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February Program
The Creation of Mission Viejo and Aliso Viejo

he birth and early development of the com-

munities of Mission Viejo and Aliso Viejo
will be the topic of the Orange County Histori-
cal Society’s general meeting on February 9th.
Bob Bunyan, President of the Aliso Viejo Com-
munity Foundation (AVCF), and former execu-
tive with the Mission Viejo Company, will give
us his first-hand account of the creation of these
master-planned communities that once were
grazing lands for cattle. The program will begin
at 7:30 pm, at Trinity Episcopal Church, 2400 N.
Canal St., in Orange.

Mr. Bunyan has served as President of the AVCF
since 1999. Previously, he was a vice president
in charge of sales and marketing with the devel-
oper during the acquisition, planning, and devel-
opment of properties within Aliso Viejo. Prior to
that he worked with the Mission Viejo Company
helping to plan and build the Mission Viejo com-
munity. He continues to be engaged in the com-
pletion of the Aliso Viejo master development
plan, and through the AVCEF, is also involved in
the city’s affairs and activities.

After the presentation, Mr. Bunyan will sell and
sign copies of his new book, Images of America:
Aliso Viejo. A portion of the profits will help
support college scholarships for Aliso Viejo high
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Program by Bob Bunyan

February 9 7:30 p.m.

Like Mission Viejo, not too many years ago,
the area now called Aliso Viejo was a working
ranch. The land had changed little since Mexico .

granted it to Don Juan Avila in 1821. The Moulton March 8— Olive Through the Ages by Daralee Ota
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Mission Viejo continued from page 1

family bought it over 100 years ago and formed the Moulton
Ranch.

In 1976, the Mission Viejo Company purchased the last acres
of the ranch for the planned Aliso Viejo community. The first
residences were sold in 1982 and the burgeoning area became
Orange County’s 34th city in 2001.

This is a unique opportunity to hear from someone involved in
the evolution of both Mission Viejo and Aliso Viejo. The story
of how they went from ranchos to growing towns to modern cit-
ies should be fascinating.

The free program is open everyone interested in history, so in-
vite a friend. We hope to see you there!
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The Seventh Mission
by John Bushman

Mission San Juan Capistrano captivated crowds long before
Knott’s Berry Farm and Disneyland put Orange County on the
map. The Spanish Missions are California’s oldest structures and
its most-visited historic monuments. They stand as tributes to Fa-
ther Junipero Serra’s dream, the Franciscans’ determination, and
the local Indians’ dedication.

The Viceroy of New Spain gave the Franciscan Friars the honor
to continue constructing missions in Alta California (our state)
after their success in Baja California. Spain’s plan was to use the
religious and military outposts to aid western colonization. The
Friars built living and livery quarters, grew food and raised live-
stock, as well as worked to convert the natives to Christianity. The
first Alta California mission was the San Diego de Alcald in 1769.
By 1823 this practical procedure produced 21 missions from there
to Sonoma.

The San Juan Capistrano Mission story is rooted in Gaspar de
Portola’s travel through our county. On that trip Padre Juan Crespi
noted meeting indigenous people. So the Viceroy dictated that a
new mission named San Juan Capistrano be built between the San
Diego and San Gabriel Missions. An expedition stayed near the
Sajavit Indian village and built an arbor, hung two bronze bells

The Seventh Mission continued on page 3
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The Seventh

San Juan Capistrano Mission

from a tree, and erected a wooden cross. It was con-
secrated October 30, 1775 by Father Fermin Lasuén
of Mission San Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo. But
before settlement, the natives in San Diego attacked
and a padre was killed.[1] Fearful the attack would
end Spain’s control, the military leader, Lieutenant
José Francisco Ortega, took his troops to San Diego.
The priests buried the mission bells and followed.

A year later soldiers, Padres Junipero Serra, Grego-
rio Amurrio and Pablo de Mugéartegui, traveled to

the old mission site named “Mission Vieja.” They
excavated the bells and built a new arbor. Incredibly,
the wooden cross was still standing. Father Serra
celebrated a Mass there on November 1, 1776, which
is considered the founding date. [2] But water was
limited, so they went west near the Trabuco and San
Juan streams, and the Acagcheme village.[3] The
Mission was built in present-day San Juan Capist-
rano and named for a 15th century Italian theologian,
Giovanni da Capistrano. Mission San Gabriel pro-
vided livestock and labor.

The first thing the padres did was position the church
east-west to utilize sunlight. Once its position was
secured the remainder of the complex was built. The
workshops, kitchens, living quarters, and storerooms
were in a square, which it rarely was as the padres
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used their feet to measure. Father Amurrio per-
formed the first baptism on December 19, 1776.
The chapel there is the oldest building in Cali-
fornia still in use. It was built in 1782 and called
“Serra’s Chapel” or “Serra’s Church.” It is the only
authenticated spot Junipero Serra celebrated mass.

