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President’s Message —
SAAAB Building Targeted To Be Demolished
The Memorial Gardens Building will more than likely be
demolished due to a proposed expansion of the Pacific
Amphitheatre. There are a number of factors contributing
to this determination. The considerable cost involved in
moving the building is the number one deterrent.
The Memorial Gardens Building of the former Santa Ana
Army Air Base is one of the last remaining buildings on the
old SAAAB site, part of which is now occupied by the
Orange County Fairgrounds. In 1954 the SAAAB site, including the Memorial Gardens Building, was designated as
site number 16 by the Orange County Historical Commission. This designation only means the site should be preserved. In other words, the designation in and of itself provides no protection.
The SAAAB site and the
remaining buildings are
a significant part of Costa Mesa's history. The
City of Costa Mesa has
no jurisdiction over the
OC Fairgrounds as it is
state property. However,
at the council meeting
on Tuesday, May 5th, city mayor Eric Bever honored a request made by the Costa Mesa Historical Society to send a
letter to the OC Fair & Event Center Board. The letter in
essence asks the OCFEC Board to work with the Historical
Society to explore any and all possibilities of preserving the
memory of the former Santa Ana Army Air Base.
At the time of this printing, I have no idea what support we
have with this cause or how receptive the OCFEC Board
will be with our preservation efforts. However, I remain
hopeful.
Thank you,
Bob Palazzola

949-631-5918

DATE: June 2012

E-mail address: cmhistory@sbcglobal.net

Costa Mesa Historical Society
Presents

“Baseball in Orange County”
Speaker: Chris Epting, Author
Sunday, June 24
Doors open at 2:00,
Program at 2:30
- Free admission Refreshments for all
Historical Society Museum
Northwest Corner of
Lions Park Complex
1870 Anaheim Avenue
Organized baseball in Orange County began in the late 1880s
when community teams began forming among oil well workers.
As the popularity of baseball grew, more teams and leagues
formed. Joe DiMaggio played for his Santa Ana Army Air Base
team during World War II after joining the military. Many other
legends visited Orange County over the years. By 1966, the California Angels played their first game in Orange County. The
baseball history in Orange County is rich—and surprising!
Chris Epting is the author of 18
books. He also writes for a variety of outlets including the Los
Angeles Times, AOL News and
Orange Coast Magazine among
others. He is the host of the PBS
SoCal TV series, “Forgotten
Orange County” and lives in
Huntington Beach with his wife
and two children. Chris can be
followed at www.facebook.com/
authorchrisepting
So come bring a friend and join
us for this talk on “America’s
favorite pastime”!

Promoting and preserving Costa Mesa’s history is our mission.
FAIRVIEW REGISTER, FAIRVIEW, LOS ANGELES COUNTY, CALIFORNIA, MARCH 2, 1889

Recollections of a Local Boy
This is the first in a series of personal histories contributed by
our readers. John Shirley, a former resident, offered to ‘write
a few paragraphs.’ But his pen caught fire and he submitted
a 13-page story. The following are excerpts from “Costa Mesa, A Long Time Ago.”

********
I have been asked to write a bit of early Costa Mesa history.
I am John Shirley, born at the Santa Ana Community Hospital on
Dec.8, 1924 and lived in Costa Mesa from then until September,
1942.
My father, William Shirley, and mother, Marie, purchased a fiveacre orange orchard on Irvine Ave between 19 th and 20th Streets in
1922 or1923. In 1923, they built a one-bedroom California bungalow style house. The wooden walls were about 3/4 of an inch thick,
and one side of the wood was the outside of the house and the other
formed the inside wall. They had a living room, one bedroom,
kitchen, bathroom, and a laundry room. Two years after my birth
my sister, Wilda, was born inside that house and five years after
that, sister Annette was born at Saint Joseph’s Hospital, near
Orange.
In the late 1930’s my
father started to enlarge
the house by building a
stucco, three-bedroom,
two bath home around the
original house. The remodeling was completed
near the end of WW II.
The house was remodeled
several times since 1951
Marie Shirley and daughter Wilda
and is now the very nice home
of a former mayor of Costa Mesa.
Irvine Avenue was a two-lane dirt road and remained so for a number of years until it was paved in 1939. On the other side of Irvine
Avenue for many miles south stretched the Irvine Ranch. Crops of
black-eyed beans were planted in the fields across the street, followed by sheep grazing on the land for a few months after the harvest. Most of Costa Mesa was farm land. A number of Japanese
families grew
strawberries and
truck crops. Sweet
potatoes were
grown on the land
between our home
and 17th Street on
the south side of
Irvine. There were
orange and apple
orchards, fields of
alfalfa hay, several
John Shirley and lambs
dairies, and a few
chicken ranches. It was called “Goat Hill” by some, but I don’t
remember many goats. A water company furnished water for the
farms and for domestic use. Most homes were served by septic
tanks.
My father built a long chicken house with adjoining yards for 3,000
laying hens. We had a cow for milk and butter. Feeder pigs were a
cash crop. We had a plow horse and later a small tractor. A Model

