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I

n early February 1892 Bakersfield’s elite met bankers and
millionaires from out of town to discuss building a railroad
linking Morro Bay and the Southern San Joaquin Valley. A week

later a tabloid called The Truth appeared bearing the motto “Hew To The
Line, Let the Chips Fall Where They May”. The little newspaper skewered the
Kern County Board of Supervisors for authorizing public tax money for an
elaborate banquet for the rich visitors. The paper also complained bitterly
that county supervisors had abused the public trust, and worse still, it said,
Bakersfield’s newspapers had ignored the government misconduct: “No
notice of moment has been mentioned in the journals of the four published
in our midst of this attempted drinking down the people's money.” 1

1

Five newspapers were then in publication at Bakersfield: Morning Echo, Kern County Daily
Morning Gazette, Kern County Weekly Courier; Daily Californian; and the Kern County Weekly
Californian. The Truth might have counted the last two as one publication.
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The Truth, Vol 1, No 1 published on February 20, 1892 was the first
and last issue, and for the next 106 years it lay forgotten. In January 2008
Mr. and Mrs. Michael Beckwith of Bakersfield found the tabloid among the
effects of Mrs. Beckwith’s grandfather William Howell and gave it to Gilbert
Gia.2 The following essay is about the proposed railroad, The Truth, its
publishers and printer, and why William Howell kept a copy.
In 1892 the US was in an economic depression brought on by
government manipulation of gold and silver, which in turn weakened
financial markets and depressed international prices for export crops. Kern
County’s unemployment worsened and the local economy sickened. One
page of The Truth mused that if all mortgages in Kern County could be
wiped from the records everybody would be prosperous.
The wealthy elite were more concerned with the Southern Pacific
Railroad’s lock grip on transportation rates. San Joaquin Valley business
depended on the rails, and during the economic decline the SP did not
reduce its historically burdensome freight tolls. Financiers struggled to find
a cheaper way to move goods.3
General Manager of the Kern County Land Company S. W. Fergusson
favored construction of a rail line between Bakersfield and the deep-water
port of Morro Bay where steamers could carry the valley’s production to the
world.4 His idea caught fire, and in February 1892 business leaders from five
San Joaquin Valley counties converged on Bakersfield to discuss the
proposed route to the Pacific. 5
Considerable footwork already had been done before the meeting at
Bakersfield. The image below taken in October 1890 at “ ‘Oak Lawn’ Kern
Co. California” shows a surveying party headed by George E. Pillsbury, who
is standing between the two transits.6

2

Three Bakersfield newspapers from that period are extant, and none of them mentioned The
Truth. No other issue is known to exist. The original is now in the collection of the Kern County
Museum, and a copy is held by the Kern County Genealogical Society, Family vertical file Mahon,
Beale Library.
3
A convention of California fruit growers demanded 25% reduction in freight rates (Los Angeles
Times, Feb 19, 1892). An alternative plan was to create a barge system to the Port of
Sacramento.
4
Daily Californian, Feb 1, 1892
5
Los Angeles Times, Jan 12, 1892
6
To at least 1910 Pillsbury was involved in charting potential rail routes between the valley and the coast
and in plotting oil pipelines over the same terrain.
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By permission from the collection of Brian Engelhardt, Kansas City, Missouri

Seated third from right is Paul Hudnut, whose surname is important
in Kern County history owing to an early resident named Richard Hudnut,
who was at the congress in 1892. Dr. Herbert Hudnut recently wrote about
the photograph,
I do know that it is Paul Albert Hudnut in the picture. Paul was
sent by his father Alexander Hudnut in NYC to be with his
[Alexander’s] brother, Richard Hudnut of Bakersfield. The idea
was to have him try out several things in California for a year
and see if things might work out for him there. His father
[Alexander] was a very wealthy druggist, and Paul's social life
was a bit too busy at home. Well, he did not thrive while with
his Uncle Richard and he went back east. A few years later he
matured and became a doctor, graduating from Harvard
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Medical School in 1898 at the age of 30 years. He practiced in
Wellesley and Northampton, Massachusetts. Paul must have
been about 22 years old when this picture was taken.7
On January 21, 1892, a few weeks before the convention started,
Major Marcus Pollasky of Fresno came to Bakersfield.8 The 30 year-old
railroad entrepreneur and president of the Fresno Electric Street Railroad
Company had masterminded the rail line connecting the town of Pollasky in
Fresno County to mineral and timber belts of the Sierra Nevada Mountains.9
His “brains and enterprise“ as well as his thoughts on colonization,
agriculture and manufacturing, would benefit the meeting of millionaires. 10
Greeting Major Pollasky at the Southern Pacific station in Kern City
were E. E. Young, newspaper owner J. M. Reuck, banker Hugh A. Blodget
and Albert C. Maude, the last two of which were president and vice
president of the convention.11 The men exchanged pleasantries and boarded
a Kern County Land Company four-in-hand12 for a view from the Kern Delta
Heights -- today the Panorama Bluffs. They next rode to the southwest to
visit