San Juan mission strived to be self-sufficient as
shipments of supplies were neither timely nor
generous. The padres planted fruits and vegetables
from Asia and Europe and grew wheat, maize,

and barley. Grapes were grown to ferment into
wine for trading and religious uses. The San Juan
grapes, called Criolla, were sown and wine pro-
duced in 1782. The friars continued converting the
natives and by 1796 the number of Christians was
over 1,000. The padres hoped to expand the mis-
sion and they needed the Indians help to sustain
it.[4]

All was well until December 8, 1812, the “Feast
Day of the Immaculate Conception.” Jolts from
earthquakes near Wrightwood struck during a
mass.[5] The 7.5 quake buckled the church and
when the shaking stopped, most of the ceiling had
caved in and the bell tower was badly damaged.
Some 40 natives and two boys (bell ringers) were
killed. This followed a prior disaster when crops



The Seventh Mission continued from pg 3
and structures suffered severe damage
from storms and subsequent flooding.

The missions peaked in 1821, the same
year Mexico gained independence. The
Mexican government made Alta and Baja
California territories, and decided to close
the missions. Many Californios wanted
independence, leading to strife on both
sides.[6] José Figueroa, the new Gover-
nor, was slow to enforce the Seculariza-
tion of California Missions law,[7] which
called for the mission lands to be sold to
aid colonization. Mission San Juan Cap-
istrano was to be first. Governor Figueroa
issued a “Decree of Confiscation” in
1834. In 1845 Governor Pio Pico sold the
mission to James McKinley, a merchant,
and John Forster, Pico’s brother-in-law,
for $710. The Forsters moved into the mission swiftly
and stayed there for 20 years.

Issues between the Mexicans and those moving west
led to the United States-Mexican War. Quick U.S.
victories led to the Treaty of Hildalgo which gave the
U.S. New Mexico, Alta California, and made Texas’
southern border the Rio Grande River. In exchange the
U. S. paid Mexico $15 million and assumed $3 million
in claims against Mexico by U.S. citizens. Critics cried
California and New Mexico were worthless. Yet the
U.S. got half a million miles of land and the discovery
of gold and silver enriched many and made more move
west. Called just ‘California’ in 1848 when ceded to
the U.S., it gained statehood in 1850. On March 18,
1865, President Abraham Lincoln signed a proclama-
tion to give the Mission lands to the Roman Catholic
Church. The document is at the Mission museum.[8]
Ownership was for 44.4 acres, about the size of the
original Mission. [9]

The mission was dilapidated and did not have a priest
until April, 1866 when Father José Mut arrived.(10) By
1873 he and 40 Juanenos were the only residents. They
could not halt the deterioration. To spread the faith,
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Mission San Juan Capistrano partly restored in 1896.
the right is the sala, which was the chapel from 1891 until
Serra’s chapel was restored in the 1920s. Center is Father
Mut’s quarters with a loft he built
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Padre Mut established a circuit-riding ministry to
nearby villages.[11] By the late 1800s, most Juane-
fos had left to work elsewhere and Father Mut
departed in 1886. The mission languished.

But the San Juan mission was far too famous to
fade away. It had been honored historically by
Richard Henry Dana in “Two Years before the
Mast.” In the late 1800s, articles appeared about the
mission and artists arrived to do paintings. Serra
Chapel was abandoned after a roof collapsed in
1891 and the mission needed repairs. Modifications
were made to the original adobe church including

a new cross-topped espadaia at the south end so it
could serve as a church. In 1894 the Atchison, To-
peka and Santa Fe Railroad built a “Mission-style”
depot nearby. [12]

In 1895 Charles Fletcher Lummis, noted journalist-
photographer and historian, headed a group to
tackle restoration.[13] Over 400 tons of debris was
moved, walkways repaved, walls filled in, and some
buildings re-roofed.[14] The renovations continued
under Father St. John O’Sullivan who came from
Arizona in 1910 in hopes sunny California could
cure his tuberculosis. He became the first resident
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The Seventh MISSIon contmued from page 4
priest since 1886. He redid window frames, made
beams, and saved many items. Father O’Sullivan’s
efforts helped restored the mission.
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The “Golden Altar,” an early Baroque-style altarpiece
in the north-end sanctuary of “Father Serra’s Church.”
Richard Vining Collection

In 1924 Father O’Sullivan asked to go to Mexico
to find an appropriate altar for the Serra Chapel.
Instead, the Bishop gave O’Sullivan permission
to install a retablo in Father Serra’s old church.
The retablo was so tall; the Chapel roof had to be
raised. It is covered with gold leaf. Others inspired
by his work or surprised the Mission was still
there, pitched in to help. By the time of his death
(1933), the mission was in better shape than it had
been in years. Monsignor O’Sullivan’s grave is
on the east side of the Chapel in the old mission
cemetery.

In the1950s money was raised, a school was
opened on the grounds, and the parish improved.
Efforts to restore the ruined west wing began. Cor-
ridor arches were rebuilt using the original arches
as examples; old mission beams were renovated
and repaired. The mission had come full circle.

Begun by Father Junipero Serra in 1769, the 21 mis-
sions were completed in 1823. By then the missions
contained one-sixth of the land in Alta California. Yet
even at 236 years of age, the mission in San Juan Cap-
istrano is still one of the most famous in California.
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