in the bottom 
where the fire strikes to set them 
boiling.   The mouth of the 
cisterns and the edge of the pots 
are lined around with sheet iron 
eight or 10 inches wide; the pots 
or kettles, will hold from two to 
two hundred and fifty gallons 
each, and a great many small ones 

fixed in like manner." 

 

(Con�nued on page 14) 
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E-MAIL OR SNAIL-MAIL...WHAT'S YOUR PREFERENCE? 
We are looking for cost effective ways to improve our communication.  The Historical Society publishes and 
mails approximately 400 newsletters per issue.  We estimate with paper, ink and postage that it costs approxi-
mately $200 each time a newsletter goes out to the membership.  
Many organizations have suspended their mailing of newsletters and have opted to make them available to 
their members electronically.  We believe email is a more timely way to report or announce events and cer-
tainly, LESS  labor intensive to compile, publish,  assemble and mail a paper copy. 
It is apparent that some members prefer to receive their newsletter and other Historical Society announce-
ments via US Mail.  We can accommodate those requests.  The newsletter is also placed on our website 
www.southcountyhistory.org and available there even before snail mail is posted. And we encourage you to 
follow  the Historical Society on Facebook.  
 Our newsletter can be distributed via e-mail in PDF format, so if you would like to receive it that way, please 
update your email address by sending to INFO@SOUTHCOUNTYHISTORY.ORG with subject line 
“newsletter email”. We'd REALLY appreciate your cooperation.  

Please email your email address and preferences to info@southcountyhistory.org.   

   Soap making wasn't confined to 
the missions.  An early governor, 
Diego de Borica in 1793, 
encouraged agriculture, education 
and manufacturing.  He had a 
soap factory built near Monterey.  
Up in the Napa Valley, one of the 
Vallejos operated a large soap 
factory and with the Vallejo's 
Midas touch, cleared several 
thousand dollars a year.  Even in 
the early years under Spain, there 
was soap exported to South 
America.   Hides, tallow, dried 
beef, lumber and soap were sent 
to the United States, and 
California received in return 
shoes, hats, furniture and other 
manufactured articles, notably 
iron products.  Besides a number 
of these small soap works that 
exported their product, every 
rancho made soap, enough for all 
the people that they supported 
and on occasion enough to sell to 

the ships. 

   This product was not always 
consistent and had varying 
degrees of success.  At rancho 
Nipomo, the large vat, purchased 
from a whaling vessel, was set 

into the hillside facing the road 
on the east side of Casa de Dana.  
Juan Dana in "The Blonde 
Ranchero," mentioned that it held 
several thousand gallons.  Into 
the collection of fat, rendered lard 
and tallow, they put lye made 
from the ashes of their fires, and 
alkali brought over from the San 
Joaquin Valley.  The result was a 
product much like Castile, very 

good and solid.  

   While there was often enough 
soap for the trade, it wasn't 
passed out indiscriminately 
without reason or in quantity. All 
supplies for that matter were 
closely watched.  Juan Dana tells 
the story of Chiquito Olivera, 
whose father owned the Casmalia 
Rancho, asking for a large 
amount of soap.  His father saw 
fit to deny his request.  "So he 
rode over to the rancho of Don 
Julian Foxen and said that his 
father had said that Don Julian's 
soap was greasy and not as good 
as the Olivera's," Dana wrote.  
"Just as the wily Chiquito had 
schemed, Don Julian gave him 
some choice homemade Foxen 

soap had told him to go home and 
see which was best!  "I don't 
know, actually, if Don Julian's 
soap was better than that of 
neighboring ranchos, but he used 
to send it all the way to the 
Tulare country to get ashes made 
from certain bushes found 
growing there, to use for his soap.  
So it should have been something 

special!" said Dana.  

   From ancestors who were 
always working to better their 
soap products in their own back 
yard, we have become a nation 
that far outdistances other nations 
in the manufacture and use of 
soap.  Whether you want to wash 
the baby or the dog, that special 
product, often, "new and 
improved," awaits you on the 

shelf at the market. 

Echoes by Jean Hubbard 

May 2, 1990 - Five Cities 

Times-Press-Recorder  Arroyo 

Grande, Calif. 
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