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Roger Showley, grandson of the founder of the Showley Brothers Candy Factory, is a staff writer at The 
San Diego Union-Tribune, specializing in real estate, local history and historic preservation. A graduate 
of Point Loma High School in 1966 and the University of California, San Diego, majoring in history 
in 1970, he is the author of three books on San Diego history.  Roger and his wife Carol live in Scripps 
Ranch with their two children, Charlie and Cookie.  All photographs are from the author’s collection 
unless otherwise noted.

Sweet Dreams: The Showley Brothers  
Candy Factory, 1905-2007

Roger Showley

Beyond the right field at Petco Park stands a three-story brick building, newly 
restored with its original name posted at the parapet once again: “Showley Bros. 
Candy Factory.” Planned for restaurant or other retail uses on the ground floor 
with commercial offices above, the 1924 structure also stands as a reminder 

of San Diego’s once thriving 
downtown warehouse district 
and the city’s hopes of becoming 
an industrial center in the early 
twentieth century. In addition, 
the building symbolizes the 
hopes of newcomers wanting to 
build a better life in a growing 
community; how they faced an 
increasingly competitive world; 
and how a building constructed 
for one purpose could be adapted 
to modern uses in a new century. 

The Showley wholesale 
confectionery, which operated 

from 1905 to 1951, was one of many locally-
based manufacturing enterprises that populated 
America’s small towns and cities a century ago. 
In 1900 the San Diego City Directory listed a wide 
variety of businesses in a city then numbering 
about 17,700 in population. They ranged from 
eleven blacksmiths and fifteen Chinese laundries 
to two elocution teachers and ten hay and grain 
dealers. There were two other candy wholesalers in 
town: J. H. Cross at 848 Fourth Avenue and Edgar J. 
Hedrick at 933 Fourth Avenue.1 

Showley Brothers Candy Factory building, restored and 
relocated to new location next to Petco Park, 2007. 

Showley company sticker, ca. 1920.
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The records of many such businesses, if they exist at all, are buried in family 
scrapbooks, government records, and historical archives. But a treasure trove of 
family and company documents, combined with photographs, makes it possible to 
reconstruct the highlights of the Showley candy business, particularly details such 
as work hours and wage rates, profit and loss statements and, in this case, recipes 
and ingredients for making candy.2 In an age of globalization, standardization and 
franchising, it is a rare treat to get a close look at a business that closed more than 
fifty years ago.

The family traces its roots to Germany or Switzerland in the eighteenth century 
with some relatives living in England.3 Jacob Showley (1742-1810)  moved to Ohio 
with his wife Susanna and 
son, also named Jacob (1793-
1864). The younger Jacob 
and his wife Ursala Soliday 
Showley had three children, 
one of whom was Samuel 
(1821-1884) who moved from 
Switzerland to Ohio and then 
became a farmer in Rochester, 
Indiana.4 With his wife Anna 
Maria Burkhart Showley, he 
had eleven children, including 
Daniel (1846-1913), a minister 
who with his wife Catherine 
had 10 children (four sons and two daughters who survived to adulthood). Two of 
the sons–Jessie Ray (1880-1948) and Bartimas Guy (1884-1944)–founded the candy 
company. 

It is unknown what prompted the move to San Diego except that their older 
brother, Samuel John Murvin Showley (1877-1941), a carpenter, had moved to the 

Showley family, Rochester, Indiana, 1902, back row, from left: sons, Sam, Ray, Guy, Earl; front row, from left, 
daughter, Minnie, parents Daniel and Catherine, daughter, Norma. All but Minnie moved to San Diego.

Postcard sent from San Francisco on the way to San Diego by B. 
Guy Showley to his fiancée Ruth Marchand in Indiana.
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city in 1901 and may have sung the city’s praises. In the spring of 1905, Ray, 24, and 
Guy, 21, apparently drove from Fulton County, Indiana, to San Diego. In June 1905,  
they moved in with Sam, 27, at 1812 Columbia Street in Little Italy, before moving 
to nearby 1262 Union Street. On the way west Guy sent postcards to his seventeen-
year-old fiancée, Ruth Marchand, in Larwill, Indiana. 
One depicts a crudely drawn man driving an open-
air car and the penciled-in message, “Will soon be 
in Frisco. All O.K. and having a pleasant journey.”5 
The fourth son, Earl, and a sister, Norma, also soon 
moved to San Diego, as did their father and mother 
(their sister Minnie stayed in Indiana). The Reverend 
Daniel Showley founded the United Brethren Church 

at Third Avenue and 
Robinson Street in 
Hillcrest in 1908.6

Guy Showley 
had attended public 
schools in Rochester, 
Indiana, and Rochester 
University, but had no experience in manufacturing 
anything, let alone chocolates. As he later recalled, 
“I came to San Diego in 1905 and learning that there 
was not a factory here, I picked up a good candy 
maker [George Stover] and went into manufacturing 
a general line of candy. I knew nothing about the 
candy business, so I started in a small way with 
only eight employees.”7 George W. Stover (1864-
1943), who had been making candy since the age of 

fourteen, had also just arrived in San Diego from Michigan.8 He was working for 
another candy firm owned by Enfred L. Kruse.9

Top, second from left, Ray Showley, B. Guy Showley, Ruth Showley in car, p.91.

Ray Showley, age 21, 1901.

B. Guy Showley, age 17, 1901.
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Guy and Ray Showley, the new 
company’s two young owners, Stover 
and two other employees, a candy dipper 
and candy wrapper, moved into space on 
the second floor of the Montezuma Hotel 
(later known as the Tower Hotel) at the 
northwest corner of Second Avenue and 
F Street.10 A company ledger indicates 
that Guy and Ray invested $1,535 in the 
enterprise and in the first six months 
showed a profit of $870.17. Guy oversaw 
the operations while Ray handled sales. 
Sam, Earl and Norma Showley, also were 
employed from time to time at the factory.11 

Guy Showley was a sportsman and 
family man who played a minor role in 
local affairs. Photos depict him fishing, 
golfing and hunting, and his name is found 
in the list of dignitaries who attended 
the driving of the golden spike in the San 
Diego & Arizona Railway in 1919. He was 
a member of the San Diego Chamber of 
Commerce, San Diego Elks Lodge, San 
Diego Rotary Club and the San Diego Country Club, of which he was a charter 
member. He and his wife Ruth, married in 1905, had no children until Guy 
Raymond Showley was born September 21, 1920. At the time they lived at 1859 Fort 
Stockton Drive in San Diego’s Mission Hills area.12

A notebook listing Showley Bros. employees’ weekly wages, July 7, 1906, to 
September 5, 1908, offers insight into the early years of the candy enterprise. 
The first page, covering a two-week period, lists three men and five women as 
employees who generally worked nine hours a day, Monday through Saturday. 

George Stover, the candy 
maker, earned the most, 
$20 and Sadie Shyrock, the 
least, $3, for a total payroll 
for the week ending July 
14, 1906, of $54.55. The last 
page of the ledger lists 15 
employees, six men and 
nine women, earning a 
total of $108.85. Stover, 
working seven hours a 
day Monday through 
Saturday, earned $17.85. 
Fran Hamilton, working 
nine hours a day six days 
that week earned $4.

In 1908 the company 

Ruth, age 17, and B. Guy Showley, age 21, on their 
wedding day, September 25, 1905.

Showley candy stand at Tent City, Coronado, ca. 1915. Courtesy of the 
Coronado Historical Association.
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moved to the former Germania Hall at 625 Eighth Avenue. The 1910 New Year’s 
Day edition of The San Diego Union featured a photo of the factory and employees 
posing beside a horse-drawn delivery wagon in front with a short article calling 
the company one of the largest of its kind on the West Coast:

Their trade has developed steadily in the last five years until 
now they not only supply San Diego County and other sections of 
Southern California, but do a large exporting business. The brothers 
are young men, honorable, 
energetic and enterprising, and 
deserve all the success they 
have achieved. Their factory…
is modern in every respect, 
being equipped with the latest 
machinery for the manufacture 
of confectionery. They employ a 
great deal of help and contribute 
substantially to the industrial 
prosperity of San Diego.13 

Another record book, recording 
profits and losses through 1944, offers 
other interesting details. The first page 
lists income taxes paid by Ray and Guy 
Showley from $3 for both in 1913 to 
$811.60 in 1922. Excise taxes from 1919 
through 1922 ranged from a high of 
$12,683.74 in 1920 to a low of $4,148.99 
in 1922. Annual profits were recorded 

Showley brothers, from left, Sam, Ray, Guy, Earl. Ray and Guy founded the candy company. Sam and Earl 
worked for it from time to time, ca. 1920.

Germania Hall, 625 Eighth Avenue,  location of 
Showley candy business, 1908-1924.
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from 1906 through 1921 (rising 
from $514.31 to $940.20) and losses 
for most of the rest of the time 
period as high as $18,691.75 in 
1940. The World War II war years 
brought a dramatic turnaround 
in the company’s fortunes, going 
from an annual loss of $6,120.59 
as of January 1, 1941, to a gain of 
$16,421.13 on January 1, 1944. The 
book also records the assets and 
liabilities through the years. On 
January 1, 1906, the first entry, the 
assets totaled $3,613.78, made of 
standing stock, receivables and 
cash, and liabilities of $1,208.61. 

By 1944, the assets totaled $81,287.43; the liabilities, $29,231.25; and net inventory, 
$52,058.18. About a quarter of the assets were listed as real estate, $11,000, and the 
candy factory building, $17,034.31, plus machinery and equipment, $5,030,39, and 
automobiles and trucks, $478.54.

But dry statistics do not depict the 
sweet business the Showleys were 
running. As wholesalers, the brothers 
produced a wide range of products at 
the rate of 10,000 pounds of candy in 
eight hours.14 The signature product 
was known as the “Cluster Ruff,” a 
five-cent candy bar of chocolate and 
nuts with a center made of sugar, corn 
syrup, maple flavoring and nulomoline, 
a super-sweetener, and a nougat called 
mazetta. Company marketing materials regularly highlighted the Cluster Ruff 
and old-timers still remember the candy bar, wrapped in rich silver foil, as their 
favorite sweet. As Arthur Ribbel wrote in The San Diego Union in 1984, “Even the 
memory of that wonderful bar sends ancient taste buds in San Diego burghers into 

reminiscent drools… As far as memory 
can delineate, the Cluster Ruff was a 
delightful mound of milk chocolate nuts 
encasing a nest of maple nut crème.” It 
competed for local chocoholics’ stray 
nickels with Bishop & Co.’s “Cherry 
Flip,” “a chocolate and nut blanket, 
wrapped around a center of maraschino 
cherry and cherry cream,” encased in 
red paper.15  

Several recipe books in the company 
archives, however, include dozens of 
other products made by Showley’s. 

B. Guy Showley in candy wagon, ca. 1908.

Ladies making Cluster Ruffs, a popular five-cent candy bar.

Packaging display of Cluster Ruffs and St. Francis 
Milk Chocolates, “deliciously different.”
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They carried colorful, mouth-watering 
names, such as “Climax Chocolate 
Creams,” “Mill-Kee Solids’ Chocolate 
and Vanilla Fudge,” “Quaker Chip” 
and “Vineyard Kisses.” There were 
many standard candies and seasonal 
favorites, including after-dinner mints, 
jelly beans, marshmallow figures and 
pralines.16 Fancy chocolates, all hand 
dipped and boxed, were marketed as 
St. Francis Milk Chocolates. The full 
range of products was on display at the 

Panama-California Exposition in Balboa Park in 1915-16, as two extant photographs 
indicate, and at the Showley-sponsored “Candy Day” at the California Pacific 
International Exposition in  October 1935, 36,000 candy bars and 4,000 “penny 
items” were given away to fairgoers. 
Paramount Pictures’ three-year-old 
“Baby Le Roy” child star Ronald LeRoy 
Overacker served as the day’s “Candy 
Kid.”17 

Those who worked at Showley’s also 
had fond memories of their time with 
the Willy Wonka of San Diego. Dorothy 
Kruger recalled the time when her 
father Harry Fuqua was a top salesman 
at the plant in the 1920s. “On Saturdays, 
he would bring home his sample case, 
which opened out (accordion-wise) into 
a series of steps, on which I was given 
my choice of one of the candy bars there,” she wrote in a 1998 letter. “However, at 
the time I really didn’t like candy much.” She continued:

One of the great treats for me was to visit the factory with my 
dad, where I met such 
friendly people. The most 
interesting place was 
to see the women, on a 
very cold floor, dipping 
chocolates. To her left, 
each one had a tray on 
which lay the centers. On 
the tray to her right, she 
placed each chocolate and 
immediately, she would 
write the identifying initial 
on the top [indicating the 
flavor]. These women were 
so skillful and a delight to 

Filling boxes of candy.

Display of Showley candy products at Panama-
California Exposition, 1915.

Candy display at the exposition, wording on glass case at right 
reads, “We boost for 1915.”
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watch. Showley Brothers was a great 
part of my life.18 

B. Guy Showley became sole proprietor 
of the business in 1924, buying out his 
brother Ray. He became active in the Western 
Confectioners Association, serving as its 
president in 1931-32. In January 1932 the 
organization held its annual convention 
at the Hotel del Coronado with four days 
of business meetings and entertainment, 
including a golf tournament at the San Diego Country Club in Chula Vista and a 
trip to Tijuana for a day at the Agua Caliente racetrack and lunch at Caesar’s. It 
was the middle of the Depression and Showley, in his presidential address, saw a 
silver lining in the rising economic gloom:

Personally, I believe the 
present crisis we are passing 
through is beneficial to us. 
Spiritually and morally it has 
made us better men; taught 
us to think more clearly, 
realizing we have been going 
at a pace which is bound to 
slacken. I believe you will all 
agree that the majority of us 
have not used our thinking 
faculties judiciously. This 
is emphasized by the fact 

that the investments were made without due consideration… I have 
refrained from using the word depression; in fact, it is a word I am 
trying to forget. 

There are many reasons for present business conditions. One 
is that perhaps people are living within their means. They are not 
buying the numerous commodities which are offered them on the 
installment plan, realizing it is 
to their downfall to purchase 
with only their willingness to 
sign on the dotted line. People 
today who are working for the 
same salary as two years ago 
have no cause for complaint 
and should not retard progress 
by being too conservative in 
buying. I will not attempt to 
predict what is in store for 
us this new year; your guess 
would be just as good as 

B. Guy Showley in parade float.

Ray Showley in candy factory office, ca. 1913.

Ladies packing chocolates..
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anybody’s. Conditions will be as we all 
make them… This year of 1932 will be the 
turning point for those who have resolved 
to make it a basic year for future progress.19

The year did prove to be a turning point since 
Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected president and 
inaugurated his sweeping New Deal program of 
government aid programs and reforms. A May 
1933 article reported that Showley was traveling 
to Chicago to meet eleven other leaders of the 
National Confectioners Association to hammer 
out a code of business practices that was intended 
for use by Congress as it reviewed Roosevelt’s 
industrial recovery proposal. “The Roosevelt 
industrial recovery has real teeth in it,” Showley 
was quoted as saying, “and if it becomes a law, 
hundreds of manufacturing concerns throughout 
the land will be protected with codes of practices 
that the government will put into force to protect legitimate manufacturers from 
the unfair competitor.”20 

But the Depression dragged on for another five 
or six years, succeeded by the pre-World War II 
arms buildup and the war itself. Showley went on 
to serve on the executive committee of the National 
Confectioners Association and prospered in the 
war years as demand for candy for the troops 
skyrocketed. Meanwhile, he watched his son Guy 
become a champion teenage golfer, graduate from 
San Diego High School, enter Stanford University, 

join the Navy and 
get married. But the 
company founder 
died April 25, 1944, 
two weeks shy of his 
60th birthday. His son 
Guy returned from 
the war in late-1945, 
and at the age of 25, 
sought advice on 
what to do with the candy company. Circumstances 
were far different from those his father faced at about 
the same age forty years earlier. San Diego was more 
than ten times larger, industrial prospects looked 
shaky (some people worried that the nation would 
slip back into a depression) and the candy business 
needed recapitalization and modernization. In a 1998 
feature in the downtown monthly “D-Town,” Guy 

Brochure for making suckers, Guy R. 
Showley, about age 3, 1923..

B. Guy Showley and son Guy R. 
Showley at home, 1859 Fort Stockton 
Drive, Mission Hills.

B. Guy Showley, May 9,1934, “To punk 
(Guy R. Showley), from Dad,” “A real 
golfer, 50 yrs. old today.”
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Showley recalled the choices before him:

I went up to Oakland to see and talk with a fellow by the name of 
George Merriman, an executive with the Safeway Candy Company,  
to discuss with him whether I should put more money into the 
business or move it to Los Angeles, and the future of the wholesale 
candy business in general. We concluded that we could no longer 
compete with the big candy companies, and that the best thing for 
me to do was to liquidate the business and get into something else, 
rather than to put more money into the factory. It was rumored that 
another candy factory would open up here within a year. But to this 
day it hasn’t happened. I think I made the right decision just the 
same. In 1951 we sold the machinery and rented the building to Rohr 
Aircraft.21 

The physical history of the Showley building adjacent to Petco Park starts 
with a fire that broke out at 
about 5 a.m., January 8, 1924, 
at the Germania Hall location. 
The largest local blaze since 
a Standard Oil bay-front tank 
farm refinery fire in October 
1913, it destroyed the building 
despite the efforts of every 
available fire fighter and piece 
of equipment dispatched to 
the scene. “When the firemen 
arrived, flames were leaping 
from the lower windows in the 

January 8, 1924, fire at Germania Hall that destroyed the candy factory. Five firefighters were injured in the blaze.

Interim factory location on J Street until the new factory was 
completed  within six months.
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south side of the building, which is 
of brick construction with wooden 
floors and partitions,” the newspaper 
account said the same day. Five 
fire fighters were injured and the 
loss was placed at $250,000, with 
insurance covering all but $75,000.22 
Seventy-five employees were laid off 
and thousands of orders could not be 
filled. But the workers were kept on 
part-time hours at regular pay while 
temporary manufacturing facilities 
were secured nearby on J Street; in 
twenty days, production resumed to meet the demands of regular customers. 

The next step was to rebuild and the Showleys hired general contractor Walter 
Trepte to design and construct a new plant, this time at 
the northeast corner of Eighth Avenue and K Street. At 
this time that Ray Showley sold his interest to his brother 
Guy, who took full control of the company. The three-
story, 30,000-square-foot building at 305-307 Eighth 
Avenue was constructed of unreinforced masonry brick 
with a concrete slab on grade on the ground floor, where 
offices were located, maple floors on the upper two 
levels, where the candy was made and stored, and barrel-
vaulted roof. There was no basement. An interior freight 
elevator served the upper floors and a 3,500-square-
foot annex was built later to the north. Large industrial 
steel windows provided plenty of light and natural 
ventilation.23 Stepped roof parapets suggest a Spanish-
eclectic design. 

In an era of simple building code requirements, 
quick inspections and no environmental impact analysis, the building sped 
to completion in fewer than six months for a grand opening July 14, 1924. A 
newspaper description published two days before outlined the amenities for 

workers, including lunch rooms 
and restrooms. The ground floor 
was designed for offices and the 
second and third for the various 
production departments. A 
35mm movie produced soon after 
the new plant opened depicts a 
lively crew pulling taffy, dipping 
chocolates and readying the 
many lines of candy for boxing 
and shipping. An undated 
advertisement promoting 
products made in San Diego 
spoke of modern machinery that 

Invitation to opening of new 
factory, July 14, 1924.

New candy factory at 305-307 Eighth Avenue, designed 
and built by Walter Trepte.

Guy R. Showley, 3, in front of floral displays on opening day of 
the candy factory.
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Showley candy staff in old Germania Hall location, ca. 1915; Ray Showley at far left, back. Sign reads “Try 
Showley Bros. Golden State Pecan Creams.”

Taffy pulling at new factory.

Workers in candy factory handling tools and machines.

Large rolling vats used to polish candy. Candy makers operating marshmallow machine.



181

The Showley Brothers Candy Factory, 1905-2007 

increased production, even as the 
staff increased to 125 on a million-
dollar-plus labor expense:

 Here we have proof of 
the goodness of Showley’s 
candies; and proof that 
the energy and enterprise 
of the Showley Brothers 
have built an industry that 
is important, an industry 
that is rapidly growing, an 
industry that is helping to 
advertise San Diego, for Showley’s candies are extensively sold and 
well and favorably known as far north as Seattle and as far east as 
Denver.24 

In the fall of 1931 a second, two-alarm fire broke out from an overheated 
motor on the second floor and spread to the third, causing an estimated $25,000 
in damage mainly to the hard-candy department.25 The 75-member staff was 
temporarily out of work during mopping-up operations with full production 
predicted to resume in ten days. 

The Historic American Building Survey for the building, prepared as part of 
the Petco Park development, indicates that various other businesses alongside 
Showley’s: Loose-Wiles Biscuit Company, 1934-35; Sunshine Biscuit Company, 

1947-48; Century Floor Coverings, 
Century Distributing Company and 
Century Radio and TV, 1950-59; and 
Robert L. Groff’s wholesale dry goods 
business, 1959-70.

