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Who Was Henry Cowell?
By Frank Perry
! We are commemorating two important events at UC
Santa Cruz this year. It is the 50th anniversary of the first
classes. It is also the 150th anniversary of the purchase of
the property by Henry Cowell. Cowell’s entry into the
annals of Santa Cruz history had long reaching effects. It
set in motion a curious chain of events that, a century
later, led to the creation of a great university. UCSC’s
arrival, in turn, substantially changed Santa Cruz
culturally, politically, and economically.
! Although there were dozens of lime company owners
in Santa Cruz County during the late nineteenth century,
it is the name Cowell that is best known today. The name
lives on through Henry Cowell Redwoods State Park,
Cowell Beach, Cowell Street, and Cowell College, to name
just a few.
! So just who was Henry Cowell and why, in 1865, did
he buy half interest in a Santa Cruz-based lime
manufacturing business?
! Uncovering the story of Henry Cowell and his family
is not easy. Author Laurie MacDougall tackled the topic
in a slim booklet published in 1989 by the S.H. Cowell
Foundation.
Archaeologist
Pat
Paramoure did some further
research for a Cabrillo College
term paper in 2007, and the
authors of the Lime Kiln Legacies
book
included
a
short
biography of him that same
year. Although dead for over a
century,
Henry
Cowell
continues
to
perplex
historians. Local newspapers
heaped plenty of criticisms
upon Cowell during his lifetime,

The Cardiff House jacked up off the ground in preparation for its
new foundation.

Cardiff House Gets Seismic Upgrade
By Dennis Diego
! For 151 years the Cardiff House has stood on its
original limestone foundation. Built in 1864 for Albion
Paris Jordan, the Cardiff House has had many occupants
over its history. The last non-UCSC residents were
George and Violet Cardiff. George Cardiff managed the
Cowell lands in Santa Cruz County. The most recent
occupant of the building is the University Women’s
Center.
! The key to the survival of any historic building over
time is its continued use, maintenance and rehabilitation.
This is especially true when it is a wood structure that is
in contact with the ground.
! This summer the old foundations of the house were
replaced with modern concrete spread footings and
seismic anchorage upgrades. To accomplish the task, the
entire house was raised into the air to allow work on the
new foundation. Once the new footings were completed,
the house was carefully lowered and anchored to the new
base. In the process, damaged wood from decay was
(continued on p. 7)
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despite his efforts to avoid the press. Furthermore, very
little in the way of family or company papers have
survived.
! Nevertheless, new material continues to surface. This
has been especially true the past few years with the
digitizing of old newspapers and other publications.
Literally hundreds of articles about Cowell have turned
up that were previously almost impossible to access.
! So how has Henry Cowell fared under renewed
scrutiny? Was he really a crusty, hard-nosed businessman
as some have written, or was he unfairly targeted for
criticism precisely because of his success?
! Very little is known of Cowell’s early life. He was born
in 1819 on a farm in Wrentham, Massachusetts, the
youngest of eleven children. During the Gold Rush,
Cowell and an older brother, John, headed for California.
There is no mention of them digging for gold. Instead,
they sold goods to the miners, acting as agents for eastern
merchants. Soon they developed a warehousing and
hauling business. After a few years, John returned to the
East.
! Henry Cowell went East too (but only for a short time)
to claim his bride, Harriet Carpenter. The couple returned
to San Francisco and had six children, five of whom lived
to adulthood.
! In the late 1850s or early 1860s Cowell made a
substantial loan to the lime-making firm of Davis and
Jordan. Isaac Davis and A. P. Jordan had started making
lime in Santa Cruz in 1853 where the Cowell Lime Works
Historic District is today. They owned several thousand
acres, had multiple lime kilns, a wharf, and schooners for
hauling the lime to San Francisco. Jordan lived in Santa
Cruz and managed operations here, while Davis lived in
San Francisco where he ran the warehouse and sales
office.
! By early 1865, Jordan was dying from tuberculosis and
decided to sell his half of the business. Cowell was the
obvious buyer. “Mr. Jordan was very unwell at the time,
and the papers were made out in haste for fear that Mr.
Jordan would not live to sign the deeds,” said Cowell
years later in court testimony. “I surrendered a note
against Davis and Jordan for $22,000 and a little over,
gave them $15,000 in cash, and my note for $25,000 to be
paid in two years, and half of it to be paid in one
year. . . .”
! The move to the ranch near Santa Cruz must have
been a dramatic change from the urban life of San
Francisco. Santa Cruz had only around 1,500 or 2,000
people back then, while San Francisco—at 100,000—was

