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HOMESTEAD: This Way of Life Used to Be Common in Orange County

Continued from
oon he developes wllbe bul-
dozing the two World War I-era
Ay barracks thal served 48
Thomas' family's home, as well as a
dilapidated, reddish-brown ba
where Thomas' gri

said sadly last week as he mked
up his belongings to move in
temporarily with some local rela-

life used to be commonplace in
Orange County, when huge ranch-
s and farms covered hundreds of
thousands of acres, said
County Farm Bureau Manager
Thelma Moses. Today, Moses esti-
‘mates there are only 60,000 acres of
agricultural land left in the county.
uring the early part of this
Sl iy
re sprea the
Pills and fatlands wulh of what s

The wave of beavy e devel-

opment that rolled across Orange
County tollowing World War 1 1ed
10 the break-up of most of those
ranches, Hoel said.

‘oday, no one knows how many
ranch homesteaders are left in the
county. But Gilbert Aguirre, senior
vice president of Rancho Mission
Vi which operats  40.00-sere
ranch in the south c
ere cant be e than & bndfl

irre noted that his ranch only
has “two or three” hands living on
the property without having to pay
rent

“That was common years agoif a
person spent that much time
[working a ranch], but that's a

casily be brought in 1o the most
rugged areas with

o
Troy Thomas leaves his family home with his possessions in two plastic bags, never to return.

before it was put out by firefight-

three vans and two
pickups loaded just in case,” Thom-
asrecalled.

Even life's essentials weren't
taken for granted. For many years,
the family had to depend on a well
for its water, Thumn said, and

it
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ster's death, Pat Forster said, a
verbal agreement was made by the
new landowner that all 14 of the
couple'schildren woul wed

o live free on the property until
they 3 oc! 1 waa} devaloped,
‘whichever happened first

The land changed hands several
et it e v

But there were plenty of good
times,too. After the hard work of
over, ranch-|
{amilics rom mils around would
converge on the then-tiny commu-
nities of San Juan Capistrano and
Toro to receive their daily mail
and exchange gossip at the country
stor,Hoel sd
weekends, Hoel said, the
ranch hands Kicked up their heels

which during the early part of this
century served as a social Mecca

vehicles.
o

‘Thomas' grandfather, John Ana-
tole Ebargaray first homesteaded a
hilltop in San Juan Capistrano in
1923 as part of his payment for
working as foreman of the 300-acre
Forster Ranch in Forster Canyon,

The ranch, also known as “Boca
de la Playa” (mouth of the beach)
because of its proximity to the sea,
was a tiny remnant of a 6,600-acre

read that dated to 1846, when
California still was part of Mexico,
said Orange County historian Jim
Sleeper.

Originally acquired as a Mexican
land grant by a local justice of the
peace, the ranch was purchased in
1882 by Marcos A. Forster, son of

Orange County land baron Juan
Forster, Sleeper said.
pieces grzdually e e by
the Forster fami

Only a few hundred acres were
left by the time Ebargaray, a
Basque sheepherder from France,
arrived in Orange County. He used
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up almost every remaining acre of
the little ranch by planting fields of
barley and wheat in the can

allowing herds of as many as 300
sheep 1o graze along the rolling
hillsides, Thomas said.

the barley and wheat fields. Today,
the wagon sits in the family’s front
yard, arusted and forgoten relic

Cari sheep in the coyote-
infested hills aiso was a ml(hly

hore, Thomas said. The
were kept at night in a e
corral near the bunkhouse, and
dogs were kept at the ready.

Brush fires were also a constant
concern, especially during periods
of dry Santa Ana winds. A hillside
of Forster Canyon still bears the
scars of an immense brush fire 20
years ago that Thomas said very
nearly enveloped the bunkhouse

There also was plenty of after-
hours socializing at the ranch
bunkhouses_themselves. Thomas
recalls vividly the big parties his
grandfather held, in which Basqu
sheepherders and their families
from all over the south county
would congregate in the Ebargar.

ay's back yard to eat and drink all

Inside a stone pit there—now
buried with garbage and debris—
the Ebargarays would roast pig and
lamb butchered in the barn near-

top a grill, now rusted and
e they laid
strip of e o barbecue, Thomas

The Fourth of July ws always
the most festive time, Thom:
recalled, because it was both
national holiday and his grandfa-
ther's birthday.

he ranch continued_operating
until 1966, when Marcos Forster Jr.
died and the land was sold to help
pay_inheritance taxes, said Pat
Forster, Forster’s son.

As Ebargaray and his wife had
died shortly before Marcos For-

w housing
d:velopmems o
from all sides. The verbal agree-
ment finally ended on Dec. 23, 1987,
when Lucana Ebargaray Thom-
as—the last surviving sibling of
John and Josefina Ebargaray —died
of akidney ailment.
y then, the only other family
membﬂ living o the peoperty was
y Thomas
Tas two cider miter, hut they
married and moved away.

o

Although he perked 14} yours
doing _street repairs
Beach (he sad he had been tem-.
ployed in recent years) Thomas
continued living alone in the ranch
house until Tuesday, when he was
ordered off the property by TMC
Developments Inc. of Costa Mesa,

noted n s etter that the company
did not have to give Thomas any-
hing.

Thomas glumly proclaimed that
the money was not nearly enough
1o help him find a home in Orange

unty, where the average new

in the McCracken Hill develop-
Mentjust acrossth sreet. from the
old ranch house, homes are selling
from $45000onearly $1 millon,

Nor, he said, is it enough to
compensate for the anxiety he is
having to endure from seeing his

family's home of 60 years swal-
lowed up by development.

1Us just a bummer; that’s all you
can say,” Thomas said. Nearby
esidents expressed sadnessal se.
ing Thomas and his rustic way of
hledlaanpear forever from the hll

Braithwaite, a housewife who lives
directly across Forster Canyon
Road from the ranch house. She
said Thomas was “heartbroken
thal he’s leaving. He doesn't know
any other place.”
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“As you know, your right to
occupy the premises expired with
your mother's passing away,”
attorney Todd G. Olson told Thom.
asina letter.

TMC Developments served
‘Thomas notice two months ago that
he would have

because the company said it soon
would be ready to build a residen-
tial planned community of more
than 500 units.

t that moving date was ex-
tended until Tuesday to give
Thomas time to try and put_his
affairs in order, said Mike Schle-
singer, project director for TMC
Communities, a branch of the de-

to assist in his relocation. Olson

Put it back to work
The Times.
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