T Ford coupe and a Model T Ford truck served as our transportation. It would take almost three hours to drive the Model T coupe
to Los Angeles. Firestone Boulevard was a two lane street, and
Santa Ana was a big city with 35,000 residents.
Life in Costa Mesa for our Family During the Depression
In the very early 1930’s the meager profit from five acres of oranges was only a few hundred dollars. The price for feeder pigs was
three cents a pound. The chicken egg income was very little after
expenses. We could no longer afford to raise pigs or produce eggs.
My dad could not find work as a carpenter. My mother, from time
to time, got work as a private duty nurse in homes that needed full
time help, and could afford one dollar an hour for eight hours of
her services. Sometimes, this meant leaving our home and living
where she worked. My father was a good cook and took good care
of my sisters and me when my mother was at work in neighboring
communities, such as Orange, Anaheim, and Santa Ana.
During the Depression, life on a small farm was the best way to
live. We had a large and productive vegetable garden. Our cow
provided milk and butter. Occasionally, a veal calf would be butchered for meat. We also had a lemon tree, a peach tree, apricot tree,
an apple tree, and a persimmon tree. We would butcher a pig for
bacon, ham, pork chops and roasts. A meat locker downtown is
where the frozen meat was stored.
I have learned from friends who grew up in the bigger cities that
they were hungry at times and often cold, because heating their
residences was expensive. On our farm we had large eucalyptus
trees serving as wind breaks for the orchard. My father would cut
several of those trees down each year, and we would use a long
crosscut saw to cut the logs up into fire place size. Eucalyptus logs
were very difficult to split into smaller pieces, but we did it with
wedges, sledge hammers, and a sharp ax. We also had a wood
burning kitchen stove in the laundry room with pipes to heat water.
We stayed warm in the winter. From time to time, we made our
own candles and soap. On various occasions, a big treat for us was
ice cream made in a hand cranked churn from our own cream. It
was very common for us to have Sunday chicken dinners cooked in
various ways. Canning was a big activity in the spring and summer
to preserve the great amounts of the fruit and vegetables we grew.
Cash income was a problem. The mortgage had to be paid, as well
as property taxes. Often we would not have money for electricity,
and I did my homework by the light of a Colman lantern. One day
my father informed us the bank was foreclosing on our property, as
he had struggled, and at times failed, to pay the monthly mortgage
bill. A few months later, he came home and told us we would not
lose our house and farm. President Roosevelt had been able to get
the Federal Housing Administration bill through Congress. We
qualified for a FHA loan. The monthly mortgage payment was
now $14.75, the difference between keeping or losing our home
and orchard.
When you consider what many people had to do to survive the Depression, we were fairly well off. My parents were generous and
kind-hearted. It was very common for friends to visit us on Sundays, knowing they would go home with a container of vegetables
and oranges in season. For two years we grew tomatoes and squash
between the rows of orange trees. The crops were good, but there
was no market. My dad would load his Model T truck with squash
and tomatoes and drive to downtown Costa Mesa and give the
fresh produce to needy families. He was always willing to help
hoboes. He would bring them home in his truck or car, (cont. next pg)

(cont. from prev pg) and

would let them stay a few days. Some of the
branches of the eucalyptus trees would bend and hang low creating
small protected room-like areas. Dad put an old bed and mattress in
this “room” for the man to sleep on. He was given fruit and vegetables to eat. I don’t ever remember any of them eating inside our
house. Most were ready to move on in a few days. Dad was especially pleased when he could help an American Indian, or an African American.

