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History of the “Con Home”
The Stanfords’ Tribute to Father Serra
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Junipero Serra’s role in California

occurred 100 years ago when the wife
of Senator Leland Stanford commissioned a
statue of Serra. Over the years the Stanfords,
while guests at Hotel Del Monte in Mon-
terey, had observed ruins of Mission Car-
mel, and the accomplishments of the early
missionaries were brought to their attention.
The Stanfords were not Catholics, but they
were interested in California history, and
they concluded that Serra’s role as the first
Presidente, or senior priest, of California mis-
sions warranted acknowledgement.

Today Serra is known to practically ev-
ery Californian as the founder of the first
nine missions in Alta California, strung
out between San Diego and San Francis-
co. But in 1889, when Mrs. Stanford com-
missioned the statue, Serra had been prac-
tically forgotten for a century. The Cali-
fornia missions had been badly neglected
and many were abandoned. The original
mission, established at Monterey in 1770
and moved the following year to a site on
the Carmel River, was a ruin. By 1880
only partial adobe walls remained of Mis-
sion Carmel.

Mrs. Stanford contributed money used
to restore it in the early 1880s. In fact, her
role in its restoration initiated a conserva-
tion movement. Western artists, histo-
rians, authors, benefactors, and church
hierarchy began to demonstrate awareness
of the vanishing evidences of Spanish-
California history. Restoring missions be-
came the first preservation movement in
the state of California.

Spanish colonization of Alta California
began in 1769 with the establishment of a

After the dedication, an iron fence enclosed the statue, and the names of Blanchard and Bisson were presidio and a mision at San Diego. Captain
removed from the lower corners of the inscription.

Dorothy Regnery, a specialist on the history
of the San Francisco Peninsula, is the author
of An American Treasure: The Stanford
House in Sacramento; and An Enduring
Heritage: An Architectural History of the
San Francisco Peninsula. Photographs: Pat
Hathaway, CA State Library; Linda Long,
Stanford University Archives.




and the Serra Statue

Presidio Monterey

Gaspar de Portola and his soldados de cuero,
or leather jacket soldiers, who trekked
northward, did not recognize Monterey Bay,
but accidentally discovered San Francisco
Bay. The following year, in order to estab-
lish a northerly presidic and mission,
another group traveled by land to Monterey
Bay while others, including Serra, went by
sea aboard the sailing ship San Antonio.
On May 31, 1770, eight days after the
arrival of the land party, its members sighted
the San Antonio. According to prearrange-
ment they lighted bonfires on shore, and
these were acknowledged by the ship’s can-
non. The following day Portola, Serra’s
associate Fray Juan Crespi, and Lieutenant
Pedro Fages boarded the ship. They agreed
that Pentecost Sunday was appropriate for
taking formal possession of the area. H. H.
Bancroft described the occasion in his His-

tory of California:

“On the 3d of June all were assembled on
the beach, where a shelter of branches had
been erected and a cross made ready near an
old oak. Water was blessed, the bells were
hung, and the fiesta began by loud and oft-
repeated peals. Then Father Junipero don-
ned his alb and sole, and all on bended knee
chanted the wvenite creator spiritus, after
which the cross was planted and blessed, and
the good friar sprinkled beach and fields with
holy water, thus ‘putting to rout all infernal
foes.”. . . mass was said by Serra amidst the
thunder of cannon and the crack of musket-
ty. . . . Portola proceeded to take formal
possession in the name of Carlos III by hoist-
ing and saluting the royal flag of Spain, and
going through the usual forms of pulling
grass, throwing stones, and recording all in
the prescribed acta. . . . Thus were formally
founded on June 3, 1770, the mission and
presidio of San Carlos Borromeo de Mon-
terey. Serra and the ship’s party came ashore
by entering an inlet, which was fed by
springs in a ravine, now the southern bound-
ary of the U.S. Army Presidio. Those on
land awaited them on the south (Monterey)
side of the inlet.”

It is difficult to visualize the inlet now.
The western end of the automobile tunnels
on Lighthouse Avenue is about in align-
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ment with the south shore of the no longer
existing inlet. An 1879 U.S. Survey “plat of
the Custom House Reservation” distinctly
delineated the inlet. Its gradual elimination
is documented in subsequent maps and
photographs. A road and a bridge were built
at the base of the ravine, the upper part of
the inlet. In 1889 a railroad bed (now a
footpath) was constructed across the mouth
of the stream. Then to improve the “road to
Pacific Grove” (now known as Pacific and
Lighthouse Avenues) the inlet was filled in,
and the elevation of the upper part raised ten
feet or more.

The Stanfords were escorted to the area
during one of their visits to Monterey by
Father Angelo D. Casanova, priest at the
Royal Presidio Chapel (now Monterey San
Carlos Catholic Church). Casanova
showed them the wooden cross he had
placed on the south bank of the inlet, where
he concluded Serra stepped ashore in 1770.
The San Francisco Call described the site this
way in 1891:

“In an obscure wayside nook, a little way
out of the town of Monterey, close to the
road leading to Pacific Grove and easily
passed unnoticed . . . stands an unpreten-
tious wooden cross, partially concealed by
neglected weeds, dilapidated fences and the
prevailing scrub oak. . . . When the Stan-
fords donated a statue of Serra, they had no
intention of replacing Casanova’s wooden
cross nor of identifying the 1770 church-
and-state ceremonial site.”

The statue of Serra was based on a draw-
ing by John W. Coombs, a contemporary of
Leland Stanford and a migrant from New
York like the Senator. Coombs had talent
for carving stone even as a youth. In 1870 he
established a marble business in San Jose,
and in 1883 Coombs, W. W. Blanchard and
others organized the Western Granite &
Marble Company. The company employed
about 50 skilled workmen, including an un-
named “special artist in designing,” and
owned the Crystal Lake Quarries below
Yuba Pass. Coombs was vice president;
Blanchard was manager. Blanchard leamed
the quarry trade in Maine. In what appears
to be self-aggrandizement, Blanchard re-

ceived exaggerated publicity about his role
in the production of the Serra statue.

On September 25, 1889, Jane L. Stanford
contracted with the Western Granite &
Marble Company for $5,000 in gold coin to
create “a life-size figure of Reverend Father
Junipero Serra.” Little was recorded about
Serra’s appearance; the only life-portrait of
Serra was painted in 1773 just shortly before
his death. Serra was 57 vears old (then cons-
idered elderly) when he came to Monterey,
where the Indians affectionately referred to
him as el Vigo, the Old Man. Serra was
about five feet two inches tall, his health was
poor (congenital asthma, and crippled with
an ulcerated foot), and he was in constant
pain.

The statue depicts a healthy, youthful
man. Coombs used as his model Fr.
Clementine Deymann, a Franciscan priest
assigned to an orphanage near Watsonville.
His six-foot, robust figure was in contrast to
that of the Majorcan peasant priest’s. Cali-
fornia gray granite appropriately simulated
apparel of the early Franciscans. Incon-
gruously the priest was portrayed stepping

C.W.]. Johnson's photo of the cross placeci in the

ravine by Casanova.






























