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Huell Howser in Orange County:
               A Valentine to California 

with Huell and what he was like 
when the cameras weren’t rolling.
Huell was not a historian, and 
didn’t pretend to be. But he did a 
tremendous service to innumer-
able local historians and heritage 
organizations throughout California 
by giving them  time on television 
to explain the stories of their com-
munities. Orange County areas 

and communities 
he explored on 
his programs in-
cluded Tustin, San 
Juan Capistrano 
(twice), Laguna 
Beach, Newport 
Beach, Garden 
Grove, Hunting-
ton Beach, Or-
ange, Anaheim, 
Modjeska’s home, 
Knott’s Berry 

Farm, the Irvine 
Ranch Land Conservancy, and the 
Starr Ranch Conservancy.

Many of his shows are already 
digitized and available for viewing 
at http://blogs.chapman.edu/huell-
howser-archives/

Huell was not a native Califor-
nian, but no one in recent memory 
has been as effusive in their love 

The Orange County adventures 
of Huell Burnley Howser, the 

gregarious TV host who passed 
away Jan. 6, will be the subject 
of OCHS’s meeting on Thursday, 
Feb. 14, 2013, 7:30 p.m., at Trinity 
Episcopal Church, 2400 N. Canal 
St., in Orange. (Yes, that’s Valen-
tine’s Day, so you might want to 
take your sweetheart out for dinner 
first.) The program 
will include a panel 
of the people who 
led Huell on his his-
torical tours of Or-
ange County com-
munities, including 
Cynthia Ward (Ana-
heim), Phil Brigandi 
(Orange), and Linda 
Jennings (Tustin). 
Also included in 
the panel is Rand 
Boyd, Special Col-
lections & Archives Librarian at 
Chapman University’s Leatherby 
Library, where Huell donated his 
papers and the film footage of all 
his TV shows.  The evening will 
also include video of Huell in Or-
ange County that you haven’t seen 
before, and possibly a few “greatest 
hits” moments from local episodes 
we saw long ago. Panelists will 
share their memories of working 
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of our state and its history, culture, and people, as Huell 
Howser. He had at least six TV series, including “California’s 
Gold,” dedicated to that love. Each program introduced even 
life-long Californians to corners and facets of the state we 
never knew existed. 

His show inspired innumerable road trips by his viewers, want-
ing to see California’s wonders with their own eyes. And nothing 
encourages an interest in history like hitting the road and explor-
ing the back roads with a spirit of adventure and curiosity.

Recently, on KCET’s website, actor and comedian Thomas 
Lennon wrote, “... Huell Howser was the opposite of the                  
Internet. ... Look up anything you are interested in online, and 
below it, you will find a COMMENTS section, where people 
-- from the comfort of their homes -- compete to be the first 
one to say that it SUCKS. Huell, on the other hand, would get 
into his car, drive for hours, and show us things... just so he 
could tell us how wonderful they were.”

Huell was also the opposite of the Internet in being the antith-
esis of the YouTube/blog/short-attention-span syndrome. He 
took his sweet time ooh-ing and ahh-ing over small business-
es, interesting rocks, or ‘57 Chevys carved out of cheese. He 
could turn a trip to the donut shop into a watchable half-hour 
of television by interviewing the ordinary people (often not so 
ordinary after all) who worked there or patronized the shop. 
Each show was made up of a FEW subjects and people, with 
each given a good block of time. It was quite the opposite of 
the crowd-sourced, sound bite-ified, mostly anonymous mess 
we call the Internet. Huell’s immense popularity was proof 
that people want more than our current A.D.D. pop-culture 
provides.

Huell continued from page 1

Huell’s fish-out-of-water, folksy approach 
made the show work. But the man knew what 
he was doing, knew what he wanted out of each 
show, and knew how to get it — all while mak-
ing it appear completely spontaneous. Although 
genuinely enthusiastic, he was seldom the 
amazed and surprised tourist he pretended to 
be. He wanted us to fill that role. And often, we 
did.
Huell Howser is, and will remain, very much a 
part of “California’s Gold.”

Huell interviews Phil Brigandi in the Plaza in Orange.

OCHS Now on Twitter
What is Twitter, you ask?   It’s a “real-time 
information network that connects you to the 
latest stories, ideas, opinions, and news,” accord-
ing to its website.  It can also be thought of as 
little bursts of information about a topic—never 
longer than 140 characters—that you can access 
on your computer or your mobile device. 

The Orange County Historical Society now has a 
Twitter account to which you can subscribe.  It’s 
not going to replace our website, but on it, you 
will find the latest information about the Orange 
County Historical Society and other stories about 
local Orange County history we’d like to share. 

By following us, you might be the first to learn 
about our history hikes or a local tour.   More-
over, we hope our followers will help spread the 
word about what the Historical Society is doing 
by “retweeting” our stories on their own Twitter 
accounts.  