Girl Scouts Celebrating 100 Years of Service

Finally, in about 1933, the Works Progress Administration (WPA)
came into existence, and jobs for tradesmen were created with the
construction of roads, bridges, and public buildings, etc. My father
was now able to work at his trade for one dollar an hour, and that
made a big difference. We could now pay the electrical bill so that
lights, refrigeration, and the washing machine could all operate.

2012 marks the 100th anniversary of the Girl Scouts. As the
largest girl-serving organization in the nation, Girl Scouts
provides leadership opportunities for girls from all socioeconomic backgrounds, cultures and walks of life. In Orange
County alone, more than 23,000 Girl Scouts, from kindergarten through grade 12, are developing important leadership
skills like goal setting, team work, project management,
communication and financial literacy. Local Girl Scouts from
every zip code in Orange County are using their leadership
skills to make a difference, contributing more than 500,000
hours of community service each year to help make our
neighborhoods and communities better places to live and
work.

In those days, many families lived in rural areas and on farms, and
I am sure they felt grateful, as we did, for the benefits of living on a
small plot of land. If we ever have another Depression where 2545 percent of families cannot find jobs, and most live in urbanized
and city areas, the suffering will be terrible. We know with just 1012% unemployment how difficult it is for families now without the
opportunity to find work.

Last month six Costa Mesa Girl Scouts in Troop 111 earned
the prestigious Girl Scout Gold Award, the highest national
award a Girl Scout can earn. The Gold Award recognizes
girls who demonstrate extraordinary leadership through remarkable take-action projects that have sustainable impact in
the communities and beyond.

********

Pictured from left to
right, Gold Award Recipients from Troop
111:
Emily Parsons, Maren
McClanahan, Eva
Charidas, Maddy
Jones, Paige Strabala
and Jenny Jones.

More from John Shirley: ‘School Before and After the Great
Earthquake’ and ‘Newport Harbor High School’

Harmonium is back
Our Harmonium is back on display in the music exhibit
after being refinished by Moore's Refinishing. Everyone
agrees that it looks great.
This mid-18th century pump organ was the property of the
Charles H. Stanley family who resided in the town of Fairview in 1889, in what is now the northwestern part of Costa Mesa.
The refinishing company's
owner, Aaron Moore,
made an extra effort to
see that the job was done
well and we thank him.
Check out his web site,
mooresrefinishing.com or
give him a call at 714-534
-3222.

Congratulations to all!

Upcoming Events
June 23 and 24—Field Day 2012: 24 Hours of 2-way Radio
All Around the World! Sponsored by the City of Costa Mesa Office of Emergency Management.
June 22, 23, and 24—Collector Car Auction by BarrettJackson at OC Fair & Event Center.
Marine Care-Pac Program—Provide support for Costa
Mesa's adopted Marine Battalion 1/5. A collection box is
located in the first floor lobby of City Hall.

What’s Happening


Thank you to Cheryl Ooten—For the donation of the succulents rock gardens filling in the two planters at the entrance to
the Diego Sepulveda Adobe. Adobe volunteers are very pleased and taking their watering assignments very seriously—
thank you!



Keep Alert—As some of you may know, the Society Museum was broken into recently during the early morning hours.
The Diego Sepulveda Adobe suffered a near break-in recently as well. We appreciate your keeping alert while in Lions
Park and Estancia Park and reporting suspicious activities to the authorities.



Did You Know? A commercial airport in Costa Mesa? Yes! The Newport Harbor Sky Harbor Airport (1946-1953) was
located near the intersection of 19th Street and Placentia Avenue. Learn more... Come visit us!



Find us on Facebook: facebook/costa mesa historical society
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