There was a third, minor fire in the 
building in 1950, apparently prompting 
the company’s liquidation in 1951. The 
family sold the building to Charles H. 
Bacon Company in 1960 and the Groffs 
acquired it in 1968.26 By then, most traces 
of the former candy use disappeared. 
The name plate and bear-with-candy-

cane emblems were gone, the brick façade was painted white and the interior 
spaces were rearranged to suit new tenants and users. In 1982 real estate agent 
Linville  Martin and a group of investors bought 
the building for $860,000 from the Groffs and 
converted the upper floors into fifteen live-work 
lofts; they called it the “Candy Factory.”27 This 
proved somewhat of a risky move, since little 
of the downtown redevelopment program had 
produced much in the way of new business and 
construction. 

Loading boxes of candy for shipment..

Wrapping Cluster Ruff candy bars at Germania Hall 
factory location.

Candy company blotter.
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Horton Plaza shopping center in 1982 
was still three years from opening, the 
Gaslamp Quarter was struggling to rise 
above its adult-entertainment reputation 
and voters had just rejected plans for a 
convention center next to the Santa Fe 
Depot.28 New, market-rate housing was 
limited to the Park Row and Marina Park 
low-rise condominium projects around 
Pantoja Park, with sales struggling in 
the face of high mortgage-interest rates 
approaching 18 percent. And new high-
rise office buildings and hotels were 
mostly at the drawing-board stage. 
The warehouse district, then known 
as Centre City East, had attracted a 
number of artists because of the open 
spaces available for rent in former 
warehouses. Typical of one such renter 
was Chris McGirr, who moved into the 
candy factory. The photographer-painter 
declared it “my Givenchy,” because of 
the clear light that aided her work on the 
second floor. 

The first thing I noticed when I moved into my corner space on 
the second floor, was how incredible the light is when the walls are 
solid windows.  Truly a painter’s paradise.  My Givenchy.  It was  the 
bustle of the city out the window, the 
sirens of the fire truck, the architecture, 
construction that made for a perfect 
storm  of artwork. I felt as though I 
had a front row seat to the movement 
of an entire city. I even brought the 
cushions from my furniture out onto the 
fire escape to have even a closer view. 
Everything about the candy factory was 
tailor-made for an artist.  I felt that all I 
had to do was stand there with a brush 
in  my hand, and the candy factory would 
take over and do the rest.29

In the 1990s, the future of Centre City 
East, renamed East Village, was in play as a 
long recession slowed redevelopment activity and planners at the Centre City 
Development Corporation considered various options. John Moores, who had 
acquired the San Diego Padres baseball team in 1994, began speaking of building 
a baseball-only ballpark, perhaps on the Lane Field site at the foot of Broadway, 

Horton Plaza shopping center, approximate location 
of first Showley candy factory, Second Avenue and 
F Street.

Plastic candy wrapper.
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where the minor league Padres had played from 1936 to 1957. A mayoral task force 
considered numerous other locations, including next to Qualcomm Stadium in 
Mission Valley, and eventually endorsed Moores’ ultimate preference just east of 
the Gaslamp Quarter between Seventh and Tenth avenues, south of J Street.  The 
voters added their approval in a 1998 advisory ballot measure. 

But the location meant the potential demolition of several historic structures, 
including the candy factory, and preservationists, who had opposed the ballot 
measure, threatened to sue until they worked out a settlement agreement in 1999 
to save or incorporate several historic buildings, including the candy factory, in the 
new development.30 The city bought the land and building through condemnation 
at a cost of $3.4 million and deeded it to Moores and the San Diego Padres in 
2006 at no cost in recognition of their responsibility for moving and restoring the 
building.31

While most of the historic resources were to stay in place, the candy factory 
stood in the path of the proposed three-acre Park at the Park green space and 
other planned commercial improvements. It was first proposed to be relocated 
to the northwest corner of the ballpark project one block west at Seventh and K, 
but in 2003, ballpark planners selected a site one block east at Ninth and K.32 On 
September 22, 2003, Whillock Contracting Company began the 280-foot slide east, 
taking six and a half hours over two days and costing approximately $3 million. 
Before the move, a new foundation had to be readied at the new location and the 
building had to be separated from its foundation. It was then lifted up by hydraulic 
jacks and set onto 72 mobile dollies that were connected to a new steel framework 
and electronically linked so that they all moved in unison at the rate of about 10 
feet per hour. 

Mayor Dick Murphy signaled the start with a ceremonial breaking of a bottle 

Moving candy factory building 280 feet from Eighth to Ninth avenues along K Street,  September 2003, photo 
courtesy Heritage Architecture & Planning.
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Showley Bros. Candy Factory at Petco Park prior to restoration, May 2006.

Interior construction by TSA Contracting Inc.; upper left, recreated shield depicting a California grizzly holding 
a candy cane; bottom left and right, workers attaching shield to building, July 2007.
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of chocolate milk against one of the walls, declaring, “Today we save a 20th 
century landmark and we begin to create a 21st century landmark, the Park at 
the Park.”33 David Marshall, principal of Heritage Architecture and Planning, 
provided historic preservation consultation on the building’s move and restoration, 
and commented that the relocation set a record for the heaviest building ever 
moved in the United States. “This is one of the more attractive [downtown San 
Diego] warehouse buildings,” Marshall said: “Its integrity is definitely one of the 
better ones with many of its windows intact. With the removal of the paint and 
reintroduction of the missing elements, you’ll be able to hold an eighty-year-old 
photo in your hand and look at the restored building and not ever know it was 
moved.”34

After the move, the building sat gutted and unchanged as the Padres began 
playing at Petco Park in 2004; condominium towers, office buildings and hotels 
rose arose around it. Then in 2006, restoration by TSA Contracting Inc. began in 
earnest. The building’s white exterior was sandblasted away to reveal the original 
red brick look, the structure was seismically strengthened with an inner steel 
frame, and the upper wood floors were covered in concrete. During the week 
of July 15, 2007, almost exactly 83 years after the building’s grand opening on 
July 14, 1924, letters spelling out “Showley Bros Candy Factory” reappeared near 
the parapet, alongside reattached replicas of the original emblems depicting a 
California grizzly holding a candy cane.

Total project cost, from acquisition through relocation to restoration, amounted 
to approximately $13 million, or about $433 per square foot, roughly the rate 
charged to buy top-quality office buildings in the downtown area in 2007.35 Bob 
McMakin, project manager for Moores’ JMI Realty, responsible for ballpark 
district development, pronounced the restoration highly satisfactory. “We’re very 
excited about the way it adds a historic flavor to the ballpark,” he said, “and we’re 
thrilled.”36 

Some critics might scoff at the extraordinary measures taken to preserve 
the Showley Brothers Candy Factory building and other historic structures 
surrounding Petco Park. The original businesses occupying them are long gone 
and only certain nonconformist businesses tend to occupy in old, quirky spaces, 
historically adapted to modern needs. But in the history of any city, it is the mix of 
the old and new that lends a sense of historical continuity to a place, signaling to 
visitors and residents alike that something came before and something new is on 
the horizon. 

Preserving the historic, physical fabric of a building, even if it has to be moved, 
certainly is preferable to a reconstruction or a replica. That there was room in the 
billion-dollar ballpark district to save a modest brick building where five-cent 
Cluster Ruffs were made is also a tribute to the daring young men and women 
who moved to San Diego decades before to pursue their own dreams and, in the 
course of their careers, help build the city. Perhaps the same preservation instincts 
will surface a century from now, if “progress” threatens a building built for utility 
today but full of history tomorrow.
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NOTES 

 1. San Diego City and County Directory, 1900.

 The primary sources consulted include a scrapbook with thirty-seven pages of clippings, photos 2. 
and miscellaneous ephemera spanning the period roughly from 1905 to 1940 (with few exceptions, the 
publications and dates are not visible); several dozen photos; several recipe and ingredient notebooks; 
a wage ledger, 1906-8; and a profit and loss summary notebook, 1905-1944. 

 Showley family genealogy prepared by Harlin L. Showley, July 27, 1952. The 1860 census page for 3. 
Jacob Showley and 1880 census page for Samuel Showley give Switzerland as their birthplaces, while 
other Ancestry.com references list Basel, Ohio, which may be a misinterpretation of Basel, Switzerland. 
There is place called Showley Hall Farm in Blackburn, Lancashire, England. Ancestry.com includes 
several English names, the earliest being William Showley, 65, of St. Giles Camberwell in Surrey. There 
also is an index listing “Soley (?, Showley or Sawley)” in the Yorkshire Parish Records, 1600-1747.

 An undated public sale of Samuel Showley’s personal property, signed by son Daniel, speaks of 4. 
a residence six miles south and four miles west of Rochester, Indiana, including various livestock, 
farming utensils, household goods and furniture and “several stands of bees, corn in the crib, hay in 
the mow.” Buyers for $3 or more worth of goods were offered credit of one year.

 The trip seems to have taken several weeks, implying that the young men drove rather than took a 5. 
train west; the image of an open-air car on the postcard lends credence to that presumption.

 Jean C. and Wendell C. Tombaugh, “Fulton County Indiana Obituaries, 1914,6.  Rochester Sentinel,” 
http://www.fulco.lib.in.us/Tombaugh/Obituaries/Html/1914.htm (accessed July 21, 2007). Rochester, 
Fulton County, Indiana, obituaries for 1914 indicate Catherine Showley died  March 2. 1914, “a few 
months after” her husband Daniel’s death, October 6, 1913. 

 Stover had no known connections to Russell Stover, who founded a chocolate company in Denver 7. 
in 1923. “Who’s Who in the Candy Industry: B.G. Showley,” Manufacturing Confectioner, November 
1935.

 George W. Stover obituary, 8. San Diego Union, May 21, 1943, 4; May 23, 1943, B-7l. Stover’s survivors 
were his wife, Olive, sons, George A. of St. Louis and John B. (no city cited) and daughter Lettie Tice of 
National City.

 The 1910 census lists Swedish-born Kruse, 33, as a confectionery proprietor and his brother Louie 9. 
S. Kruse, 20, as a salesman in the business.

 Rick Crawford, “The History of the Showley Brothers Candy Company,” 10. Historic Report for 
Historical Site Designation (1982), 1.

 Only Otis Earl Showley, 21, was listed in the 1908 11. City Directory and shown as working at the 
Westbrook & Showley ice cream plant at 830 C Street.

 A newspaper article on tree trunk damage to sidewalks included a photo of Guy Showley 12. 
standing over a thick trunk encroaching onto his curb. San Diego Union, May 16, 1943.

 “Showley Bros. Wholesale Confectioners,” 13. The San Diego Union, January 1, 1910, 4-2.

 Crawford, “The History of the Showley Brothers Candy Company,” 2.14. 

 Arthur Ribbel, “The Swordsman Won; It Was a Standoff in Candy Bars,” 15. San Diego Union, 
February 19, 1984, G-2

 Unfortunately, the candy makers’ notebooks generally list only the ingredients and lack detailed 16. 
instructions on preparation and cooking. It is impossible to accurately recreate the candies without 
an independent knowledge of candy making. It is all the more challenging given the fact that the 
ingredients are expressed in industrial-sized quantities, far larger than the typical home kitchen cook 
would ever need.

 “Children Frolic on ‘Candy Day’ as Expo Feature,” publication unidentified, October 13, 1935, 17. 
Showley family scrapbook; “Candy Day at Exposition,” no date or publication identified, Showley 
family scrapbook.

 Letter from Dorothy Kruger to Roger Showley, November 1998, in response to his October 25, 18. 
1998, story in the San Diego Union-Tribune, “Preserving Sweet History,” H-1.
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 B. Guy Showley, “Western Confectioners Size Up the Situation,” January 26, 1932, publication 19. 
unidentified.

 “Showley Called East to Present Business Plans,” unidentified publication and date but probably 20. 
sometime in the week prior to the May 25, 1933, Chicago meeting.

 Gino Lizardi, “The East Village Candy Factory,” 21. D-Town, August 1998. Guy turned to 
construction-related businesses, including home building, and retired in the 1980s as an executive 
with Industrial Asphalt, then a subsidiary of Gulf Oil Company.

 Newspaper account, January 8, 1924, Showley collection; Crawford, “The History of the Showley 22. 
Brothers Candy Company,” 2.

 Crawford, “The History of the Showley Brothers Candy Company,” 3; Milford Wayne Donaldson, 23. 
FAIA, Short Format Historic American Building Survey, Showley Brothers Candy Factory, prepared for the 
City of San Diego, 2003.

 “Spend What You Spend in San Diego” advertisement, undated, publication unknown, Showley 24. 
collection.

 Crawford dates the fire as fall of 1930, but an undated news report in the family scrapbook  25. 
indicates the fire occurred a year later because there is a reference to the 1924 fire as having occurred 
seven years previously. Crawford, “The History of the Showley Brothers Candy Company.”

 Bob Groff, interviewed by author, September 8, 2003.26. 

 “Downtown Bulletins,” 27. The San Diego Union, January 10, 1982, F-6.

 28. The concept of the Horton Plaza shopping center began to take shape in 1972, when the city 
approved a 15-block Horton Plaza redevelopment plan.

 The other historic structures that were to be retained in the ballpark district included the 29. 
Western Metal Supply Building, incorporated into the left field grandstand; the Kvass Building façade 
incorporated into Bosa Development’s The Legend condominium tower to the west; Schiefer & Sons 
Building and T.R. Produce (Wellman-Peck) Building  retained on the north; and San Diego Gas & 
Electric’s Station A, (whose bricks had been saved during demolition but were somehow lost), also 
incorporated into the Bosa tower. For a critical review of the deal, see Suzy Hagstrom, “A Ton of Bricks 
and Ten Pounds of Baloney, San Diego Reader, October 7, 1999.

 Christine McGirr, “The Magic of the Candy Factory,” self-published, September 2007.30. 

 David Allsbrook, Centre City Development Corp., July 11, 2007.31. 

 Historical Resources Board, February 12, 2003; Centre City Development Corp., February 6, 2003.32. 

 Jonathan Heller, “How Sweet It Is! Historic Candy Factory Off on Landmark Haul,” 33. San Diego 
Union-Tribune, September 23, 2003, B-1. Originally planned as  a three-day “trip,” the move was 
completed in two with no mishaps. San Diego Union-Tribune, September 24, 2003, B-2.

 David Marshall, interviewed by author, July 11, 2007.34. 

 Tenants for the building had not yet been identified by the time of the building’s restoration in 35. 
September 2007.

 Bob McMakin, interviewed by author, July 11, 2007.36. 
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Reinventing Downtown San Diego: A Spatial and 
Cultural Analysis of the Gaslamp Quarter

Jordan Ervin

In 1985, more than fifty transients held a candlelight vigil calling attention 
to their plight in downtown San Diego. Citizens from all walks of life marched 
through downtown as they sang, chanted, and prayed together.1 The marchers 
voiced their concerns over their displacement from newly developed areas 
of downtown, along with issues such as safety, affordable housing, and their 
systematic exclusion from public space. This event transpired against the backdrop 
of the newly developed Gaslamp Quarter, symbolizing how certain groups of 
individuals and their social problems seemed to disappear amid the transformed 
downtown. While these citizens became visible at this particular moment, they 
represented a marginalized group trying to establish their presence in a new 
downtown. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1980 in recognition 
of its late nineteenth century Victorian architecture, the sixteen and a half block 
Gaslamp Quarter lies within the heart of downtown San Diego. It has since become 
one of Southern California’s trendiest urban districts featuring dining, shopping, 
and entertainment. Nearby, the Horton Plaza mall, opening in 1985, adjoins the 
Gaslamp Quarter. Attached to the northern end of this shopping center stands 
Horton Plaza Park, a traditional urban plaza that has provided space for public 
gathering since the late nineteenth century.

This urban environment has not always existed in downtown San Diego.  
During its first decade of existence, the Gaslamp Quarter struggled to become 
successful, due in part to its sordid past. This section began in the 1890s as the 
city’s red-light district. This trend continued through the 1970s as the area featured 
various elements of urban blight. Old buildings stood frozen in time, decaying 
as they hosted cheap restaurants, bars, and liquor stores. These buildings also 
housed low rent apartments as well as residential hotels. The wide assortment 
of adult bookstores, however, remained one of the district’s most prominent 
features. A substantial number of marginalized inhabitants also lived within this 
neglected section of the city, ranging from the elderly, to prostitutes, alcoholics, 
and transients. This milieu existed outside the purview of citizens who lived in the 
more prosperous areas of San Diego. Furthermore, some city leaders and residents 
failed to distinguish between the different types of people and social problems 
within the area. As a result, many of the region’s inhabitants became “invisible” 
as city leaders and middle-class citizens disapprovingly turned their backs on the 
area.2

Jordan Ervin recently earned his MA in History at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, where he studied 
United States urban history, historic preservation, gentrification, and urban spatial/cultural studies. He 
wishes to thank his committee chair, Dr. Elizabeth Fraterrigo, for her tireless efforts relating to this 
project. Jordan would also like to thank the editors at The Journal of San Diego History, along with Dr. 
Whitney, Dr. Wrobel, and Dr. Moehring of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, History Department.
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The Gaslamp Quarter project was a by-product of a national historic 
preservation movement, mirroring projects in cities spanning from San Francisco 
to Boston.3 As redeveloped, the Gaslamp Quarter offered locals and tourists a 
legible way to conceptualize the previously neglected urban core by offering 
a semi-public space in the medium of themed architecture. Urban planner 
Kevin Lynch defined a city’s legibility as, “the ease with which its parts can be 
recognized and can be organized into a coherent pattern.”4 Additionally, historian 
John Findlay described this concept as the intense supervision of urban forms 
through careful design and simplified land use patterns. Such legibility satisfies 
middle-class desires for experience while overcoming their reluctance to take risks, 
particularly within an urban setting.5

As a result, the legibility of downtown San Diego, made possible through the 
development of the Gaslamp Quarter, transformed the previously gritty urban 
environment into an orderly and coherent space for middle and upper class 
citizens. Over time, the reinvented downtown became a place to explore and spend 
money—an urban Disneyland. In order to understand this transformation, it is 
crucial to trace the Gaslamp project from 1968, during an era of nation-wide urban 
crisis, through its development in the 1970s, and into the transition years of the 
1980s. Horton Plaza’s successful opening in 1985 bolstered the struggling historic 
district so that by the 1990s substantial changes in the Gaslamp Quarter, and 
downtown as a whole, fully began to materialize.

This transformation, however, is only one portion of the larger narrative. 

The Keating Building, located at the northwest corner of Fifth and F Street, in the Gaslamp Quarter, 2000. 
©SDHS #2000:100.34.
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As historian Phoebe Kropp asserts, “To read the history of a place through its 
buildings requires more than tracing the skyline; one must read broadly into the 
stories and people behind the buildings.”6 By studying the transformation of the 
built environment, this reveals a “container of experiences” ripe with people, 
events, and conflict. Public historian Dolores Hayden further emphasizes how 
memory, myth, space, and place are all intertwined in “place memory.”7 All of 
these components become entangled in a battleground over urban imagery and 
the symbolic meaning of place, a conflict that illustrates that the spatial landscape 
cannot be divorced from the social and cultural one. This study applies the 
insights of Kropp and Hayden in order to explore the reactions to the spatial and 
cultural transformations of urban life in post 1960s San Diego. It is crucial that 
the historian pulls back the analytical lens far enough to evaluate equally not 
only the principals involved in reshaping the new environment, but also those 
who contested these changes. As a result, this method will provide a clearer 
understanding of the consequences associated with urban redevelopment.

Throughout the process of creating the Gaslamp Quarter, developers wished 
to cleanse undesirable social and physical elements within the project area. As a 
result, urban space and culture turned inward as the built environment became 
militarized and scripted. This byproduct occurred as city leaders and developers 
employed elements of defense, security, and surveillance to police social and 
physical boundaries within the project area. The transformation of culture also 
became a powerful means of controlling the urban environment as the types of 
businesses and services offered symbolized who belonged in the space and who 
did not. Those with the least influence either became surrounded by, or thrust 
outside of, the transformed urban space. As the city unveiled plans to reinvent 
its downtown, marginalized, and previously “invisible,” inhabitants suddenly 
became a painfully visible problem that stood in the way of revitalization. 
Developers were forced to confront the distinct cultures, communities, and 
lifestyles that had existed prior to redevelopment.8

As the Gaslamp Quarter emerged, different groups of people experienced 
and understood the urban space in various ways. On the one hand, preservation 
and redevelopment represented a laudatory sign of progress that cleansed the 
sordid, neglected tenderloin of the city’s urban core. On the other hand, the project 
threatened a particular culture and lifestyle for a diverse population already living 
in the area. As San Diego’s newly reinvented downtown became economically 
successful, however, these marginalized citizens and their social problems 
threatened to become “invisible” once more as they became displaced to other 
areas of the city.9

While there are positive elements of scripted and reinvented space, there are 
other issues at stake, such as the destruction of communities, displacement of the 
poor, and conversion of entire downtown regions into exclusive enclaves for a 
limited segment of society. Reinvented urban spaces such as the Gaslamp Quarter 
not only insulate a particular segment of society from unpleasant social problems, 
but they further render other inhabitants, along with their struggles, invisible to 
city leaders and the mainstream population by creating pockets of urban affluence. 
As a result, such urban spaces create the false reality that the people, culture, 
and built environment prevalent in the revitalized area are representative of the 
general public.10



191

Reinventing Downtown San Diego

Rethinking Downtown: Urban Crisis and a New Plan for San Diego

Downtown San Diego has always had a Janus-faced past. On the one hand, the 
city boasted a thriving urban center in the late nineteenth century. In this same 
era, however, downtown also featured a thriving red-light district, known as the 
Stingaree. Both of these elements would continue to exist throughout the twentieth 
century. Downtown San Diego, as with other urban centers across the country 
in the postwar era, endured 
cycles of development, decay, 
urban crisis, and renewal. 
Underlying this trend were 
new ideologies brought forth 
by a group of progressive 
minded scholars, which 
challenged how cities should 
be viewed and designed, in 
hopes of finding a solution to 
the ensuing national urban 
crisis. Local planners and 
city leaders in San Diego not 
only adopted many of these 
ideas, but sought to steer 
clear of federal involvement 
by strengthening the ties 
between local private and 
public sectors. As a result, 
San Diego had all of the right 
ingredients needed to reinvent 
its downtown. 

