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The Star Spangled Banner 
 

O say can you see by the 
dawn's early light, 
What so proudly we hailed at 
the twilight's last gleaming, 
Whose broad stripes and bright 
stars through the perilous fight, 

O'er the ramparts we watched, were so gallantly 
streaming? 
And the rockets' red glare, the bombs bursting in 
air, 
Gave proof through the night that our flag was 
still there; 
O say does that star-spangled banner yet wave, 
O'er the land of the free and the home of the 
brave? 
 

Francis Scott Key's lyrics 
 

On September 3, 1814, following the burning of Wash-
ington and the raid on Alexandria, Francis Scott Key 
and John Stuart Skinner set sail from Baltimore aboard 
the ship HMS Minden, flying a flag of truce on a mission 
approved by President James Madison. 
 

Their objective was to secure the exchange of prison-
ers. Key and Skinner boarded the British flagship HMS 
Tonnant on September 7 and spoke with Major General 
Robert Ross and Vice Admiral Alexander Cochrane 
over dinner while the two officers discussed war plans.  
 

Because Key and Skinner had heard details of the plans 
for the attack on Baltimore, they were held captive until 
after the battle, first aboard HMS Surprise and later 
back on HMS Minden. After the bombardment, certain 
British gunboats attempted to slip past the fort and ef-
fect a landing in a cove to the west of it, but they were 
turned away by fire from nearby Fort Covington, the 
city's last line of defense. 
 

During the rainy night, Key had witnessed the bombard-
ment and observed that the fort's smaller "storm flag" 
continued to fly, but once the shell and Congreve rocket 
barrage had stopped, he would not know how the battle  
          (cont. on pg. 3) 

 

President’s Message — 
 
 A Box of Memories 
 

Recently, I was in my attic looking through a box of pho-
tos and other memorabilia. It made me think of our mu-
seum and the experience that visitors have when they 
come see us. 
  
An acquaintance of mine, by the name of Bill, was visit-
ing our museum a few weeks ago for the first time. Bill 
had lived in Costa Mesa, but moved out of town about 
50 years ago. He was an architect by trade and was in-
volved in the construction of Costa Mesa High School. 
As he leisurely viewed the exhibits and photos, Bill re-
called events and activities that he had experienced 
from his younger days. He was so taken back by all the 
changes that had taken place in Costa Mesa over time. 

 
After purchasing the 
"Early Costa Mesa" 
book, he thanked us 
for the tour and for 
our preservation ef-
forts. He said that he 
would return and I'm 
certain that he will. 
  
For some, the Costa 
Mesa Historical So-

ciety and Museum can be regarded as a box of memo-
ries. For others, it's a journey of discovery into the city's 
past. Visitors learn of the city's origins, development and 
events that helped shape it.  So come browse through 
our box of memories to discover or just reminisce. 
 
In addition to our regularly scheduled hours Thursdays 
and Fridays 10am to 3pm, our Society and Museum 
will be open Saturdays 10am to 3pm in July and Au-
gust.       
 
Thank you, 

Bob Palazzola 

Promoting and preserving Costa Mesa’s history is our mission. 



Recollections of a Local Boy 
  
 

John Shirley, a former resident, grew up in Costa Mesa 
between 1924 and 1942.  The following are excerpts 
from “Costa Mesa, A Long Time Ago.” 
 

 * * * * * * * * 
  

School Before and After the Great Earthquake 
 

Costa Mesa had a fine elementary school near downtown on 

19th Street. I attended kindergarten there, starting when I was 4 

years and 9 months old. As a result, I was among the youngest, 

if not the youngest student, in my classes. It was a disad-

vantage, but I was always promoted and subsequently graduat-

ed from high school when I was seventeen.  I remember my 

kindergarten teacher, but not the teachers in the first grade.  I 

went to second grade in Whittier where I lived with cousins of 

my father. Back in Costa Mesa for my third grade year, Maude 

Davis was my teacher. I remember going out on the play-

ground, where we would kick a soccer ball back and forth be-

tween two teams num-

bering 30 or more young 

children on a side. I also 

remember always being 

chosen last, or next to 

last, when softball teams 

were chosen.  
 

 It was very common to 

carry a bag of marbles to 

school and try to capture an op-

ponent’s marbles. Many of us carried a pocket knife, and we 

played “real estate” by drawing a circle in the dirt, dividing the 

circle in half, and then taking turns throwing a knife in the op-

ponent’s property.  If the knife stuck and the blade faced your 

property, you would draw a line back to your property, divid-

ing up the opponent’s property and annexing the larger part to 

yours. The game was over when one boy owned the entire cir-

cle. 
 

In March 1933, a 

very hard earthquake 

struck off Long 

Beach shore, with 

great damage to a 

number of neighbor-

ing communities.  

