
Interview with Pamela Seager, Executive Director, on  
The History and Significance of Rancho Los Alamitos (1)  
Dorothy Fue Wong conducts the interview. 

Wong: Why is Rancho Los Alamitos historically significant?   

Pamela Seager: Rancho Los Alamitos is an historic site located in Long Beach.  It is 7.5 
acres and includes the ranch house, four acres of  nationally significant gardens and a 
barnyard area.  It is at the heart what was once 1500 square miles of  Native American 
territory, the home of  the Tongva or Gabrielino Native Americans.  They occupied the land 
for more than 1,000 years, from 500 AD until the colonization of  California by the Spanish 
began in 1769.  Under Spanish rule, land grants were awarded to retiring soldiers who had 
been with the expeditions in order to encourage settlement of  the land.  In 1790 retiring 
soldier, Manuel Nieto was granted 300,000 acres of  land called Los Coyotes .  It was the 
second and the largest grant of  land given under Spanish and Mexican rule. 

Upon Nieto’s death the land was partitioned among his heirs and Rancho Los Alamitos was 
carved out as approximately 26,000 acres.  Nieto’s son, Juan Jose, sold the land to Governor 
Figueroa, the Governor of  Mexico who owned the site briefly, from 1834-1842, when it was 
purchased by Abel Stearns. Stearns was one of  the most prominent businessmen and 
political figures of  his period and he was a signor of  the California Constitution.  He owned 
Rancho Los Alamitos until the mid 1860s when the extensive droughts of  Southern 
California ruined his cattle raising enterprises.  Stearns was over-mortgaged and lost the land 
to his San Francisco based financier, Michael Reese.  Reese never visited the rancho and 
leased the land to John Bixby in 1878.  Upon the death of  Reese, in 1881 John Bixby, in 
partnership with prominent banker I. W. Hellman and J. Bixby Company, purchased Rancho 
Los Alamitos from the Reese Estate. 

Over a period of  ninety-three years, two generations of  the Bixby family lived at Rancho Los 
Alamitos before deeding the remaining 7.5 acres to the City of  Long Beach in 1968.  By the 
mid 20th century, much of  the open land that had once been part of  the ranch was 
developed or taken by eminent domain for places like Cal State Long Beach, for parks, 
freeways and flood channels.  But at the core, 7 1/2 acres remained intact with the ranch 
house dating from 1800 and a construction history spanning 1800 through 1933, making it 
the second oldest dwelling in Southern California.  The four acres of  nationally significant 
gardens were designed by some of  the most famous designers of  their time.  These included 
the Olmsted Brothers firm whose founder, Frederick Law Olmsted, designed Central Park 
and who is today considered the grandfather of  landscape architecture in the United States.   

In addition to the ranch house and gardens, the gift included the barns area with five 
agricultural structures from the early to mid 20th century.  The barnyard area houses our 
livestock - heavy horses, sheep, goats, chickens, ducks, etc., that are a very important part of  
our educational program.  We look at our relationship with animals over time.   They used to 
be valued largely for work and food, now for most urban dwellers animals are kept for 
leisure and pleasure.   Many of  the school children who visit have never actually seen a live 
farm animal and they are quite overawed by the whole experience.   



Wong: Who currently owns and manages Rancho Los Alamitos? 

Pamela Seager: The site is owned by the City of  Long Beach and run today as a public/
private partnership between the City of  Long Beach and Rancho Alamitos Foundation.  The 
cooperative venture was formed because public funding was not sufficient to maintain the 
site or to achieve any significant restoration.  The operating budget for the site is 
approximately $1 million, of  which the City provides approximately 45%.  The Foundation’s 
role is to enhance the site and develop its educational potential so beyond the percentage of  
the operating budget that the Foundation has to raise, funds also have to be raised to 
support special projects, restoration, and educational programs and products. 

The Foundation has eight full-time staff, of  which four are devoted to landscape and 
livestock, and eight part-time staff, with some of  them extremely part time, such as six hours 
a week.  However, we are able to survive and do as many programs as we do because we 
have an extraordinary group of  over 160 volunteers working in five service areas.  Without 
that volunteer commitment, from the Board down, I doubt that any non-profit could survive 
today.  The Foundation is very committed to remaining open free of  charge and offering all 
of  our services, school tours, children’s cultural workshops and our large-scale public 
educational programs free of  charge so that the site and its resources are accessible to 
everyone.  

Wong: Tell us about the historic honors or status that Rancho Los Alamitos has 
received and the impact that the site has on other historic properties. 

Pamela Seager: We’ve been very fortunate in that area.  The site is listed on the National 
Register of  Historic Places twice. First for its importance as a sacred Native American place 
and, second, as a place reflective of  the evolution of  the Southern California region.  It is 
also a City landmark.  When the Foundation assumed responsibility for the site in 1986, we 
brought in a number of  outside experts to determine the significance of  the site.  The 
determination was made that indeed the site was extraordinarily significant not only because 
of  its long history of  continuous occupancy, but also in terms of  how relatively intact it was.  
With an understanding of  the quality of  the site, its relevance, and its history, we have tried 
our best to meet the very highest standards in terms of  preservation, restoration, educational 
interpretation.  We always want to be a place that speaks to excellence and is reflective of  our 
respect for the breadth of  history and significance of  the site.   

But more importantly we also must be relevant.  We are not interested in straight forward 
linear history, but we are interested in larger ideas that span across all time periods and all 
cultures.  We look at cultural geography – that is the intersection between culture and 
environment, people and place, over time.  We are interested in the idea of  events and 
appropriate reaction to changing conditions in everyday life and we always want to look at 
Rancho Los Alamitos in relation to the region, the state and nation – as well as the world.   

We have been very fortunate to raise the money that we have needed for a number of  
significant restoration efforts and we have received awards from the Cultural Landscape 
Foundation of  America, the California Preservation Foundation, the National Park Service, 
the Governor’s Award for Preservation, Los Angeles Conservancy and Long Beach Heritage, 
among others.  We have a partnership with the Smithsonian Institution for one of  our 
products that is used to teach cultural geography.  That teaching kit is based on material 



from our extensive archives.  It meets the Curriculum Content Standards at both the state 
and local level and it is in every 3rd and 4th grade classroom in the Long Beach Unified 
School District.   

We are also happy to share our knowledge or our experiences with other sites because we 
have been fortunate in attracting funding that has enabled us to undertake some significant 
planning, restoration and education projects.  So we try to make our planning documents, 
our experience, and any other information completely available to anybody who feels that 
they can use it to help their own sites, or the work that they’re doing in their own  
communities.  
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