This photo of Davis & Cowellʼs lime works was taken in 1866,
just a year after Cowell bought half the business.

the largest city in the state. While taking advantage of a
business opportunity, Cowell (who grew up on a farm)
may have thought that his children would benefit from
the move to a rural community. There is no way to know
this for sure, but we do know that his youngest son,
Samuel Henry Cowell, developed a life-long love of
animals and the outdoors.
! “My family went down about the middle of July, and I
joined them about the first of October, 1865,” Cowell
explained. He immediately went to work overseeing the
business. “I was cutting wood, hauling it, getting out rock
and burning it into lime, making lime barrels, and
shipping them.”
! Jordan was well liked in Santa Cruz and worked for
the betterment of the young town. He was generous—
perhaps a little too generous—in making company
resources available to the community. Cowell, on the
other hand, was all business. Cowell sometimes fought
against improvements for the community as a whole,
such as new roads or railroads, because they would have
benefited competing lime companies. During the late
1860s and 1870s these actions spawned a growing dislike
and distrust of Henry Cowell among many Santa
Cruzans.
! Only a year or two after settling in Santa Cruz, Cowell
tried to lay claim to the tidelands along the main beach.
At that time, one could apply to the State for a grant of
unclaimed marsh lands. Cowell said that he discovered
that this land was unclaimed and that he was simply
(continued on p. 5)
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the displays and activities. The Fair will be held in the
“new” Hay Barn on Saturday, October 24, from 12 noon
to 4 p.m. and is free. Parking is free near the campus
main entrance in either the Hay Barn, Barn Theater or
Barn G lots. The event is mostly indoors, so please come
rain or shine. For details, visit our webpage:
limeworks.ucsc.edu.

Photo by Jim MacKenzie

Schedule of Speakers at the History Fair
1:00 p.m. "Archaeological Discoveries at the
Cowell Lime Works Historic District," by Pat
Paramoure, archaeological consultant and
anthropology instructor at UCSC
1:30 p.m. "History of the Cowell Reservoir," by
Melanie Mayer, professor emerita of psychology
at UCSC

The fair will include exhibits, demonstrations, talks, and
hands-on activities for children.

Friends Invite Local Groups to Join in
History Fair in “New” Hay Barn

2:00 p.m. "Restoring the Cooperage," by Frank
Zwart, retired UCSC architect and Friends board
member

! To commemorate the Cowell Sesquicentennial and the
UCSC Semicentennial, the Friends are sponsoring the
first-ever regional History Fair. Over 20 community and
University groups will have displays and hands-on
activities. “To my knowledge, this is the first time
something like this has been done,” says Friends board
member Frank Perry. “We have invited a number of local
groups to have displays related to the pre-UCSC history
of the campus lands and environs.”
! Of course, the early day logging and quarrying had a
profound impact on the natural environment, and the
Friends have encouraged several of the participants to
explore this topic. The Kenneth Norris Center for Natural
History will have displays on native plants and animals,
and the Earth and Planetary Sciences department will
have a display of campus rocks. The Agricultural History
Project in Watsonville will be bringing fake cows for
children to milk, and the Santa Cruz Museum of Natural
History will have Native American tule crafts for
children. There will be plenty of things for grown-ups
too. Representatives of the Santa Cruz Public Library will
be on hand to share library resources on local history, and
Mobile Ranger will be demonstrating its app for local
walking tours, including one of the Cowell Lime Works.
! “We have even invited the California Lichen Society to
bring a display about lichens that grow on old fences and
historic buildings. I have seen many interesting lichens
in the Historic District and am looking forward to
learning more about them,” says Frank.
! The Friends have lined up five speakers for the
afternoon (see below). The talks will be concurrent with

