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Clara Mason Fox, O.C. Pioneer

the youngest of the three Mason 
children, Clara, achieved a num-
ber of “firsts” during her 85 years. 
Along with her family, Clara was 
one of Silverado Canyon’s first 
pioneer settlers. She served as 
perhaps the first schoolteacher in 
the canyon, and became an early 
Laguna Beach artist. She eventu-
ally travelled alone to New York 
City to study art at Cooper Union. 
Then, after marrying local rancher 
George Fox and moving to El 

Lorraine Passero, author of 
Clara Mason Fox: Pioneer, 

Painter, and Poet of Orange 
County, will address the Or-
ange County Historical Society 
on Thursday, May 9, 2013, 
7:30 p.m., at Trinity Episcopal 
Church, 2400 N. Canal St., in 
Orange.  

More than 50 years after the 
death of Clara Mason Fox, her 
story seemed lost to history until 
a box was found in an attic. 
This find would ultimately help 
piece together the narrative of a 
remarkable woman. Through her 
art, poetry, and writings, Clara 
was a storyteller of a past era. 
Now, at long last, it is time for 
her story to be told.

In the 1880s, the Mason fam-
ily left their home, friends, and 
everything familiar behind in 
Illinois to carve out a new life in 
Silverado Canyon, where settlers 
could lay claim to land with few 
requirements needed. At a time 
when women could not vote, few 
had a college education, and fewer 
possessed an identity of their own, 
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Toro, she was the first to 
write a book chronicling the 
history of that town. 

Passero’s book offers read-
ers insights about Orange 
County’s homesteading 
days, living in turn-of-the- 
century New York City, and 
a young woman’s personal 
challenges. Excerpts from 
Clara’s letters and poetry, 
as well as her artistic origi-
nality, give us a close-up 
perspective into her talents 
and observations of life. 
In 2010 another discovery 
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Mason continued

was made, not in a box but in cabinets filled with 
plant specimens at the Rancho Santa Ana Botanic 
Garden in Claremont, California. More than 150 
of Clara Mason Fox’s botanical watercolors, some 
dating as early as 1894, were found filed in the 
cabinet drawers. These watercolors are currently 
part of the exhibit, “When They Were Wild: Recap-
turing California’s Wildflower Heritage,” (March 9 
– July 8) in the MaryLou and George Boone Gal-
lery at the Huntington Library in San Marino. The 
exhibit also includes work by other artists, including 
Alice Brown Chittenden (1859–1944), Ethel Wickes 
(1872–1940), and Milford Zornes (1908–2008).

Lorraine Passero grew up in New York City where 
she earned her elementary education degree at Long 
Island University. While attending San Diego State 
University she met her future husband, Jon See-
man, who is a sculptor and a great-great nephew of 

Clara Mason 
Fox. Lorraine 
received a 
master’s de-
gree at Mount 
Saint Mary’s 
College in Los 
Angeles. Dur-
ing the course 
of her teaching 
career, Lorraine 
was the recipi-
ent of numer-

ous awards including the Japan Fulbright Memorial 
Fund and The New-York Historical Society National 
Teachers Institute Award. Currently, she is develop-
ing a second career as an artist and author. She and 
Jon reside in Orange County.

                          Book Cover

Boom, Bust, and Beginnings in 
Old El Toro

By Clara Mason Fox
(Excerpts from Chapter V of A History of 
El Toro,1939)

With the second railway into Orange County com-
peting with the first, and with the extension of a line 
to San Diego, great changes were coming… Lively 
interest was taken in land along the route and specu-
lation began. 

…John Wilkes sold ten acres for a depot site to the 
railway company for two hundred dollars, and the 
rest of block 1 and 2 to a company of promoters, 
Cook, Victor and Gardner, for $20,000. This was in 
1886…
                                      Boom continued on page 3

“If you don’t know history, then you don’t know anything. 
You are a leaf that doesn’t know it is part of a tree. ” 
― Michael Crichton                                                                  
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to have a station and a post office, trouble arose 
over the name, which was similar to that of other 
stations and offices. “El Toro” was chose, being a 
familiar name of the ranch, and certainly an unusu-
al and striking title. 

