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We hope you signed up for our 
June 15th Annual Dinner at Mrs. 
Knott’s Chicken Dinner Restau-
rant before the June 5th deadline. 
Our speaker will be author J. Eric 
Lynxwiler. The following is an ex-
cerpt from Knott’s Preserved, by 
Christopher Merritt and J. Eric 
Lynxwiler. This passage describes 
the origins of  what is now the 
oldest Orange County restaurant 
still in operation at its original 
location and still serving its origi-
nal menu:

“With the success of the boy-
senberry still on the horizon, the 
Knotts weren’t earning enough 
money in 1934 to pay their debts, 
and the banks weren’t loaning. As 
bills mounted, Cordelia Knott had 
one of her many brainstorms: add 
fried chicken dinners to jazz up 

Festival   continued on page 4

  Memorial Service for historian 
Esther Cramer

11:00 a.m., Sat. June 9, 2012
La Habra United Methodist Church

Friday, June 15— 6:30 
Knott’s Berry Farm Dinner 

Thursday, Sept. 13, 6:30 PM
Pot Luck and Program
Sherman Library and 

Gardens, Corona del Mar

the menu at the Tea Room [which 
they’d opened in 1928]. Walter 
expressed doubts but agreed... 
One night in June, Cordelia fried 
up some local poultry and served 
eight chicken dinners on her 
best wedding china, complete 
with salad and rhubarb sauce, 
hot biscuits, vegetables, mashed 
potatoes, gravy, and berry pie 
with ice cream for dessert -- the 
same meal still served today at 
the Farm. Home-cooked by Mrs. 
Knott, the meal would set diners 
back sixty-five cents.

“Walter [Knott] recalled the suc-
cess: ‘In a few weeks, why the 
place was full of people -- at least 
on weekends. That was really the 
turning point in our economic 
life. With the dinners, we had hit 
upon something that... people 

Laguna Art Festival
From canvas to acclaim

Since the first brush stroke on a 
canvas in 1878, the scenery in 
Laguna Beach has attracted art-
ists and art aficionados. By 1895 
the seaside village was known 
through the art of watercolorist 
Norman St. Clair. Artists were at-
tracted to live and paint there and 
the influx of talent was a boon for 
the community as well as their 
own artistic endeavors. 

By the early 1900s, the village 
had a reputation for its art. Lagu-
na was an isolated spot on a big 
ocean, but artists could earn a liv-
ing selling scenic art to tourists, 
vacationers, and patrons. St. Clair 
aided the boom by presenting an 
exhibit in the Laguna Hotel in 
1906. [1] 

Despite just 300 residents, the 
community formed the Laguna 
Art Association (LAA) in 1918 to 

Walter ands Cordelia Knott in 1952.  The station in the background was origi-
nally the Pacific Electric Depot at Stanton.      Photo Courtesy Orange County Archives

Cordelia’s Tea Room Became 
Mrs. Knott’s Chicken Dinner Restaurant

Restaurant continued on page 3      
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What a great season  2011/2012 
has been! OCHS has a fantastic 
new website (OrangeCountyHis-
tory.org);  a popular new History 
Hikes program; a FaceBook page;  
a second annual historical journal, 
(proving that we can indeed do 
this every year),  and a Strategic 
Plan that will guide us into the 
Society’s second century. Mean-
while, our program attendance 
continues to climb, our book sales 
are up, and we’re once again 
offering field trips. We’ve also 
started a serious search for a new 
permanent home for the Society. 

In the coming season I look for-
ward to working with all of you to 
continue our progress on all these 
fronts. For starters, we need to do 
even more to grow our member-
ship. Currently, only seven thou-
sandths of one percent of the Or-
ange County population belongs 
to OCHS. We can do a whole lot 
better than that. We have a great 
“product,” but we haven’t been 
telling people about it.

To converse with historians is to keep good company; many of 
them were excellent men, and those who were not, have taken care 
to appear such in their writings.
Lord Bolingbroke

If you know anyone who 
might enjoy learning about 
local history or just getting 
to know a lot of fun people, I 
hope you’ll bring them along 
to our programs and events. 
(Our season kick-off at Sher-
man Gardens on the evening 
of Sept. 13th would be a great 
introduction.)

