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The history of the town of 
Olive will be presented at 

the Orange County Historical 
Society’s general meeting on 
March 8, 2012. OCHS board 
member Daralee Ota will 
discuss Olive’s founding and 
change to a residential com-
munity. It is free to the public 
and starts at 7:30 p.m. at Trin-
ity Episcopal Church, 2400 N. 
Canal St. in Orange.

Ms Ota’s presentation will 
cover the rancho days of the 
Yorbas, the bustling boomtown 
era when Olive had a thriving 
flour mill, and its citrus era. 
Her website, “Olive through the 
Ages” (http://dragoon1st.tri-
pod.com/olive/), was launched 
when she could not find data 
about Olive online. Daralee 
grew up nearby and wondered 
why the town had faded. She 
has been researching Olive’s 
rich history since 2004.

1938 Flood   continued on page 4

March 8          7:30 p.m.

What Happened to Olive?
Program by Daralee Ota   

Trinity Episcopal Church
2400 N. Canal St., Orange.

   April 12—  Authors’ Night
May 10—Preservation Month

The 1938 Flood
by John Bushman

Orange County has had its share 
of disasters: The 1933 Long Beach 
earthquake; storms that knocked out 
piers; and fires that swept through 
cities and canyons. But one disaster 
stands out for its deadly devastation – 
the 1938 Santa Ana River flood. 
The Santa Ana had a history of flood-
ing. It was a difficult river to tame. At 
96 miles long it is the largest tributary 
in Southern California. It spans four 
counties and drains a watershed of 
2,650 square miles. The river flows 
from the San Bernardino Mountains 
to the Pacific. [1]

Its history here starts with Gaspar 
de Portola’s expedition through the 
then Spanish territory. His entourage 
camped near the river on Saint Anne’s 
Day, July 26, 1769. Padre Juan 
Crespi, the expedition’s documentar-
ian, called it the River of the Sweetest 
Name of Jesus of the Earthquakes, as 
several quakes shook them. [2] 

She added “The Living 
Branch” section to her web-
site to share more information 
about Olive including stories, 
maps, and images contributed 
by individuals with personal 
stories. The community was 
started in the 1800s and was 
known by several names like 
Yorbas and even Santa Ana 
(before Santa Ana was found-
ed). 

Ms Ota is a technical writer at 
a computer software firm and 
has a B.A. in English from 
California State University, 
Long Beach, but has wide 
interests. Her first website 
was the award-winning “Life 
Stories of Civil War Heroes,” 
(http://dragoon1st.tripod.com/
cw/) a resource for students.

Come and learn about the com-
munity of Olive at our next 
meeting - bring a friend! 

 March Program

What Happened to Olive?
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from the President Chris Jepsen 

From My Cold, Dead Hands

Compass Books, one of the 
last two bookstores in Ana-
heim, is closing. It’s just one 
more example of a trend that 
should worry anyone who 
cares about history. 

We’ve been told why brick-
and-mortar bookstores are 
dying: Online shopping is 
cheaper and offers more selec-
tion, and digital readers let you 
store thousands of books in the 
space of one real book. 

But the online shopper can 
only find what they’re specifi-
cally looking for. The magic of 
browsing in a real bookstore 
is in discovering books you 
didn’t know about – often on 
topics you’d never considered. 
For example, I was looking 
for a new Ray Bradbury novel 
when I stumbled across Alan 
Hess’, Googie Architecture, 
which changed my life.

Digital readers are great for 
reading bestseller fiction by 
the pool. But digitally stored 
material is, by its very na-
ture, impermanent. Accessing 
Armor’s History of Orange 
County California, published 
in 1911, is as easy as walk-
ing to the bookcase. Mean-
while, digital punch cards 
of the 1950s through 1970s 
and floppy disks of the 1980s 
and 1990s are already largely 
unreadable. The CDs burned 

in the 1980s and 1990s are 
already degrading.

Even in a best case scenario, 
with careful data migration 
from one format to another (to 
another) over generations, it’s 
still easy to alter information 
that’s only kept digitally. Some 
future publisher or government 
could easily “tidy up” the digi-
tal historical record or control 
access to certain ideas. Just ask 
the Chinese.

At least half the point of put-
ting things down on paper is 
permanence. Good luck to 
historians 100 years from now. 
The “paper trails” they’ll need 
will have long since gone the 
way of your last crashed hard-
drive.

So buy real books and support 
local booksellers. Browse, 
read, and someday pass your 
best books on to the next gen-
eration. Digitized records are 
a great tool for public access 
or to distribute intentionally 
ephemeral material. But the 
crisp white pages of books and 
other publications in your col-
lection – if they survive – will 
one day be our best link to the 
past. 

To paraphrase Charlton Hes-
ton, “I’ll give you my books 
when you pry them from my 
cold, dead hands.” 
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Courier Newsletter Survey Results
by Chris Jepsen

Courier editor John Bushman ran a survey this win-
ter, to find out what people thought about The County 
Courier. Only about 20 people responded, making the 
results a bit unscientific -- But it still yielded some 
general trends and useful comments. First of all, 
respondents seemed to generally be happy with the 
Courier these days. 

News of forthcoming OCHS programs and events 
(the raison d’être for the Courier) seemed to be the 
most popular feature, along with an equal number of 
votes for the short history articles. Suggested topics 
for future articles included the geology of Orange 
County; Santiago Peak “or mountains and canyons;” 
profiles of past presidents or past and present board 
members of OCHS; and Fullerton High School His-
tory. (Hint: You can win extra Brownie Points for 
yourself by actually writing one of these articles and 
submitting it to Mr. Bushman.)

It also seems like people appreciate getting a paper 
rather than digital copy of the newsletter. 