2:30 p.m. "Human Impact on the Land Prior to
UCSC," by Chris Lay, curator of UCSC's
Kenneth Norris Center for Natural History
3:00 p.m. "Native Land Use Before and After the
Missions," by Tsim Schneider, assistant
professor of anthropology, UCSC
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! In 1887 Henry Cowell’s construction of a fence nearly
resulted in violence. Cowell had allowed a local company
mining bituminous rock (used for road pavement) to haul
the material across his land to shipping facilities in Santa
Cruz. This went on for several years until Cowell decided
to start his own bituminous rock business. Suddenly a
fence went up blocking the route used by what was now
a competitor. Employees of the competing plant decided
to take matters into their own hands.
! “At eleven o’clock Tuesday evening, [Robert] Majors
was awaked, and on going to the front door, was
confronted by seven men who were masked and carried
rifles. . . . They intended to blow up Cowell’s house,
where they supposed Cowell was staying, and also to
burn up all the fences on Davis & Cowell’s
lands.” (Sentinel, April 8, 1887) Fortunately, Majors, who
was their superintendent, wanted no part of such
violence and convinced the men to go home. The next
day Cowell’s fence suddenly disappeared. (For more on
the bituminous rock industry, see the Spring/Summer
2013 Lime Kiln Chronicles, available on our website.)
! It seems Cowell was nearly always involved in some
sort of legal entanglement. Historian Stan Stevens
discovered this headline in the San Francisco Call of

Santa Cruz waterfront in 1866, shortly before Henry Cowell
tried to claim it.
(continued from p. 2)

trying to acquire it to protect his wharf, which crossed
over the intertidal sands. Santa Cruzans, however, saw it
as a land grab that could also give Cowell control over the
town’s only other wharf, which was used by competing
lime companies and many other businesses. The Santa
Cruz Sentinel vigorously attacked Cowell, eventually
denouncing him as the “worst enemy Santa Cruz ever
had.” (Sentinel, February 2, 1878)
! Cowell responded to early criticisms in a letter
discovered by archaeologist Pat Paramoure in the
Watsonville Pajaronian of August 15, 1872. “The State of
California offered the lands for sale and, through her
officers, has received my money. . . . I did not wish to gain
a newspaper notoriety, but when I am accused of one of
the gravest of crimes—perjury, fraud, duplicity—justice
demands that I should answer.”
! Cowell seldom lashed out in writing, but he clearly
despised the “irresponsible, rotten, mercenary press” in
Santa Cruz. “An honest breath would kill them,” he
wrote. “I neither care [for] nor fear you, and believe the
most degraded criminal at San Quentin is as far above
you in honesty, virtue, morality, charity and fair-dealing,
as Heaven is above earth.” (Pajaronian, Aug. 15, 1872)
! Cowell asserted that he was simply protecting his own
business interests—namely the Cowell Wharf. If this were
true, however, why did he try to lay claim to the entire
waterfront, from the foot of Bay Street to the mouth of the
San Lorenzo River, instead of just the tidelands under his
wharf? We may never know. It took twenty years to
settle the matter. In the end, the California Supreme
Court ruled that the Santa Cruz beach did not meet the
definition of worthless marsh land, and therefore the
State could neither grant it to Cowell nor to anybody else.

(continued on page 6)

Big Trees Station, circa 1910, near the site of the mail dispute.
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!
Only a few acts of charity by Cowell have turned up
in the old newspapers, but of course it is possible others
went unpublicized. “We learn that Henry Cowell gave
the other day to the Home for Incurables in San Francisco
the sum of $1,000 to alleviate suffering.” (Sentinel, July 17,
1902) The Home of Incurables housed people who had
diseases then determined to be incurable. His donation
was the equivalent of roughly $27,000 today.
! Cowell died in 1903. His surviving two daughters
and two sons were much more generous than their father,
again based on old newspapers. Ernest Cowell set up a
scholarship fund at Santa Cruz High School (which is still
in place), and sisters Helen and Isabelle frequently
donated to hospitals and to relief funds for victims of
various disasters. In 1906 Ernest aided the Santa Cruz
Free Library, something his father had refused to do just
four years earlier. Ultimately, nearly the entire Cowell
family fortune went to charity. Samuel Henry Cowell
(aka S. H. or Harry Cowell), who was the last surviving
heir, established the S. H. Cowell Foundation shortly
before he died in 1955.

Part of a receipt from 1889.