To subscribe, you must have your own Twitter 
account.  You can subscribe to OC_History right 
from our website, too.  Even if you don’t sub-
scribe, you can still follow us at https://twitter.
com/OC_History   
What’s trending on Twitter these days?  Let’s 
make it Orange County History!  
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Over 25 years after Silverwood’s death, Mrs. Francis W. 
Sullivan, state music chairman of the Native Daughters of 
the Golden West, with support from her organization and 
the Al Malaikah Shrine, led the lobby to have “I Love You, 
California” made the official state song.  Senator Jack Ten-
ney and Assemblyman Frank Lanterman picked up the ball 
and ran with it. In 1951, the California State Legislature 
passed a resolution making “I Love You, California” our of-
ficial state song. Its status was later reaffirmed and became 
state law in 1987.

Many wrongly assume that our state song is the 
better-remembered 1921 tune, “California, Here I 
Come,” which was a big hit for Al Jolson and which 
served as the theme of Huell Howser’s California’s 
Gold. Even more have never even heard our true 
state song. Here are the lyrics:

I love you, California, you’re the greatest state of all.
I love you in the winter, summer, spring and in the 
fall.
I love your fertile valleys; your dear mountains I 
adore.
I love your grand old ocean and I love her rugged 
shore.

(Chorus)
Where the snow crowned Golden Sierras
Keep their watch o’er the valleys bloom,
It is there I would be in our land by the sea,
Every breeze bearing rich perfume.

It is here nature gives of her rarest. It is Home Sweet Home 
to me,
And I know when I die I shall breathe my last sigh
For my sunny California.

I love your red-wood forests - love your fields of yellow 
grain.
I love your summer breezes and I love your winter rain.
I love you, land of flowers; land of honey, fruit and wine.
I love you, California; you have won this heart of mine.

I love your old gray Missions - love your vineyards stretch-
ing far.
I love you, California, with your Golden Gate ajar.
I love your purple sun-sets, love your skies of azure blue.
I love you, California; I just can’t help loving you.

I love you, Catalina, you are very dear to me.
I love you, Tamalpais, and I love Yosemite.
I love you, Land of Sunshine, Half your beauties are untold.
I loved you in my childhood, and I’ll love you when I’m 
old.

100 Years of Loving California
by Chris Jepsen

A century ago this year, Los Angeles clothier Francis 
Bernard “Daddy” Silverwood -- founder of the chain 
of Silverwood’s stores -- wrote the lyrics to our state 
song, “I Love You, California.” Abraham Franklin 
Frankenstein, conductor of the Orpheum Theatre 
Orchestra, later wrote the music. In 1915, it served as 
the official song of the Panama-Pacific International 
Exposition in San Francisco and the Panama-Califor-
nia Exposition in San 
Diego -- events that had 
far-reaching effects on 
California. 

According to a 1951 Los 
Angeles Times article, 
the song came to be 
when Silverwood “went 
back to New York on 
a buying trip. He was 
homesick. He was fed 
up with the snow and the 
cold. But what really got 
his goat was the way the 
band blared ‘Maryland, 
My Maryland’ at a cafe 
one night where he’d 
stopped to eat.

“He decided to write a song about HIS state--and into 
it he poured all the earnest deep-felt love a man can 
have for his homeland. The song was an overnight 
sensation. 

“It could have made him wealthy, but it didn’t. He 
never collected a dime on it, gave all the royalties 
to charity. When he died he left it all to the Shriners 
charities.”

Daddy Silverwood was known not only for his busi-
ness , his support for charities (particularly the Shri-
ners), and his famous song, but also for encouraging 
young people to save and invest. He started $1 bank 
accounts for thousands of newsboys, contributing 
another dollar into their account each year, so long as 
the boys continued to also deposit some of their own 
money. He was a proud Californian, and signed letters, 
“Yours to the end of the trail, Daddy.”

Sheet music for I Love You California
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County assembly line jobs in aerospace and electronics, 
which didn’t require any knowledge of English.  Today 
Little Saigon supports thousands of Vietnamese-owned 
businesses and is the premiere tourist destination for 
Vietnamese Americans all over the country.