The first station agent was O.D. Fairchild, and he 
set to work to do his part toward starting a town. 
He put up a two-story building across the street 
from the station for a store, post office and hotel, 
and he boarded newcomers and most of the section 
hands, who, at that time, were nearly all Ameri-
cans…

L.W. Coleman was a later station agent, and he, 
too, went into business, erecting a small building 
on the corner across from the station. Facing Front 
St. it was a barber shop, facing Los Alisos Ave., a 
butcher shop. In the barber’s apron he shaved on 
customer, and another entering the other room, he 
changed aprons and went through and sold meat.

Property was moving slowly, so Dwight Whit-
ing decided to have a sale to speed up buying. He 
advertised extensively and had handbills printed, 
Harvey Bennett and another lad distributing them 
in Santa Ana.

L.K. Scott plowed a furrow with a walking plow 
along lot boundaries, which were staked and prob-
ably flagged. On a lot between the… school house 
and church, preparations were made for the auction 
and a display of products – Oranges and raisins 
and other things (of course secured in town), which 
Mrs. Bennett arranged, with bouquets of geraniums 
for decorations. 

The great day came and proved to be one of the 
coldest ever known in this section. The water-tank 
at the Station leaked and the icicles lengthened to 
reach the ground. Very few people braved the cold 
to hear of the wonderful city that was to be, the 
auctioneer throwing in a twelve-story hotel in face-
tious good measure. Although few outsiders came 
and only about fifty persons were present, many 
lots and five-acre parcels were auctioned off any-
way…

Boom continued from page 2
Dwight Whiting… bought the greater part of the Los 
Alisos Ranch in 1884, and made a right-of-way con-
veyance to the San Bernardino and San Diego Rail-
way Co. (the name of the branch line then) on Feb. 
25, 1887, which provided that the line should be 
completed and in operation within eighteen months. 

Then ensued busy months of work, with men grad-
ing and making the road-bed, and laying the ties and 
rails. The cut through the hill below town was quite 
a job, with teams pulling plows, scrapers and wagons.

By the end of 1886, the “Boom” was on! People 
went mad. Towns were laid out everywhere, with 
flag-marked sites for hotels, business blocks and 
schools. Widely advertised sales were held with 
clever, professional auctioneers engaged, brass 
bands braying, flags flying, free lunches provided 
and salesmen aiding at every hand. Special trains 
and buses were run, and a noisy, dusty, exciting day 
ensued.

Half of the men became real estate agents, those 
days, and money was made “hand over fist,”… as 
commissions were promptly invested in lots, which 
doubled and trebled in value in a few weeks.

The railroads got into a rate war, and tickets from 
eastern points to California sold for a few dollars. 
“Immigrant cars” and coaches were loaded to ca-
pacity and thousands came in monthly. More towns 
were needed!

 [But] by the time the railroad was operating through 
El Toro, the boom had come to a standstill. ...Cook, 
Victor & Gardner had their townsite, Aliso City, 
surveyed by L.H. Taylor of San Bernardino in 1887, 
but too late to realize any very great profit, or to 
start another large town. The two blocks bounded by 
Front St., Los Alisos Ave., 2nd St. and Cherry were 
divided in to town lots, as was the opposite side of 
Los Alisos Ave. The rest of their holding was cut 
into five-acre pieces with three streets paralleling 
Los Alisos Ave. – Almond, Cherry and Lemon – and 
the streets above Front St. numbered.
When the rail line was operating and Aliso City was 
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Storage Space Needed for Our Collections

OCHS is in need of a place to store our collection of 
historical photos and printed materials. Can you help 
us? Ideally, we are looking for 900 square feet of space 
that would be utilized for both office and storage, so that 
our volunteers could meet to work with our collections. 
If you know of such a place in Orange County, or can 
provide us with some connections or leads, we would be 
very grateful. Please contact us at info@orangecounty-
history.org or call us at (714) 543-8282. 