At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, legitimate 
businesses, attempting to 
distance themselves from 
the Stingaree, began moving 
north to intersections such as 
Fifth Avenue and Broadway. Vice-oriented businesses filled the resulting spatial 
vacuum. The military industry boom of World War II helped transform San Diego 
by creating new industries related to heavy defense spending and sprawling 
suburbs. The increasing popularity of automobiles helped change the patterns of 
leisure and transportation, and the locations of commercial centers and business 
offices, by locating these elements away from the urban core to regions such 
as Mission Valley. Entertainment and cultural centers also shifted away from 
downtown to places like Mission Bay Aquatic Park. The greater downtown area 
lacked vitality and by the 1950s, no significant building had been completed for 
more than twenty years. Ten years later, Mayor Pete Wilson and city planners set 
out to revitalize particular business districts downtown, excluding the red-light 
district, which began with new high-rise construction projects.11

Following World War II, urban centers across the country faced decay and 

Sailors and others line up to see a burlesque show at the Hollywood 
Theatre, 1947. The construction of Horton Plaza in the 1980s 
eliminated the structure at 314-316 F Street. ©SDHS #84:14825-139.
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the exodus of Anglo citizens. Downtown San Diego was no exception, as retail 
shops and entertainment venues also fled the city for the burgeoning suburbs. 
Automobiles, accompanied by expansive freeway systems, helped create 
decentralized commercial and industrial centers. Within the remaining urban 
cores, the Public Housing Acts of 1949, 1954, and 1965 encouraged urban renewal 
by bulldozing slums and replacing them with inadequate high-rise public housing 
projects. As a result, ethnic and racial minorities, elderly people, and the poor 
became trapped, physically and financially, within the decaying urban centers. 
These crumbling cities erupted 
in the 1960s with nation-wide 
race riots in reaction to the urban 
crisis.

As a response, a group of 
progressive-minded scholars 
emphasized the connection 
between urban space, image, 
and individual and social well-
being. Rather than accepting 
new postwar spatial forms such 
as sprawl and fragmentation, 
they presented alternative 
frameworks for understanding 
and creating urban space that 
favored economic, social, and 
ethnic diversity within a dense 
urban setting. Underlying these 
efforts was their collective belief 
in the importance and value of 
urban centers in the postwar era. 
One such scholar and activist, 
Jane Jacobs, argued that cities 
were an “unstudied, unrespected, 
sacrificial victim” filled with 
rejuvenation potential because 
they were appealing, vibrant, and 
organic. Planners, she continued, should utilize and create a network comprised 
of parks and other public spaces to create a “street fabric” between the built 
environment and diverse groups of people. To bolster this “fabric,” the author 
advocated the use of elements such as old buildings, mixed-use zoning, dense 
housing, and short blocks.12

One of the nation’s most influential urban planners, Kevin Lynch, echoed this 
sentiment by positing that cities, “Speak of the individuals and their complex 
society, of their aspirations and their historical tradition, of the natural setting, 
and of the complicated functions and movements of the city world.”13 Collectively, 
this body of scholarship encouraged city leaders and citizens to rethink attitudes 
about the city.  Jane Jacobs concluded that, “Cities have the capacity of providing 
something for everyone, only because, and only when, they are created by 
everybody.”14 This premise thus reveals how planners such as Jacobs and Lynch 

During the 1970s, Fifth Avenue was known as San Diego’s 
“vice” district. The Princess “Rap Parlor” advertised nude 
sessions and hot showers, ca. 1970. ©SDHS, #OP 16443-5.
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encouraged leaders to create democratic urban space, not just for a limited segment 
of society, but for the entire populace of the city.

The influence of this new ideology became extremely evident in the city of 
San Diego.  The city’s new mayor, Pete Wilson, presented an aggressive urban 
reform agenda in 1972. Wilson called for the slowing of suburban sprawl and 
the revitalization of downtown by mixing housing, cultural, educational, and 
recreational facilities among the existing and planned office buildings. The 
keystone of the plan called for bringing major retail enterprises back downtown. In 
1972, the mayor and city council, along with various groups of the private sector, 
approved the Horton Plaza Redevelopment Plan.15

In order to prepare for these plans, the San Diego City Council accepted a ten 
thousand dollar private donation from the Marston family to hire an independent 
consultant to prepare a study on the regional landscape of San Diego. In 1974 the 
council hired renowned urban planners Kevin Lynch and Donald Appleyard 
to prepare the report.  In their study titled, “Temporary Paradise? A Look at the 
Special Landscape of the San Diego Region,” the planners reinstated their idea of 
legibility, explaining, “centers of a city are the places that people identify with, 
sharing reflected glory or shame, depending on their quality. People are proud of 
cities whose unique centers present a clear image to themselves and to visitors.” 
The planners concluded that the City of San Diego and developers should create a 
plan not only to beautify the city, but to promote the fundamental rights of every 
citizen in the region. The authors warned against the excessive use of private 
interests and profits at the expense of the urban and natural environment by 
stating, “It will be unfortunate if the renewal program banishes this liveliness 
[downtown] and substitutes for it an empty space ringed by bank fronts…thus the 
city becomes a collection of private islands, which ignore each other and ignore the 
general public.”16

The following year, in 1975, the city adopted a proposal to create a public, 
nonprofit organization, Centre City Development Corporation (CCDC) to focus 
solely on downtown redevelopment. The mayor and city council appointed seven 
members to this organization as they worked as liaisons between the public 
and private sectors. A year later, CCDC presented its first plan, the “Centre City 
Plan of 1975,” which called for the revitalization of downtown through four 
redevelopment project areas. The Gaslamp Quarter project sought to rehabilitate 
turn-of-the century architecture prevalent in the heart of downtown.17

This 1975 plan was crucial because it not only acknowledged the centrality of 
downtown as the focal point for business, but also as the center of retail shops 
and cultural entertainment facilities. The plan aimed to unify downtown and 
“reinforce the role of the central area as the image of regional San Diego.”18 City 
leaders and the private sector sought to reinvent the urban core by dividing 
downtown into several distinctive sub-districts, each with their own name, 
character, identity, and land uses. The partnership between the public and private 
sectors, reinforced by new ideologies regarding the value of the urban core, and 
an ambitious city plan, made downtown San Diego ripe for reinvention. Prior 
to development, the principals reinventing downtown first had to grapple with 
the harsh reality that an existing physical and cultural landscape already existed 
within the urban core.
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South of Broadway: An Alternative Urban Landscape

Broadway served as a de facto boundary between two distinct worlds as the 
area north of Broadway underwent extensive urban renewal in the early 1960s, 
creating a new central business core. During the daytime, the region bustled with 
activity as approximately 60,000 middle and upper class white collar suburban 
workers commuted downtown. A completely different milieu existed south of 
Broadway, where the future Gaslamp Quarter project would emerge. In fact, 
the buildings within remained reasonably intact for preservation because this 
alternative landscape, and its inhabitants, had been ignored by city leaders and 
investors for decades.19

The existing structures within the planned historic district had been built 
between 1880 and 1910, which resulted in a classic Victorian commercial 
streetscape. Other portions of the region contained industrial space, social service 
centers, and residential hotels, referred to as Single Room Occupancy hotels, or 
SROs. By 1974, much of the building stock in the district stood in poor condition, 
yet many of the structures’ ornate classical details still remained.  Ranging from 
two to four stories, the buildings shared common characteristics such as brick 
façades, bay windows, arches, and deep-set openings. At all hours, people of 
varying ages and from disparate parts of San Diego crowded the streets.20  

Land values in the red-light district were much lower than in other areas 
of the city, decreasing over fifty percent per square foot as one crossed south 
of Broadway. Rent prices remained three times lower than in other parts of 
downtown. With no new hotels built within the district for over a decade, the 
majority of existing hotels were SROs, which varied in price, size, condition, and 
services. Those who could not afford these establishments could migrate to places 
such as the City Rescue Mission on Fifth Avenue and Market. Historic Horton 
Plaza, along with an ornate fountain, sat adjacent to Fourth Avenue which served 
as a linkage to the Gaslamp Quarter. Serving as a central public space within 
downtown, citizens had for decades used the plaza for such activities as civic 
celebrations, political demonstrations, and rallies.21 

As plans to develop the Gaslamp Quarter unfolded, city leaders such as Mayor 
Wilson began to stigmatize the region’s citizens as deviants. Nevertheless, it is 
clear that an alternative culture and community existed with a unique social 
hierarchy. An individual who embraces an alternative culture can be defined as 
“someone who simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left alone with 
it.”22 The existing inhabitants and their built environment consisted of citizens 
who did not embrace the dominant culture’s values such as homeownership, social 
mobility, marriage, and family. Instead, this alternative community, composed 
of various groups, created and took advantage of the gritty, distinct culture and 
infrastructure south of Broadway. Collectively, this citizenry embraced the notions 
of freedom and privacy.  Police officer Mark Vattimo described this human ecology 
south of Broadway in the 1970s as, “…a whole different world, the real world. It’s 
the world the people in the suburbs have run away from.”23

Census tract data from 1970 revealed that the space within the planned district 
was quite distinct for San Diego County.  The area was predominantly male 
with San Diego County’s lowest “family status.” Additionally, the area had 3,618 
citizens over the age of sixty five, or nearly fifty percent.  A quarter of the district’s 
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residents fell below the poverty level, making the area the third lowest socio-
economic tract in the entire county.24 In addition to elderly pensioners, the area was 
home to sailors, pimps, prostitutes, homosexuals, and employees and customers of 
skid row businesses. One adult business owner within the district revealed how 
many of his patrons consisted of business men and young suburban couples. He 
revealed, “I’m just providing what the public is buying.”25

One of the most notable groups existing within the future project area was 
the sizable transient population. This group of urban dwellers could further be 
categorized into two major groups: transients and permanent residents. Transients 
often relied upon some form of government assistance while living in the street 
or temporarily in SRO hotels. Many had problems linked to alcoholism, drugs, 
and other illicit activities. One transient reported, “Trouble is, you kin always git 
some wine…Food’s different. Food cost money, man…When I ain’t got a Mickey 
I eat shit.”26 Permanent residents, attracted by low rent costs, also depended on 
some form of public assistance. They were mainly elderly, single, white, male, and 
poor. On average, members of this segment had held a steady job for an extended 
period of time during their lifetime. In 1977, over half of the inhabitants living in 
downtown hotels were permanent residents who had lived in places such as the 
Golden West Hotel for over a decade.27 

An actual community existed within this specific territory, with a sense of 
social organization on the streets, and within SRO hotels. Many permanent 
residents congregated at places such as Horton Plaza Park to bask in the sunshine. 
Others socialized or played chess while some inhabitants simply watched the 
world pass by.28 Seventy-year-old landlady Hazel San Nicoles recognized the 
community that existed within SRO hotels by declaring, 

People do help each other around here, that’s one thing…If 
something happens to one of these people, everybody’s there to help 
or do something if they can…If I don’t see these people around, the 
older people, I check on ‘em. I know what time they usually come 
out. I find some dead people here once in a while, and that’s not even 
funny…The way these people live, they got nobody.29

Within the hotel, however, spatial and cultural tensions existed between the 
different generations. Permanent residents, who felt that they had worked hard for 
their small pensions, oftentimes viewed the transients as trouble-making “welfare 
bums.” Common areas such as the lobby and television rooms often became 
contentious spaces within the micro-society.30

This society utilized and created a micro infrastructure within the future 
project area. Numerous restaurants served low cost meals and bakeries sold 
discounted stale goods. Many Chinese restaurants offered complete meals for less 
than two dollars, while some even provided delivery service, a feature especially 
attractive to elderly citizens with limited mobility. Pawnshops, secondhand book 
stores, thrift shops, and missions addressed various material needs, while social 
needs could be met from taverns or tattoo parlors. Furthermore, the district’s 
barber college offered free haircuts and a chance for men to interact with women. 
Entertainment could be obtained from the penny arcades, card rooms, and movie 
houses. For another segment of society, burlesque shows, adult nightclubs, and 
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massage parlors offered services not readily available in the nearby suburbs.
This region also served as an inexpensive central transportation hub. Seniors 

could obtain bus passes for less than a quarter. The bus benches themselves 
enabled many elderly to view the bustling street activity from these vantage 
points. For other residents, these same objects served as beds after sunset. One 
observer commented on the area’s infrastructure by stating, “If they [the region’s 
inhabitants] want to act out or go a little crazy, they do it. The people around 
them don’t mind. Their environment allows them to be a little different, a little 
strange.”31

Horton Plaza Park offered crucial support to this group. Since the nineteenth 
century, the plaza had been used as a traditional public space for a variety of 
activities. One property owner described the plaza space in the 1960s and 1970s 
as “a cauldron of hippy freaks, perverts, drug addicts, and a conglomeration 
of bedraggled, seedy individuals.”32 From the early morning through the late 
afternoon, however, elderly people took advantage of the plaza. These inhabitants 
enjoyed waking up early from their residential hotels, getting coffee, and sitting on 
benches in the plaza. One elderly man stated, “I come because just about everyone 
comes by here and there’s a lot to see. What else would I do?”33 The plaza provided 
the only grassy area within walking distance for such elderly citizens living 
downtown.

Plaza life in the 1970s also included other sets of individuals. Passionate 
evangelical speakers shouted their messages of salvation through bullhorns. 
Additional religious groups such as Hare Krishna members clanged cymbals and 
chanted. On any given day, one could witness alcoholics, pigeon feeders, thieves, 
sailors flirting with young girls, and people talking to themselves. Others used the 
plaza as a place to conduct business, from pimps and prostitutes to drug dealers 
and panhandlers, and people passing out leaflets. Sounds of blaring boom boxes 
and ringing payphones mixed with other street noises, creating a discordant urban 
symphony all while middle class workers scurried around the space.34

This alternative landscape was important for a specific segment of society as 
this group migrated downtown because of its central location and accessible open 
spaces such as Horton Plaza. The warm climate and proximity to an assortment of 
services made the environment enticing while the numerous SRO hotels provided 
places of residence. One retired hotel resident summarized the fabric of the 
alternative community by asserting,

If they tore down my hotel, I don’t know what I’d do…You just 
can’t put elderly people on the street. There’s a lot of good people in 
these here hotels…I like downtown. I have been a bachelor all my 
life… I’d be setting up there all by myself [if relocated to the suburbs]. 
I can find all kinds of people to talk with and different people I can 
have fellowship with…all those different kinds of people [even the 
winos] can be very amusing, very interesting, well-to-do people as 
well as poor people. You can have a lot of relationships with a lot of 
people here and fellowship with a lot of people here and you won’t 
ever be lonely.35   

For the region’s inhabitants who did not embrace the majority culture’s values, a 
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viable community existed in this urban space. The built environment and cultures 
existent in San Diego’s downtown region south of Broadway in the 1960s and 
1970s proved that downtown remained, just as it had been in the past, a place with 
various overlapping subcultures.

The Gaslamp Quarter and the Development of a Legible Space

City leaders and preservationists conceived of the Gaslamp Quarter within 
this alternative landscape and culture. During the 1960s the national preservation 
movement emerged after influential scholars such as Jane Jacobs and members 
of the public expressed concern about the destruction of old buildings caused 
by urban renewal, the interstate highway system, and other large public works 
projects during the era.36 The most important piece of historic preservation 
legislation materialized with the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. This 
federal legislation, coupled with the urban renewal efforts already in progress, 
served as a catalyst for the creation and redevelopment of entire historic districts, 
such as the Gaslamp Quarter.

One of the key provisions within the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 
was the establishment of the National Register of Historic Places, which operated 
under the Secretary of the Interior to recognize and record historically significant 
sites. In addition, the National Register presented a variety of criteria for 
establishing historical significance based on two main factors: historical or cultural 
importance, and architectural importance. More specifically, criteria centered upon 
significant people, events, and distinctive architectural characteristics. The registry 
expressed that preservation not only honored memory and people, but reflected 
community pride by creating a link to the past while enriching the present. More 
importantly, historic preservation provided cities a “competitive edge” of place 
differentiation and community livability.37 In turn, this differentiation had the 
capability of turning a city into an attractive and economically profitable tourist 
destination.

To assist in the preservation process, the Secretary of the Interior published 
Standards for Rehabilitation, Standards for Restoration, and Standards for Preservation, 
which set guidelines for successful preservation efforts. The crux of the 
preservation movement, however, fell to the state and local level since the National 
Register program had little to no regulatory power. At the local level, the city 
government, along with private organizations and property owners, created 
ordinances pertaining to sites nominated and placed on the National Register. 
While utilizing the Secretary of the Interior’s framework, municipal ordinances 
gave local preservation authorities the power to review design changes pertaining 
to the historical structures.38

The capstone piece of the preservation movement was the federal Tax Reform 
Act of 1976. This act cited that expenses from rehabilitating blighted buildings 
could be recoverable on income-producing structures certified to be important to a 
greater historic district. As a result, the process of historic preservation had many 
types of economic benefits associated with it. For example, preservation stabilized 
and increased property values, which in turn encouraged public reinvestment 
and private investment.  Furthermore, historic preservation enhanced tax revenue 
collection. All of these elements helped discourage the process of suburban sprawl.39 
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In order to secure these federal tax benefits, a building or district had to be 
nominated and successfully listed on the National Register. In addition, historic 
residential buildings within the district that housed rental units could receive 
benefits. This proved beneficial to property owners and city leaders as many 
of these rental units in urban centers were slums. This tax act represented a 
significant shift from public sector involvement to private sector initiatives, then 
heavily linked to federal incentives.  Investors now became crucial players in 
the preservation movement due to economic incentives as older buildings in the 
decaying urban centers became financial opportunities. The re-conceptualization 
of downtown by progressive-minded scholars, along with new economic 
opportunities created by the federal government, made the old Stingaree in San 
Diego a prime candidate to enter into the “business of preservation.”40

Prior to the federal Tax Reform Act of 1976, San Diego city leaders 
acknowledged the opportunities available in downtown with their multi-year 
development planning effort, the Centre 
City Plan of 1975. One portion of this wide-
ranging project centered on the old Stingaree 
in a plan entitled “The Gaslamp Quarter 
Planned District Ordinance and Urban 
Design and Development Manual.” The name 
Gaslamp Quarter drew upon the images of 
a downtown “Golden-Era” with brightly lit 
gaslamps at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Initially, property owners and businesses 
staunchly opposed being included in a larger 
redevelopment project area, equating this 
with other bulldozing renewal efforts of 
the era. An updated 1984 Gaslamp Quarter 
Redevelopment Plan gave the city and its 
redevelopment agency the right to acquire and 
re-sell property for redevelopment purposes 
that fit the guidelines of the plan.41

Through the use of zoning ordinances, the 
city quickly adopted the official boundary of 
the Gaslamp Quarter. The district stretched 
from Broadway to Market Street between 
Fourth and Sixth Avenues. The ordinance also 
offered specific development guidelines, set by 
the City of San Diego Historic Site Board. This 
fifteen-member organization, appointed by 
the city council, were responsible for insuring 
that the existing structures were maintained 
and restored to their “original” character. 
Developers utilized adaptive-use preservation 
to capture the flavor of the late nineteenth 
century by converting old buildings from their 
original use to a new economically profitable 
one.42

Gaslamp Quarter Project Area, stretching from 
Broadway to Market Street between Fourth 
and Sixth Avenues. San Diego’s Gaslamp 
Quarter Fourth Annual Report to City 
Council, 1981. Courtesy of San Diego State 
University Library.
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The local government in San Diego created multiple organizations to serve 
as liaisons between the city, private investors, and architects. The city council 
instated a planning director to ensure compliance of the preservation process and 
to approve or modify permit applications for the local historical site board. Nine 
officials of the Gaslamp Quarter Planned District Advisory Board, most of whom 
were property owners within the district, were appointed by the mayor and city 
council to serve under the planning director. Another group, the Gaslamp Quarter 
Association, handled promotional affairs related to the district while the Project 
Area Committee, the Planning Department, and the Economic Development 
Division Property Department handled affairs ranging from funding applications, 
design reviews, land use, and supervision of loans, tax programs, and grant 
applications. By 1975, Fifth Avenue had twelve buildings designated as historic 
structures by the City of San Diego Historical Site Board. By 1980, the federal 
government placed the Gaslamp Quarter on the National Register of Historic 
Places.43

Developers of the Gaslamp Quarter would be influenced by Boston’s Faneuil 
Hall which re-opened after 1976. This adaptive-use preservation venture utilized 
private and public funds to create the most successful downtown retail experiment 
of the era.44 The Gaslamp Quarter mirrored Boston’s model as developers took 
full advantage of the Tax Reform Act of 1976. For public elements of the project, 
such as sidewalks, the city developed a program working with local and state 
lending institutions to leverage public funds for below market rate loans. By 1980, 
the city had invested almost eight million dollars in public improvements, which 
the city hoped to recapture in property taxes and other benefits. Furthermore, the 
private sector invested approximately twenty-two million dollars in over forty 
preservation projects. Enticed by new economic incentives, over eighty percent 
of the property owners within the district were new since 1970.45 While federal 
legislation created new opportunities to development the Gaslamp Quarter, 
it is crucial to understand that other key elements within the existing built 
environment buttressed the process of preservation. For example, a seemingly 
“invisible” and disposable citizenry existed, making preservation efforts in San 
Diego attractive.   

