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Recall the Cowell Ranch
By Frank Perry

Linda Dutart

“It was like The Waltons,” said Bob Cardiff. He was
referring, of course, to the popular 1970s television show
about rural family life during The Great Depression.
Bob’s memories don’t go back quite that far, but the
Cowell Ranch of the 1950s was still plenty rural. Bob
enjoyed hunting and fishing, riding horses, and eating his
grandmother’s home-cooked meals. There was work too:
loading bales of hay, spreading manure on the fields, and
rounding up cattle.
A while back I was most fortunate in being able to
interview Bob about the summers he spent with his
grandparents, George and Violet Cardiff, who lived on
the ranch before it became part of UCSC. Bob’s cousin,
Linda Dutart, also shared some memories and furnished
some of the photographs for this article.
The name “Cardiff” is familiar to most anyone who
has spent much time around the lower campus. The
“Cardiff House,” which was renovated just a few years
ago, was built back in the 1860s for Albion and Mary
Jordan and their family. It was later home to the Henry
Cowell family. Others who lived there include Frank and
Evelyn George. Frank George worked for many years as
the ranch manager. In the early 1950s, it was home to his
successor, Joe Netto. After Netto died suddenly in 1953,
the Cardiff’s moved in. The Cardiff’s still resided there
when the University bought the property, and the name
“Cardiff House” stuck—even though they only lived
there about ten years.
George Cardiff’s relationship with the Cowell
company went back several decades. Samuel Henry
Cowell wanted to open a retail building supply store in
Santa Cruz and approached Cardiff about buying his

Some members of the Cardiff family, circa 1948. Violet and
George are second and third from the left.

store near the southern end of Pacific Avenue. Cardiff was
reluctant at first, but finally sold out and went to work for
Cowell. It was the beginning of a long and amicable
relationship, which Cardiff recounted in an oral history
done for the University in 1962 and now available online.
Bob Cardiff generously shared some stories not in that
oral history, stories based on his own personal experiences
during summer stays with his grandparents.
Robert (Bob) Cardiff, Jr., was born in 1938 and grew up
in Salinas.* His parents, Robert (born in 1909) and Edythe
Cardiff, married in San Francisco in 1936. According to a
wedding announcement in the Santa Cruz Evening News,
Mrs. Cardiff (the former Edythe Sande) “is of French
descent and was born, raised, and educated in Seattle.”
Bob, however, tells quite a different story. He says that his
mother was actually Italian, and she kept this a secret
because of prejudice against Italians in the early 1900s.
Her father proposed to a woman over in Italy, but she
(continued on p. 4)

* George Cardiff’s older brother also lived in Santa Cruz and
was also named Robert. One of Robert’s sons, G. Darrell
Cardiff (born in 1901), likewise had a son named Robert.
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In the Newspapers, 100 Years Ago . . .
August 7, 1920. “The Santa Cruz fire department
succeeded in preventing the spreading of a grass
and brush fire on the Barrett Ranch yesterday,
which would have swept over the Cowell Ranch
had it not been checked just in time. . . . About
seventy-five volunteer fire fighters with wet sacks,
shovels, and axes, succeeded in extinguishing the
fire before it had done much damage. A large crop
of barley on the Cowell Ranch was threatened. . . .”
August 16, 1920. “Among successful deer hunters
during the latter part of last week was Len Ashley
of Felton, who killed a fine buck on Graham Hill,
near what is known as the old Portuguese Joe
place. . . . [Many are killed] on the ridge and
country across from Rincon, where the lime kilns of
the Henry Cowell Company are located.”
September 2, 1920. “Automobile sales during the
past week are keeping up to a healthy average. The
Jensen-Emigh company have announced the sale of
a . . . Fordson tractor and McKay disc plow to the
Henry Cowell Lime and Cement Company. S. H.
Cowell personally witnessed the tractor demonstration on the Cowell Ranch and was so pleased
that he placed an order immediately.”
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Michael D. Luther
We are sad to report the
passing this past summer
of Mike Luther, longtime
member of the Friends of
the Cowell Lime Works
Historic District. Mike’s
interest in the local lime
industry dated back to the
1950s when, while driving
along Highway 9, he came
upon
the
abandoned
Cowell lime kilns at
Rincon. At that time, many
of the support buildings
were still there, such as the cookhouse and cooperage,
along with old trucks, barrels, and tools.
Mike was trained as an engineer and worked in later
years for Granite Rock. He had a broad general knowledge
of the mineral industry and also was very knowledgable
about railroads. In addition, he was a longtime member of
the California Native Plant Society.
In the early 2000s Mike joined Frank Perry, Bob
Piwarzyk, Allen Molho, Alverda Orlando, and Sierra Perry
in researching and producing the book Lime Kiln Legacies
(published in 2007). This project greatly benefited from
Mike’s expertise and discussions with the other authors.
He will be dearly missed.