land

company

properties

of

Bellevue,

Rosedale,

and

Stockdale

properties. Upon their return to the SP station they located the machine
shops and inspected progress on a steam engine that Pollasky had
commissioned for his San Joaquin Railroad.13
The committee wined and dined Pollasky at the Southern Hotel,
where his enthusiasm for the food and service inspired him to admit that
with the exception of two hotels in San Francisco the Southern was “the
best he'd ever patronized in California." 14 Those words assured the
7

Nov 11, 2013 email from Herbert B. Hudnut, Jr., MD, to Gilbert Gia. Dr. Hudnut is author of Life
of Richard Hudnut (1828-1903), The Findings of an Historical Search. Glens Falls Printing, Glens
Falls, New York, 2004
8
Daily Californian, Jan 16, 1892
9
Los Angeles Times, Nov 26, 1891, p 8: The first 23 miles of Pollasky’s San Joaquin Valley
Railroad opened Nov 24, 1891 at Hamptonville (near Fresno) on the San Joaquin River where it
connected to the SP line. Hamptonville was soon renamed Pollasky. In 1912 Pollasky was known
as Friant (Los Angeles Times, June 15, 1912).
10
Daily Californian, Jan 16, 1892. Two months before Pollasky’s visit the US Government
impacted his railroad project when it suspended logging in the Sierras in order to protect
watersheds of the San Joaquin Valley (Los Angeles Times, Nov 28, 1891, p 8).
11
Kern County Weekly Californian issue of Jan 30, 1892 identified Reuck as proprietor of the
Californian. Kern City was two miles east of Bakersfield.
12
Carriage drawn by four horses
13
Daily Californian, Jan 17, 1892
14
Daily Californian, Jan 22, 1892
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Southern that it could successfully host a major banquet for
millionaires.

Southern Hotel, NW corner 19th and Chester about 1918

In the next days Pollasky met S. W. Fergusson, Celsus Brower,
Richard Hudnut, Herman Hirshfeld, J.J. Mack, Samuel W. Wible, E. E. Elliott,
Solomon Jewett, D.M. Pyle, Henry A. Jastro, J. C. Morrison, Vining Barker,
Ferdinand A. Tracy, George G. Carr, W. H. Scribner, Jacob Niederaur, R. M.
Pogson, Beneditto Ardizzi, William Rankin and John Barker.15 On February 2
out-of-towners arrived and settled into the Southern.16 Present from Tulare
County were Jasper Harrell, banking; J. Dietrick, real estate; G.E. Shore, a
notary; and Emil Newman.17 From Fresno County were O. J. Woodward, First
National Bank; W. W. Phillips, Farmers Bank; H. D. Colson, Fresno National
Bank; The Hon. Fulton G. Berry; and Supervisor T.C. White. Delegates from
San Louis Obispo County were R.E. Jack, capitalist; L. Marre, stock rancher;
L.C. Dranch, real estate; M. Angel, capitalist; and M.M. O’Shaunessey, who
was a woolen mill owner and chief engineer of the prospective railroad.
Down from San Francisco came capitalist John H. Wise. Later that afternoon
they filled the directors room of the Kern County Land Company’s new
building at 19th and H Streets.18
15

Daily Californian, Jan 21-2, 1892. He was also known as Maurice Pollasky.
Kern County Californian, Feb 3, 1892
17
Unidentified. Perhaps a Tulare County Supervisor from Grass Valley.
18
Daily Californian, Jan 29, 1892. Daily Californian, Feb 2, 1892
16
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Tevis Block/Kern County Land Company Building about 189519