In 1968, the editor of San Diego Magazine asked Los Angeles artist Robert 
Hostick to provide an imaginative artistic proposal for the area encompassing the 
future Gaslamp project. Inspired by Victorian buildings, Hostick produced colorful 
sketches of a Victorian themed landscape that portrayed a sanitized mixed-use, 
middle-class space. Brick sidewalks guided visitors along a street lined with news 
stands, flower stalls, cafes, and specialty shops. Details such as European styled 
steps, ironwork, ornate facades, signs and lettering illuminated the environment. 
The themes of cleanliness, uniformity, detail, and legibility demonstrated what 
the urban space should be, while also expressing what it should not be and who 
should not be there. This publication encouraged locals, city leaders, and private 
investors to imagine a themed environment within the greater city.46

Planners envisioned the Gaslamp Quarter as one particular strategic point, or 
node, within the greater downtown. Kevin Lynch argued that these nodes offered 
security and intense human experience by satisfying citizens’ needs to recognize 
and pattern their surroundings. The district would be both dependent on and 
supportive of the Horton Plaza Redevelopment Plan, another node in its own right. 
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The Gaslamp Quarter would provide specialty shops and entertainment against 
the backdrop of a historic environment, while linking Fifth Avenue, the district’s 
spine, to the southern waterfront and the northern business core.47

City leaders envisioned the Gaslamp Quarter as serving multiple purposes. 
First, developers hoped that the region would unite and enrich an amalgam of 
people, while broadening the experience for locals and tourists alike. Media outlets 
echoed this sentiment by emphasizing the value of old buildings in relation to 
character, history, identity, and a “return to the rightful glory of America’s Finest 
City.”48 One advertisement after the debut of the revitalized district stated:

Come step into San Diego’s historical downtown. Enjoy the unique 
experience of a walk through Gaslamp—San Diego’s 16 block historic 
district. This area is teeming with the excitement of architecture 
which is the strength of its cultural history.  Beyond that, this is a 
neighborhood with varied ethnic heritages hiding behind many a 
restaurant or shop door. Come explore!49

Secondly, following a national trend in the mid 1980s, the project enabled 
Mayor Wilson to declare a “war on smut.” Wilson and other leaders accomplished 
this by decentralizing the existing population and transforming the cultural 
flavor of the area by limiting the types of businesses permitted in the region. 
City documents revealed lists of permitted store uses within the new district.  
Absent from these lists were arcades, card rooms, adult entertainment venues, 
and charitable organizations that provided free food and lodging. Furthermore, 
in 1979 city ordinances prohibited any new adult venue from opening within one 
thousand feet of an existing adult business, church, school, residential area, or 
park. One ordinance specifically targeted the Gaslamp Quarter by prohibiting 
theaters from hosting both general audience and adult films. These factors, coupled 
with rising rent prices, exterior building code restrictions, and harassment to 
“clean-up” the window displays of adult businesses, helped increase the pressure 
upon the remaining questionable businesses.50

Most importantly, Mayor Wilson bluntly emphasized the economic incentives 
driving the revitalization efforts. He expressed how the project sought to 
“accomplish historical preservation by making the periodic flavor of the Gaslamp 
Era an economic asset, both for the District and the city.” Wilson imagined, “One 
could have dinner in one restaurant, then go to a night club and end up on an 
intimate after hours spot for a nightcap---all within the Gaslamp Quarter.” City 
planners concurred, stating “everything is meant to help make browsing, shopping 
or strolling an interesting and rewarding experience.”51 These visions, in turn, had 
to be marketed into a safe downtown experience. One property owner compared 
the situation to the war in Vietnam by declaring that owners and city leaders were 
fighting the mean streets south of Broadway, against the enemy of neglect and 
abuse. He continued to state that, “We’re building ‘safe-zones’ the same way they 
did in Vietnam…we have to secure areas so it is safe for the people to walk in them 
and shop in them.”52  

In order for the Gaslamp Quarter to become a reality, private investors first 
had to be lured back downtown. One way to accomplish this was through the 
creation of the Gaslamp Quarter Association. This organization had membership 
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fees, hosted expensive fundraising events, and distributed informative newsletters 
such as the Gaslamp Gazette. One invitation beckoned citizens “to join a very select 
group of pioneers…”53 This revealed the exclusive nature of the project and how a 
specific segment of society wielded power over the area’s 
development. 

To market these safe-zones for locals and tourists, 
developers and promoters recognized the need to create 
an identifiable, sanitized entity. District leaders carefully 
crafted the name, “Gaslamp,” and its accompanying logo 
to market the area’s history. Developers believed “The 
name will establish this as a very special and delightful 
area of San Diego…the logo will become a symbol.”54 
Later, in 1989 the logo appeared on a decorative wrought 
iron sign over the intersection of Fifth Avenue and 
Harbor Drive proclaiming the area the “Historic Heart 
of San Diego.”

In order to create a legible space, the city and 
local historical site board utilized the framework 
established by the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Rehabilitation. These leaders placed strict building 
codes for all renovation or new construction projects 
within the district. Furthermore, they emphasized the 
need to respect the old architecture through similarity 
in scale, building form, proportion, and detail. In order 
to create a stepping-down effect from the adjacent downtown area, the city limited 
building heights to four stories or sixty feet. Leaders also placed strict regulations 
on ground floor heights, window placement and size, architectural details, and 

The logo of the Gaslamp District appears on a decorative wrought iron sign over the intersection of Fifth 
Avenue and Harbor Drive. The sign describes the area as the “Historic Heart of San Diego,” 2000. ©SDHS 
#2000:100.189.

Advertisement showing the 
official logo of the Gaslamp 
Quarter, 1981. Author’s 
collection.
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building materials. Regulations even stipulated colors, favoring earth tones and 
stating that no adjacent buildings were to be painted the identical color. Perhaps 
the strictest codes related to the variety 
of restrictions placed upon signs by 
purpose, size, color, placement, shape, 
material, font, and type of lighting.55 

By creating a space that was both 
public and private, the city recognized 
the need for street furniture. The city 
treated these as special objects designed 
to fit within the Victorian themed 
environment. For example, the city 
initially placed numerous Victorian 
styled benches throughout the district. 
Lighting was one of the most crucial 
elements needed to attract pedestrians 
by creating a safe and vibrant nighttime 
scene. Developers opted for “historic 
five globe” light stands to meet these 
needs. Planners additionally agreed 
to hide utility wires and other services 

The renovated Yuma Building (1886), Fifth 
Avenue, 2007. Author’s collection.

Louis Bank of Commerce Building (1888), Fifth Avenue, 
2007. Author’s collection.

Horton Grand Hotel, Fourth Avenue and Island Street, 2007. 
The hotel is a restoration of two separate hotels built at different 
locations and opened in 1886: the Grand Horton Hotel and the 
Brooklyn Kahle Saddlery Hotel. Author’s collection.
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underground. While recognizing the importance of pedestrians, city leaders 
adopted plans to widen the sidewalks into eight foot wide brick pathways. This 
created more private space for outdoor cafes, while reducing street clutter and 
removing on-street parking, thus shifting the parking burden to nearby streets. 
To assist in the functionality of the urban space, the city created special loading 
and unloading zones, which could be 
accessed during specific time periods 
during non-peak hours.56 

Developers encouraged public and 
private employees within the district 
to dress in costumes appropriate to 
downtown’s Golden Era. Additionally, 
Gaslamp Quarter organizations 
developed walking tours, a typical tactic 
found in national historic districts. One 
tour advertisement in the 1980s stated: 

Experience San Diego’s 
rich Victorian heritage…walk 
where some of San Diego’s most 
colorful history took place-
--back in the days of Wyatt 
Earp and the Stingaree Raids…

Grand Pacific Hotel (1887), Fifth Avenue and J Street, 2007. Author’s collection.

Five-globe lights prevalent throughout the 
Gaslamp Quarter, 2007. Author’s collection.
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experience some of the city’s finest examples of commercial Victorian 
architecture…share the excitement of the restoration process as 
Gaslamp’s streets and buildings are returned to their turn of the 
century glory.57  

Promotional pieces evoked romantic images of the Golden Era focusing on 
rustling taffeta, clanging trolley bells, horse drawn carriages, fancy hats, and 
piano halls.58 Ironically, while such efforts attempted to create a scripted space 
by capitalizing on certain aspects of the risqué aura of the era, others worked 
feverishly to eliminate any traces of gritty elements in the contemporary one. 

Suburban women became specific promotional targets for the revitalized 
Gaslamp Quarter. One promotional newsletter featured an article entitled, 
“Welcome (Back) to Gaslamp” as the author exclaimed, “Tired of suburban 
shopping, crowded stores, impersonal service, and the confusing maze 
of department store merchandise?? COME TO GASLAMP.”59 This type of 
promotion encouraged women shoppers to explore the new area, especially the 
establishments that hosted such specialty products as antiques, clothing and 
kitchenware. Even mothers became promotional targets: “Mothers at home can 
give themselves a 
pampering present 
by hiring a sitter and 
spending the day 
in Gaslamp on an 
adventuresome spree…
rather than traveling 
all over the city you 
can also sightsee 
while you shop.” 
Other promotional 
pieces targeted wider 
audiences by focusing 
on “exciting” ethnic 
eateries with “polite 
and shy Mexicans,” 
music venues, and 
Gatsby-like dinner 
parties.60 The 
experience of the 
Gaslamp Quarter thus became the commodity.

The restaurant chain, Old Spaghetti Factory, located on the southern end of the 
Gaslamp Quarter on Fifth Avenue, epitomized this trend by combining elements 
of familiarity and themed space. The eatery, housed in a structure built in 1898, 
was one of the most popular restaurants during the Gaslamp Quarter’s first decade 
of existence.  Opening on February 20, 1974, and later expanding, the restaurant’s 
success proved crucial because it revealed how national chains began investing in 
the district. Private owners transformed the building into a 1890s trolley-themed 
restaurant. Besides the actual historic building, antiques and other artifacts served 
to buttress this theme; there was even a life sized trolley within the restaurant. 

Widened sidewalks enabled private developers to create outside dining areas. 
This photo shows the corner of Fourth and Market Street, 2001. ©SDHS 
#2000:100.140.
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Waiting in line became a pleasant experience as customers sat on plush Victorian 
chairs or enjoyed a drink at the mahogany bar. These individuals could also 
examine the ornate stained glass windows or the original works of art lit by 
antique lamps. The restaurant represented a microcosm of the themed experience 
and familiarity created within the greater district. In 1985, once Horton Plaza 
opened and construction began on the convention center, other national restaurant 
chains began to take interest in the Gaslamp Quarter, which in turn helped spark 
private investment throughout the district.61 This ignited a trend, which began 
to rapidly flourish over the next decades, as it pitted chains against the supposed 
unique character of the historic district.

While the concept of the Gaslamp Quarter was not nationally unique, it proved 
unique for the city of San Diego as it offered locals and visitors a welcoming 
historical node within downtown. As a result, the district and businesses such as 
the Old Spaghetti Factory revealed a synergy and synthesis within the themed 
environment, which emerged in the form of what sociologist John Hannigan 
has referred to as “shoppertainment and “eatertainment.” The district helped 
citizens gain their initial bearings of downtown, and the city as a whole, making 
downtown, its citizens, and history easier to understand by offering a “quick, 
shorthand method of characterizing a place.”62  

Worlds Collide: Contentions over Urban Space

The population within the Gaslamp Quarter project area did not share 
the same idealistic vision of urban space that business investors, city leaders, 
and mainstream society promoted. As the area’s physical, social, and cultural 
landscape began to transform, the environment became militarized. Polemicist 
Mike Davis referred to this process as the defense, surveillance, and policing of 
social and physical boundaries.  In order to comprehend the spatial and cultural 
conflicts that ensued in the Gaslamp Quarter, one must analyze everyday forms 
of resistance, which can be read in the daily lives of citizens. Historian Robin 
Kelley argues that rather than simply being dismissed as criminal acts, these 
“hidden transcripts” characterize the complexity of scripted urban space. Adding 
to this framework, historian Eric Avila asserts that there are “counternarratives, 
counterstrategies, and counterexpressions” that assert and maintain humanity in 
transforming spaces, such as the Gaslamp Quarter.63

The displacement of the area’s original dwellers became a harsh reality.  
Spearheaded by Mayor Wilson, with the goal of creating an economically profitable 
downtown with minimal federal involvement, initial city documents reveal very 
little detail addressing human elements related to the project. One 1976 document 
expressed more concern for the “elegant types of people that Gaslampers hope 
to attract” than the “rougher elements of society.” Planners assumed that, “As 
the Gaslamp Quarter develops, the economic growth of the area will most likely 
disrupt the existing residential community as well as other users that would not 
find the area suitable for their needs.”64

As developers sought to rid the district of certain people and low-income 
housing, San Diego still had approximately 1,500 homeless people living 
downtown in 1985. This same year, the district’s City Rescue Mission closed due 
to a resolution banning such services in the project area. Transients adapted to the 
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rapidly changing policies by sleeping in vacant lots or in old buildings. Others 
sought refuge in produce trucks or parked Greyhound buses at the nearby station. 
Those with meager funds could sleep in all-night theaters, as long as they still 
remained. Some transients simply slept on benches or on the sidewalk. One San 
Diego Union-Tribune article presented a picture of  a store front under renovation 
with a homeless man sleeping lifelessly on a bench as the caption read, “Although 
rebuilding operations are moving along at Gaslamp Quarter, some objects are 
still stationary.” Gaslamp organizations distributed tips for property owners and 
visitors on how to cope with these stationary objects such as “Don’t give food to 
transients. It doesn’t really help them—and it does hurt the neighborhood.”65

Development of the Gaslamp Quarter also affected the elderly population. In 
1975, the district encompassed the highest percentage of elderly citizens in the 
city and county. As development began in the late 1970s, the region witnessed 
a great population influx of younger people, which suggested an out migration 
or dying off of the elderly. Five years later, the median age was approximately 
thirty seven years of age, while by 1990 the median age became even lower. The 
lack of inexpensive rooms partially caused this change. The approximately 4,600 
inexpensive rooms that had been available in 1976 decreased to fewer than 3,500 by 
1985.66

As the area developed, SRO hotels began to disappear, thus raising rent and 
living expenses higher than social security and disability checks. For example, the 
average rent for a SRO hotel room increased over one hundred dollars between 
1980 and 1985. As new high-end establishments emerged, the elderly, disabled, 
and others with fixed incomes began losing out to a new generation of better paid 
downtown workers in specialty shops and fancy restaurants.67 As a result, one of 
the key components of reinventing downtown San Diego was the influx of younger 
citizens.

The face of public security within the planned district also changed to create 
a sense of safety for its targeted consumers. In the early 1980s, the city assigned 
walking beat cops to patrol the area on horse and by foot. They monitored activity 
from inside of buildings, rooftops, or by mingling with shoppers. Ironically, one 
police sergeant declared that, “The one thing we didn’t want was an image of 
heavy-handedness.” In 1986, the city council approved a storefront police station 
within the district on Fifth Avenue, thus increasing the area’s image of safety for 
middle and upper class consumers.68

Private security, hired by merchants within the district, also became 
increasingly prominent. Venues such as the Old Spaghetti Factory and Cabo Cabo 
Grill teamed up to hire security guards. Some private security officers even gained 
public notoriety, becoming characters within the themed environment. In 1979 Ben 
Harroll, known as Clancy the Beat Cop, and his twelve-man team began patrolling 
the Gaslamp Quarter in turn-of-the-century police uniforms. They frequented 
questionable businesses multiple times a day and interrogated customers, workers, 
and owners. While multiple Gaslamp Quarter Merchants contracted this team, 
they later faced public scrutiny for their vigilante style of shocking transients with 
cattle prods and dumping buckets of water on them.  Such security groups also 
used mace and clubs on transients. While official Gaslamp Quarter organizations 
distanced themselves from these “unofficial” groups, they did offer a variety of 
free crime prevention seminar series to the public. The first installment taught 
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how to prevent panhandling, while the second program addressed how to become 
street wise and defend oneself.69 Earlier inhabitants of the area did not understand 
the space as becoming more consumer friendly, but rather as a new fortified urban 
area. One homeless man in the later 1980s, and former SRO resident, lamented: 

We can’t go anywhere near Horton Plaza. I can’t even walk over 
to that store across the street without being harassed by the police…
They’ve started treating people like dogs… We don’t bother nobody, 
we don’t steal, we’re not on dope. We don’t even go down into the 
Gaslamp Quarter anymore. We have a right to be here.70 

With heightened security, street people not only faced arrests, but harsh 
interrogations, fines, and pressure to reveal identification or other documentation.71

As the built environment changed and rent prices rose, the gritty cultural flavor 
of the original urban space began to disappear. Responding to the transforming 
district, one disgruntled business owner declared, 

If people want cute and sanity, let them go to the carefully 
planned communities in the suburbs where everything is made to 
look alike, and where nothing out of the ordinary is ever allowed to 
happen. A great many people like me come downtown specifically to 
escape that kind of spiritual blight.72 

The remaining red-light venues all suffered declines in business, some as much 
as 60 percent. Clamp-downs on massage parlors and prostitution also stymied 
these types of businesses. In addition, police vice squads raided such venues, and 
harassed or fined customers, owners, and employees. One bar owner revealed that 
a vice squad leader told him, “The next fucking time you tip anybody off that we’re 
vice squad, I’m gonna run your ass to jail.”73  

Liquor stores also faced scrutiny as the Gaslamp Quarter Association 
persuaded these venues in the district to discontinue selling individually sold 
cigarettes and bottles of fortified wine in 1983, favorites among many transients. 
Even more crippling were the cutbacks in public bus transportation services 
beginning in August 1978, which stopped transit between suburb communities 
and downtown by eight in the evening. While this may appear to run counter 
to the goal of attracting suburbanites, these actions helped keep transients and 
elderly residents out of suburban communities while simultaneously curtailing 
suburbanites without automobiles from partaking in the more risqué elements of 
downtown.74

Fifth Avenue had been home to the highest density of X-rated businesses in San 
Diego, but development of the Gaslamp Quarter changed this. External pressures 
ranging from rising rent prices to restrictive ordinances on exterior building 
codes, along with harassment from vice squads, all helped change these urban 
spaces. Bob Clark, owner of Lyric Bookstore, asserted that his business suffered 
a 40 percent decline due to the busing cutbacks and increases in police forces. 
Clark cited twelve raids within a year and a half, which resulted in two clerks 
quitting. Furthermore, such businesses had to submit an annual $300 payment for 
monthly health inspections. Even mainstream theaters and bookstores suffered a 
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substantial decrease in business. As a result, adult businesses elsewhere, such as 
National City’s Pussycat Theater, witnessed an increase in patronage. From 1969 
to 1981, the number of adult establishments in the district declined 50 percent 
without any new adult businesses opening and by 1992 only two adult businesses 
remained.75

Even seemingly unimportant street fixtures within the Gaslamp Quarter 
symbolized the various contentions over the changing space. The city bought 
approximately two hundred new garbage cans for the themed district. A portion 
of these were specially designed “transient-proof” cement cans.  Some inhabitants, 
however, did not view these pieces as themed street furniture. One large transient, 
who was an epileptic Vietnam veteran, known as “Tank,” left his social mark 
on the themed environment by pushing over many of these new fixtures along 
with smashing old aluminum ones. Despite the fact that the city spent over fifty 
thousand dollars to buy new fortified cans, people in the Gaslamp Quarter became 
accustomed to seeing tipped, destroyed cans, a social reminder that people such 

as “Tank” still remained embedded 
within the urban environment. 
Once business owners complained 
to the city, “Tank” disappeared.76

Similar conflicts emerged over 
themed benches, creating a type of 
“bench-warfare.” Developers placed 
multiple expensive Victorian styled 
benches throughout the district. 
The themed benches came to have 
three separate meanings for three 
different groups of people. To the 
homeless, the objects provided a 
comfortable place to sit or sleep. 
For developers, these benches 
offered themed pieces of history 

throughout the district. Lastly, business owners viewed these fixtures as a menace. 
Soon after the city distributed these new benches, merchants quickly condemned 
them and demanded their removal as they became gathering places for alcoholics, 
drug users, and people who harassed customers. Merchants also complained that 
people littered, panhandled, and urinated on or nearby the benches. When one 
business owner took the liberty of removing what he referred to as a “Victorian-
styled wino’s throne” outside of his store, business rose. Other Gaslamp business 
owners blamed the new benches for break-ins and other acts of vandalism. A 
separate private owner expressed, “They [the police] tell me I ought to do like one 
of the other businesses did---the benches just disappeared…”77  Eventually, the city 
removed all of the district’s benches.  