September 30, 1920. “After doing the California
circuit, some of the horses of S. H. Cowell’s stables
are now winning further honors on the Oregon
turf. Word has just been received by Frank George,
ranch foreman for the local Cowell interests, that
“Lapanza” won the 2:25 trotting race at the Salem,
Oregon, State Fair. . . .”

The Lime Kiln Chronicles is published twice each year
(Spring and Fall) by the
Friends of the Cowell Lime Works Historic District

November 20, 1920. “The rough sea, with its
accompanying high breakers and peculiar
undercurrents, has caused much sand on the beach
to wash out from the Cowell Point clear to the
mouth of the San Lorenzo River.”
November 29, 1920. “On Sunday, a News
representative, while gathering mushrooms on the
Cowell and Younger back ranches not far from the
city reservoir site, saw four coyotes, three of which
were traveling together.”
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Barbara Wagner

New and Renewing Members

We are also sad to
report the passing of
Barbara Wagner. Barbara
was born in Santa Cruz
in 1937. Her father and
grandfather worked for
Cowell in the early 1900s,
and
she
generously
shared with the Friends
many memories of the
Cowell Ranch, both from
personal experience and
from stories passed down
through the years in her family. Her album of photographs
taken by her father in the 1920s beautifully documents
work on the ranch at that time, especially the quarrying
operations. Many of these photographs were used in our
Crystals, Caves, and Kilns exhibition of 2014.

Our sincere thanks to these new and renewing
members. Your donations enable the Friends to
continue its mission of education and historic
preservation.
Alverda Orlando
Ellie Reese
Steve & Alice Schnaidt
Janet Schwind
Tom Schreiner & Jeannette
Echenique
Mark & Patricia Traugott
Helen & Will Webster
Foundation

Rachel Carson College, UCSC

George Brown & Julie DrydenBrown
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Rainbow Mitchell-Fox
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Walking Tour Video Now Available
Back in 2007—June 9th to be exact—Peter McGettigan of
Community Television recorded a walking tour through
part of the Cowell Lime Works Historic District. The tour
was in conjunction with the release of the book Lime Kiln
Legacies: The History of the Lime Industry in Santa Cruz
County, published by the Santa Cruz Museum of Art &
History. The walk was led by co-author Frank Perry with
help from co-author Bob Piwarzyk. Another of the coauthors, Alverda Orlando, was also present. The video has
been re-edited and supplemented with additional historic
photos. To watch, go to YouTube.com and search for “Tour
of the Cowell Lime Works Historic District.” It runs about
41 minutes.

Campus Wildlife
With most students at home due to the pandemic, there
is little in the way of student “wild life.” But the other
kind of “wild life” is in abundance. The book, Natural
History of the UCSC Campus has several chapters on
campus birds, reptiles, amphibians, and mammals and
good places to see them.
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Linda Dutart

For many years, the Cardiffs lived at 22 Woods Street
in Seabright. Bob remembers visiting his grandparents
there and that the house was only a few blocks from the
San Lorenzo River. Bob would walk down to the river to
go boating and swimming.
Both George and Violet were very active in the
community. She served as a volunteer with the Red
Cross for many years. George was active with the public
library and chamber of commerce. Both served on the
school board.
According to Bob, his grandfather was a no-nonsense
man of his word. He remembers that George sold hay
grown on the ranch for $28 per ton. One time a man
asked George what the price of hay would be next year.
He replied that it would be the same. Alas, a terrible
blight the following year destroyed hay crops across the
county. Fortunately, the Cowell Ranch was spared. Hay
now commanded as much as $60 dollars per ton.
George, however, kept to his word and only charged
$28.
Another incident involved a new car. George wanted
to get his grandson a car. When he asked Bob what kind
he wanted, Bob said “a Bel Air Chevrolet.” So, George
called to the dealership downtown and asked how
much a Bel Air Chevrolet cost. The man said $2800.
They went down to get the car. “Now George, said the
man, I want you to understand, this has a radio in it,
and it has a heater, and it’s an automatic, you know. You
start adding it up, and it’s $2900, $3000, to $3200.” In the
mean time, George was writing the check. George
looked up, handed it to him, and said, “Hear’s your
money.” “Well, George,” exclaimed the man, “it’s