Text of the proposed railroad filled 25 closely-typed pages that
delineated a 294-mile route between the US Government breakwater at Port
Hartford and 20,000 square miles of agricultural land in Santa Barbara, San
Louis Obispo, Kern, Tulare, Fresno, and Monterey counties.20 Ninety-one
miles of track through the Coast Range would cost $20,000 a mile, while on
leveler ground it was estimated at $15,000 a mile. 21
Delegates approved construction to start as soon as practicable and
then adjourned. Before the evening banquet some took in the town’s cool
air and others made short excursions into the countryside. At 7:00 PM when
delegates and invited guests entered the Southern Hotel dining room they
beheld a sumptuous setting.
“To the right of the dining room and extending its length ran
the banquet table. From the chandeliers hung great bunches of
golden oranges yet upon the limb, the bright green leaves
making brighter and more tempting the golden hue of the fruit.
The table was a bewildering display of burnished silver, snowy
19

Photo looking northwest. Photographer unknown. Negative is at Brewer's Historical
Consultants, Exeter, California. http://pdfhost.focus.nps.gov/docs/NRHP/Photos/84000780.pdf.
20
Kern County Californian, Feb 6, 1892. Daily Californian, Feb 3, 1892. The Morro Bay terminus
was changed to Port Harford, which is today’s Avila Beach, Port San Louis Harbor. The
breakwater, completed in 1893, was constructed with Federal funding to provide a safe harbor.
21
Kern County Californian, Feb 6, 1892. Estimated cost of the project was $2,820,000, which is
equivalent to about $80,000,000 today.
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linen and flint glasses, and over and around all of it was the
beauty and the perfume of a thousand flowers. From end to end
of the table, amidst the handsome wear, ran a rope of smilax.22
In the center was a great bank of La France roses and in bowls
richly colored chrysanthemums, while here and there and
everywhere

were

nests

of

sweet

scented

violets,

rich

carnations, and pure white roses. Covers were laid for twentyfive when William Schuur, the steward, set his force in motion.
Then indeed the delegates begin to understand the true
meaning of Bakersfield's hospitality.”23

~Menu~
Eastern Oysters. Amontillado Sherry.24
Consommé of Fowl with Quenelles. 25
Celery, Olives, and Radishes
Salmon, American-Style. Château Potatoes. Cresta Blanca Sauterne
Souvenir.
Tenderloin of Beef and Fresh Mushrooms. Asparagus.
Supreme of Sweetbreads With Truffles.26 French Peas. Claret Franc Pinot.
Terrapin in Cases Maryland Style.27 Maraschino Punch.
Roast Spring Chicken. Browned Sweet Potatoes. Lettuce and Tomato Salad.
Champagne Veuve Clicquot.28 Crab Mayonnaise.
Charlotte Russe.29 Orange Ice Cream. Cheese Straws.30 Assorted Cakes.
Kern County Raisins. Walnuts. Almonds. Bakersfield Oranges. Bananas.
Coffee

31

22

Probably asparagus asparagoides, an invasive climber with pungent, orange-scented,
inconspicuous flowers
23
Kern County Californian, Feb 6, 1892. Feb 6, 1892 Kern County Weekly Californian. Mr.
Morrison was John C. Morrison.
24
17% alcohol wine classically served chilled with consommé
25
Quenelle is a form of dumpling.
26
Sweetbreads are the pancreases or thymus glands of lamb or veal. The term supreme means
the sweetbreads were served in broth.
27
Fresh water turtles prepared in the fashion of escargot with sauce
28
Pronounced “vuhv klee-koh”, an expensive French champagne yet produced today.
29
Cold Bavarian cream set in a mold lined with ladyfingers
30
Crisp, golden brown cheese pastry strips; pastry sprinkled with cheese
31
Daily Californian, Feb 2, 1892
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As the banquet concluded in late evening hours, S.W. Fergusson
toasted the San Joaquin & San Louis Railway, John Barker toasted Kern
County, and others raised their glasses in recognition of their own
constituencies.
The plan for the railroad was part of a larger effort to rescue the
nation’s agriculture. L.C. McAfee of the California Board of Trade announced
he had received favorable letters from London about the marketing of
California farm products in Great Britain,32 but locally the matter of funding
had to be settled first. At 10:00 the next morning the delegates met to solve
financial challenges. Some suggested that counties issue bonds to raise
revenue, others that counties issue stock, and still others that the new
railroad be built by private subscription. Attorneys at San Luis Obispo
advised that counties could issue bonds, but Fresno attorneys said they
could not. The Los Angeles Times thought funding might not come from
California sources after all for “it is believed that if a sufficient stock is
subscribed -- say one million dollars -- money to build the road will be
forthcoming from the East.”33 But most money concerns eased when
representatives of James B. Haggin and Henry Miller, who were the land
giants of California, said they were favorably inclined toward the railroad
project.34
Five months later the San Luis & San Joaquin Railroad Company was
incorporated with $10,000, but by then the project had been scaled back to
connect only San Luis Obispo and Morro Bay. If that leg of the railroad
proved profitable then the line would be extended to Paso Robles and
probably on into the San Joaquin Valley.35 It did not happen. By summer
1892

the

national

economy

was

still

in

decline,

and

in

December

unemployment hit 15%. Investors closed their purses, and plans for the San
Joaquin & San Louis Railway were shelved.
During the Bakersfield convention of February the millionaires had
spoken in figures of millions of dollars and at night had dined like royalty
while Bakersfield larders were scant and family mortgages were slipping
into default. The three Kern County Supervisors who approved $296 to pay
32

