
Dry Years 
of 1862-65 
Changed 
O.C. Life 

Drought: It brought 
financial ruin to many 
and led to the breakup of 
the grmt ranchos, 
changing the landscape. 

By DAVID REYE.5 
TI\IES ST~FF \\'RITER 

The kill<'r drought arrived after 
tw(I _ye.rs of rain, str.k.ing wl4.h 

the wallop of a lethal blow. 
Heavy rams had prompted the 

area's cattlemen, buoyed with 
confidence by years of abundant, 
water-soaked pastures, to over­
stock their ranches. But two 
months of dryness were followed 
by a third, then another, and 
another. 

Soon, Southern California was 
caught in the middle of what 
some historians labeled the Great 
Drought. The year was 1862. 

"Hundreds of gaunt, skeleton­
like forms moved slowly over th~ 
plains in search of food," historian 
James M. Quinn wrote. "It was a 
pitiful sight The loss of cattle 
during the famine was fearful. ) 
The plains were strewn with 
their carcasses." 

The five-year dry spell of.the 
late 1980s and early 1990s may 
seem like the worst ever, after 
generating rising water bills; 
Metropolitan Water District peq-: 
alties and great media attention. 
But while it has indeed changed 
lifestyles and harmed the econo­
my, the impact has been small in 
contrast with the financial ruin 
and change in the landscape 
caused by the drought of 1862-65, 
considered by historians to be the 
granddaddy of all California' 
droughts. 

And the offspring of that 
drought . remain evident today. 
The development of Orange 
County, which grew out of· the 
death of the ranchos of the pre­
Civil War era, has a legacy ex­
tending almost directly back ·to 
1862. 

The 1862 drought "did lead to 
the breakup of the great ran­
chos," said William Hendricks 
director of Corona de! Mar'~ 
Sherman Library, which houses 
an archive. "It helped push many 
of these ranchos to the wall, and 
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DROUGHT 
Conttnu,d ftom BJ d 
thcrcloro ltd to th<'m Af'lllrlR off 
lh<!at rtnchoa (fotJ tnrml11n,1~. And 
then dovclopmont." 

The htghl7 proftlAhlc ronch 
Jand11 drtrd up with the thrN' ycinr 
drought, htstortan11 aaM. 'fho11Mnd4 
or animals were slaughttrrd tor 
hides and horru1. Cottle that had 
i.old ror 6 cent.ii a P<)und were being 
8ktnned for 12 a hide. Meanwhile, 
vaqueros from the great rancho" 
we~ forced to drive the remaining 
calllc trom the area, then known as 
the Santa Ana Valley, to Mojave 
Lake, historians noted. 

The California Hlstorlcal Society 
Quarterly noted that remaining 
cattle "faced starvation and were 
driven over clfffs at San Pedro" as 
a "merciful solution" to the prob-
~m. j 

Jim Sleeper, an Orange County 
historian, said that land baron Don 
Jose Andres Sepulveda, who had 
acquired the vast Rancho San Joa­
quin, was devastated by the loss of 

1 
"tens of thousands of cattle: ' -

In 1864, at the height of the 
drought, Sepulveda sold 50,000 
acres of his rancho for $18,000, 
roughly 36 cents an acre. Before 
the drought, land values were 
assessed at 50 cents an acre but 
eventually fell to 25 cents as the 
drought worsened. 

One of the four buyers was 
James Irvine Sr., whose land even­
tually became part of the Irvine 
Ranch, where the cities of Laguna 
Beach, Newport Beach and Corona 
del Mar now stand. 

Don Abel Stearns, another ma­
jor landowner, sold his Ran­

cho Los Alamitos to a Michael 
Reese of San Francisco, who held 
his note for $20,000 "with interest." 
That note granted Reese a strip of 
land about eight miles wide, from 
the ocean at Seal Beach inland to 
what is now Cypress. 

Droughts are not uncommon 

r - 1 when Viewed through the histori-
cal looking glass, Sleeper said. For 

r

' example; Sleeper said that in 
1876-77, just a scant 4 inches of 
rain fell in what was then the 
Anablm Colony. In the late 1800s, 
annual rainfall for the Santa Ana 
Vallef; aYera,ed 13 to 14 inches, 
whicb would qualify the 1876-77 
year .. 1141ftmo11t. Sleeper said. 

"A1111,ume you get such a low 
•'ftlure in Southern CalifQr• 

nta, wJitch ii eaenUally a desert, 
you•adrou,ht," Sleeper said. 

\Vatw aperta cite studies find• 
in, California history fa laced 

•Year droughts. But tl\ee 
h'8itate when it comes to 

drou,ht predictions. 

"I'm rather ,keptlcal that there 
fa any cycle that 1, useful for 
bredfcUnf drou1ht1," ,afd Maurfco 
ROOI, chlff hydrologJat for the 
•tatt Dtparttntnt of Water Re­
aourctt. "About tho only thing 
Wt're cettaln of ls that drougbtl 
ere lrte,ular.'' 

C arltornla hu had wor,e 
drouihta In term• of rainfall, 

Root ,.kl, ButJn u-rm1J of economic 
loo, tht to•calJtd Or~t Drought 
wa, .Pf6fiably most devattatfng f,e .. 
cau~1 tffe early ranchos lacked 
today f taervot, water ttoragf, 

AMOnf that drought's de,truc­
tlvt effectli 

• The wheat crop was ruined, 
and hay became so scarce that ft 
sold tor too a ton, several times 
more than what ft was worth 
before the drought. In the spring ot 
1864, not one cent of taxes was 
collected in Los Angeles County, 
which included the ranchoe, be­
cause of the drought and fore­
closures. 

