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In the early 1960s Tom Dunham, now retired
from the Bakersfield City School District, found a
letter written by Alphonse Weill (1852-1946) to local
historian Ray W. Louden. Weill, who was born in
France in 1852, arrived in Bakersfield when he was 18
and prospered to become the owner of a successful
Bakersfield department store.1

The letter, dated

1941, describes Bakersfield as it was before 1900.
How the letter came to Mr. Dunham reminds to us that historical
artifacts are yet to be discovered, but more about Mr. Dunham’s story
later.
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Weill’s Department store was on 19th St just adjacent to Woolworths. The Weill
building occupied 34,000 sq. ft., and before the 1952 earthquakes it had a hotel
above it. Bakersfield Californian, Jun 26, Jul 13, 1926

Letter Details
1. Each page is standard 8.5-in x 11-in (21.6 cm × 27.9 cm), but the
paper is rougher in texture than copy paper in common use today.
2. It shows evidence of wear. The pages were folded to fit a No. 6-3/4
(9.2 cm x 16.5 cm) envelope.
3. The Weill logo is weak and lacks expected ink-density.
4. Each page reveals a faint, 11-in vertical line along the left edges,
and each is nearly aligned equally from the side.
5. The staple that shows on page two is 3/8-in (9 mm) long. Common
staples today are 1/2-in (14.7 mm).
6. Indentations of typewriter key-strikes are not present. The
uniformity of the font and the clarity of the letters suggest that the
original document was prepared by an experienced touch typist using
a new or newly-cleaned typewriter.
Items one through six suggest that the letter might have been typed
by a clerk in the Weill’s business office and reproduced on a Gestetner
machine.
Insertion and Marginal Notes
1. The marginal note on page two: “There was then but one church
organization; the Methodist; the building was on the site where the
Santa Fe depot is now.” (In 1941 the depot was on the northwest
corner of 15th and F Streets.) Weill’s note follows the word store on
page two, paragraph five.
2. Marginal note on page four: “volunteer fire Dept.” It follows the
word system on page four, paragraph one.
3. Inserted-word surely on page four, paragraph four is indicated by a
caret, and it follows the word efforts.
Signatures
1. The smaller signature on page four is “A. Weill.” It and the pen used
to write it are from the same hand as the one that added the notes.
2. Larger signature on page four is “Alphonse Weill 1941.” It is not in
the same hand as the first signature.

The Year 1941
Because the letter is addressed to “Mr. R.W. Louden, President, Kern
County Historical Society,” it was probably written between 1936 and
1938, which was the period in which Ray W. Louden served as
president of the society.
Alphonse Weill then would have been about 85 years of age. By the
time the letter was written the Weill family corporation was headed by
Weill’s son, Laurence (1889-1989), who had followed his father into
the business many years before.2
In the early 1980s Lawrence Weill, William Harland Boyd, Robert A.
Fisher, and Lawrence’s sister Irma Weill wrote Lawrence Weill’s
Bakersfield, and in 1984 the Kern County Historical Society published
it in hardback form. Some of the information in the letter appears in
the book.
Provenance
After Tom Dunham sent the Weill letter to me, I asked if he would
explain how it came into his hands. Below is Tom’s recollection about
the early 1990s when that happened.
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