Los Angeles Times, Feb 10, 1892. L.C. McAfee was an agent of the Kern County Land
Company.
33
Los Angeles Times Feb 3,1892, p 4
34
Ibid.
35
Los Angeles Times, Jul 23, 1892
www.gilbertgia.com

Page 8

for the banquet knew it quite well. But they instructed county auditor
William Howell to rubber-stamp theirauthorization.
He balked. Reuck’s Kern County Weekly Californian wrote, “Auditor
Howell wants to be understood that he has not refused absolutely to audit
the bill but is holding it until such time as he can examine into legality of the
action taken by the supervisors in the matter, as he is in doubt as to
whether they have the right to pay out County money for banquets or
not.”36
And act they did. The bill of $296 seems bargain-basement today, but
in 1892 that figure bought about the same as $6,500 does today. The
Californian branded the protest “a tempest in a teapot,” but to struggling
taxpayers it was a raid by supervisors Fontaine, Morgan, and Roberts on the
public treasury. Credit must go to The Truth for writing this:
In God's name what are the people going to do when the
people's money is to go down the gullets of their trusted
servants in the manner of banquets and wined suppers? Men
worth millions were at the banquet at the Southern. The bill of
sundries the Board of Supervisors allowed, presented by the
manager of the Southern Hotel, was $296. The people's money
would have been handed over had it not been that the County
Auditor, whose indignity was aroused and the Old Victory
stock that is in him, said: ‘By the Eternal, no! If railroad
builders want wine, let them pay for it, and in this the Auditor
voiced the sentiments of the community in thunder tones. It
was in early days when newspapers, living upon an honest
patronage, protected the friend that helped them. When the
public was been robbed, they made a howl. Truth only speaks
the truth. The names of the supervisors voting for the
allowance of the railroad builders were Fontaine, Morgan, and
Roberts. Those standing for the right were Bennett and McGee.
Hard times will soon be over. However, not so long as the
people's money is being squandered in large doses.

36

Feb 9, 1892
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Jack Parker has lived long enough. He is happy that for once in
his life he has got a free meal. He was fooled in one thing. He
thought the County was going to pay for it. The Auditor, being
the landlord and having charge of affairs said no. However,
there was no stomach pump on hand, and Morrison of the
Southern got left.
To “expound the true gospel and nail the wicked,” The Truth included
a series of satirical telephone conversations.
Hello. Is that you, Supervisor Morgan? Yes. Why did you vote
for the allowance of an unjust bill? I was full of wine.
What did you say regarding your vote on the banquet bill? It is
none of your d--n business. Is this Supervisor Roberts talking,
is it? Yes.
Hello. Is that Dan Miller? Yes. What do you think of the
Auditor's refusal to allow the banquet bill? He has a high
forehead.

37

Paid ads came from The Ingleside Hotel; W. H. Scribner, jewelry and
stationery; Packard & Howell, abstracts; Houghton & Lightner, abstracts;
Edward

Baer,

pharmacy;

J.

S.

Drury,

pharmacy;

A.

Weill,

general

merchandise; Ardizzi & Olcese, general merchandise; O.D. Fish, general
merchandise; T. A. Baker of the COD Store; Darnell & Jones, wines and
liquors of Tehachapi; George A. Tibbet of the Office Saloon; Leet & Lang,
liquor distributors; O. O. Matson, harnesses; D.A. Leonard, livery supplies;
George LeMay, farrier and Briggs & Jastro, butchers.
The next day the Californian wrote, "Auditor Howell claims that he
was misunderstood in regard to the banquet bill and says he never intended
to audit it, but admits that at the time the reporter talked to him Monday
morning he hadn't examined the bill, or the order. On Monday afternoon he
examined the bill and refused to audit it.” The newspaper belittled Howell
37