St'ockmen built huge steam 
vats along the coast from San 
Franotsco to San Diego. These 

• establishments were called matan.­
m&, a Spanish word for a place 
where cattle were slaughtered, 
Some of the sheep and cattle that 
were able to travel were driven to 
the matanzaa and slaughtered. 
Their hides were taken off and 

dried for shipment, and the carcas­
ses were thrown into the vats and 
steamed, reducing them to tallow. 
which was used in making candles 
and soap. 

• The Anaheim Colony was an 
enclave of German winemakers. 
The colony had built ditches to 
hold waler and protect its wineries. 
To prevent thirsty cattle from 
invading the grapevines, the wine­
makers hired Luis Aguilar, a va­
quero, to keep the catUe out for $60 

a month, a handsome sum in those 
day.s. 

The impact of the drought was 
not lost on Irvine, who eventu-

_ally owned Rancho San Joaquin. 
After buying the failed ranchos at 
low prices, Irvine and his son. 
James Irvine Jr., started stringent 
methods of wa\er conservatioo. 
Sleeper said. 

"Everybody sa\d be (lrvm.fs 
son] was water crazy becaute • 
had crews who, people-
worked around the dQCt i.«lrillle 
for water,11 Sleew 8kl 

The drought -., offtcially c;lY 
wb,n a 
aev~~·· ..... ,llllli! 
rePl_,.tcl ._ "'iiter 1table end 
produced artodul-... tbl,t were 
Santa Ana's flret water source, 
Sleeoer said. 



-------
- "Our water table tn Orange 
County used to be so high, tt used 
to have artesian springs, and 1n the 
old days you could slick a pipe in 
the gri>und, and you could get 
water going through and spilling 
over the pipe," Sleeper said. 

As early as 1910, Irvine's son 
believed that his ranch could prof­
itably use 1,000 more inches or 
water from outside sources. Be­
cause that was not available, he 
added more and more wells until 
he drilled 1~ wells, spending $3 
milltoil to $4 million. 

Eventually, the Irvine Co., 
which became the largest land­
bOlcler' in the county, introduced a 
aldDr program of water conserva­
dllll and incidental flood control, 
JlllflMfwhich are still in use today. 
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ONrJ.ViijOS RANCHO TP11::H HI d 

Aug. 18, 1781 Jose Antonio Ont1-,eros and hie wit,, Ana Mari" C8rrMJco, 

their 9 year old son, Juan Patricio and 13 year old dau• 

gbter, Juana de Dioa, arriYt at San Gabriel Miasion with 

the Rivera Expedition to towld Loa Angel••• 
Jun. l, 1794 
Sept. 24, 1795 

Nov. 24, 1825 

Patricio married Maria Antonia Rodrigues. 

Their eon, Juan Pacifioo,wu born at Loa Angeles. 
PaoU'ioo married Maria Martina Osuna. They bad 13 children. 

1825- Patrioio, Paoitico and a married ei1ter lived on Rancho· 
knta Gertrud ea, part. of the Nieto grant. Patrioio worked for Ui.eto. 

March 8, 1833 Patrioio petitioned. tor Rancho Los Alamitos. Nieto claimed it, 

but offered another place. Controversy over a spring on that. 
1834 Patricio died. His son, Pacitioo, continued the petition. 

May 18, 1837 Pacitioo was granted Rancho San Juan CaJon de Santa Ana, 
35,970 acres, by Mexican Govemor Juan ~varado. The bound­

aries were approximately the Los Angeles County Line to the 
Santa Ana ihver and Ball Road to Tuetin·Ave. It was partly 

1841 

Jun. 17, 1856 

Sept. 12, 1857 
1857 

May 22, 1863 

May 10, 1864 

Apr. 27, 1865 

Mar. 7, 1877 

from Rancho Los Coyotes and partly from San Gabriel Mission lands. 

Pacifico bad a house south of the Old Road, probably east of 
Buena Park. 

Juan Baptiste Leandry, new owner of Los Coyotes, sued Pacifico 
over the boundary be·twe~n .. their ranchos and won. 

Pacifico had to move and built an adobe in the present city 

ot Placentia, it was(§rth of the Old Road.:) 

Pacifico buys Rancho Tepusquet 1n Santa Maria Valley, Santa 

Barbara County for 350 picked c.~ttle and 30 picked mares. 8,900 acres. 
Paoitico sold ll65 acres of San Juan Cajon to Frohling and liansen. 
Pacifico moved his family to Rancho Tepuaquet. They built Anaheim on it. 

Pacifico gave 3')00 acres to hie sons, Patricio and Juanito. ', 
and sold the rest of the rancho to Abel Stearns to~ 

The two sons sold their 3900 acres to Augustus Lwlgenberger.t'or $}48o. 

Langenberger and his partner~ Benjamin Dreytua sold the 3900 
acres to Daniel lraemer for $460(). 

The City of Placentia is on this land, near the Ontiveros adobe. 
Pacitioo died on Rancho Tepuaquet, 

Mar. 6, 1977 Benj~n Kraemer, Jr. died in Placentia, last of original owners. 

@=) The-adobe tom ~wn by new owners of the land. --....._, 
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CATTLE BUNDS OF THE MISSION 
AND UMCHO DAS 

Mission San GabrieJ Archan~el 

Planned to be built near the banks of 
the Santa Ana, San Gabriel took a brand 

the fearful earthquakes 
Portol, recorded near this ttrio de 

The entwined Sand T 
stand tor this word. 

Juan Ontiveros 

Two brands are recorded in this 
possibly tor Juan Patricio 

(father) and Juan Pacifico (son). 

Brand Counter Brand 

Abel Stearns 

Stearns bou~ht of the southland's 
!arrest ranchos, includinr San Juan 
Caj6n de Santa Ana. 
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