One hundred and 

twenty persons were 

killed.  Costa Mesa 

took a hard hit, and especially our gram-

mar school and some of the store buildings. Our house had its 

chimney broken off above the roof line. We had a friend with 

his car in our driveway changing the right rear tire. The car 

was on a jack and the wheel removed from the car when the 

quake struck. The car was thrown off the jack. No one was 

hurt.  I was playing jacks with my sister on the linoleum floor 

in our front room, and when the earthquake hit, jacks ended up 

all over the room, under the couch, table, chairs. 
 

Our very large and fine school auditorium was completely de-

stroyed, and many class rooms were badly damaged. Tempo- 

 

rary buildings were brought in, and a new undamaged elemen-

tary school, Lindbergh, was soon finished. I attended fourth 

grade at Lindbergh school and maybe fifth grade there as well. 

I had a wonderful fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Caine. It was a 

difficult time emotionally for me. I had a hard time with 

school work, and remember crying a lot, even in class at 

times. After school, I rode my bike almost a mile and a half 

home trying to avoid two very determined bullies. When they 

caught up with me, they would punch and tease me. When a 

certain tree shed pods of tiny seeds, they would break open the 

pods and rub the contents on the skin of my back which 

caused a severe itching. I did my best to avoid those two, but 

there were only a few choices of roads to get home. I remem-

ber being invited to a birthday party at one of the bully’s 

homes. Apparently I wasn’t the only victim. At the party, 

about five or six of us ganged up on the bully in the back yard 

of his house and gave him a few well deserved whacks. 
 

We were back at the downtown elementary school for the 

sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. We had some wonderful 

teachers, some unmarried, and all middle-aged. I remember 

Miss Kennedy, our math teacher, Miss Morrow, our history 

and civics teacher, and Mrs. McNally, our English teacher. 

There were no teacher’s aides or helpers. We sang songs one 

day a week in Mrs. McNally’s class, as well as taking some art 

instruction from her. The song I liked best to sing was the Vol-

ga Boatmen. All these classes had 47-52 students, and you can 

imagine how strict these teachers were. We all behaved; at the 

slightest whispering or trouble making, we were sent to the 

principal’s office. I only remember being there one time. I 

must have been misbehaving once because I remember Miss 

Kennedy, who was short and slight in build, came down the 

aisle to the back of the room where I had my desk. Without 

saying a word, she reached down and pinched my right ear 

lobe hard as she lifted me out of my seat, down the aisle, 

across the front of the room, out the front door, down the hall 

into the principal’s office where she let go of my ear. I do not 

remember the offence or punishment, but I will never forget 

my strict, all-business, small teacher taking me, not sending 

me, to visit the principal.  
  

I had a paper route in the seventh grade. It was not very long, 

and I only made about $7 a month. On the route was a small 

restaurant where one could buy a very good, but small, ham-

burger for five cents. Needless to say, I ate up some of my 

income. In the eighth grade, I worked in the new Alpha Beta 

grocery store on the corner of Newport Avenue and Harbor 

Boulevard. I received twenty five cents an hour. I enjoyed put-

ting groceries into bags and boxes, but spent a lot of time in 

the storage areas in the back of the store, putting boxes of 

canned goods and others items in their proper locations in the 

store room. That was much harder work.  
 

There are lots of chores on a small farm and I did my share of 

the work. Feeding chickens, gathering eggs, feeding the pigs 

and calves, helping with the milking, cutting fire wood for the 

kitchen and fireplace were typical tasks that I did on the farm. 

The large garden was a lot of work requiring spading the won-

derful sandy loam soil, raking it to prepare for seeding and 

planting vegetables, hoeing weeds, watering, harvesting the 

garden. Needless to say, my dad was busy  (cont. next pg.)   

After the Earthquake 

Costa Mesa Grammar School 



In The Spotlight  -  Gladys Refakes 
 

Gladys Refakes is a long-time member of the Costa Mesa Historical Society and at 
least since the early 1980s has been an active volunteer. For a number of years 
she was responsible for finding volunteers for the Society's booth at the Orange 
County Fair, a job that got bigger as the fair got longer. Then in mid-1991 she be-
came Secretary of the Society and continues in that job to this day. And when Bet-
ty Beecher died in 1995, Gladys took over as Office Manager -- a position that is 
not defined, and no one is elected to it, but one that handles and organizes the 
"business" of the Society. She has also assisted in accessioning and caring for the 
Society's collections and took on the role of newsletter editor. Outside the Histori-
cal Society, Gladys has also been active. Before the Senior Center was built, she 
was active in the Costa Mesa Senior Club, and was president in the early 1990s. After the Senior Center was built, she 
became active in that organization. She has been active in the Women's Club for many years, often serving as an officer.  
From the beginning, Gladys has been an associate member of the Freedom Committee of Orange County.  And she has 
served as a willing volunteer for the Cancer society, and other organizations. 
  

She is our person of the month In The Spotlight. 
 