With the closing of places such as the Rescue Mission, “unwanted” elements 
migrated outside of the boundaries of the Gaslamp Quarter, creating new 
clashes between communities and the built environment. In 1989, places like 
Pantoja Park, near G and State streets, now faced large numbers of people in its 
urban park sleeping, and partaking in illicit activities. This milieu contrasted 
the pricey downtown condominiums across the street in Park Row/Marina Park 

Garbage cans in the Gaslamp Quarter, 2007. Author’s 
collection.
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that emerged following the development of the Gaslamp Quarter. Residents 
complained of verbal harassment and vandalism, while stumbling upon razor 
blades, plastic bags, and hypodermic needles. While yuppies envisioned the park 
in one manner, for others the park became a trading post for drugs and fortified 
wine, while shrubs became restrooms. As a result, Councilman Bob Filner 
proposed to the city council that the park be closed and locked up at night.78

Horton Plaza Park also transformed as the Gaslamp Quarter continued to 
develop. The urban space served as a “theater” ripe with spatial and cultural 
conflicts in reaction to the newly reinvented urban landscape. Similar to the 
contentions that arose over the themed benches within the Gaslamp Quarter, the 
plaza came to have different meanings for different groups of people. Developers, 
city leaders, and merchants viewed the plaza as a space that represented the 
wrong people, the wrong image, and the wrong activities. Ron Oliver, president 
of San Diego’s Central City Association, stated that the plaza “should be a place 
where a family can go…where business people could have lunch…”79 For a 
different group, the space represented one to be historically preserved.  Finally, the 
space represented a place to live in.

While all types of people moved though the plaza space, no genuine mixing 
existed between them. In their regional study of San Diego, urban planners Lynch 
and Appleyard warned that a renewal program that removed Horton Plaza of its 
brash and tawdry liveliness would result in an empty space. Nevertheless, San 
Diego city leaders and developers sought to transform the plaza and reform the 
environment and its inhabitants. Supporters of this plan followed the theory that 
if the plaza was made uncomfortable for everyone, it would become uncomfortable 
for undesirable people and their activities.80

There were numerous attempts to clean up the plaza and its surroundings 
between the early 1970s and 1985. During this period, the city ordered palm trees 
and planted them in custom-made concrete urns. The city also installed new 
park benches with dividers on them to prevent sleepers. In order to keep people 
from sleeping on the grass at specific times, the city used timed sprinklers and 

Fencing and landscaping around Horton Plaza, 2007. Author’s collection.
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decorative cast-iron fencing. Special police patrols monitored the plaza, physically 
and with video cameras, and kept traffic flowing. With mounting pressures 
from Gaslamp Quarter merchants, the 1984 plaza reform effort sought to remove 
the bathrooms from the plaza as well as its benches and grass. By 1990 the City 
Council voted to remove the park’s eighteen benches and all of the grass, planting 
shrubs and geraniums in their place.81 

In addition to these spatial changes within the plaza, in 1985 the city transit 
board voted in favor of moving the main downtown bus stop away from the 
plaza. At the time, the bus stop was the second busiest in the entire city, handling 
approximately five thousand riders per day. The new bus stop appeared one block 
west to the corner of Third Avenue and Broadway. By removing the bus stops and 
benches leaders physically and visually removed the citizens who relied upon 
public transportation, along with nuisances such as exhaust and noise. Cultural 
changes also helped transform the plaza environment. In the 1990s the city and 
developers added newsstands, kiosks, and live entertainment acts to the plaza. 
One promotional flyer advertised the lunch-time festivities during the work-week: 
“Bring your lunch to Horton Plaza Park and enjoy the noon-time festivities!!”82 
The Central City Association and Commission for Arts and Culture presented 
this “Noon-Tunes” series in an effort to attract new people and activities to the 
environment.

While these physical and cultural reform efforts initially helped scatter some 
urban dwellers to other areas of downtown, for the most part undesirable people 
and elements remained. Possibly serving as symbols of frustration for these 
citizens within the transforming downtown, vandals ripped out irrigation lines, 
used graffiti, and set fire to palm trees. Furthermore, people continued to take 
baths, urinate, defecate, and vomit into the fountain. Since the removal of the 
plaza’s bathrooms, Gaslamp Quarter merchants now found that urban dwellers 
were increasingly using their doorways as public restrooms.83  

The original inhabitants of the plaza became deeply affected by the various 
changes surrounding the plaza. For these people, the plaza had offered sleeping 
arrangements while serving as a place for handouts. For others, the environment 
appeared as a miniature market place where one could buy and sell cheap 
cigarettes from Tijuana, as well as other items. The public environment had been 
one of the few places in downtown with grass and bathrooms. When the city 
removed the benches and grass one homeless women exclaimed, “They just tore 
up my bed…the sprinklers come on at 7…I’ve been homeless for six years, and 
this is the only place I felt safe. Now it’s gone too.” Another homeless man echoed, 
“What’s wrong with sittin’ on a bench?  This was the only place left. Now, they’re 
throwing us out.” The elderly were also affected by the removal of the benches 
and grass. One SRO resident who used to enjoy the street activity by sitting on 
the benches said, “Bench seats may not matter to younger people, but seniors and 
those with disabilities need them.”84

As the Gaslamp Quarter developed, the social problems that plagued the 
project area merely shifted to other areas of the city. Developers did not wish 
to genuinely address these issues, but rather sought to change the image of 
downtown by removing their visibility from the project areas. As a result, visitors 
could ignore negative elements of reality as they experienced a new downtown 
that appeared to lack any problems. The new space sought to overcome fears 
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of downtown by creating a 
dense, multifunctional core. 
As a result, this concentrated 
people in particular scripted 
spaces, shortened the distances 
between destinations, and 
limited the activities offered. 
All of these factors helped 
determine the type of people 
using the environment. 
Nevertheless, the spatial and 
cultural conflicts that emerged 
served as a reminder of various 
problems downtown.  Worlds 
collided among different 
cultures, citizens, and spaces.85  

Conclusion: “And Everybody Forgets After Dinner”

The metamorphosis in downtown San Diego revealed attempts by city 
leaders and private developers to ensure that the public enjoying the new spaces 
represented a particular kind of public, one that was controlled and orderly. 
Those with the most influence helped shape who constituted this “public” and 
the activities within the new environment. The process of exclusion from these 
spaces represented a powerful means of reinforcing the concept of an “invisible” 
population.  This development did not represent the “end” of public space, but 
rather a transformation of a public space with greater control over access.86 Today, 
these “invisible” individuals are not completely gone, as they still linger in the 
plaza and throughout the historic district.  However, the space is no longer “theirs” 
as they are now infiltrators in this gentrified space. Nevertheless, through the 
process of “hidden transcripts” and counter-narratives, those excluded gained 
some type of visibility, voice, and representation within the rapidly transforming 
downtown. As a result, this process reveals how marginalized groups of people 
are indeed citizens with basic human needs and rights.

One may question if the Gaslamp Quarter represents the type of downtowns 
that scholars such as Jane Jacobs and Kevin Lynch initially envisioned? 
Furthermore, the national success of historic preservation did not necessarily 
preserve the industries, communities, and cultures that had occupied these 
environments in the past. As cities enter into the twenty-first century, emphasis 
appears to be more on trendiness and exclusiveness, rather than diverse 
democratic urban space. Downtown San Diego has been reclaimed and reinvented, 
but for whom and at what social and cultural cost? The blurring of lines between 
public and private space has created a complex environment, which continues to 
become more and more costly for citizens to enjoy.  While the region was originally 
designed to attract a wide array of citizens, it has instead targeted a very specific 
crowd. The Gaslamp Quarter has become a commodity to be bought and sold just 
like any other consumer project. The paradox lies in the fact that while tourism 
offers the opportunity to see something different, reinvented cities such as San 

A homeless man sits at Horton Plaza with his chair and other 
belongings, 2007. Author’s collection.
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Diego seem more and more like other urban centers. As a result, this trend has not 
only changed how people understand cities, but it has created a new kind of urban 
core, one that is composed of separate themed environments.87

It is crucial for city leaders, citizens, and private developers to “see through” 
the pockets of affluence found in these reinvented downtowns and account for the 
social, cultural, and spatial costs of developing semi-public urban space. The city of 
San Diego will have to grapple with the extreme success of the “new downtown.” 
In 1979, longtime local preservationist Robert Miles Parker composed a poem 
that helped capture the essence of this complex transformation in downtown San 
Diego:  

 
I like the bleary-eyed old men in flannel shirts. Ragged beards, 

tattered pants…the signature of the dispossessed. A derelict stands 
in the open door way of ‘The Home of God’s Extended Hand.’ Fat 
man snoozing in the drizzle, under a cross of new concrete blocks, 
cold and inhospitable, those unpainted blocks. Lost old man. Dead 
Dreams. Mexican talk on the sidewalks. Pilipino jargon, too. Glossy-
haired beauties serve ponsit to countrymen hungry for a taste of 
home. Gangly Negro fellow in a droopy felt hat prancing on the 
wet cement, long wooly curls catching raindrops which glitter like 
diamonds. Vacuums running in an old Mission House, wooden 
windows frame scowls. Tawdry humanness…tired, lost people, 

“Overheard in San Diego: Downtown,” by Jay Allen Sanford. Courtesy of Jay Allen Sanford.
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warmed by the pungent aromas from the Manila Café. Good to 
see the Café and know that it will continue to exist here, though 
the transients may drift away. The derelicts—I like them—like to 
look at them, but I don’t think anybody really cares about them…
and I wonder if they care about themselves? I read pompous articles 
deploring the downtroddens’ plight, and I’ll wager the writers go 
to their comfortable Mira Mesa homes. And everybody forgets after 
dinner. Some of the bums are younger than me. I used to worry, 
when I was a little boy, prowling downtown, that I’d be a bum 
one day. Here I am…still on their street, taking pleasure in their 
buildings, their colours, and their sounds. The rain falls. High-heeled 
staccato on wet cement.88

Parker, writing in a lamenting tone, humanized the distinct culture and 
community that existed prior to the emergence of the Gaslamp Quarter, a milieu 
that many in the twenty first century do not know ever existed. This portrayal 
was not glamorous, trendy, or profitable, yet it offered a gritty and real sketch of a 
functional streetscape for a particular citizenry.

The development of the Gaslamp Quarter made it easier for “everyone to forget 
after dinner” as it became possible for visitors to traverse and conceptualize the 
urban core without coming into actual contact with the rest of downtown, its social 
problems, and its inhabitants that did not live in gentrified housing. This type of 
space became a node or entry point for the middle and upper classes to return 
downtown. As a result, the process of screening out certain groups of people and 
social problems became political in nature as certain individuals in the project 
area became invisible, without representation. As the popularity and success of 
downtowns such as San Diego only continue to flourish in the twenty-first century, 
the developers and city leaders reinventing these gentrified downtowns should 
revisit the advice of Jane Jacobs, “Cities have the capacity of providing something 
for everyone, only because, and only when, they are created by everybody.”89 
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Dan Dickey standing next to his portrait of Belle Baranceanu and Melisse Jewell. ©SDHS #90:18346.
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Dan Dickey: Mid-Century San Diego Artist

William Perrine

I have seldom seen a boy who is more of a day dreamer.1
Teacher’s Report for Daniel Dickey, The University High School, Chicago

New York born and Chicago raised, 
Daniel Ellsworth Dickey arrived in San Diego 
in 1935 on his way to Mexico. He and two 
friends, Paul Swartz and Malcolm McDowell, 
were traveling in an old pickup truck headed 
to Mexico City where they hoped to meet 
muralist Diego Rivera. Later in life, he 
romanticized the journey, claiming they had 
simply jumped a boxcar and rode the rails to 
the end of the line: San Diego and the 1935 
California Pacific International Exhibition in 
Balboa Park. There the young artists set up 
their easels and offered freelance portraiture 
services to the masses. When the exhibition 

ended, he chose to 
stay in San Diego 
and developed 
a successful 
professional career 
in art, associating 
himself with artists 
Belle Baranceanu, Ethel Greene, and Fred Hocks, and 
architect Lloyd Ruocco, among others.2

Born in New York City on March 17, 1910, Dickey was 
the son of Roy Dickey (1878-1953), a commercial artist 
turned advertising executive, and his wife Ellen Rose 
Higgins (d. 1952), a descendant of Oliver Ellsworth, one 
of the founding fathers and third Chief Justice of the 
United States.3 He spent his early years at 523 West 152nd 
Street, not far from the Hudson River. A scrapbook filled 
with photographs and drawings shows summer trips to 
his grandfather’s cabin on Bohners Lake in Wisconsin 

and visits to the New Jersey shore. In 1913, the family moved to the Jackson Park 
neighborhood in Chicago. Tensions in the Dickey household reached an impasse 

A native of San Diego, William Perrine is active in the research and preservation of San Diego art with 
an emphasis on the San Diego Moderns and Allied Artists groups. Readers with works by Dan Dickey 
or additional biographical material related to the artist or his colleagues are encouraged to write the 
author at iambillperrine@yahoo.com.

Old House, ca. 1935-38, by Dan Dickey. 
Gouache on paper. San Diego Historical 
Society #83.53.4.

Dickey’s father, Roy Dickey, 
at the Salmagundi Club, 
New York. ©SDHS, Dickey 
scrapbook.
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the following year. 
In 1914, young Daniel was removed from 

the care of his mother who was physically, 
and perhaps emotionally, ill. Ellen Rose later 
wrote to her son, “Yesterday while going 
through some old papers, I came upon my 
little diary, written in 1914, that fateful year, 
when I was so ill. I had to have my baby-to-
be taken, because the doctors believed I was 
going into a “decline,” or T.B. or something.” 
She quoted from her diary entries:

[August 7] Roy arrived & I found 
out he got Mama to tell Father Dickey 
about things. Oh, I am so unhappy. I 
wish I needn’t have to live with Roy 
any more, but just my darling Dan…

[August 8] Roy left in evening with Dan. He cried all down the 
street for me, my heart aches, to part from him.

Ellen Rose told him, “that was the last time I was permitted to see you – for 
nearly a year.” She added,

You were the hardest hit of all, but as I look back over the years, & 
consider all sides, I am sure I should never be here to tell the tale, had 
I tried to stay on, under the circumstances. Perhaps you have never 
been able to understand the “whys” of me, well it’s this, I couldn’t 
endure living a life of “Pretense” any longer.4

Dickey’s father divorced Ellen Rose and, in 1916, 
married Alice Manning whom he knew from his career 
in the New York advertising world. Manning was an 
editor at McCall’s magazine and daughter of Colonel 
Michael W. and Harriet Manning. Although Dan 
maintained contact with his birth mother throughout 
his life, he was raised by his stepmother and referred 
to her, rather than Ellen Rose, as “Mother.” 

In 1919, the Dickeys purchased an historic home 
at 5115 Cornell Avenue in Hyde Park, a suburb on the 
south side of Chicago. The two-story frame house with 
the gabled roof and spacious front porch had been 
built for financier B. P. “Old Hutch” Hutchinson in the 
1870s and, later, occupied by his son Charles, a founder 
of the Art Institute of Chicago and one of the first 
trustees of the University of Chicago. Alice Manning 
Dickey, a niece of Hyde Park founder Paul Cornell, had 
often admired the property. Over the years, she and 

Dickey with his mother before they were 
separated in 1914. ©SDHS, Dickey scrapbook.

Dickey’s father married McCall’s 
editor Alice Manning in 1916. 
Beneath the photo, he wrote, 
joking, “If she had really looked 
like this I wouldn’t have married 
her.” ©SDHS, Dickey scrapbook.
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her husband filled it with their collections of porcelain, glass, antiques and curios 
from around the world.5 

In Chicago, Dickey augmented his early education with Saturday classes and 
summer sessions at the Art Institute of Chicago. Later, he studied at the American 
Academy of Art, the Worcester Academy in Massachusetts, and his father’s alma 
mater, Carleton College in Minnesota, where he earned his B.A. in English in 
1932. His reputation as an urbane ladies man was noted in the Carleton College 
Yearbook, The Algol:

Artist, athlete, wooer,—well these words don’t begin to describe 
Dan. His work with a pen has decorated an Algol together with 
many a poster. His form as a high-jumper is the envy of the aspiring 
Freshmen. As one of the more devoted members of the Nourse parlor 
crew, he is in a class by himself.6 

Dickey began his studies at the Art Students League in New York soon 
after college, despite expressing some interest 
in becoming a writer. He studied under the 
relatively conservative Leon Kroll, the academic 
George Bridgman, and the influential abstract 
expressionist Hans Hofmann.7 During a European 
sojourn in 1933, he absorbed the work of the 
Renaissance painters, particularly Piero della 
Francesca (for whom he impishly named his 
beloved dog). These experiences signaled his 
increasing dedication to the visual arts.8

Dickey spent most of 1934 in New York 
working as a commercial artist for an advertising 
agency. Judging from his desultory answers to a 
questionnaire sent to him by his father, it was not 
a happy experience. After several perfunctory 
responses to questions regarding his work, his 
future job prospects, and his father’s letters of 
referral, he told his father what he thought about 
his work in advertising:

It’s alright, it’s good discipline I 
suppose. But I envy the other fellows not 
at all some of the stuff they have to do. 
Sometimes I think I’d rather drive a truck.

He stressed that he did not want to follow his father’s career path:

I would write stories or articles but never [advertising] copy, 
fearing to get caught as you did. That would be all right for someone 
else but not for me. I’d rather die tomorrow than have to give up the 
one thing I give more than two whoops about.

Dan Dickey at Worcester Academy, 
Massachusetts, 1927. Dickey 
wrote under the picture, “Cradle 
of knowledge…As Hal would say, 
‘slippery with brains.’” ©SDHS, Dickey 
scrapbook.
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He added, despondently, 

I’m sometimes damn sorry I’m the way I am. I’m terribly disgusted 
with myself. Some things I love and others actually make me sick 
in my mind. If I had a wife and children of course it would be 
different. They’d be my chief interest. But not wanting them, in fact 
hoping to God I never have them to inherit my selfish wandering 
nature I’m interested in doing what interests me. Now did you ever 
hear anything so selfish in all your life? I’m trying to change myself 
around and I hope maybe I can but some things just seem not to 
change. You could never be more sorry than I that you got the wrong 
kind of guy for a son.9

Soon afterwards, Dan Dickey hopped the proverbial boxcar and headed west.
Dickey was drawn to the 1935 California Pacific International Exhibition in Balboa 
Park, which made extensive use of the talents of the burgeoning San Diego art 
community. The Fine Arts Gallery, renamed the Palace of Fine Arts during the 
exhibition, hosted a major display of its own permanent collection as well as a 
gallery devoted to San Diego artists. Many of those active in the design of the 
exposition would become Dickey’s friends and colleagues for the next twenty-six 
years. It was here that he first encountered fellow Chicagoan Belle Baranceanu 
exhibiting a forty-foot mural illustrating The Progress of Man. She would become a 
close friend and artistic ally to Dickey. However, it was his introduction to artist 
Foster Jewell and his wife Melisse, an artist and nurse, that would change the 
course of his life. 

Dickey’s first year in San Diego 
was dominated by his romantic 
entanglement with Melisse Jewell. 
Dickey met her and her husband 
in 1935 at the quaint Spanish 
Village Art Center built for the 
Exhibition.10 At that time, Melisse 
was an untutored painter of idyllic 
town scenes and landscapes. She 
described her early work with 
distaste:

As often happens to the 
products of the untutored 
eye and hand, my pictures, 
ill-conceived and horribly 
painted, instantly captured the public fancy…When I came to 
California, I continued to turn out pictures in factory lots…the same 
amount of popular appeal…added the ever-dear California Mission 
to my repertoire…Two years ago painting was strictly a business with 
me…I took it not at all seriously, much less myself.11

Melisse and Dickey fell in love, paying little attention to their respective ages 

Melisse Jewell moved with her husband from Michigan to San 
Diego in the early 1930s. A landscape painter, she also rode 
with the Balboa Mounted Troop. ©SDHS, Dickey collection.
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and marital status. According to a friend, Melisse said of Dickey, “That is the man 
that I loved from the moment I saw him.” Shortly after the fair closed in 1936, 
Melisse divorced her husband and moved in with Dickey at the former Bishop’s 
Day School facilities at 3066 First Avenue, joining a group of local artists who 
maintained studios there. Later, she credited Dickey’s tutelage and emphasis on 
the “individual approach” with her emergence as a true artist.12

Dickey and Foster Jewell maintained a cordial relationship through the divorce 
proceedings. In early 1937, Dickey was called back to Chicago to work on a mural 
commission.13 He planned to extend his trip to serve as a witness at the Jewells’ 
divorce proceedings in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, where the couple had been 
married. In a letter to Melisse, he 
wrote, 

Life here is going along 
very monotonously. All I can 
think of all day long is getting 
back there [San Diego]. And 
so I just sit around, marking 
off the days. I had been rather 
vaguely planning on starting 
back around March 1st, 
but now with your divorce 
business coming up it will 
probably mean April 1st. I 
will go over to Grand Rapids 
toward the last of March 
and tell the necessary lies. 
Quite naturally I don’t like to 
say those things about you, 
because they’re not true, but 
in the best interests of “our 
family” I’ll do it gladly. I’ve had two very nice letters from Fos [Foster 
Jewell]. We are planning on driving back together in a new car for a 
dealer and saving about $25 apiece.

He speaks of moving in with you–he and Rhoda [de Long, Foster 
Jewell’s future wife]–until he can find another place similar in price 
and location for his frame business and gallery. But I am inclined to 
think that it might be the best if you and I were to move and leave 
him the old place….