     Little Saigon is also a community that proudly 
displays its history and culture.  One of the most well 
known attractions here is the Cultural Court, which 
served as a location for the 2001 movie The Fast and 
the Furious starring Paul Walker and Vin Diesel.   This 
outdoor sculpture garden originally occupied almost 
five acres, but has since been reduced to the back sec-
tion of the A Dong Supermarket parking lot, due to the 
increasing cost of maintaining the figures.  Dominating 
the court is a fifteen-foot tall marble statue of Confucius 
(551-479 BC), surrounded by seventy-two much smaller 
statues representing his disciples, each identified in 
Chinese characters on the base.  Confucius is said to 
have had three thousand students but only seventy-two 
mastered his teachings.  The statues were carved in 
China and each is unique, their expressions subtle and 
quite charming.  Some look skyward, seemingly deep in 
thought, while others lean forward as if to catch every 
word of the master’s teachings.  Lined up in rows they 
bring to mind their more famous brethren, the Terracotta 
Warriors, only friendlier.  Unfortunately time has not 
been kind to the sculptures and most are missing fingers 
or hair ornaments.  Perhaps as a result of Paul Walker’s 
car blowing up in front of them?

     Throughout Little Saigon an eclectic mix of Confu-
cian, Buddhist and Taoist deities, and historical figures 
are on display.   Bố Đại, the fat and happy God of 
abundance and good health is particularly popular and 
appears in numerous doorways, including the giant ver-
sion welcoming shoppers to T & K Food Market.  Bố 
Đại is a character from Chinese folklore and one of the 
Seven Lucky Gods in Japan.  He is always depicted as a 
fat, smiling, bald man carrying a cloth sack, full of inex-
haustible treasures that he gives to the poor.  Rubbing 
his belly is thought to bring good fortune.  

     Sculpture of an entirely different sensibility presides 
over Sid Goldstein Freedom Park, where a memorial to 
the Vietnam War (or, the American War, as it’s known 
to the Vietnamese) was erected in 2003.  Designed by 
Vietnamese American artist Tuan Nguyen, the three-ton, 
fifteen-foot tall bronze statue depicts two soldiers in 
uniform, one American and one Vietnamese, behind an 
eternal flame.   The memorial is, inexplicably, largely 
unknown outside of Westminster (compared to its much 
more famous cousin in Washington DC), but has played 
host since its inception to everything from Buddhist 
prayer ceremonies to September 11th remembrances, 
and serves as an altar of sorts for the Vietnamese com-

Vietnamese History on Display in Little Saigon
by Leslie Stone

      On February 8-10 Garden Grove will host the 32st 
annual Tết Festival, the Vietnamese celebration of the 
Lunar New Year.  The event, the largest of its kind 
outside of Vietnam, is run by volunteers of the Union of 
Vietnamese Student Associations, and attracts upwards 
of 100,000 visitors every year.  Highlights include 
dozens of food booths and trucks serving traditional 
Vietnamese fare and American favorites, the crowning 
of Miss Vietnam of Southern California, a carnival area, 
performances by local musical acts, a Chinese chess 
tournament and floral arrangements.

     In conjunction with the Tết Festival the Asian Gar-
den Mall in Westminster will be holding its 9th annual 
Flower Festival where vendors will be selling fresh 
flowers and fruit along with traditional Vietnamese New 
Year gifts.  The event will culminate with a firecracker 
celebration in front of the mall on Sunday the 10th at 
noon.  The Westminster Tết Parade will tentatively take 
place that same day (pending funding issues), along 
Bolsa Avenue from Bushard to Magnolia.  The parade 
is a multicultural event that in years past has included 
marching bands, bagpipers, Hawaiian dancers, antique 
cars, a Marine Color Guard from Camp Pendleton, and 
the ever-popular lion dancers.

     The Vietnamese New Year (Tết) marks the start of 
spring and is based on the Chinese calendar.  2013 is the 
Year of the Snake, and officially starts on February 10. 
Vietnamese families mark the occasion with reunions, 
house cleaning, feasts, attending to the graves of ances-
tors, preparing offerings for the family altar, and ex-
changing red envelopes full of lucky money.   

     Vietnamese immigrants are a relatively recent ad-
dition to the multi-cultural milieu of Orange County, 
not arriving in significant numbers until after the Fall 
of Saigon in 1975.  Today there are 189,000 Vietnam-
ese Americans in Orange County, the largest popula-
tion outside of Vietnam.  The bulk of this population 
is centered in Garden Grove and Westminster, parts of 
which have been officially designated “Little Saigon.”  
Although there are many communities throughout the 
United States and Canada (and even Australia) to have 
been given this designation, Orange County’s enclave is 
by far the largest and most well-established.

     In the 1970s Westminster was a largely white neigh-
borhood in a state of decline, and the area that would 
become Little Saigon was little more than strawberry 
fields and a couple of run-down strip malls.  The newly 
arrived refugees were attracted here by the high rate of 
vacancies and low rents, plus the availability of Orange                                         Vietnamese  continued  on page 5
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rear of the plaza while more naturalistic versions ride 
into battle in the bas-relief historical dramas that line the 
parking lot wall.