Bob Palazzola and Mary Ellen Goddard 

(cont. from prev. pg.) with lots to do taking care of the orange 

orchard, working as a carpenter once jobs opened up, and 

working with our animals and garden. He spent about two 

hours every Sunday afternoon, sharpening carpenter tools, 

saws, planes, hatchet, and chisels. My dad’s parents came 

from Germany and he possessed the German work ethic and 

wanted me to benefit from it as well. There was only one way 

to hold a hammer, use a saw, and handle a shovel or rake. As 

a young boy, such discipline and strict instruction was suf-

fered in silence. Of course, such training was very beneficial 

as I grew up. 
 

Our mother was another wonderful person. Her parents were 

from Italy. She was raised on a cattle ranch near Eureka, Ne-

vada with three sisters and four brothers. She attended nursing 

school in Oakland, California, graduated in 1918, as a Regis-

tered Nurse, and returned to Eureka to work for a young doc-

tor to whom she became engaged. My father partnered with 

one of her brothers on a truck farm to raise vegetables for the 

local lead miners. My mother and father met and were attract-

ed to each other. She broke off her engagement with the doc-

tor and married my father in San Francisco in 1921. They 

moved to Southern California, first to Fullerton, and then to 

Costa Mesa. My mother was very kind and sweet. She was a 

good cook, a fine nurse, and a great mother. She and my fa-

ther loved each other dearly. When she died of a brain cancer 

at the age of 48 in 1942, her death was a terrible blow to my 

father and our family. 
 

During the war, dad worked in the ship yards at Newport 

Beach.  He took care of Annette who was 11 years old when 

our mother died. Wilda was 16 when mother died. Wilda 

graduated in 1944 from high school and then left for UCLA, 

where she worked her way through five years of college to 

become a teacher. After high school, Annette attended college 

and received a bachelor’s degree in Public Health Nursing 

after becoming a Registered Nurse. After I graduated from 

high school, I was attending California Polytechnic State Uni-

versity (Cal Poly) studying dairy production when my mother 

died. After two semesters, I turned 18, and a few months later 

in March, 1943 was drafted into the army. It was a very sad   

(cont. from cover pg.)   
had turned out until dawn. By then, the storm 
flag had been lowered and the larger flag 
had been raised. 
 

Key was inspired by the American victory 
and the sight of the large American flag fly-

ing triumphantly above the fort.  This flag, with fifteen stars 
and fifteen stripes, came to be known as the Star Spangled 
Banner Flag and is today on display in the National Muse-
um of American History, a treasure of the Smithsonian Insti-
tution. It was restored in 1914 by Amelia Fowler, and again 
in 1998 as part of an ongoing conservation program. 
 

Aboard the ship the next day, Key wrote a poem on the 
back of a letter he had kept in his pocket. At twilight on 
September 16, he and Skinner were released in Baltimore. 
He completed the poem at the Indian Queen Hotel, where 
he was staying, and entitled it "Defence of Fort McHenry". 
By a law signed on March 3, 1931 by President Herbert 
Hoover, "The Star-Spangled Banner" was adopted as the 
national anthem of the United States. 
 

source: Wikipedia 

time for my father after mother died. I was now in the infantry 

and starting in April of 1944, was in front line combat in Italy, 

France, and Germany. He knew I was in great danger, and the 

stress and worry made it very difficult for him. I was wounded 

once, but made it home fine. I arrived home on Christmas Eve, 

1945 to the great relief of my Dad and sisters. My Dad was a 

true victim of the war. The stress from losing his dear wife and 

worrying about me depressed his immune system, and shortly 

after the war was over, he developed bone marrow cancer. He 

was in and out of the Sawtelle Veterans Administration hospi-

tal about four or five times, had 67 units of blood, and did his 

best to stay alive. He died in 1949. He is buried at the Pioneer 

Cemetery in Bishop, Calif. with his father and mother and oth-

er family members. Bishop is where he grew up on a farm.  
 

 * * * * * * * *  

 

More from John Shirley: ‘Newport Harbor High School’ 
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What’s Happening   
 

 

 Sunday Speaker Series—Our monthly program will resume in September 

 Save The Date—The Society’s Annual “Early California Days at the Adobe”, an educational event for the 

entire family, is planned for Sunday, September 30. Leather crafters, spinners & weavers, food, music,  

speaker and much more.  

 Visit the Fair—OC Fair ‘Home Sweet Home’, July 13 to August 12 

 Concerts In The Park—Tuedays in July, 5:30pm to 7:45pm in Fairview Park.  Stop by our booth! 

 Find us on Facebook: facebook/costa mesa historical society  

Annual  Special  
Individual $   15.00 Historical Society Life Member $ 1000.00 
Family $   20.00 SAAAB Wing Annual Member $     10.00 
Student (under 16) $     5.00 SAAAB Wing Life Member $     50.00 
Contributing $   50.00   

Business & Professional $ 100.00   
Public Agency $ 100.00   
Benefactor $ 250.00   

Make your checks payable to the Costa Mesa Historical Society. 

The Society, a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization, operates under the Corporation Laws of the State of California. 