Or am I possibly assuming too much? I’m wondering if perhaps 
you are falling in love with Gene. Don’t be afraid to tell me if you 
are. He’s a swell guy and I’m sure he’d make you very happy. And 
your happiness is the most important thing. I’m not, and never would 
be, jealous. Because my love for you is so big and full that there isn’t 
room for jealousy in its repertoire….

Everything is an effort. I’ve hardly been able to do a thing since 
I finished the mural design. Painting doesn’t seem futile to me the 

Artist Foster Jewell divorced Melisse so she would be 
free to live with Dickey. Not long afterwards, he married 
Rhoda de Long. ©SDHS, Dickey collection.



The Journal of San Diego History

224

way it used to, but I can’t drag myself to it and have nothing to say 
anyway. Can it be that your presence is the required incentive?14 

The “necessary lies” apparently having been told and the divorce papers filed, 
Dickey wrote again to Melisse:

You wonder what Fos and I had to talk about for two hours. 
Well, all I can say is that I was awfully glad to see him and as far as 
I was concerned we had a perfectly grand visit and I can’t tell you 
how happy I am for him that he has his mind straightened out to its 
normal state once more. I am very fond of Fos and feel very close 
to him, principally, I suppose, by reason of having been fortunate 
enough to have shared you with him. We talked of everything under 
the sun, but mostly about you, 
because we both love you.15 

The letters written during this stay 
in the Midwest are long, meandering 
and intensely personal as Dickey 
took stock of his place in life and his 
future with Melisse. However, despite 
the lovelorn tone, he was reluctant to 
commit to marriage, as was she, and 
there are numerous contradictions in 
tone. In one sentence, Dickey professes 
his devotion to Melisse while, in 
the next, he details the potential 
rekindling of an old flame whom he 
is reluctant to court because he might 
be tempted by her “lovely sister.”16 
One missive consists almost entirely 
of an extended criticism of Melisse’s 
grammar, spelling, manner of dress 
and hairstyle, followed by his explicit 
instructions on remedying these faults, 
complete with illustrations and a 
particularly strong injunction to “get 
those goddamn eyebrows plucked and 
keep them plucked.”17

At some point, Dickey realized that 
he was diabetic, a condition that would 
affect his life considerably in the years 
to come.18 Some of his letters to Melisse, 
written from a hospital bed in Chicago, express his yearning to return home to 
California:

It is indescribably swell to be with them [his family] again and 
to see Chicago again and to bump into my friends once more, but 

Melisse Jewell and Dan Dickey painting outdoors 
at Spanish Village in Balboa Park. ©SDHS, Dickey 
collection.
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now more than ever before I realize this is not the place for me and 
that I am definitely and thoroughly a Californian. Already I miss 
San Diego. I miss you more than I can say. I miss the park and the 
puppy dogs and the waterfront and Donal [Hord] and [Homer] Dana 
& Mary and the work-bench and Miller.  In fact I miss all the people 
and things that have brought me more happiness and peace and 
contentment than I ever experienced before.19 

Upon his return to San Diego, Dickey firmly established himself in the artistic 
community and began exhibiting locally. His work, building on his always 
exquisite draftsmanship, steadily evolved in depth and feeling. The hallmarks of 
his mature style were a strong “da Vinci line,” emphatic yet loose and sometimes 
gestural in the manner of the abstract expressionists, coupled with the melancholy 
lyricism of Picasso’s “blue” period. His subjects–almost invariably women–appear 
iconic and elusive. Solitary or intimately paired, perhaps a lute or mandola in hand 
to suggest the ethereal quality of music, female figures seem to be cut adrift from 
terra firma. The corporeality of their flesh is the sole connection to the world. At its 
core, his work expressed a profound humanism, traditional in its respect for form 
and line yet modern in its expressionism. He wrote:

What is it that I require of a picture or a statue or a sonnet or a 
sonata? What is it that I seek in these things and for the lack of which 
I should prefer bare walls and great silences?

And I shall answer: It is not enough that I shall see and hear and 
touch. I must look and listen and feel—and understand. Then I shall 
know that life is not just happening to me; rather, I am happening to 
life. 

I shall say then, that the picture, 
the statue, the sonnet and the 
sonata, if they are to remain my 
allies and guides in the quest of 
growing consciousness, must 
possess the vital element of Form. 
And what is Form?

Form is the integrated 
relationship of parts to whole, 
wherein the resultant compound, 
greater than the sum of its 
ingredients, spells the symbol and 
the animus of life, as that which 
emerges from the organic unity of 
a molecule, or a tree, or a man or a 
solar system.

In that then will I ever delight 
increasingly; for I shall have 
experienced through Michelangelo, 
for example, and the Persian 
miniaturists, and Cezanne and 

Untitled, 1938, by Dan Dickey. Mixed media on 
paper, 14.5 x 11.5 inches. Collection of William 
Perrine.
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Shakespeare, and Handel and Beethoven, and a varied host of other 
genii, the essence of the order and fruition of life which is the hoped-
for lot of civilized man.20  

The artist’s life must have been precarious in a pre-war San Diego still suffering 
from the effects of the Great Depression. By 1937, however, Dickey and Melisse 
managed to purchase a piece of property together.21 In the late 1930s, Dickey was 
recruited to work in the Federal Art Project (FAP) under Stanton Macdonald-
Wright, Director of the Southern California Art Project.22 FAP artists in the visual 
arts division of Roosevelt’s WPA program were provided a steady paycheck 
for producing works of art for various government buildings and projects. The 
program was a godsend, fostering a collaborative spirit among San Diego’s most 
progressive artists and resulting in several spectacular public murals in addition to 
scores of smaller studio works. Dickey’s reaction to the program is recorded in an 
undated poem:

There is cause for rejoicing in the Land;
America has a Federal Arts Project;
The struggling artist has a patron.

He has not yet come into the good life,
For the day is not yet come when art is appreciated by all men 
For all men have not yet become artists.

But he who had to choose between 
brushes and bread,

And chose brushes,
Will now be fed.23

Dickey’s tenure with the Federal Art Project 
was relatively brief–he left in September 
1939–but the boost to both his pocketbook 
and his morale was substantial. During this 
period, his work was increasingly exhibited 
and attracted favorable critical attention. He 
won his first significant prize when he received 
the sculpture award for Olympia, an imposing 
stone head reflecting the artist’s avowed 
admiration of Aristide Maillol, at the Southern 
California Annual Exhibition in 1938. He also 
enjoyed the additional honor of being the only 
artist in the competition to have work accepted 
in the three media classes of watercolor, oil 
painting and sculpture.24 His Rondo, an eight by 
twelve inch watercolor, was selected by a jury 
including John Marin and Charles Burchfield 
for purchase by the Federal Art Project as decoration for the Carville, Louisiana 
Marine Hospital. It was later chosen for the inaugural exhibition, Two Hundred 

Spring, 1940, by Dan Dickey. Ink on 
paper, 13 x 8 inches, Collection of William 
Perrine.
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American Watercolors, at the National Gallery of Art at the Smithsonian.25 A 
popular and critical success, the show subsequently traveled to four other venues, 
including the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts and the Whitney Museum in 
New York.26 

Dickey exhibited widely from this point on, with shows at the San Francisco 
Museum of Art, Los Angeles County Museum, Long Beach Museum of Art, 
Golden Gate International Exhibition and the San Diego Art Guild, along with 
occasional appearances in the local galleries. The Fine Arts Gallery of San Diego, 
under the directorship of Reginald Poland, purchased his Arabesque, a charcoal 
drawing, for their permanent collection in 1942. The gallery would provide him 
with his first major solo exhibition in 1948. Poland’s support and the frequent 
attention of critics James Britton, Ettilie Wallace, and Dr. Armin Kietzmann helped 
ensure Dickey’s frequent appearances in the San Diego press as an artist and 
authority on cultural matters of local import. 

Dickey produced his only documented murals in the summer of 1944. He 
and Belle Baranceanu were asked to paint a total of six “heroic” battle scenes for 
display in the front window of Marston’s department store in downtown San 
Diego in support of the war loan bond effort. Although they likely collaborated in 
the conception of the murals and in the research necessary to realistically depict 
the military subjects, each artist painted his or her own mural separately with no 
help from the other. Given a mere three weeks, they completed six murals, each 
eight by twelve feet and depicting a true incident of World War II military heroism. 
A photograph in the San Diego Union shows Dickey working on his mural of “Maj. 
Richard I. Bong’s P-38 [airplane] in battle,” the design of which he gleaned from 
“the funnies” and a young aviation enthusiast’s files. Indeed the Union reports 
that Dickey considered the murals “gargantuan topical illustrations,” perhaps 
intentionally marginalizing them from his classical and usually non-topical studio 
works.27 

Like many artists, Dickey’s primary occupation was teaching. A popular 
instructor, he began at San Diego State College and over the course of his career 
taught classes at Monty Lewis’ Coronado School of Fine Art, the University of 
California Extension, San Diego City Schools, as well as lessons under the auspices 
of the Fine Arts Gallery. Painter Ethel Greene, who took classes from Dickey in the 
early 1950s, recalled:

He had taught life drawing for so long that he was one of the few 
people I knew who could paint and draw without a model.…When 
I went to art school, we had various ways of doing line drawings. 
Sometimes, we would block them out in charcoal in big areas and 
then pick out the lights and darks. There was practically no line 
work in that. That was not Dan’s method. His was always, and he 
didn’t spend much time, probably because he had been doing it for so 
long that he didn’t have to, to indicate the shoulder to shoulder, the 
shoulder to hips, and all that with these basic lines before he would 
start doing the outline. He taught his students to draw the motion 
lines.28

Dickey gained a small measure of national notoriety when one of his students, 
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the minimalist painter Ad Reinhardt, included him in a satirical comic published 
in the June 1946 issue of the leftist tabloid P.M. Reinhardt had spent time 
recuperating at the Navy Hospital in San Diego where Dickey was teaching classes 
and the two had become acquainted.29 A biting satire of the various art factions of 
the postwar period, How To Look at Modern Art in America, was the first and most 
famous of Reinhardt’s family trees and was soon found “pinned to the studio 
walls of artists all over America for years.”30 It showed:

A tree of contemporary art from pure (abstract) “paintings” (on 
your left) to pure illustrative “pictures” (down on your right). If 
you know what you like but don’t know anything about art, you’ll 
find the artists on the left hardest to understand, and the names on 
the right easiest and most familiar (famous). You can start in the 
cornfields, where no demand is made on you and work your way up 
and around. Be especially careful of those curious schools situated 
on that overloaded section of the tree, which somehow think of 
themselves as being both abstract and pictorial (as if they could be 
both today).31

Next to a cornfield flush with the populist likes of Norman Rockwell and Grant 
Wood emerges a thick bodied trunk labeled “Braque Matisse Picasso.” Its branches 
are laurelled in awards and influences, weighted by subject matter, its myriad 
leaves of artists arrayed left to right (reading in concordance with Reinhardt’s 
arrangement of “hardest” to “easiest”), and near the center a huge branch–“that 
overloaded section of the tree”–breaking from its own mass. Dickey’s leaf rested in 
the first cluster to the right of the break, not far from the Russian-American cubist 
Max Weber and the Santa Fe modernist Paul Burlin, caught at the junction between 
“the abstract and the pictorial.”32

Dickey gave voice to his own critical impulses in occasional columns for the San 
Diego Journal in late 1944 and 1945. He used his writing as a forum for whatever 
was on his mind, interspersing musings on art, aesthetics, science, criticism, and 
the Old Masters, with reviews and commentary on the Southern California art 
scene. In one instance, he went so far as to “pass the buck” by turning over most 
of the column to his friend and kindred spirit Lorser Feitelson (1898-1978) when it 
came time to review a Los Angeles exhibition.33 Dickey was invariably outspoken, 
even when the subject was close to home. He gave the following account of the 
opening of the Fine Arts Gallery at San Diego’s temporary quarters in Mission 
Hills during the war:

Conversation was spirited and gay and between the sipping and 
munching would come bursts of superlatives at the drop of an “R.” 
I wish I could tell you what Mrs. So-and-so was wearing. But I can’t. 
For I was occupied in trying ever so desperately to get the merest 
fleeting glimpse of the neglected pictures and sculpture.…Each year 
is like the year before, with corporal’s guard of artists and sincerely 
interested laymen struggling valiantly against great odds to look and 
to see and to experience art, despite the debilitating obbligato of the 
inevitable host of twittering dilettanti.34
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Dickey’s appraisal of Baranceanu’s contribution to an Art Guild exhibition was 
equally candid if rather more warm-hearted: 

Though Belle Baranceanu’s self-portrait stands out also in sharp 
relief from the surrounding paintings with its subjective inquiry and 
strong design, it is still far from her best work. I had promised Miss 
Baranceanu a scolding for sending it at all because I know how much 
better a painter she really is. It would have been a great deal more 
pertinent to the display of her excellent talents, I think, if she had 
been represented by one of a number of her other works in the show 
upstairs, where as in past instances in exhibitions from coast to coast, 
she could stand with the best of contemporary Americans.35

In a passage that captured both his iconoclasm and his wry humor, he defended 
his own critical prerogatives:

Not long ago I was informed most haughtily by one with whom 
I had disagreed over some negligible scholastic straw that I am 
interested in no one’s opinion but my own. The informant then 
stalked off in a huff before I could register a denial, for it is not true, 
really it is not. There is actually a fair number of individuals, mostly 
artists, in whose opinion I am greatly interested and for whose works 
and ideas I have the profoundest respect. Still there are others, oh, 
many others, I must confess, whose opinions I find it impossible to 
respect in the slightest.36

In 1946, Dickey, along with Baranceanu, Fred Hocks, and architect Lloyd 
Ruocco, became a founder of the Allied Artists Council, a group devoted to 
fostering interaction among artists of varying disciplines and the general public. 
The group started with a series of informal meetings at the art complex at 3066 
First Avenue where Baranceanu, Dickey, Melisse Jewell, and Hocks had their 
studios. It was short lived but ambitious in its efforts to forge an interdisciplinary 
artist’s collective in a rapidly growing city still lacking the sense of community 
that both Baranceanu and Dickey had known during their days in Chicago. 
Separate committees were established for painting, crafts, theater, dance, film, 
photography, music and architecture. A foreign film festival, a fine arts ball and 
speakers such as Man Ray and Aldous Huxley were among the notable events 
sponsored by the council.37 Although the larger vision of the Allied Artists Council 
failed, it left a lasting legacy in its offshoot the Allied Craftsmen, who held yearly 
exhibitions at the Fine Arts Gallery for thirty-three years.

As the 1940s gave way to the 1950s, Dickey’s personal life and his art underwent 
drastic changes. Settled into a Pacific Beach house designed with San Diego 
architect Sim Bruce Richards, his body began to fail.38 The effects of his diabetes 
greatly curtailed his activity. For at least one period during the early 1950s, he was 
confined to his bed for three months, allowed to rise for only four hours per day, 
and dependent largely upon the care of Melisse Jewell.39 

Dickey’s long-term relationship with Jewell was threatened by his involvement 
with another woman, Ethel Greene, a young painter from Boston. They met 
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when Dickey was working as an artist at the Naval 
Electronics Laboratory in Point Loma. Greene, 
recently arrived from Boston, was already an admirer 
of Dickey’s work which she had seen exhibited in 
New York and the two began taking lunch together.40 
They were married February 27, 1950, and divorced 
less than three years later, in August 1952.41 Dickey’s 
father expressed his reaction to this marriage: 

We wish you all the best of everything—
but as you may well imagine, a great part of 
our thought is for Melisse, who as you know, 
has a bead on the little Rosary of Christlike 
people I have known—of whom Mom heads 
the list.

Our suggestion is that Melisse hop aboard 
El Capitan and come on to Chicago and make us a visit. She’s the one 
entitled to a Honeymoon.42

Letters from his parents indicate that Dickey and the two women shared the 
same home for at least part of the time. Ethel Greene may have moved out to 
live on her own later in the marriage. Even after this separation, they discussed 
what would happen if she had Dickey’s child and raised questions about whether 
parenthood would require a more traditional family structure. In any event there 
was never a child (evidently to Dickey’s regret) and the nature of the marriage 
remains mysterious.43 Greene reflected fondly upon Dickey in later interviews and 
credited him with encouraging and influencing her own paintings but she made 
little mention of the circumstances surrounding their union and its dissolution.44 
After his divorce, Dickey returned to Melisse Jewell and they were married in 1955.

In 1950, Dickey reflected on the progress of his art:

Yes, I believe I am inclining toward abstraction. It’s mainly because 
one is dealing then more directly with form relationships, and not taking 
advantage of that convenient gap in the hedge of allowing the subject 
matter to carry the load.…Perhaps abstractionists are seeking for a unity 
of forces. It might even be a quest to unify the forces in the individual 
living in a world where he does not find that concord or harmony.45

The postwar period saw an increased interest in non-objective or abstract 
painting but the style was far from universally accepted. It was particularly 
controversial in the conservative social and political climate of San Diego. When 
Hope Deferred, an abstract painting by Dana Point artist John McLaughlin won 
first prize at the San Diego Art Guild Spring Exhibition in 1948, the selection was 
greeted by outrage from partisans of more traditional art. As a result, many future 
competitions would have separate juries for “modern” and “conservative” work. 
Dickey himself addressed the issue when he served on the “modern” jury at the 
San Diego County Fair in 1951:

Self Portrait, 1946, by Dan Dickey. 
©SDHS, Union-Tribune Collection, 
#UT 90:05004-8a.
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The big question in judging a picture is whether it is a living thing 
or a dead thing. If a juror is any good at all, he should be able to tell 
what values are present in any picture.46 

Dickey produced few completely abstract works but an untitled painting from 
late 1951, formerly in the collection of the La Jolla Art Center, is ample evidence of 
his facility within the pictorial language of abstraction. Subject matter is gone and 
with it his characteristic line, leaving only a gently modulated wash of richly hued 
orange and red tones surmounted 
by expressionistic strokes of 
textured black. Dickey called 
subject matter the “gap in the 
hedge.” Without it, he was free 
to explore the essential qualities 
of rhythm, form and color, free 
of the danger that he will be 
“carried away by the referential 
elements” which distract the 
viewer from intimations of the 
sublime.47 In the absence of a 
figural subject, the melancholic 
poetry of Dickey’s art is all the 
more starkly exposed. 

For all his forays into 
modernism and abstraction, Dickey took pains to emphasize his profound 
connection to the past. When a review singled out his abstract San Romano Revisited 
for reflecting the influence of contemporary New Bauhaus painter Gyorgy Kepes, 
Dickey replied that he had not seen Kepes’ work prior to painting his own. Instead, 
his abstract was rather an “homage to Paolo Uccello [Florentine painter of the 
battle of San Romano, circa 1440], that perennial modernist and space-cadet par 
excellence and one of my most revered spiritual forefathers.”48

The 1950s were also a time of great loss for Dickey. His birth mother, Ellen 
Rose Higgins, died in 1952 and his father followed in 1953. At the same time, his 
own health continued to deteriorate. In a handwritten Christmas card, its shaky 
penmanship here and there exaggerated for effect, Dickey mused: 

 FLEETING
 GREETING.
 I’M
 EATING,

 MEETING,
 BEATING

 TIME
 

(but time is running out, but fast) – Dan49

Untitled, 1951, by Dan Dickey. Oil on board, 16 x 20 inches. 
Collection of William Perrine.
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Though he began suffering 
from episodes of double vision 
and his artistic output decreased, 
Dickey continued to exhibit and 
to teach as much as his health 
would allow. Ettilie Wallace 
noted, he was “an invalid, who 
refused to live like one.”50 He 
enjoyed a reputation as San 
Diego’s preeminent artist/
intellectual and a strong network 
of friends and supporters. His 
one-man show of drawings at the 
Art Center in La Jolla opened in 
1959, ending the decade on a high 
note. It was a great success both 
as a record of his achievement 
and as a statement of potential. 
Dr. Armin Kietzmann noted in 
the San Diego Union:

His decision to show 
drawings predominantly 
is a courageous step 
and one which–as the 
scarcity of such exhibits 
denotes–only few 
painters can afford.…
In the choice of themes 
an extension of range may also be observed. Beside female heads 
and hands, seated or crouching nude or draped figures there appear 
a self-portrait study, Cezannesque landscapes, compositions with 
standing figures and landscapes, and also a few of those abstractions 
which Dickey had done intermittently for 12 years….The show reveals 
an intensity which might be the source of many new developments.51

On the night of November 1, 1961 he and Melisse were dinner guests at the 
home of Ettilie Wallace, along with Baranceanu and several others. Wallace later 
recalled the evening:

I think it was only a party of about 8 or 10 at most and we…before 
the evening was over we were all looking at one another with very 
tender loving looks. We all spoke of this afterward, that there was 
something very special about the atmosphere of appreciation of one 
another. Not that that was sad. There was nothing maudlin, there 
was nothing overt. It was just an atmosphere that was…had a glow to 
it. And the next morning we got a phone call from Melissa. She said 
‘Dan is dead’.52

By the Sea, 1940, by Dan Dickey. San Diego Historical Society 
#91.137.1.
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Daniel Ellsworth Dickey died November 2, 1961. On the occasion of Melisse’s 
birthday the following January, Baranceanu wrote:

My birthday wish to you is that you get well soon and hurry back 
to Dan’s studio and finish it as shrine for his work. I don’t think you 
realize that it was you who made it possible for Dan to paint – your 
loving care and help and inspiration.53

In February 1962, the Fine Arts Gallery of San Diego honored Dickey with a 
memorial show, the largest exhibition the museum had ever undertaken for a 
local artist. By the Sea, one of 
the show’s major oils, was 
purchased for the museum’s 
permanent collection.54 Wallace 
curated another further 
retrospective at the San Diego 
Library’s downtown branch 
in 1978. Of the eighty-some 
pieces on display, thirty-five 
were self-portraits constituting 
a visual autobiography. In a 
review of the show, critic James 
Britton quoted the artist:

Every year in the 
last moments before 
my birthday rolls 
around (that is toward 
midnight) I make a 
self-portrait drawing 
or painting…Usually 
I am dead for sleep.…
Nobody recognizes my 
self-portraits as images of me…and with fatigue, etc., prevailing, plus 
mirrored reversal of form, why should they?

