The Way We Were

By Tara Schiro


When I first entered the old train station at Heritage Junction Historic Park located inside William S. Hart Park, and met Pat Saletore, the first thing I said was, “I had no idea this was here!”  She rolled her eyes, shook her head, and said, “I hate it when people say that!”  Great.  It’s always a good idea to start off on someone’s bad side, especially if you need information from them.  But not only is Pat one of the nicest people you’d want to meet, she’s also extremely passionate about the history of Santa Clarita; and as the Executive Director of the SCV Historical Society, she gave me an ear full.

“One of the things on my agenda is to rid people of saying that they didn’t know we were here.  The thing is, there was an explosion of growth in the 1980’s that is still going on today.  For some reason, people think that Santa Clarita history began in the 80’s when they moved in.  The fact is, Santa Clarita has its own rich history and it began hundreds of years earlier.” She gives me a quick overview of our ‘town-city-valley’ via the museum inside the train station.

The Tataviam and Chumash Indians occupied parts of what is now the Santa Clarita Valley.  The Tataviam were believed to occupy villages along the Santa Clara River with places in Newhall and Piru, at the junction of Wiley and Towsley Canyons, and there are a number of graves presumably from the village at Castaic Junction literally under Hwy 126.  Fast forward a few hundred years and Saugus-Newhall is the site of many firsts.  

In 1842, six years ahead of Sutters Mill, the first government-documented finding of gold was here in Placerita Canyon by Francisco Lopez; however, since the land was still owned by Mexico at the time, the story garnered little attention in the Eastern American press.  In 1877, the 1st successful California oil derrick, as well as the longest running oil derrick in the world, was in Mentryville, an area at the end of Pico Canyon just down from Stevenson Ranch and Southern Oaks; it is still open for tours.

Between 1872 and 1875, and according to the Newhall Foundation, “His [Henry Mayo Newhall’s] most important acquisition was Rancho San Francisco, a parcel of more than 40,000 acres covering much of the Santa Clarita Valley.  He granted a right-of-way to the Southern Pacific [Railroad] Company, and the first tracks connecting the San Francisco area with Los Angeles were laid across his ranch. He named the [train] station Saugus, after his birthplace in Massachusetts. And the railroad named the town site he had granted, Newhall.”

One part of our history that has not changed in the last 100 years is the difficulty in getting over the hill in to our valley.  In 1876, a golden spike was driven into the tracks at Lang Station, signifying the completion of the connection between San Francisco and Los Angeles. The spur to Ventura was finished in 1887.  Henry Mayo Newhall began to develop the town of Newhall with difficulty. He had to combat water problems, drought, and dust storms; the biggest problem however was transportation:  the only way in was by train.  Beale’s Cut was started in 1855 by Phineas Banning, who was awarded the contract to supply Fort Tejon.  The road leading up to the then 30 foot deep cut was still very steep, so in 1863 Beale contracted to deepen it to a total of 90 feet.  When cars were introduced, the only way to get them through the steep pass into Newhall was to put the car in reverse and drive backwards, or have the car towed by mules.  And we think we have traffic problems!
Saugus Café, located on San Fernando Road, started up inside the Saugus Train Station as Tolfree’s Eating House along with the Tolfree’s Depot Hotel. The train passengers were able to enjoy fancy dining and lodging during their layover from Los Angeles to San Francisco and vice’ versa.  After J.H. Tolfree died, the family sold it to the Woods family of Saugus who moved it across the street and renamed it the Saugus Cafe.  It is the oldest running café in Los Angeles.  Another relic from the past is the Way Station Coffee House, also on San Fernando Road.  It still has the same décor that it had in 1929!  A visit to Heritage Junction Historic Park at William S. Hart Park will give you a first hand look of relics from the 1700’s to the early 1900’s.  Besides a train from 1900, and several historical houses, among the items you will find is the exact table that Wild Bill Hickock was sitting at when he was shot dead; the trunk from Buffalo Bill; the 1930s saddle of Hoot Gibson who owned Saugus Speedway when it was a rodeo ground; and the organ of Carrie Jacobs Bond who composed “I Love You Truly.”

“The main thing,” says Pat “is that people understand the history of our valley.  We are such an important part of California history.  The fact that Saugus Station was a major thoroughfare, complete with lodging and fancy dining, is more than fascinating.  It gives us a long rich heritage to be proud of.  Everyone should come and see the museum and train station.”  I tend to agree. Having lived here for 17 years myself, I’m glad I’m no longer a part of the crowd that says, “I had no idea this was here!”  Docents give guided tours on the weekends and would be happy share our history with you.  


A Christmas Open House will be held on Dec 8 at the train station and museum in William S. Hart Park.  The person in charge is Cathy Martin, 254-1275.  The activities being planned include snow, Santa, music, etc.  For more information you can visit the web site at www.scvhistory.com 