We also received a lot of good, specific comments 
from members. One said they liked “the new histori-
cal look” of the newsletter. Another said, “It would 
be interesting to ask how many graduated in 1940 
and from which of the 12 high schools.” Another said 
they enjoyed OCHS’ first History Hike this past fall. 
And yet another suggested making all our back issues 
available. (We’re working on it!)

Another respondent wrote, “Did you know that in 
1881 O.C. settlers drove horse drawn wagons to 
Huntington Beach to get tar to burn in their stoves for 
heat in the winter? We had cactus and mustard on our 
ranch but no oil on Santa Clara Ave.”

We had heard about collecting peat for fuel from 
Huntington Beach, but didn’t know about the tar. 
(Either one would be pretty rank when burned.)

                                       History continued on page 4

OCHS Annual Dinner at Knott’s!

The history of Knott’s Berry Farm will be the 
theme of the Orange County Historical Society’s 
2012 annual dinner, to be held at Mrs. Knott’s 
Chicken Dinner Restaurant, on Friday, June 15th.  

Featured speaker, J. Eric Lynxwiler, co-author 
of the book, Knott’s Preserved, will share the 
Farm’s colorful history and will debunk a number 
of myths along the way.  In addition, the Orange 
County Archives will present never-before-seen 
film footage from Knott’s past.  Also, watch for 
more details (coming soon) about historical tours 
of Knott’s to be offered by historian Phil Brigandi 
prior to the dinner itself.

Social hour (with a cash bar) begins at 5:30 p.m., 
and your choice of Mrs. Knott’s Famous Chicken 
or vegetarian lasagna, farm fresh salad, rolls, boy-
senberry pie, and beverages, will be served at 6:30.   	
Cost is $30 for OCHS members;  $35 for non-
members.  Tickets are available at OCHS meet-
ings, Orange County Archives, Center for Oral 
and Public History (CSUF), the OCHS website, or 
from any OCHS board member. 

This dinner is open to OCHS members and non-
members alike, so bring your friends. Western 
attire is encouraged but not required.  

Reservations are a must, so please RSVP by June 
5, 2012.  We cannot accept walk-ins at the door. 

For more information, please email 
	 ochsdinner@gmail.com  
	 or telephone (714) 543-8282.
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1938 Flood continued from page 1

In 1862 the area was hit by the ‘Great Flood’ after rapidly 
repeating rains. The Santa Ana burst its banks, flooded 
thousands of acres, and killed many people and animals. The 
Inland Empire became a huge lake. The river sliced through 
Santa Ana Canyon to flood Orange County. It’s been labeled 
a 1,000-year flood.[3] As the city of Santa Ana did not form 
until 1869 and Riverside not until a year later, 
no one did any prevention projects.

In 1938 Orange County had only 127,000 
people, yet the flood is considered its worst 
disaster. After four days of heavy rain, an 8-foot 
wall of water swept through Santa Ana Canyon, 
pushing the Santa Ana River  to devastating 
speed and power. The water washed thousands 
of acres of soil away and ruined the groves. It 
hurt the citrus industry for years, but citrus was 
the least of the damage from the flood. 

There was not much flood control and when it 
rained hard the river roared like the Mississippi 
but in a tighter space. A Department of the Inte-
rior report found that the 1938 flood inundated 
182,000 acres and caused damage totaling some 
$14 million (over $190 million in today’s dol-
lars) [4]  with 60 or so people killed in Orange 
County. The flood crushed every river bridge 
from the town of Yorba to Newport Beach. 
It covered the county in swirling waters that 
ranged from two to 15 feet deep and didn’t dry 
for days. [5] 

When the torrents finally stopped, people, ani-
mals, and homes were gone. Survivors poled 
makeshift rafts down streets that became canals. 
Cars were stacked on one another. Houses were 
reduced to lumber again. Dead animals floated 
in the water. Many Mexican neighborhoods 
vanished. All roads leading into Santa Ana and 
Silverado were blocked. Anaheim was sealed off 
to avoid looting. The county hospital was sur-
rounded by water and could not aid victims.

Newspapers told of the Suffering

Newspaper accounts of the 1938 flood paint 
a surreal scene of surviving and dying. Aerial 
photos showed submerged towns. Cameramen 
filmed the havoc and showed it in theaters to 
reveal “that water controlled is a blessing, but 

Buena Park 1938 flood    	                              OCHS Photo          
                                                             

Orange trees and acreage swept away by the  Santa Ana river 
in 1938 flood                               Tom Pulley Postcard Collection
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roaring and turbulent, a curse.” It left over 2,000 people 
homeless and as many as 170 dead in all the counties. 
[6]

Today people have stories of their family barely escap-
ing. “I lived in a tree,” began Wilber Kamrath in an 
essay for the Orange Daily News. The Yorba Linda 
Star described how Atwood resident William Anderson 
spent the flood in an apple tree: “He had jumped out of 
a window of his house as it floated by the tree.” “The 
flood swept one man two miles out from Long Beach 
into the ocean, when the bridge he was standing on col-
lapsed, but survived when the Navy saved him; his 10 
friends were not so lucky.”

The Los Angeles Times wrote of “rowboat pirates” who 
paddled through the carnage to “leisurely loot” homes. 
The National Guard closed Anaheim “from thousands 
of curious spectators” who sought to go through the 
wood piles that were once homes. The press also cov-
ered animal stories. The Register reported that dogs 
roamed the Atwood and La Jolla areas, “...finding their 
search hopeless. Their human friends gone forever...”

The local newspapers focused many accounts on the 
poor communities where houses were built from scrap 
wood on foundations of a single block at each corner. 
The mostly Mexican areas of Atwood and La Jolla were 
washed away. Of the 32 dead found nearby, most had 
Hispanic surnames. Over 60% were under 15 years old. 
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