     A synthesis of seemingly disparate cultures is evident 
throughout Westminster.  The city of Westminster was 
founded as a temperance colony in 1870 by Presbyterian 
Reverend Lemuel P. Webber, and named after the West-
minster Assembly.   (The Westminster Assembly, for 
those whose memories of high school history are dim, 
met for six years between 1643 and 1649 to restructure 
the Church of England).  The connection to England was 
maintained in the twentieth century by housing ordinances 
that resulted in a preponderance of Tudor Revival struc-
tures, many of them clustered in housing tracts and gated 
communities with names like “Westminister Abbey” and 
“Tudor Estates.” Thus, many of Orange County’s Viet-
namese shop in facsimiles of Chinese palaces by day, but 
return  to simulacra of half- timbered, English country 
estates by night. Often the only clue to the ethnicity of 
the resident is the shoe rack outside the front door. 

     Such cultural compatibility was not always the case.  
The rapid growth of Little Saigon in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, and the sudden appearance of street signs 
in Vietnamese, were viewed as cause for alarm by some 
longtime local residents, who felt as if they had been 
invaded.  In 1980 a petition was circulated calling for 
a moratorium on the issuance of business licenses to 
Vietnamese Americans.   (It was denied by City Hall.)  
The Little Saigon sign on the 22 Freeway was repeat-
edly vandalized, and bumper stickers appeared with 
the sentiment “Will the last American to leave Garden 
Grove bring the Flag.”  Even today residual resentment 
lingers.  The Sanctuary Church on Westminster Boule-
vard, adjacent to the Blakey Historical Park, displays a 
large sign out front welcoming sinners of all categories.  
Lumped in with “addicts,” “thieves,” and “prostitutes” 
are…“Buddhists.”  

     Little Saigon’s leaders have worked hard to counter 
such negativity and promote the business district as a 
shopping and dining destination for non-Vietnamese.  
Major English-language publications such as Sunset and 
Westways regularly feature the culinary experiences to 
be had here, and recent books such as The Little Saigon 
Cookbook: Vietnamese Cuisine and Culture in Southern 
California’s Little Saigon (published in 2006) do much 
to dispel the mystery.  The upcoming Tết Festival is the 
perfect time to visit the area and experience the cultural 
riches available to us here in Orange County.
 
For more information on the Garden Grove Tết Festival call 
714/890-1418 or visit www.tetfestival.org.

munity.  On any given day, offerings piled at the feet of 
the soldiers range from rice cakes and fruit to circular 
floral arrangements. 

     While Little Saigon contains enough statuary to fill a 
museum, architecture is what truly sets the community 
apart.  The real Saigon, now called Ho Chi Minh City, 
is a mix of French colonial architecture and Chinese 
influences with a liberal sprinkling of modern high rises, 
but Little Saigon’s commercial structures are based on 
Chinese palace and temple architecture, especially the 
distinctive configurations of the roofs.  The best place 
to view this is the T&K Marketplace (which also had a 
cameo in The Fast and Furious), whose red tile roofs 
flare dramatically upward, their ridgepoles capped 
by strange fishlike creatures standing on their heads.   
Originally a talisman to prevent fires and ward off evil 
spirits, these dragon-like creatures now serve purely 
decorative purposes.  Immediately behind the beast is 
the hilt of a sword, symbolically affixing him in place to 
keep him from gobbling up the roof.   Such ridge finials 
are a common feature on temples and castles in many 
Asian countries. 

     The centerpiece of the business district is the Asian 
Garden Mall, opened in 1987, and immediately rec-
ognizable by its two-story, green tile-roofed gateway.  
This structure is similar to gateways found in China-
towns all over the world and bears a particularly close 
resemblance to the gate marking the entrance to San 
Francisco’s Chinese district.  The four ornaments top-
ping either end of the roof depict an immortal being on 
a phoenix followed by a row of three mythical animals.   
Zoomorphic roof ornaments such as these date back to 
the Qin Dynasty in China (221-206 BC) and tradition-
ally indicated the status of the owner of the building, 
thus, the Imperial Palace in Beijing has eleven mythical 
beasts marching along its roof, the maximum allowable 
by ancient decree.

     Animals, both mythical and real, play an impor-
tant role in Vietnamese folklore and history, and can 
be found symbolically guarding buildings throughout 
Little Saigon.  Guardian lions, both Asian and European 
versions, flank entryways everywhere and grace the urn 
bearing the eternal flame in Freedom Park.  Asian guard-
ian lions, also known as “foo dogs” in the West, always 
appear in pairs with the male resting his front paw on 
a globe and the female restraining a tiny cub under her 
paw.  Horses are another popular motif.  A Western 
horse beckons the newly betrothed outside a “wedding 
center,” while a chimera with the body of a horse and 
the head of a lion stands sentry in front of the Asian 
Garden Mall.  Across the street at the Cultural Court two 
pairs of stylized imperial elephants guard the front and 

 Vietnamese  continued  from page 4
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