August 27, 1902: “Warrant for Arrest of Millionaire
Cowell.” Cowell’s workmen had been felling redwoods
near the Big Trees and some of the trees fell across the
railroad tracks, delaying the U. S. mail. Cowell, explained
that he had an agreement with the Southern Pacific that
he would not be liable for damages resulting from the
removal of trees adjacent to the railroad right-of-way.
That wasn’t good enough, however, for H. P. Thrall,
superintendent of the railway mail service. Thrall
planned to “prosecute vigorously the case against
Cowell” for twice delaying mail delivery by several
hours. In court, however, the judge decided that the
blocking of the tracks was not intentional and that Cowell
had the right to cut timber on his property. (Sentinel, Sept.
4, 1902)
! Although sometimes dubbed a “lime baron,” Henry
Cowell had diverse business interests. These included
raising cattle and other livestock, farming, buying and
selling property and water rights, making loans, etc.
!
Cowell’s business interests even extended to Alaska.
He sat on the Board of Directors of the North American
Commercial Company, which in 1890 secured an
exclusive 20-year lease from the federal government for
the taking of fur seals on the islands of St. Paul and St.
George. It was estimated that the company would be
harvesting 100,000 pelts per year. (Daily Alta California,
March 1, 1890)
!
Cowell had ranches scattered across much of
northern and central California, from the Pacific shore to
the Sierra foothills. According to early newspaper
accounts, many were apparently acquired through
foreclosures. “Henry Cowell was over in Monterey
looking after his railroad mortgages, etc., and the
press . . . found him as close-mouthed as an oyster. They
should know that the only way to make our pet Henry
communicative is to praise him gently, or to show him a
scheme by which he can make money.”(Sentinel, Nov. 23,
1878) Everyone was very formal back then, so just the fact
that the paper often called him by first name only, let
alone a “pet,” was extremely disrespectful. “Henry
Cowell is fencing his ranch near Half Moon Bay. Henry
takes a mortgage and then gets a ranch. Salinas,
Pescadero, and Half Moon Bay are loading him
up.” (Sentinel, April 23, 1881)

Santa Cruz Free Library shortly after completion in 1904.

!
It was from the Cowell Foundation that the
University of California purchased the campus lands.
The fact that the Cowell Ranch had just one owner (and
one who was willing to sell) made the site especially
appealing to the UC Regents.
!
Sometimes, the more we distance ourselves from
people and events of the past, the more we learn about
them and the better our perspective. So it is with the
story of Henry Cowell. Certainly he was a powerful
business tycoon, who knew what he wanted and took
whatever legal measures he could to get it. But he was a
complex individual. Perhaps someday, with more
research, a comprehensive biography can be written.
Until then, we will continue to share bits and pieces of his
story as they come to light.
!
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Associate Professor Stacy Philpott welcomes everyone to the
barn dedication.

Hay Barn Dedicated

Photos: Dennis Diego

A large crowd gathered the evening of September 12th
for the dedication of the reconstructed Hay Barn.
Associate Professor Stacy Philpott was host, followed by
remarks from Chancellor George Blumenthal and
Professor George Brown. Professor Brown presented a
short history of the project, thanking key individuals and
organizations who helped make this project possible. He
especially noted Sally Morgan, who was an early
champion of saving the barn. He thanked Alec and
Claudia Webster and the Webster Foundation whose
funding made the project possible. Work on the interior
continues thanks to support from the S. H. Cowell
Foundation and the Gaia Fund.

Above, original limestone rubble foundation under the Cardiff
House. Below, new concrete foundation.
(continued from p. 1)

removed, repaired, and reinforced. The new foundation
will prevent ground moisture and pest infestation from
attacking this landmark of the Cowell Lime Works
Historic District.
! The work also includes accessibility barrier removal
improvements, bringing the structure up to current code
standards for a historic structure. The structural
improvements are subtle and will be hidden under
horizontal wood siding matching the existing exterior
resulting in a historically correct appearance.
! The structural vulnerabilities of the “barge board”
walls and wood framing elements are mitigated with the
new robust and firm foundation. The improved
separation and moisture control afforded will also extend
the life expectancy of the historic structure.

A crowd floods into the barn following the ribbon cutting. The
barn will house offices, classroom space, and meeting space
for the Center for Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems.
Its location near the campus entrance is sure to also make it a
popular venue for special events.
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The Cardiff House as it looked in the early 1970s. (Photo by John Chase)

Friends of the Cowell Lime Works Historic District
Mail Stop PP&C
University of California
1156 High Street
Santa Cruz, CA 95064
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