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Next OCHS will be Quiet

Our next Orange County Histori-
cal Society General Meeting will
be held Thursday, June 9, at
7:30 p.m. at the Trinity Episcopal
Church, 2400 N. Canal Street in
Orange located behind the Or-
ange Mall. This will be a quiet
program as it will be on ‘OC
Silent Movies.’

A piggyback on the current Old
Orange County Courthouse
Museum exhibit, the program
features silent films shot in Or-
ange County. We first hit the
silver screen in 1910 when D.W.
Griffith directed “Two Brothers”
for the Biograph Company. This
film was thought to have van-
ished, but we will screen a copy
recently found by the Smithson-
ian. This cowboy flicker includes
many locations you'll recognize
immediately. Orange County
served as Hollywood’s back lot
from using Seal Beach as the
Red Sea to cowboys and Indians
at the Lasky Camp in Santa Ana
Canyon. Many silent movies were
shot here with the likes of Buster
Keaton, Mary Pickford, Douglas
Fairbanks, Lon Chaney, Theda
Bara, Harold Lloyd, Fatty Arbuckle
of Santa Ana, and more. Thanks
to Steve Oftelie for editing these
clips together.

Quiet continued on page 2

OC’s World of Leisure
By John Bushman

Orange County seemed to be
growing houses instead of or-
ange groves after World War II. By
the 1960s, chain saws were top-
pling citrus trees daily. The fever
spread and old row farms became
rows of homes. Once the Mission
Viejo Company opened up South
County it was ‘Katy bar the door.’
The horde of housing halted in the
90s, but 55 years ago one devel-
oper saw not just a golden egg, but
a plan to the future. His name was
Ross W. Cortese.

Cortese grew up in Long Beach
and Glendale, but dropped out of
high school to work a fruit-and-
vegetable stand. His father, a real

estate salesman, taught him about
selling houses, so Ross went into
a market where the fruits of his
labors brought greater rewards. He
began buying old houses, improv-
ing them, and selling them at a
profit.

In 1951 Mr. Cortese tried building
deluxe developments instead of
the typical post-war cookie-cutter
tracts. He received some notori-
ety for his efforts by constructing
homes with architecturally sig-
nificant features in his tracts at
the Lakewood Rancho Estates in
Long Beach (1953) and the mod-
ern Frematic Homes (1954) in the
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also serve the likes of popcorn and refresh- -4 * = 8= |
ments in the “lobby,” and have copies of Jim \ } b ’ =
Sleeper’s book, “Great Movies Shot in Or- I d

ange County” available for sale. Non-mem-
bers are welcome, so bring friends and get
a front row seat at Silent Movie Night, June
9th, 7:30 p.m., at Trinity Episcopal Church,
2400 N. Canal St., in Orange!

OCHS Bulletin
Volunteers Still Needed

The Orange County Historical Society is
administered by a volunteer Board of Direc-
tors. But we could always use assistance in
other areas and you could help with some vital
tasks. As a member, you could volunteer as a
“greeter” at our monthly evening meetings. Or
you could help with refreshments at the end
of the meeting. It’s a good way to get involved
and to meet your fellow members!

We need people every month, but you do not
have help us on a regular basis (like the OCHS
Board does), but just occasionally help those
doing various duties. With meetings once a
month we could use ten people, so bring a
friend to join the OCHS as your volunteer
partner.

Many tasks are available and some are fun
events. Recently the OCHS worked an informa-
tion booth at Rancho Fiesta Day at Heritage Hill
Historical Park in El Toro. Our members wore
“Old West” outfits to fit the mood. We also had a
booth at the Anaheim Historical Society’s Home
Tour in May using our new OCHS Banner to
attract viewers.

If you would like to volunteer, call John Soren-
son at (949) 559-5668 or email him at grncv8@
peoplepc.com. Or ask a Board member (wear-
ing a Board name tag) at the next meeting
about what is involved. Thanks for thinking of
helping your history society.

Leisure World developer Ross W. Cortese, center

LaPalma-Brookhurst and Gilbert-Broadway tracts just
north and west of Disneyland. [1]

He formed the Rossmoor Corporation with partners,
including Governor Goodwin Knight. The Company’s was
named for himself and the marshy land near Los Alami-
tos - old timers remember going duck hunting there. [2]
Cortese bought 600-acres of land from the Fred Bixby
Ranch Company and construction commenced in 1956.
The development was between Los Alamitos and Seal
Beach in an unincorporated pocket and was the largest
tract built in the County to date. [3] Called Rossmoor, he
sold 3,800 homes there in three years. “It just took off like
a bomb,” he recalled in 1989. [4]

Most developers just built housing tracts, but Cortese
cultivated a community. He provided potential buyers with
fully furnished model homes, a new concept then, instead
of just a drawing of a future house. Houses cost $17,000
to $20,000, very high for the times. It was planned to
include tree-lined streets, schools, parks, and recreation.
The layout formed natural neighborhoods for safety and
property values. The area also had two shopping centers
and a medical complex. The first homeowners settled
there in June 1957. [2]

Each neighborhood was near a community school so stu-
dents could walk there. Rossmoor School opened in the
fall of 1958 and so did discussion about incorporating.
Folks figured the area would be annexed to Seal Beach,
Garden Grove (Long Beach was also considered), or join
Los Alamitos once it incorporated. Cortese left it in the
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resident’s hands and they voted to not incorpo-
rate. It was all quiet on the Western front until
1965 when Los Alamitos attempted another
annexation. As Rossmoor residents reviewed
the plan, Seal Beach snatched their business
area and adjacent undeveloped land. [2] That
memory lingers and Rossmoor remains unin-
corporated.