Britton paid tribute to his friend:

To those who knew him, Dan was a man of great humor, kindly 
consideration and bemused wonderment at the antics of all. I don’t 
think I ever saw him without a trace of a smile except when I came on 
him bent over a drawing or standing before an easel, when intentness 
was total.55

Dan Dickey in 1962. ©SDHS, Dickey collection.
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‘Morning’: Melissa, 1938
Olympia, ca. 1938
Three Nudes, 1939
Madonna and Child, 1939
Young Girl’s Head, ca. 1939
Untitled, 1940
Abbey, 1940
Europa, Spring, 1940
Embrace, 1940
Woman in Blue, 1941
Mother and Child, 1941
By the Sea, 1942-46
Madonna, ca. 1942
Pensive Woman: Head, 1944
Portrait of Betty, ca. 1944
Piero, ca. 1945
Autumn, 1946
Rondeau, 1947
Mother and Child, ca. 1947
Woman in Red, 1948
Girl with Mandola, 1949
Girl’s Head, ca. 1950
Red Haired Woman, 1950

Chez La Chose Jaune, 1952
Girl’s Head, 1952
Two Heads, 1952
Girl in Gray, 1953
Woman with Bird, 1953
Allegory, 1953
Portrait of Mary, 1953
Fantasy Abstraction, 1954
Blue Turban, 1954
Girl with Chinese Lute, 1955
Untitled Abstraction, ca. 1955
If You Wish, ca. 1958
Configuration with a Red Haired Girl, 1958
The Hand, 1960
Pavanne, n.d.
Lady in a Chair, n.d.
Blue Plate with Fruit, n.d.
Head, n.d.
Self-Portrait, n.d.
Self-Portrait, 1945
Self-Portrait, 1950
Self-Portrait, 1954
Self-Portrait, 1960

Unidentified exhibition list, Dickey manuscripts, San Diego 
Historical Society: 

Contemplation, tempera
House with Banana Tree, watercolor
Monoprint #1, black and gray
Head of Girl, line drawing over wash
Composition, mixed media
Configuration, red, yellow with black ink
Embryonic, oil
Joy, monoprint
Man in Blue Cap, watercolor
Heritage House, watercolor with ink
Grey Girl, pastel with charcoal
Girl in Shawl, charcoal
Woman with Cat, block print
Woman in Blue Turban, oil

A partial list of works by Dan Dickey

From Ettilie Wallace, Dan Dickey Memorial Exhibition (San Diego: Fine Arts 
Gallery of San Diego, 1962): 
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Woman in Red Blouse, oil
Composition, oil in red, black  
and white
Red Haired Woman, oil
Morning, oil
Repose, oil
Chez la Chose Jaune, oil
Configuration, oil in greens, black
Monoprint #2, abstract heads
Boy and Girl with Guitar, charcoal
Head, charcoal
White Bowl, tempera
Leda and Swan, block print
Monoprint #3, green, orange, 
yellow
Oranges, Green Lemons, mixed 
media
Geometrical Composition, oil
Horses in Pasture, mixed media
Two Women with Flower, oil
Fruit, watercolor

Additional works exhibited and/or published56

Arabesque, ca. 1941, charcoal
Configuration With Red Haired Girl, oil
Debarkation
Fantasy in Scarlet, oil
Girl in Yellow, 1938, painting
Head of a Girl, 1940, oil
Leona
Morning, 1938, oil
Mother and Child, 1941, crayon
Mousehound Asleep
Nina’s Christmas Dinner, 1936, painting
Olympia, granite sculpture
Portrait of My Mother
San Romano Revisited 
Spring 1940, 1940, ink
Two Girls, gouache
Untitled, abstract, Spring-Summer, 1957, oil
Untitled, monotype abstract
Vaediction, 1942, oil

Untitled sketch of a seated woman, n.d., by Dan Dickey. Pastel 
chalk on pale blue/green paper. San Diego Historical Society 
#83.53.8.

Two Figures, n.d., by Dan Dickey. Gouache on 
paper. San Diego Historical Society #83.53.1.
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The Philanthropic History of Las Patronas

On June 2, 2007, the San Diego Historical Society recognized Ms. Terry Cooper 
and Las Patronas for their dedication and support of local charitable organizations 
with the presentation of the San Diego Historical Society’s Legacy Award for 
Philanthropic Leadership. Cooper, current president, has been a member of Las 
Patronas for six years and has had a variety of roles within the organization, 
including Vice-President of Grants, Jewel Ball Co-Chair, Board Recording 
Secretary, Warehouse Chair and Donations Chair.  In her current capacity, she 
serves as general executive of the organization and is an ex-officio member of all 
committees. Under the guidance of Terry Cooper, along with the dedication group 
of volunteer members, Las Patronas plans to support nonprofit organizations 
within the county for years to come.

Shortly after the end of World War II, a dedicated group of women from La 
Jolla formed Las Patronas, a philanthropic organization dedicated to assisting 
local charitable institutions throughout San Diego County.  For nearly sixty 
years, Las Patronas has donated more than $12 million to over one thousand 
nonprofit organizations that have provided valuable community services in the 
areas of health, education, social services and cultural arts.  Based on the efforts 
of the founding members, Las Patronas has, over time, gained recognition for its 
generous tradition of giving to the community.

Rana Simpson, wife of the mayor, San Diego Mayor Jerry Sanders and Terry Cooper, President of Las 
Patronas, at History Makers Dinner, U.S. Grant Hotel, 2007.
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The concept of supporting local charities has long been a part of Las Patronas 
history.  In 1947, a committee of fourteen members organized the first Jewel Ball 
at the La Jolla Beach and Tennis Club in an attempt to raise money for the China 
Relief Fund, a charity dedicated to providing aid to the people of China.  With 
200 guests in attendance, the inaugural Jewel Ball raised $1,357 for the Fund and 
received much acclaim.  As a result of its initial success, the Jewel Ball has become 
an annual event, serving as the primary fundraising event hosted by Las Patronas.  

Preparations for Jewel Ball take place throughout the year, as the organization’s 
president and ball chair oversee fifteen different planning committees and twenty 
administrative positions established specifically for the event.  Highly decorative 
sets are designed for the Jewel Ball and are then transported to the La Jolla 
Beach and Tennis Club prior to the gala; all installation and set-up is handled by 
members of Las Patronas.  Immediately following the night’s festivities, the all-
volunteer members of Las Patronas once again physically return the Beach and 
Tennis  Club to its original condition.    

All proceeds generated from the Jewel Ball are distributed the following year 
through numerous grants, which are awarded to various nonprofit organizations 
in the County.  Recipients of these grants must complete an application and 
interview process and awards are given for capital items.  Major and minor grants 
are dispersed during two funding cycles each year.  Major grant beneficiaries 
receive more than $20,000 and are chosen in the fall; minor grant beneficiaries 
receive up to $20,000 and are chosen in the fall and spring.  In 2007, the eleven 
major grant recipients were: Camp Fire USA San Diego and Imperial Counties 
Council, The Old Globe, Helen Woodward Animal Center, Family Health Centers 
of San Diego, Rady Children’s Hospital – San Diego, The San Diego Aircraft 
Carrier Museum, The San Diego Museum of Art, St. Paul’s Retirement Homes 
Foundation, University of San Diego School of Leadership and Education Services, 
Urban Corps of San Diego and Voices for Children.  In the same year, Las Patronas 
awarded minor grants to sixty-six local beneficiaries.   The San Diego Historical 
Society congratulates Terry Cooper and Las Patronas for their outstanding work in 
the community. 
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John Sutter: A Life on the North American Frontier. By Albert L. Hurtado. Norman, 
OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006. Bibliography, photographs, index, and 
notes. 412 pp. $34.95 cloth.

Reviewed by David Miller, Lecturer, Department of History, University of San 
Diego.

Few names in the history of California are more widely renowned than that of 
John Sutter (1803 – 1880). A Swiss immigrant who arrived on the North American 
frontier in the 1830s, Sutter’s life intersected many significant moments, places, 
and people in the West. With permission from Mexican authorities he founded 
the well-fortified agricultural and trading colony New Helvetia in California’s 
Sacramento Valley in 1840. This put him center stage to witness, and to shape, 
many events important to the development of both the West and the nation, 
including the doomed Donner expedition, the Bear Flag revolt, the United States 
conquest of California, the Gold Rush, and California’s entrance into the Union. By 
the time of his death many Americans knew him as the savior and gracious host 
of many weary immigrants. The distinguished explorer John Frémont spoke on 
behalf of the Associated Pioneers of the Territorial Days of California at Sutter’s 
funeral, recalling a great pioneer who carved an empire out of the wilderness, 
a leader to whom the nation remained indebted. Sutter was the man who made 
California.

Albert Hurtado reveals a much more complicated, troubled figure who in 
many ways gained renown in spite of himself. While Sutter’s life did touch many 
important moments in California history, he was far from the heroic settler 
of popular memory. His personal habits were at times ugly. He was addicted 
to the bottle, gullible, self-promoting, delusional, a philanderer, lacking good 
business sense, and perpetually in debt. Yet Sutter was at the same time gracious, 
well mannered, and amiable. He occasionally made poor choices that led to 
his downfall when better decisions would have brought with them much more 
financial security and personal well being. In this way Hurtado seems to suggest 
that history is still very much shaped by the choices individuals make. While 
much of western historiography revolves around the debate of the West as process 
versus the West as region, Hurtado reminds us that the West also included fallible 
people.

Hurtado’s portrait of Sutter and the world he lived in also demonstrates the 
contradictions and ambiguities of American empire. The conquerors succeeded 
only at great expense to many people. “It is important to understand,” Hurtado 
concludes, “that the national triumphs of the nineteenth century caused dreadful 
human suffering, that benefits to some meant costs to others” (p. 346). One 
example is the issue of labor in the West. Hurtado shows that Indian labor made 
Sutter’s (and many other westerners’) success possible. Sutter simply could not 
have managed to run New Helvetia without a tractable labor force. To that end 
he used many strategies to control Indian labor, ranging from gifts and wages to 
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discipline, debt, and military violence.
This portrait of Sutter is a welcome addition to the biographies of the West and 

Hurtado succeeds in his efforts to expose the nuances of a complex and troubled 
man. More importantly, Hurtado’s efforts to speak to the broader currents of 
Western history are just as successful. Hurtado demonstrates his mastery of 
the potential for biography to highlight the connections among individuals, 
institutions, culture, and myth. He joins a growing list of accomplished western 
historians such as Howard Lamar (Charlie Siringo’s West: An Interpretive Biography 
(Albuquerque, NM, 2005)), who are using the fascinating lives of westerners to 
spotlight broader historical events and processes. Using a personal narrative to 
illuminate historic change is not a new methodology, but Hurtado demonstrates 
that in the right hands it still holds many promises. Readers will appreciate 
Hurtado’s ability to reveal the intricate relationship between individuals, place, 
and process in the West.

King of the 40th Parallel: Discovery in the American West. By  James Gregory Moore. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University, 2006. Bibliography, illustrations, index, and 
notes. iii + 387 pp. $55.00 cloth. $21.95 paper.

Reviewed by Barry Alan Joyce, Associate Professor of History, University of 
Delaware.

 King of the 40th Parallel: Discovery in the American West is at once a biography 
of Clarence King and a window into the origins of post-Civil War scientific 
exploration of the American West. Author James Gregory Moore, Senior Research 
Geologist Emeritus with the U.S. Geological Survey, writes as an “insider,” a 
latter-day kindred spirit who has literally trod the same western terrain in the 
name of science as did King and his cohorts. Moore relies on letters, journals, 
and government records to map out the mercurial life and career of the 
remarkable King, whose accomplishments set the standard for the systematic and 
comprehensive surveying of the American West.

The author follows the trail of this native New Englander from his early 
youth to his days at Yale, where he became enthralled with the idea of melding 
science and exploration while under the tutelage of James Dwight Dana, one of 
the scientists from the United States Exploring Expedition of 1838-42. At Yale 
King forged a close, life-long friendship with future western topographer James 
Gardner. In classic western fashion, King and Gardner eschewed a prolonged 
academic training in the East for the lure of western adventure and discovery. 
These fresh-faced college boys crossed the continent and found employment with 
the California State Geological Survey.

Within a few short years, King, still in his twenties, had parlayed his 
experiences into directorship of the most extensive and ambitious scientific 
survey of its time – the Geological Exploration of the 40th parallel. This Army-
sponsored survey, begun in the late 1860s, cut a 100-mile swath west to east across 
the western landscape from the Sierras to Wyoming. It generated a wealth of 
scientific and topographical data and reports on a heretofore unstudied section 
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of the nation. The demands of this project inspired the participants to develop 
innovative research techniques and methods of reporting that set the standard for 
all subsequent surveys of the American West. King’s professional career peaked in 
1879 when he was named the first director of the United States Geological Survey.

King of the 40th Parallel brings to life those heady days when the seemingly 
unspoiled American West promised to reveal the deepest secrets of antiquity – 
in the form of geologic strata, glaciation, volcanism, fossils, and, perhaps most 
telling, precious metals – to those rugged, intrepid scientifiques willing to brave 
its harsh environments. This initial, “unspoiled” era of western science was 
surprisingly brief. By the late 1870s, expeditions funded by various public and 
private institutions were literally bumping into each other throughout the West 
in overlapping efforts – mapping the mapped, discovering the discovered. This 
redundancy predicated the creation of the United States Geological Survey in 
1879. King’s life and career personified this era – exciting, intense, fruitful and 
brief. King flamed out by the age of forty, resigning the directorship of the USGS 
in 1881 after less than two years on the job. Always the entrepreneur, King spent 
the remainder of his life pursuing private endeavors in an unsuccessful attempt to 
become rich by exploiting his knowledge of the geology and precious metals of the 
West.

But there is more to Clarence King than this chronology suggests. King of the 
40th Parallel captures the essence of King’s personality. For all of King’s academic 
training and acquired skills, his greatest attributes were his curiosity and 
imagination, his love of adventure, and especially his cognizance of the inherent 
beauty in nature. Such traits occasionally put him at odds with fellow scientists 
in the field who may have grown frustrated with his seemingly endless search for 
the perfect panorama. For instance, paleontologist William Gabb preferred King to 
spend less time admiring the view and more time helping him hunt for fossils (p. 
73). Others frowned upon King’s prosaic field reports colored by an obsession with 
the nineteenth-century Ruskin School of Art.

But everyone loved his stories. According to Moore, all who came into King’s 
presence were invariably captivated by his gift for spinning a yarn. He was 
an inveterate storyteller who enlivened and brightened any gathering, and he 
parlayed this talent into his popular 1871 adventure narrative, Mountaineering in the 
Sierra Nevada, a work that gained him celebrity status in the 1870s as the beau ideal 
of the romantic, hardy scientist/explorer. It is in this work that King’s “sensitivity 
and his genuine interest in all humankind” shines most brightly, and is what sets 
him apart from the typical “academic” of his era (p. 224).

Moore himself seems to submit to the magic of King’s narratives and self-
described adventures. Despite an occasional caveat that King “was not averse 
to embellishing his facts for the sake of excitement” (p. 61), Moore makes little 
attempt to substantiate King’s stories with alternative sources. Does it matter?  If 
the author’s ultimate intent is to conjure the essence and spirit of this remarkable 
man, then it probably does not, although it would have been reassuring if at least 
a few of King’s adventures chasing bears, fighting Indians, and dodging bullets 
at point-blank range could have been corroborated through a companion account. 
Ultimately, one is left to hope that King was able to draw effectively the line 
between his tales of adventure and his scientific reporting.
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History May Be Searched In Vain: A Military History of the Mormon Battalion. By 
Sherman L. Fleek. Spokane, WA: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 2006. Chronology, 
historical introduction, footnotes, two appendices, bibliography and index. 415 pp. 
$37.50 cloth.

Reviewed by Chuck Gunderson, Independent Scholar, Temecula, CA.

Much has been researched and written about the Mormon Battalion and 
its contribution to the Mexican-American War (1846-1848). Sherman L. Fleek, 
however, draws upon his experience as a colonel in the United States Army and 
military historian to provide a fresh perspective on the Battalion’s history. Military 
historians have typically ignored the Battalion and their efforts since they did 
not engage in a single battle during their march, but Colonel Fleek wishes to 
establish that despite a lack battlefield experience, the Battalion served with honor 
and distinction, completed their enlistment with few deserters, and ought to be 
respected as a regular army unit.

This is indeed a noteworthy and valuable text, especially in the author’s 
utilization of new source materials previously unavailable to scholars of Battalion 
history. Fleek also draws upon his own decorated career to discuss protocol and 
retrace the Battalion’s steps. Furthermore, his military experience helps Fleek 
expose the Mormons’ feelings towards their service to the United States forces. 
Fleek does especially well to reveal Mormon soldiers’ fortitude and commitment 
despite expressions of hostility from gentile fellow citizens.

History May Be Searched In Vain demonstrates the unique history of the 
Mormon Battalion--the only unit in American military history that was recruited 
from one religious body and was mustered into federal service with a religious 
designation. Also unique is that it was the Mormon’s religious leader, Brigham 
Young, and not military authorities, who made the call for the men to enlist. The 
time-honored military tradition of the men electing their leaders was also usurped 
by the Mormon prophet Young as he chose his own leaders. Young even allowed 
some women and children to march alongside their husbands, another unique 
occurrence in the annals of American military history.

Colonel Fleek writes a complete and accurate account of the reasons for 
Mormon enlistment, including the desire to save the Church from financial 
ruin, as they became part of General Stephen W. Kearny’s Army of the West. The 
Battalion’s experiences are well chronicled by Colonel Fleek through his use of a 
variety of primary sources that detail the soldiers’ long westward march to the 
Pacific. For example, passages of the recently unearthed journal of Dr. George 
B. Sanderson, a volunteer assistant surgeon who traveled with the Battalion and 
whom the Mormon soldiers fittingly named “Dr. Death,” are included in this 
work. Dr. Sanderson’s journal is most descriptive in recounting the hardships the 
Battalion endured in crossing burning deserts and harsh wilderness and surviving 
on scant food and water.

Colonel Fleek has also expertly researched and debunked a myth that both 
the Mormon Church and other noted historians have perpetuated for over a 
century: that the Battalion’s trek of 1,950 miles constituted the longest infantry 
march in United States military history. One of the Battalion members, Sergeant 
Daniel Tyler, wrote that the “crowning achievement of the Battalion was carving 
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a great national highway across the desert,” to which Colonel Philip St. George 
Cooke, a career officer who accompanied the Battalion, responded, “History may 
be searched in vain for an equal march of infantry” (p. 317). Colonel Fleek rightly 
bestows the honor of the longest infantry march on the 6th U.S. Infantry. This unit 
in 1858 marched eight companies of men from Fort Leavenworth to Fort Bridger 
to assist, ironically, in the Utah War to quell a supposed Mormon uprising. Upon 
arrival at Fort Bridger, this division of soldiers was then reassigned to continue 
their march to the Pacific and completed a distance of 2,200 miles, thus surpassing 
the march of the Mormon Battalion.

History May be Searched in Vain is a valuable addition to the collected works 
of the history of the Mormon Battalion. Especially informative is Colonel Fleek’s 
recounting of time-honored military terms, traditions, and customs that existed in 
the Battalion. The work serves as a valuable resource to students and scholars of 
the American West.

Chinese American Voices: From the Gold Rush to the Present. Compiled and edited 
by Judy Yung, Gordon H. Chang, and Him Mark Lai. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California, 2006. Bibliography, chronology, glossary, illustrations, index, and notes. 
486 pp. $60.00 cloth. $24.95 paper.

Reviewed by Lauren E. Cole, Ph.D. candidate, Department of History, 
University of California, San Diego.

“The story of the Chinese in America,” this volume’s editors assert, “has been 
curiously told” (p. xv). They point out that narratives of American history have 
largely neglected Chinese and Chinese American experiences, or have been told 
without reference to Chinese American perspectives. And it is such storytelling 
that distinguished historians Judy Yung, Gordon Chang, and Him Mark Lai 
amend with this impressive anthology. Culled from their personal collections and 
newly-mined sources, Chinese American Voices: From the Gold Rush to the Present took 
more than a decade to compile. Many of the interviews, poems, speeches, songs, 
and letters that appear alongside newspaper articles and personal reminiscences 
have seen limited publication or appear here in English translation for the first 
time. Non-specialists will appreciate the introductions that preface each section 
of this volume and every document. Judicious footnotes provide additional useful 
information and interesting tidbits.

