Emma J. (Ocie) TAYLOR SONGER

You might not recognize my name, but you know my father; he was Robert B. Taylor.  A street was named after my family.  It is Taylor, of course!  Father was considered the founder of South Riverside, which was later called Corona.


I was born in 1877 in Indiana.  We came west from Iowa in early 1886.  While Father was getting this new town started, Mother, my two brothers, and I lived in Anaheim.  We had come from Iowa to San Bernardino on a train, then from San Bernardino to Anaheim by horse and carriage.


When we finally moved to South Riverside in 1887, we stayed at the Hotel Temescal.  It was beautiful.  Back then every new town would make it top priority to have a Victorian style hotel to house people that came to buy land.  The hotel had forty rooms and several spacious parlors.  There was a large kitchen and back porches.  There was a huge circular driveway for the horses and carriages to enter.  Orlando Smith and his wife owned and ran the hotel.  Mrs. Smith was very good to us kids.  She let us use the room above the kitchen as a playroom.  We would often invite friends over for tea parties.

Once I caught some horned toads on the mesa, and Mrs. Smith let me keep them in boxes on the back porch.  Before long we had a regular colony of them.  They became so tamed that we let them run loose.  We had so much fun playing with them.  Later we moved to the bank building that Father built.  He built an apartment on the second floor for us to live in.  Well, we had to leave the toads behind at the hotel.  One day Mrs. Smith came over and begged us to round up the toads as they were frightening the guests away.  They were so tame that they jumped on the laps of the guests when the guest would sit on the porch for some lemonade or tea.  We finally caught the all and took them out to the mesa south of town.  There we let them all go, and they hopped in all directions.  


When new people moved into South Corona, us girls would straight away ask for buttons for our charm strings.  I can not remember all the names of people that gave me buttons, but I still have the charm string, and it is ‘yards and yards long’! 


Father thought of the idea of having a grand boulevard in the shape of a circle.  He thought of this when he went back to Iowa to tell his friends about the land for sale in Southern California.  Along with some of his friends from Iowa, Mr. Joy, Mr. Garretson and Governor Merrill (of Iowa), he got enough money to buy land and start building a town.  Two other friends from Anaheim helped our town get started.  One friend was Mr. Kellogg.  Mr. Kellogg loved to go hunting to Lake Elsinore.  As early as 1877 he traveled from Anaheim through the mesa to Lake Elsinore.  He mentioned the beautiful mesa to some friends, one of them being Mr. Rimpau, and speculated that there could be a nice town there.


I just mentioned many names of Father’s friends.  Do you recognize them?  They are the names of streets in Corona!  And these men are all considered founders of this fine town.  Well, Mr. Kellogg loved the idea of building a circle city.  It only took a day or two to mark the whole three mile circle.  When they designed Grand Boulevard they thought for sure that someday the circle would be a fine racetrack.  Good horses and large crowds would come and be a source of profit for South Riverside.


Of course while Father was busy developing the new town, mother was cooking, cleaning and doing her best to keep us out of trouble; we were playing and having fun.  There were citrus groves to the south of the circle.  The boys loved to shoot slingshots in the groves trying to knock fruit off the trees or hit some unfortunate bird.  On weekends picnics were popular.  Lake Elsinore and Coldwater Canyon were favorite places.  We got there by buggy or by a bus pulled by horses.  Hayrides were very popular too.  Bicycles were fun.  In 1898 a newspaper article reported that some citizens were concerned because young ladies were bicycling down Main Street and their bloomers were showing.  How Shocking!!


In 1888 and 1889 we had a plague of grasshoppers.  Citizens were hired to go out to the groves and knock them off the trees.  Oh, it was terrible; those things were everywhere all the time.  Can you imagine the noise of all the grasshoppers?  But the worst was that you could not take a step without crunching on them.  Crunch!  Crunch!  Then suddenly there were gone.


The Lemon!!!  It was King around here.  We became the lemon capital.  All the groves were to the south, and all the packing houses were to the north near the railroad tracks.  There were many ranches, each one having acres and acres of lemons and oranges and even some avocados.  Although most of the ranches are gone now, there still are some reminders.  The Foothill Ranch is still here, now it is a museum.  The foreman’s house that was at the Call Ranch was moved from Ontario Avenue to the Foothill Ranch, so it would be safe and not torn down.  They had the finest lemons in the world.  I remember a story about kids who would walk all the way through several ranches passing avocado and oranges to get to one apple tree that was near a family home.  We could have all the citrus we wanted, but an apple…that was worth walking a mile for.

I moved to Corona with my family when I was 10.  It was just a big mesa with a hotel and a lot of dreams and plans.  I grew up here, married and had a family of my own; I married Clark Songer.  His family is also one of the original families in town.  He supported me in my endeavors to keep Corona’s history alive.  He was a bit of a history buff too.


Many homes were built; some were beautiful, and some were simple.  At first the house were all built around the Circle called Grand Boulevard.  Stores were built at the center near Main and Sixth.  


Many churches were built.  Ranches were developed, and many thousands of lemons and oranges were shipped around the world.  We got City Park and a swimming pool, we call it The Plunge, and a theater.  Before long, houses were built outside the circle.  People realized what a beautiful spot this was to live and thousands came.

I had a love of history as did my husband and father.  I collected stories from the newspapers for my scrapbooks, I wrote about the things I remember as a child, and I donated them all to the Corona Library.  I organized some historical projects that are still here today.  I died in 1971 here in Corona and am buried here at Sunnyslope Cemetery.  I hope you enjoyed some of my memories of Corona.  Now it is your turn to make your own memories in this wonderful town.