George H. and Violet I. Cardiff in the early 1900s.

would not marry him because he was poor. So, according
to Bob, he came to the U.S., bought a fancy set of clothes,
went back to Italy, and told her he was rich. Impressed,
she married him and they emigrated to the United States.
Bob says the family would never talk much about this
woman, but he thinks she went insane. In any event, her
husband was not able to care for the children, including
Edythe, so he placed them in a Catholic convent in Seattle.
That is where Bob’s mother was raised.
Bob and Linda shared still another family “secret.”
Before George was married to Violet, he was married to
another woman for seven years. This first wife died after
undergoing surgery. Apparently the death had something
to do with an object accidentally left inside her by the
doctor. In December, 1906, George and Violet were
married. He was 34 and she was 23. They were married
for over fifty years, and both lived into their early nineties.

Frank Perry collection

Boating on the San
Lorenzo River, circa
1950. As a kid, Bob
Cardiff enjoyed
swimming and boating
in the river.
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Linda Dutart

$3200.” “Is that a Bel Air Chevrolet?” asked George.
“That’s what you told me a Bel Air Chevrolet costs. Is
your word not your word?” “That was it,” said Bob.
“We walked out with the car for $2800.” When I
interviewed Bob some fifty years later, he said he still
had the car and was restoring it.
Another example of George’s no-nonsense attitude
involved a sheep roundup. Some dogs were killing
sheep. George thought he recognized one of the dogs
and warned his neighbor that he better keep his dog
away from the sheep, as several cowboys were
arriving the next day and they would shoot any
marauding dogs. “Oh no, my dog wouldn’t do that,”
said the neighbor. Bob said it was a beautiful dog. The
next day, the dog indeed turned out to be one of the
killers. George delivered the dead dog to his
neighbor’s front steps later that day.
One of Bob’s first experiences on the ranch was
fishing. He was only about fourteen when he and a
friend hiked over towards the neighboring Wilder
Ranch and along a creek until they came to a
“beautiful big pond.” It was just full of trout. “Oh my
gosh, we each caught a limit.” He hiked back to his
grandparents’ house and innocently showed off his
amazing catch. George then telephoned Mr. Wilder
and said, “I think my grandson has just fished out
your trout farm.”
“We pretty much had the run of the place, as long
as we didn’t get into trouble,” Bob explained. He and
his friends would go dove hunting, deer hunting, and
once in a while they would go camping at Cardiff
Camp. This was located at what later became known
as Gray Whale Ranch (now a unit of Wilder Ranch
State Park). It was a beautiful area. “The only problem
was poison oak,” he said. “I got it so bad—horrible.”
Bob and the other grandkids did lots of horseback
riding, too, and he still remembers some of the horse

Cardiff family gathering, circa 1946. That’s George Cardiff
on the far right.

names. There was Buster, Bingo, Timber, Pal (a palomino),
and at least a half dozen others.
Of course, summers on the ranch were not all fun and
games. There was work to do, and, when Bob was old
enough, he was able to earn $48 per week. He and two
other young men would help with the annual hay harvest,
including loading the baled hay onto a truck so it could be
taken for storage in one of the barns. Bob also helped
spread manure onto the fields and helped with the cattle
roundups. The foreman at that time was Les Strong. “He
was a very good foreman,” recalled Bob.
I asked Bob about the little building behind the Cardiff
House (now known as the Cardiff Shed and restored last
year by the Friends). “Oh, that was the wood shed.
Grandma kept wood in there. Grandma did not have an
electric stove or a gas stove, she had a wood stove.” Bob
remembers cutting wood for the shed and grandpa
carrying bundles of wood into the house for his wife’s
stove. “Boy could she cook,” Apprently, her hospitality and