Donations Needed for the Annual Dinner
 
     The Orange County Historical Society Annual Din-
ner is right around the corner.  We will be having won-
derful opportunity baskets to raffle.  You can help by 
donating large baskets, items for the baskets, and gift 
certificates.  Every donation should be new or nearly 
new.  I am providing a Chocolate Lover Basket.  Some 
other basket ideas are: Wine Basket, Railroad Basket, 
Gardening Basket, History/Historical Site Basket, or use 
your imagination.  Some creative people may be able to 
do a whole basket.  Please include a list of all items do-
nated and the approximate value.  Items may be brought 
to the May 9th meeting.  I will also pick up donations.  
In order to get the baskets decorated, I will need all 
items by the first week in June.  If you have any ques-
tions please call Lynne Yauger at (714) 970-7127.

Membership Renewal for 
2013 - 2014

Next month is membership renewal time for 
OCHS members. Check your address label on 
this issue. If it reads 6/30/2013 you are ready 
to renew for 2014.

From September through June, your mem-
bership will continue to bring you exciting 
programs, this monthly newsletter, advanced 
notice about special activities such as our 
popular history hikes, and Orange Countiana, 
our annual publication featuring fascinating 
historical articles written by a variety of con-
tributors. Information about our tiers of mem-
bership is provided on our Website at http://
www.orangecountyhistory.org/support-mem-
bership.html. and the backpage of this issue.

As we look back over all the great knowledge 
we shared during this current membership 
year, we thank you for your loyalty to the 
Society, and for participating in our programs 
and outings. We are already looking forward 
to the new membership year, and hope you 
will be there with us to experience and learn 
about more unique aspects of our County’s 
history.

Rev. John H Taylor speaks to the Orange County Historical Society January 10, 2013 Photo by 
Chris                      Photo by Chris Jepsen 
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Richard Vining 
(1938 - 2013)
 

 
Former Orange County Historical Society 
President Richard Vining passed away 
on March 18, 2013 at the age of 75.   He 
served as president from 1993 through 
1998 and on the board  of directors start-
ing in 1989 

He was born in Los Angeles on Dec 20, 
1938, grew up in Costa Mesa. He attended 
Newport Harbor High School and graduat-
ed from Orange Coast College. He served 
with the Armed Forces where he was an instructor 
at Redstone Missile Arsenal in Huntsville, Ala-
bama. He was a licensed electrician and later taught 
in the Apprenticeship Program for the Electrical 
Unions at Santa Ana Valley High School.

Richard and his wife Sally, who died in 2005, were 
great boosters of Orange County history. They re-
stored a beautiful 1912 Craftsman style home to its 
original grandeur on Main Street in Tustin.

Richard had a phenomenal memory for details and 
was always ready to share stories of growing up in 
Orange County. In his president’s messages in the 
County Courier he related many of his experiences. 
Richard made friends wherever he traveled. The 
following story about the Aliso Duck club located 
near what is now Barranca and Construction Way 
in Irvine is a good illustration.
   “One of the most interesting land lease arrange-
ments with the Irvine Ranch was the use of Irvine 
land for duck clubs. My stepbrother was a taxi-
dermist who would mount birds for members of 
these clubs. I would go along with him on Saturday 
afternoons on his pickup and delivery rounds. This 

is how I met Clarence ’Stub’ Jessee. . .
I began to stop by and visit Clarence, who ran the duck 
club, and his hired hand Sacramento Gallagos. Since 
there was always plenty to do around the club, visiting 
almost always involves lending a helping hand. Through 
this relationship we all became good friends. Spare time 
was spent hunting bullfrogs, watching ducks land on the 
ponds at sunset, and batting the breeze in the clubhouse.

The other clubs as I remember, were the Sprig Club on 
Lane Road, the Mesa off San Joaquin Road, the Twenty 
Ranch on Barranca and the San Joaquin near Palisades 
and MacArthur Boulevard,” 

Richard is survived by his son Matt, his wife and two 
children and daughter Lisa, her husband and two chil-
dren.   A graveside service was held at Olive Lawn 
Cemetery in La Mirada on April 13.  

If you wish to contact the family here is Lisa’s address 
and e mail: Lisa Vining
                  1918 Archer Trail,
                  Denton, TX 76209
                  lvining22@gmail.com

Richard Vining, OCHS President accepting a donation from 
Comcast Cable Communications
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