With Rossmoor’s success behind him, Cortese
moved on to another big project. He bought
nearly a square mile of land in Seal Beach for
a planned residential community. What was
unique about this tract was that, unlike Ross-
moor, it would be built just for senior citizens.
He called it “Leisure World” and it was the first
major planned senior retirement community of its kind
in the U.S.[4] Construction began in 1960. The units
were bought quickly and owners also received shares
in the development. [5]

It also changed the image of seniors forever from a
sedentary existence to an active lifestyle. With 6,600
units and 9,000 residents it would be nearly half of
the households and one-third of the population of
Seal Beach. [5] The housing consisted of one or two
bedroom apartments as well as condominiums. Rent-
als were discouraged and only allowed only on a year
lease. “Move-in Day” was June 6, 1962, and the first
residents arrived as moving vans circled the commu-
nity for two miles. [6]

Cortese had a reputation as a detail master and it
was his idea to have the huge metal globe in the front
of Leisure World as its signature icon. He also felt
the key to his plan was “Walled City Security” with

Moulton Ranch with sheep
Courtesy OC Public Library Archives
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Rossmore Leisure World

Seal Beach
Postcard from Don Dobmeier Collection

24-hour private security for traffic, safety, and guarded
entrances. He also utilized his Rossmoor community
concept in Leisure World and divided the site into ar-
eas called Mutuals. Each Mutual elected its own board
of directors to run the area’s affairs. They could have
their own rules, regulations and policies of occupancy.
For instance, the exterior landscaping was maintained
by the Mutuals, but residents had the option of main-
taining their own landscaping. [7] In many respects
Leisure World was self governed like a city within a
city.

Like Rossmoor before it, Cortese covered the obvi-
ous needs of owners, except he provided the seniors
with round the clock ambulance and nursing services
plus free mini-bus shuttles for outside shopping. There
was a Health Care Center with a pharmacy, radio-
logical and lab services, plus physical therapy. It had
a Jacuzzi, huge heated swimming pool,
lifeguards, and shower and dressing rooms.
It had a 9-hole, 3-par golf course with a

pro shop, four convenient club houses with
kitchens, 17 meeting rooms throughout the
site, and even shuffleboard courts. Large
events were held at the movie theaters or at
the 2500 seat amphitheater with a profes-
sional sound for stage for well-known enter-
tainers to perform in the summer. [8]

By 1962 Cortese, like many in Orange
County, was selling homes like hotcakes.
So for his next act he bought 3,600 acres

of the former Moulton Ranch property in
Laguna Hills at $2,300 an acre, according to
Cortese’s former Public Relations man Dick
Lewis.[4] Cortese built an even larger senior
community area with 12,736 homes. It also

Leisure continued on page 4
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Leisure continued from page 3

had swimming pools, clubhouses, shuffle-
board courts, lawn bowling greens, ten-

nis courts, and golf courses. Plus the new
Leisure World had a library, a garden center,
and a stable. The units also had options
like fireplaces and wet bars available, and
Laguna Hills Leisure World (LHLW), had 14
gates for easy travel. [4] The first 10 own-
ers moved into the community September
10, 1964. It became home to about 20,000
seniors who have a fare-free bus system to
shop or get medical care adjacent to LHLW.

Cortese faced some serious issues building
senior living in the South County: the lack of water
and sanitation facilities. So his company formed a
private water district and bought water from the Met-
ropolitan Water District. As there was no sanitation,
(most of the homes in the area were on septic tanks
at the time.) he started a private sanitation district.

Like Seal Beach, seniors lined up to get in on the
first 1,018 Leisure World manors that were for sale

in April, 1964. They sold like hotcakes and by 1980
the second Leisure World (six times bigger than

Seal Beach) was completely built. In 1966, Practi-
cal Builder magazine named him “the biggest home
builder in the United States.” In 1983, he was elected
to the Housing Hall of Fame by the National Assn. of
Home Builders. [9]

Cortese decided to liquidate Rossmoor Corp., but
he just couldn’t stay away. His new company, RCC
Inc., set up a nearby office to resell units. To show-
case LHLW he built the Rossmoor Regency in
Laguna Hills, a 192-unit hotel run like a top resort.
Open in November, 1988, it catered to customers
65 and over, offering a full range of services, in-
cluding a chauffeured Rolls-Royce for sightseein

Clubhouse II,
Leisure World
(Laguna Woods)
March 1973

Postcard

from

Don Dobmeier
Collection

1966as station

from Orange County Archives

The City of Laguna Woods was incorporated on
March 24, 1999 and over 90% of its population is in
Laguna Woods Village (the name was changed from
Leisure World in 2005).

After finishing his first two Leisure Worlds, Cortese
told the Los Angeles Times in 1989 that he deemed
the experiments successful. [4] As president and chief
executive officer of RCC Inc., he moved on to a 4,000
home Leisure World community in Maryland. He also
started one in northern California, but stepped away
soon after due to regulations. He then built Leisure
Worlds in other states and eventual there were seven
new globes.

Seal Beach resident Al Hanson, a former member of
the Golden Rain Foundation (a non-profit to govern
Leisure World), described Cortese as “a man of his
word.” His handshake was more binding than a writ-
ten contract; “If Ross said, ‘I'll do it,” he did it,” Hanson
said. [4]

Leisure continued on page 5
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OCHS CALENDAR
Board Meeting
June 2, 2011 Trinity

June 9, 2011 MEETING
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‘OC Silent Movies’

The program features silent
films shot in Orange County.

Next meeting will be
September 8, 2011

At Sherman Library and
Gardens, Corona del Mar
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