The Cardiff House at UCSC is now used as the Women’s
Center. This picture dates from 2005, before a new foundation
was put under the building.
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problem than it is now. Malio and the other members of
his family badly needed a place to park. “Grandpa
walked up to Malio and said, ‘You see that whole area
by the pier down there? (pointing to vacant Cowell land
near the foot of the wharf) That’s yours. Park there all
you want. I’m going to charge you a dollar a year.’”
When Bob was
about 14 years old, he
went on one of the
Stagnaro deep sea
fishing trips. “I paid
the $4 or whatever for
the day-long trip.”
After Bob returned,
Malio said to George,
“Is that your boy
fishing? But he paid.”
“Yes, he paid,” said
George. “He don’t pay
no more,” said Malio.
“He ripped a paper
bag,” said Bob, “and
wrote out a pass so I
could go fishing every
day, free of charge.”
Les Strong had
earlier told me that
Bob used to fly model
airplanes. “I did up
there, yeah,” Bob
explained. “I’m a pilot
now. I’ve got 11,000
hours
in.”
Bob’s
interest in airplanes
was further kindled by a visit to an airshow while in
college in northern Arizona. “I saw three jets fly over
the field and go straight up. I said, ‘that’s what I want to
do,’ and I did. I went into the Air Force.” Bob flew in
Viet Nam and was later a flight instructor.
Historians often must rely heavily on census records,
directories, maps, deeds, etc. While these are good for
nailing down important facts and dates, they lack the
personal family stories that make history interesting.
Many thanks to Bob Cardiff and Linda Dutart for
transporting us back to the Cowell Ranch of the 1950s
and for sharing some Cardiff family stories.

This old shed was where the Cardiff’s kept wood for their wood
stove. This photo dates from 2005 before it was restored by the
Friends.

reputation as a fine cook were widely known. To Bob and
the other grandchildren, she was called MumMum. This
is what Bob started calling her when he was but a wee
small boy learning to talk.
It wasn’t far into the interview before Bob brought up
the name “Old Joe.” “I was going to ask you about him,”
I said. Joe has been mentioned several times before in the
Lime Kiln Chronicles, including in the interviews with Les
Strong (Spring/Summer 2015), and Jim Lorenzana and
Joe Conde (Spring/Summer 2012). “He was stooped over
real low,” said Bob. “Quite a guy. Never had a bath in his
life.”
Joe lived in the little room at the west end of the
Cardiff House. “Old Joe was in charge of the garden,”
Bob said. “There was a big vegetable garden and Old Joe
used to bring in zucchini, tomatoes, and everything
under the sun. There was nothing purchased from
downtown.” Also near the house was the orchard. This
had apples, lemons, oranges, and other fruit.
“The man never spent a dime for anything. The wages
were not very good. My grandfather only got 200 some
dollars every two weeks or so. Old Joe probably got $50
per week.” Nevertheless, the small paychecks added up.
“When the man died, he left $45,000,” according to Bob.
(Accounts of the amount vary. In the Cardiff oral history,
page 120, George Cardiff said $80,000.)
George Cardiff knew just about everyone around
Santa Cruz, including Malio Stagnaro, who ran the
Stagnaro fish market (and later a restaurant) on the Santa
Cruz Municipal Wharf. Back before the wharf was
widened in the 1960s, parking was even more of a

The author thanks Pat Paramoure for sharing her research on
the Cardiffs.

6

Lime Kiln Chronicles

Fall/Winter • 2020-2021

The Other Henry
Although his name is not as well known today as that
of Henry Cowell, Henry T. Holmes was also a major
lime manufacturer in California during the late 1800s.
Holmes began operation in the Sierra foothills,
providing lime for constructing brick buildings in the
1850s and 1860s. He eventually expanded his business to
Sacramento, San Francisco, and southern California.
In the 1870s, Holmes became involved in the
manufacturing of lime near Felton, ultimately acquiring
the lime works of Thomas Bull (on Bull Creek) and
William Bennett (on Bennett Creek). The Holmes

company continued in name, at least, even after Holmes
died in 1903. After passing through several successive
owners, it finally folded during The Great Depression.
Cowell crushed or bought out many of his other
competitors, but not Holmes. We may never know just
what their relationship was, but there seems to have been
some kind of agreement. Cowell expanded north to
Washington while Holmes opened up a lime-making
plant in southern California. In central California,
however, they were in direct competition with plants in
Santa Cruz County and offices in San Francisco.

These receipts from May 24,
1875, and September 23, 1886,
show several differences. The
name of the company changed,
as did the address. The older
one advertises Sacramento
Lime, while the later one
Alabaster Lime. The older one
says “Payable in U. S. Gold
Coin” while the newer one
states “Interest will be added to
all bills at the rate of 1 percent
per month after 30 days.” Also,
the newer one has a telephone
number: 5003.

Henry T. Holmes
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This small part of the 1889 Birds-eye view of Santa Cruz by Henry Steinegger shows the old Davis and Cowell warehouse
that was at the foot of Bay Street. Barrels of lime were stored there until they could be loaded onto ships from the company
wharf, part of which is shown in the lower right. This image is reproduced from the book Names on the Map by Stanley D.
Stevens, 2020, published by and available from the Santa Cruz Museum of Art & History. (Courtesy of the author)
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