Next season, I’d also like to 
see us offer more field trips, 
grow our Friis-Pioneer Press 
Award program for students, 
and partner with other local 
historical organizations for 
special programs.  We may 
also want to consider expand-
ing our publishing program, 
doing some fundraising, and 
exploring other kinds of events 
and member benefits.
If you have ideas and sugges-
tions for OCHS, please email 
me at cjepsen@socal.rr.com, 
or bend the ear of any one 
of our board members. Your 
involvement can make a huge 
difference.

As the kids used to write in 
my yearbook, “Have a rad 
summer.”

Here are ones we should now use:President’s 
Message 
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Restaurant continued from page 1
could afford to drive out for. People made 
a little occasion of going somewhere for 
dinner.’

“Cordelia’s Tea Room began to acquire 
loyal customers and folks came from 
as far away as Pasadena and Glendale. 
The burgeoning restaurant, like the Farm 
itself, was a family affair. In preparation 
for the dinners, Russell Knott would go 
out back to catch chickens and Walter 
would clean them. When guests arrived, 
Cordelia would fry the chicken in her 
kitchen, daughters Virginia and Toni would serve, and the youngest, Marion, would bus the dishes. More 
tourists came, but according to Russell Knott, ‘It grew like Topsy. There was no master plan on our end.’ 
By the next year, seating grew from twenty to forty and, by 1936, the restaurant expanded to seat seventy.” 

By 1939, the restaurant had expanded to seat 600 people, and the lines outside were so long that the 
Knotts had added a variety of diversions to keep the waiting guests occupied. The following year, they 
began building their largest diversion yet: a ghost town. The rest, as they say, is history.

STUNNING NEW 
LOOK FOR OCHS 
WEB SITE

 After a year of planning and many months of building, the newly updated Orange County Historical Soci-
ety website was debuted at the general meeting on May 10.   

You may not have noticed, but our last redesign was back in 1995, equivalent to a few ice ages in Internet 
years.  Building a new site from the bottom up was identified as a top priority while writing OCHS’s stra-
tegic plan last year.  After the Website Committee turned over its dream list, board member Daralee Ota 
began transforming the plan into what you see today.   

The home page, which highlights current news and events, also includes an easily navigable menu bar 
along the top that leads to pages related to research, collections, publications, and the society, itself.  More-
over, a site map located on the left page, includes links to our newsletters, volunteer opportunities, and our 
programs and events. Highlights include links to the Society’s Flickr page (historical photographs as well 
as images of the Society’s multiple activities), bibliography, Orange County history articles, and a Question 
& Answer page. 

If you haven’t taken a look at our new site, please do.  It can be found at the same URL, or web address: 
http://www.orangecountyhistory.org

                                                     Photo from Phil Chinn Postcard Collection
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Festival continued on page 5

promote and support the fine arts. [2] That year, the 
Laguna Art Museum (LAM) held its first exhibit, 
followed by the opening of the Laguna Playhouse. 
The town had become an artist colony.

In the 1920s, the LAA remodeled the old com-
munity center into a gallery. The art exhibits were 
popular so fund raising started to secure a perma-
nent site. One was found on the corner of North 
Coast Boulevard and Cliff Drive, still the LAMs 
home. The artist area attracted residents and it in-
corporated in 1927 with a population of 1,900. 
But the Great Depression covered America like a 
grey canvas and Laguna residents and businesses 
struggled. In 1932 the LAA tried a summer art 
festival following the Los Angeles Olympics in 
hopes that tourists would visit the town before go-
ing home. It was successful and the Laguna Beach 
Festival of Arts was born. Artists could show their 
work and earn a living again.

Inspired, artist Lolita Perine tried a living work of 
art at the second Festival. Dressing residents in cos-
tume, she seated them behind an oversized frame as 
if on a canvas. [3] The Festival became the “Spirit 
of the Masters Pageant” the next two years. [4]  
The event included plays, light shows, art exhib-
its, outdoor pageants, a parade, costume ball, plus 
garden and art studios tours. The event, especially 
Perine’s Living Pictures, was a hit.