Underlines added. “High forehead” implied enhanced brainpower.
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and those who supported him: “After all, the whole affair is a tempest in a
teapot. If the Supervisors have exceeded their authority, there are courts in
which they can be tried. Those who object to the bill can act, and do
something besides talk."38
The Truth’s publishers were C. E. Lechner and S. W. Mahon. C.E.
Lechner was 28 year-old Charles Edwin Lechner, and he and his brother

Peerless Saloon in 1897 on Chester Avenue near Wall Street, west side of Chester.
Left to right: Judge Benjamin Brundage, A.C. Maude, Tom Davis, H.C. Lechner, Billy
McFarland, Sheriff Bowers, Ed Puschel. Child on tricycle is son of James Summerfield, owner of
the clothing store next to the Peerless.39

Henry C. “Harry” Lechner owned the Peerless Saloon, which in 1891 had a
telephone, a phonograph, and an expensive, framed picture of a “beautiful
prima donna in paint and oil and little else.”

40

Little history is known about C.E. Lechner. He died in 1898, but a look
into his family tree helps gauge which local press printed The Truth. 41 Back
in 1882 C.E. Lechner’s sister Helen married newspaperman Albert Clement
Maude. Between 1879 and 1892, A.C. Maude published the Kern County
Daily Californian, and in 1893 he started the Kern Standard.

42

But Maude

38

Daily Californian, Feb 10, 1892
Kern County Genealogical Society, vertical file Mahon
40
Daily Californian, Apr 11, 1891; Daily Californian, May 12, 1891. The saloon was also called
the Old Slaughterhouse.
41
Los Angeles Times, May 12, 1896: “From Bakersfield: Edward Lechner, prominent resident of
this county, died suddenly of apoplexy at Tehachapi today.”
42
Lynn Hay Rudy. Granddad, Hugh A. Blodget in Early Bakersfield, p 193; Daily Californian, Sep
27, 1904, obit, A.C. Maude
39
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had printed critical remarks about Auditor Howell, so it is unlikely he
printed The Truth.

Judge J.W. Mahon

The Truth’s co-editor, Steven Wood Mahon, was from an established,
Bakersfield family, and each Mahon was capable of holding the supervisors’
feet to the fire.43 By 1890 S.W. Mahon was a practicing Bakersfield attorney,
by 1896 a Justice of the Peace, and in 1899 he was elected Bakersfield City
Recorder.44 The Mahon family’s scion was William Jackson Mahon, who was
a lifelong Methodist pastor. In 1874, after service as chaplain for the
Confederate Army, he and his family moved to California. Another of his
sons was Kirby S. Mahon, who became Superior Court Judge in Sutter
County, and a third was Jackson W. Mahon. He was admitted to the
California bar in 1883, opened a law practice in Bakersfield that year, was
elected Kern County Superior Court Judge in 1887 and served in the courts
for nearly three decades.45 In 1892 Judge Mahon’s 76 year-old father lived
with him and probably also had opinions about the supervisors’ votes.
The path that leads to the press that most likely printed The Truth is
by way of Jackson W. Mahon’s wife Rachael E. Nash. Her sister married
43

See Kern Genealogical Society for files on the Lechner and Mahon families.
Great Register of Kern County; Bakersfield Californian. Jun 17, 1927, p 1, col 2; Los Angeles
Times, Apr 11, 1899. S.W. Mahon died in 1907. Paine & Son Funeral Record Book, entry 463,
Mar 31, 1907. McGuire Local History Room, Beale Library, Bakersfield, California.
45
Wallace Melvin Morgan. History of Kern County, California. Los Angeles, California, Historic
Record Company, 1914
44

www.gilbertgia.com

Page 12

George W. Wear,46 and from 1880 to fall 1892 Wear published the Kern
County Gazette.
Reuck’s Californian had belabored Auditor William Howell, but The
Truth defended him. Praise from the little tabloid and the fact that the $296
was never paid were reasons enough for Howell to keep his copy for so
many years.

The Truth appears on the following pages:

46

Thelma B. Miller, History of Kern County, California. Chicago. S.J. Clarke, 1929. Gilbert Gia is
indebted to the Kern Genealogical Society for its assistance in locating information about the
families Mahon and Lechner. William Harland Boyd, Lower Kern River County, 1850-1950:
Wilderness to Empire. Bakersfield, California. Kern County Historical Society, 1997; Sumner
Standard, Sep 15, 1892
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The Truth, page 1
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The Truth, page 2
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The Truth, Page 3
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The Truth, page 4
<O>

www.gilbertgia.com

Page 17

