Dr. John Colby GLEASON


Let me introduce myself to you; I am Dr. John Colby Gleason, but you can call me J.C.  Before I tell you anything about myself, I would like you to walk around this monument with me.  You must admit that it is very impressive along with the square flanking it.  Twelve numbers of my immediate family, in addition to me, are buried here up to my grandson Dr. Paul and his wife, Grace.

          Just like many other early settlers in Corona, I was not born here, but in Newark, Illinois in 1845.  Just think about that date; 1845, sixteen years before the start of the Civil War.

          My family claimed that it was descended from Elder Brewster who came over on the Mayflower; so you can say we came from very illustrious stock.  Some of my descendants actually visited the Historical Society Room in Plymouth, Massachusetts, and looked at several articles belonging to Elder.

          When I was eight years old, my family moved to Iowa City, Iowa; there I attended the Medical College of Iowa City from which I received my medical degree.  My wife, Flora, who was born there, graduated from the same college.  Believe it or not, we were married on December 25, 1868, a few years after the Civil War ended.  So we always received two sets of presents on Christmas; anniversary gifts as well as Christmas gifts.

          Our first son, Vesper Arvine, was born in Iowa City.  We had two more after him; Elmer Fern and Guy Colby.  Both Flora and I practiced medicine in Iowa City but decided to move to California in 1887.  We first lived in Santa Ana but later came to Corona where we were the only physicians for quite some time.  At that time the town was called South Riverside.

          We built a house on 215 E. Sixth Street from which we conducted our medical practice.  Later our family relocated to a house on Seventh and Fuller Streets.  You can say that I was an early feminist and was way ahead of the times—or that my wife was very forceful and persuasive—because the stationery for our office had the heading—Drs. Gleason.

          I used to take my granddaughter, Vesper’s daughter, Floy, with me in my buggy when I drove through remote canyons to deliver babies or provide medical care.  Remember in those days cars were rare.

          In 1891, George Joy, Wh. Jameson, and I met with N.C. Hudson to discuss organizing the area Baptists.  Hudson is buried across the street from me over there.   A week after our initial meeting, we passed a resolution to organize the First Baptist Church of South Riverside.  I was named a clerk for the church.

          We held our first services on the second floor of the original Lincoln School building with Reverend A. M Petty as the pastor.  \By September of that year, the church was declared properly organized and was included in the fellowship of regular Baptist churches.  It had a charter membership of 25 residents.

          Our first permanent building was constructed of wood four years later at the corner of Eighth and Main Streets; it cost only $4,000.00.  What could you build today for $4,000?  Not much! It’s not the church you see now, because that one burned down in 1937 when the current structure was built at 10 times the cost.

          Besides the First Baptist Church, many local organizations claimed my time such as the Foresters Lodge, the South Riverside Cemetery Association, the Pioneers Society which I mentioned earlier, and the Odd Fellows.  You might wonder how I found time to conduct my practice.

          Let me tell you about my children; my oldest son, Vesper Arvine, known as Arvy, was the only one to survive me.  In 1902, my youngest son, Elmer Fern, fell from the roof to the lower floor of the Odd Fellow Building when it was under construction and died as a result of his injuries.  He had recently returned from the Philippine Island where he had spent two years in the service during the Spanish American War.  He is buried here along with his wife, Myrtle.

          The year before I myself died, my middle son, Guy, became ill one day and died the very same day; his wife, Gertrude, also died on the same day; they say it was because of shock.  He was 36 and she was 24—so young.  They both are buried here, too.  Children are supposed to buy their parents, not the other way around.

          I am so proud of my eldest son, Vesper and his family; he and his wife, Florence helped to establish Redlands University; Florence was a deaconess in the First Baptist Church, so you can see that our family has solid ties with that church.  Their son, Paul, was a medical missionary in Burma but later served as the director of the Department of Physics and Astronomy at Colgate University.

          Vesper did not have good luck with his grandchildren.  One grandson named after him died when he was five months old; he smothered in his crib.  Two others died because of drinking water tainted by a snake; Maurice was three years old at the time and his brother, Carl was just under two years old.  You can find their graves here.

          You may remember that I said the town was called South Riverside when we first moved here.  The people voted to rename the city Corona in 1896.  The following year, Robert Taylor, one of the city founders organized a Tenth Anniversary dinner at the Hotel Temescal.  That hotel stood approximately where the Corona Public Library is now situated.  Many pioneer Coronans attended the dinner.  You don’t remember this hotel, of course, because it burned down in 1899.

          Since I was one of the earliest settlers in Corona, I naturally belonged to the Pioneer Society and served as its president.

          A year after the town’s anniversary, my family celebrated Thanksgiving at our house by holding a family reunion which included the Smiths, my wife’s family.  Her father was a minister and delivered the blessing that day; he was a bit long winded.

          In addition to being a doctor, I was involved in other business ventures.  I sold any kind of supplies that you would need for a horse, such as saddles, harnesses, collars, and even whips.  Of course, I sold veterinary remedies and even rented tents.  I also began to buy real estate; one o my buildings was at South and Main and appropriately house the Corona Drug Store.

          I loved history and wrote a brief history of Corona in 1895 which related how it was founded and described the various men responsible for its beginning.  I also recorded the rainfall for each year, a very valuable statistic in those days.

          I predicted my own death; when my brother, Abel died, I said that I would not last more than ten days after him—and I didn’t.  I died exactly ten days after him on March 27, 1908.  My wife died two years later.

          My friends called me one of natures’ noblemen and a natural peacemaker; I had a very calm personality—I never drank liquor.  Do you wonder why?  My wife, Flora, was a member of the Women’s Temperance Union.

          Thanks for visiting me today; please take time to look at the graves of my other family members here, too.