Chinese American Voices is divided into three chronological parts, the first 
spanning the 1850s through the end of the nineteenth century. Norman Asing’s 
1852 critique of the Chinese exclusion movement in California and a report written 
by survivors of a deadly 1885 riot perpetrated against Chinese miners in Wyoming 
may be familiar. Others may be less so, such as a Saum Song Bo’s letter questioning 
why Chinese immigrants should contribute money to build a pedestal for the 
Statue of Liberty since they faced exclusion and “insults, abuse, assaults, wrongs 
and injuries from which men of other nationalities are free” (p. 56). Similarly 
intriguing is Wen Bing Chung’s account of life as a college student in the United 
States, including his participation in a baseball game against a cocky Oakland, 
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California team in 1881. (The Chinese students “walloped” their opponents, thanks 
in part to their “twirler” who learned the fine art of pitching at Yale University 
(p. 35).) Finally, Elizabeth Wong’s account of a mui tsai (bond servant) reveals the 
circumstances of one woman’s migration to and life in Hawai’i in the early 1900s.

Part Two focuses on the turn of the century through the Second World War, 
charting the experiences of American-born generations and the ties between 
persons in the United States and China. Eddie Fung’s memoir of his time as a 
prisoner of war during World War II, for instance, reveals how Fung came to 
understand himself as both American and Chinese. The fluid nature of migration 
and the importance of transnational financial and social ties unfold in Chin 
Gee Hee’s 1911 letter to the Chinese Six Companies, seeking assistance for a 
railroad project in China. Similar themes are reflected in a report by the Chinese 
Women’s Association, which raised funds for war relief for China and provided 
social services for Chinese families in 1930s New York. And actress Anna May 
Wong’s account of life in Los Angeles and Europe in the interwar years contrasts 
markedly with Helen Hong Wong’s experiences as a detainee at Angel Island, 
a Midwestern merchant’s wife, a laundress, and a factory worker. Of particular 
note in this section is Liu Liangmo’s account of how in the 1940s Paul Robeson, 
drawing connections between the oppression suffered by African Americans in 
the United States and Chinese in China, helped popularize in America the song 
that became the national anthem of the People’s Republic of China (the “March of 
the Volunteers”).

The final and most extensive section, making up nearly half of the volume, 
spans World War II through the early twenty-first century. Themes evident earlier 
reappear here, including immigration, reflections on identity, assimilation, and 
race, and strategies for challenging inequality and discrimination. The relationship 
between global politics and U.S. migration policy emerges in accounts of a Chinese 
war bride’s suicide in 1948 and Binh Ha Hong’s essay about her family’s escape 
from Vietnam and resettlement in Oregon in the late 1970s. Scientist Hsue-
shen Tsien’s efforts to return to China in the 1950s and Maurice Chuck’s semi-
autobiographical story about the Confession Program speak to the wide-ranging 
effects of McCarthy-era anticommunism on families across the United States. 
Finally, several documents articulate the widely different experiences of Chinese 
and Chinese American identity. Stand-outs include Sheila Chin Morris’s biracial 
adolescence in Minnesota, Bonnie Lew’s reflections on growing up in Mississippi, 
Jeffrey Paul Chan’s 1970 interview with writer Frank Chin, and Kitty Tsui’s poetry 
about the intersection of race, gender, and sexuality.

These sixty-plus documents handsomely illustrate dominant themes in Chinese 
American history and complement recently published monographs on the subject. 
Despite the difficulty of doing so, the collection takes an important step towards 
reflecting the regional diversity of Chinese America. Some readers may wish the 
editors had turned a more analytical lens on the documents, but this in no way 
diminishes their thoughtful demonstration of the richness of Chinese/American 
storytelling. Chinese American Voices offers general audiences accessible and 
engrossing narratives and provides faculty committed to using primary sources in 
the classroom a wealth of excellent material.
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The Transnational History of a Chinese Family: Immigrant Letters, Family Business, 
and Reverse Migration. By Haiming Liu. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 2005. Bibliography, illustrations, index, and notes. xiii + 257 pp. $62.00 cloth. 
$23.95 paper.

Reviewed by Hung Cam Thai, Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology 
and Intercollegiate Department of Asian American Studies, Pomona College.

In chronicling the complex social history of an upper middle class family who 
traversed between China and the United States over three generations from the 
late nineteenth century to the 1970s, Haiming Liu makes a significant contribution 
to transnational historiography. Liu challenges us to rethink carefully traditional 
theories of immigrant adaptation and acculturation, and he pushes our analytical 
focus to questions of how and why the “community of origin” played a pivotal role 
in the early periods of Asian American immigration after the emigration process 
took place. The central point that comes across in this meticulously researched and 
clearly written book is that much of what we know about Asian American history, 
until very recently, has been about the “American” stories of Asian immigrants 
in the United States, rather than the “Asian” stories that persisted as immigrants 
entered the United States in the early waves of Asian American immigration. 
Therefore, Liu moves away from models of framing immigrants who go from rural 
to urban, traditional to modern, and immigrant to “American” by providing a lucid 
account that these binaries were certainly blurry as the logics of transnationalism 
existed well before scholars wrote about them in the last two decades.  

The historical evidence from the book is extracted from over nine hundred 
letters and writings as well as from family documents of the Chang family from 
Kaiping County in the province of Guangdong, China. Liu also uses records that 
were recently released from the National Archives and Records Administration of 
the United States. The strength of this book is its emphasis on specific life histories 
of various members of the Chang family and on careful usage of archival data to 
tell the social history of this transnational family. The book traces the life of Sam 
Chang, the eldest son of Yitang Chang, who in 1900 left his children (including 
Sam) and wife in China to emigrate to Los Angeles in order to open an herbal 
shop for non-Asians. The first half of the book tells the stories of the origin of this 
family, how transnational processes took place, and the stories of the herbal shop 
as part of the larger pattern of immigrant self employment. The chapter on the 
history of the herbal shop provides a fascinating account of how white Americans 
adapted themselves to Asian therapy in what Liu calls an example of “reverse 
assimilation.”

The latter half of the book focuses on general issues of racial discrimination, 
adjustment in the United States (and in China after migration), the constant 
movement and traffic of letters, people, and ideas, and the little known pattern of 
“return migration” during this time. In 1910, Yitang married an American born 
Chinese woman because his first wife in China had died of illness in 1908. By 
1915, Yitang sponsored Sam, his first son from this first wife, to come to the United 
States and take over an asparagus farm that Yitang had invested with money 
he made from the herbal shop. Sam, with the help of Yitang, also sponsored the 
immigration of his wife and several children to the United States. The last three 
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chapters of the book poignantly depict processes of self employment and how 
Sam’s and Yitang’s children (from the second marriage) viewed education as the 
key route to upward mobility in the United States. Yet, because of discrimination, 
some of the children returned to China for professional careers. For example, 
Yitang’s third and fourth sons from the second marriage earned medical degrees 
from American universities but could not find jobs. They therefore returned 
to China for their entire careers and only resettled in the Untied States upon 
retirement. One of Sam’s sons earned a Ph.D. from Georgetown and returned 
to China to work as a diplomat, serving at one time at the Chinese embassy 
in Nicaragua. Liu convinces us that the Chang family had deep transnational 
practices as soon as Yitang arrived in the United States in 1900.  

While the book focuses on one Chinese American family, it tells a much larger 
story about transnationalism in general, about race and ethnicity, and about gender 
relations, mobility, and self employment. I highly recommend this book for classes 
in Asian American history, race and ethnicity, immigration, transnationalism, and 
social inequality.

Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight: Fear and Fantasy in Suburban Los Angeles. 
By Eric Avila. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004. Bibliography, 
illustrations, index, and notes. xx + 308 pp. $21.95 paper.

Reviewed by Allison Varzally, Assistant Professor of History, California State 
University, Fullerton.

This book continues the run of recently published works that positions Los 
Angeles as central to understanding twentieth-century United States despite or 
even because of the city’s distinctive characteristics. Popular Culture in the Age 
of White Flight examines the “the spatial and racial reconfiguration of urban life 
in post-World War II Los Angeles” (p. xiii). Although the movement of white 
ethnics mobilized by racial prejudices and favorable federal policies out of 
central city districts is an often told story, Popular Culture adds an intriguing and 
important twist. It explores changes in mass cultural forms and socio-political 
ideals precipitated by this migration.  Leaving behind the uncertainties and 
inconveniences of the modern industrial city where classes and races casually 
mixed, long established and newly minted whites sought out and found in suburbs 
a more comfortable, predictable, and segregated environment. Their preference 
for the orderly and homogenous over the unruly and heterogeneous remade the 
substance, aesthetics, and locations of popular culture. The book’s most original 
argument is that as suburbanites played and lived in spaces that reflected an 
appreciation for the private over the public, their political subjectivities shifted. 
They increasingly embraced the privatized, individualistic ethos of conservatism, 
rejecting the communal orientation of the New Deal. 

Avila highlights different points on the city’s mass cultural map – film noir, 
Disneyland, Dodger Stadium, freeways – to explain the emergence of a white 
suburban identity. Two very successful genres of film in the late 1940s and 1950s, 
noir and science fiction, depicted the modern city, especially Los Angeles, as a 
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site of deterioration and decay, inhabited only by the most dangerous, depraved, 
and dark skinned. The implication of such damning depictions was that whites 
should remove themselves from and erect barriers against the “black city.” Avila 
continues his story in the “vanilla suburb” of Orange County, where the newly 
constructed Disneyland offered an escape for suburban residents. It celebrated and 
promoted exactly those values of consumerism, patriarchy, and patriotism that 
they esteemed. Yet thanks to an aggressive program of urban redevelopment, even 
the landscape of the center city was being remade according to suburban priorities. 
As part of the elite’s grand scheme to revive Los Angeles’s downtown, a fortress-
like Dodger Stadium was built upon a hill surrounded by parking lots, accessible 
only by freeways. Stadium advocates saw the razing of the Chavez Ravine 
neighborhood, the forcible displacement of its working class Chicano residents, 
and the rejection of plans for public housing as well worth the realization of their 
vision. The substitution of freeways for an extensive network of streetcars further 
privatized and racialized the experiences and political perspectives of postwar 
Angelenos.

Overall, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight makes a persuasive case for 
the reconfiguration of space and its corrosive effect on a vision of community 
that celebrates the diverse, the unpredictable, and the inclusive. In the epilogue 
Avila attempts to disguise his own dismay at the values expressed in the new 
political and spatial arrangement, asserting that “the point here is not so much to 
mourn the passing of an idealized New Deal order, which was fraught with its 
own internal tensions and contradictions” (p. 228), yet the rest of the book does 
little to portray the transition as something other than a devolution. His nostalgia 
for the gritty, busy streets of the pre-World War II city would be less conspicuous 
and problematic if he had spent more time exploring the ideas and actions of 
white suburbanites. Given that one of the book’s intentions is to consider “the 
cacophonous stories that constitute culture”(p. xiii) – something it does well when 
discussing resistance to the construction of Dodger Stadium and the expansion 
of freeways – the interests of suburban whites should be sketched out rather than 
assumed and simplified. Also, while Popular Culture details how Los Angeles’s 
inner city Mexican and African Americans participated in a conversation about 
space and politics, the voices of the multiracial city’s Asian Americans and 
minority suburbanites are surprisingly silent. A discussion of “yellow flight” or 
“brown flight” and even “black flight” may have blurred the line Avila draws 
between “Chocolate Cities” and “Vanilla Suburbs,” but it might have added yet 
another dimension to his fascinating sketch of the new urban order. 
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Materializing the Immaterial: The Architecture of Wallace Cunningham. By Joseph 
Giovannini. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006. Illustrations and 
index. 160 pp. $50 cloth.

Reviewed by Molly McClain, Associate Professor, Department of History, 
University of San Diego.

This book highlights the architectural achievements of Wallace Cunningham, 
a modernist architect inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright. Eighteen case studies of 
his projects illustrate his ability to create structures that respond poetically and 
functionally to the western landscape. The book is not so much a retrospective as 
an introduction to the work of a practicing architect in San Diego.

Born into a working-class family in Buffalo, New York, Cunningham saw his 
first Frank Lloyd Wright house, the Darwin Martin House (1904-06), when he was 
twelve years old. He wrote, “I loved the way it took control of the property. The 
house was heavy and dark, but then these ribbons of light came through into the 
rooms, and some of the spaces…” (p. 17). After graduating from high school, he 
went to Chicago where he fell into a group of artists and intellectuals who owned 
and admired modernist houses. Patrons, including Frances Snow Moran and her 
sister Mary Snow, sponsored his education at the Chicago Academy of Fine Arts 
and a brief apprenticeship at Taliesin. 

Cunningham came to San Diego in the late 1970s at the invitation of Moran’s 
daughter and son-in-law. Having purchased a 4.5 acre property in Rancho Santa 
Fe, they wanted a house that would fit into the bowl created by two canyon 
ravines. Cunningham designed and built “Wing House” (1979-82), where he 
sought to convey, in architecture, the ripples created in water when two stones are 
thrown into a pool. He did this by building two concrete block semi-circles that 
traced the geometry of the canyons before meeting in a vortex. According to the 
author, “the house derives meaning from the landscape, and the narrative of man’s 
integration with the landscape via architecture and dwelling” (p. 145).

His subsequent work includes “Aperture” (1986) located on a spectacular 
promontory in Cardiff-by-the-Sea; “Cabin” (1985) in Julian, built for Horton and 
Diana Sherwood; “Sea View” (1985) in San Clemente, designed for internationally 
prominent surfing photographer Jeff Divine; “Cityhouse” (1995) in La Jolla, created 
for Judith and Bennett Greenwald; “Promontory” (1997) in Rancho Sante Fe, built 
for Stan and Pauline Foster; “Brushstroke” (1995) in La Jolla, designed for biologist 
Paul Saltman and his wife Barbara; “Earth Fire Water” (1997); “Harmony” (1997); 
“Arbors” (1997); “Ray” (1999) on a hillside overlooking the ocean in La Jolla; 
“Crescent” (1998) in Encinitas; and “Razor Bluff” (1998) in La Jolla, near the Salk 
Institute. 

Cunningham views himself as both an artist and an architect. He creates 
forms that, in his words, are “as sculptural as they are architectural.” His poetic 
impulse gives rise to geometric designs that express motion and metaphor. “Open 
up a structure to sky, landscape, and view,” he writes, “and the building becomes 
alive. Your soul has a place to enter” (p. 10). Like many formalists, he emphasizes 
the timeless beauty of eternal forms: the straight line, the sphere, the square, and 
the spiral. He uses light—shadows, reflections, and refracted light—to define and 
shape a structure. He occasionally celebrates architecture as pure form, without 
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function. For example, at the back of “Harmony,” he placed a lone, freestanding 
column “that had no purpose other than its own existence” (p. 145). 

Author Joseph Giovannini adopts the nuanced language of the critic to describe 
Cunningham’s work and architectural philosophy. It is clear, however, that he is 
a fan. He places Cunningham among an illustrious group of twentieth-century 
architects, including Wright, Le Corbusier, Irving Gill, R. M. Schindler, Mies van 
der Rohe, Eero Saarinen, Frank Gehry, and John Lautner. At the same time, he 
emphasizes Cunningham’s originality, describing him as a self-educated architect 
with a highly individualistic practice. He notes that works such as Wing House 
offered “a highly original response and alternative to the polarizing Modernist-
Postmodernist style wars” raging in the 1980s (p. 145). 

Materializing the Immaterial: The Architecture of Wallace Cunningham is a 
beautifully illustrated and enthusiastic assessment of the work of a prominent San 
Diego architect. It is recommended to anyone interested in the built environment 
of Southern California.

Real Indians: Identity and the Survival of Native Americans. By Eva Marie Garroutte. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003. Bibliography, illustrations, index, 
and notes. xv + 223pp. $50.00 cloth. $19.95 paper.

Reviewed by Renee M. Laegreid, Assistant Professor of History, Hastings 
College.

Eva Maria Garroutte, whose previous works have focused on providing 
a Native perspective on the use of Indian images in popular culture, turns 
her attention to a controversial issue among Native American tribes today – 
determining who is, or is not, a “real” Indian. In Real Indians: Identity and the 
Survival of Native Americans, she presents a thoughtful discussion on the pros and 
cons of the most common means of determining “Indianness.” She argues that 
the inability of Native peoples to come to terms with this issue has profound 
consequences on both the personal and tribal level. More than just a philosophical 
discussion, Garroutte offers her theory, Radical Indigenism, in the hopes it will 
encourage a discussion among Native peoples to find a solution based on their 
own traditions.  

The first four chapters cover the most common tests used to determine 
Indianness, moving from what may seem the most precise method, legal 
definitions, to blood quantum, cultural definitions, and self-identification. Her 
discussion of legal distinctions covers the bewildering array of definitions used by 
individual tribes. The federal government does not provide clear guidelines, either; 
Garroutte notes that “since the U.S. Constitution uses the word ‘Indian’ in two 
places but defines it nowhere, Congress has made its own definition on an ad hoc 
basis” (p. 16). While legal definitions do protect Native Americans who meet the 
criteria, she argues the rules admit some into the group who perhaps should not be 
there, and excludes others who, because of a legal technicality, are denied the right 
to participate as full members of their tribal community.

Blood quantum has not provided an easy solution, either. Garroutte delves 
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into the unsatisfying question—how much blood is enough?  The issue of blood 
quantum among Native Americans, having to prove one has enough Native blood 
to belong, is contrasted to the “black rule,” where, historically, the smallest trace of 
black heritage instantly and irrevocable moved a person’s racial designation from 
“white” to “black.” Why is it, Garroutte asks, that Indians are under such pressure 
to prove their Indianness, when for other ethnic or racial groups their identity is 
either unquestioningly accepted, or imposed upon them?

An Osage grandfather remarked, “If I look at a person and he’s actin’ and 
he’s doin’ and he’s thinking in the direction of an Indian, then he’s an Indian, 
regardless” (p. 73). Using a cultural standard for determining Native identity, the 
third means test discussed, may work on a personal level, but Garroutte argues 
its difficulties when determining the identity of a tribe. Citing contemporary 
legal cases, she argues a tribe’s need to meet cultural standards of Indianness 
denies the reality of their need to adapt to changing circumstances over time, and 
leads toward a definition of Indianness that is stereotypical and static. The fourth 
standard, self-identification, is the most problematic. While self-identification 
holds the promise for Native people who find themselves excluded from tribal 
membership using the other methods, it also opens the door to non-Indian 
people appropriating Indian ceremonies and traditions for their own purposes. 
The difficulties of determining who is or is not Indian, Garroutte argues, rests 
on the means testing, which are based in non-Indian ways. Her solution, Radical 
Indigenism, calls for Native peoples to find their own answers based on their own 
traditions. Radical Indigenism “assumes that scholars can take philosophies of 
knowledge carried by indigenous peoples seriously,” and allow Native Americans 
to “reframe the questions we ask about Indianness and to guide our inquiries 
in different directions” (p. 10). Garroutte examines the kinship system to show 
how many of the painful and divisive effects of current means testing could be 
diminished or eliminated.  

This is a thoughtful, well-written book that fits into the growing scholarship 
by Native Americans insisting on approaching Native issues on their own 
terms, based on their own traditions and values. Garroutte anticipates a negative 
response from the Academy; I suspect the academy—and lawyers—will not 
disappoint her, despite her well-reasoned arguments. Ostensibly written with a 
Native readership in mind, this book should be read by anyone interested in both 
the complexity of the Indianness question and current intellectual trends among 
Native scholars.
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BOOK NOTES

American Catholics and the Mexican Revolution, 1924-1936. By Matthew A. 
Redinger. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005. Appendices, 
bibliography, notes, and index. xii + 260 pp. $45.00 cloth. $22.00 paper. This 
monograph explores the reaction of American Catholics to the anticlerical aspects 
of the Mexican Revolution and Constitution of 1917.

Desert Cities: The Environmental History of Phoenix and Tucson. By Michael F. 
Logan. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006. Maps, illustrations, 
tables, notes, bibliography, and index. xii + 228 pp. $29.95 cloth. Focusing on 
environmental factors, this study investigates urban rivalry and the growth 
patterns of Phoenix and Tucson.

The Opium Debate and Chinese Exclusion Laws in the Nineteenth-Century American 
West. By Diana L. Ahmad. Reno, NV: University of Nevada Press, 2007. Notes, 
bibliography, and index. xvi + 132 pp. $34.95 cloth. Diana Ahmad explores how 
Anglo-American concerns about the impact of opium smoking on morality and 
public health contributed to demands for the restriction of Chinese immigration.

Sea La Luz: The Making of Mexican Protestantism in the American Southwest, 1829-
1900. By Juan Francisco Martínez. Denton, TX: University of North Texas Press, 
2006. Illustrations, maps, graphs, tables, appendix, notes, bibliography, and index. 
xii + 196 pp. $24.95 cloth. Martínez examines Protestant missionary efforts in the 
Southwest and the Mexican Protestant communities of the region. Members of 
these communities, he suggests, frequently encountered hostility from both Anglo 
American Protestants and Mexican Catholics.

The United States Congress and National Defense, 1915-1939. By Henry C. Ferrell, 
Jr. 2 vols. Lewiston, KY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2007. Bibliography and index. 
1448 pp. $199.95 cloth. Henry Ferrell examines the role of the Congress in shaping 
national policy regarding defense and preparedness. The work devotes significant 
attention to leaders of West Coast states.
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