The ‘paintings’ so enthralled viewers that in 1935 
Roy Ropp, a local businessman and artist, took 
Perine’s concept to its present-day look. Ropp kept 

Festival continued from page 1SECOND HISTORY HIKE
For our second History Hike this past April, members and 
friends visited the Olinda Oil Museum in Brea, where 
a two-mile trek led us across the hills past a number of 
still-active oil wells. The hikers then visited the 1912 field 
house (now a museum) where Olinda native Jack Smith 

described many of the photos and artifacts as only a native 
son could. A number of outside exhibits are located next 
to “Olinda #1” -- the discovery well of the Olinda field, 
which is still pumping after 115 years! Planning for our 
fall History Hike is already underway, and details will be 
announced later this summer.

ANAHEIM CEMETERY TOUR

Cynthia Ward, historian and Vice Chair of the Orange 
County Cemetery District, led us on a fascinating tour of 
the historic Anaheim Cemetery on May 12th. Walking 
among the restored mausoleums, and ornate headstones, 
OCHS members learned about a wide variety of historic 
personalities and families, from the German pioneers of 
Anaheim, to the city fathers of Westminster and Placentia, 
to the residents of old Chinatown, to veterans of the Civil 
War and the War of 1812.  Our thanks to Cynthia and the 
Cemetery District for this outstanding field trip.
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the live human paintings theme, but renamed it 
the “Pageant of the Masters” in 1936. Assisted 
by his wife Marie, he put on quality productions 
each summer to rave reviews. 

Roy and Marie continued to refine the Festival 
of Arts and Pageant of the Masters from 1934 
to 1940. [5] The downside was that it moved 
around town each year. In 1938, 70 groups 
formed a committee to find the pageant a home. 
The Festival board chose the present site with 
the Ropps in charge. On July 30, 1941, the first 
Festival of Arts and Pageant of the Masters 
was the vehicle to open the park. Accounts ac-
claimed it ‘a magical creation’ and pamphlets 
praised it as a ‘must see.’

World War II halted the Festival and Pageant. 
[6] In restarting it, negotiations between Ropp 
and the Festival’s board broke down and he 
directed the Pageant just once (1950) after that. 
[7] He died in 1974, but is still remembered as the 
“Father of the Pageant.” [8]

The site served as Laguna Beach’s community park 
from the 1940s to the 1960s. It was used year-round 
for festivals, carnivals, and other events. In the 1960s, 
banking on the Festival’s success, the event was 
expanded to six weeks. Structures were installed to 
replace the wooden artist booths that had been rebuilt 
each summer. 

The famed event was in its 30th year when protest-
ers claimed elitism. Born from the frustration of new 
artists who felt the establishment kept them from the 
event, the Sawdust Festival arose in the 1960s. While 
the Pageant of the Masters accepts artists from around 
the world, the Sawdust Festival featured local arti-
sans. [9] The new event got off to a slow start but soon 
sailed smoothly. In 2000 there was a move to take the 
Festival/Pageant elsewhere, but locals would not let 
the tradition depart. [10]

Preparation begins in January with auditions and cast-
ing. It takes over 60,000 volunteer hours to put on the 
two-month pageant. [11] The costumes are detailed 
and makeup can take two hours, so there are two alter-
nate casts to ease the stress. The Pageant now has 90 
minutes of “living pictures” with narration, orchestra, 
and vocals. 

From its humble beginnings the Laguna Beach Festi-
val of Arts has become an art icon and draws 250,000 
people yearly. [12] The Festival and the Pageant of the 
Masters share their success through scholarships to art 
students and grants to art and cultural groups.

1.  www.californiawatercolor.com/artists/normanstclair/biography
2.  www.foapotm.com/site/overview 
3.  Malloy, Betsy. “Pageant of the Masters, a Southern California                                                               
Tradition” gocalifornia.about.com/ pageantmasters 
4.  Dan Duling, 2008 Pageant of the Masters Program (Laguna 
Beach: Festival of the Arts, 2008), pp 64
5.  Id. at pp. 64-65.
6.  Id., at pp. 65-66.
7.  Ibid.
8. Laguna Beach: An Arts Community by Kimberlee Morrison,      
About.com Guide
9.  Traditional Fine Art Online. “1999 Festival of Arts in Laguna 
Beach, California” foapom.com/site/history.asp
10. “Laguna’s first living Picture’s,” June 6, 2008 by Sharbie Higuchi 
11.  tfaol.com/newsm1/ n1m388.htm
12.  Ibid, 1999 Festival of Arts, et. al. 
13.  Material from Melinda Blacketer, Laguna Beach Historical 
Society, was used in this article
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