Mary Philippa SCULLY


I was born in 1866 and lived in the Santa Ana Canyon a full 20 years before some brave souls bought property and started up South Riverside.  Ten years later, this settlement’s name was changed to Corona—The Queen Colony.  I lived my whole life, almost 86 years, west of town and saw many, many changes throughout the decades.  Believe it or not, our valley was once wild and natural—a broad, untouched plain that was just perfect for horsemen to gallop across.

          The story of my family is most interesting, so let me tell you a little about them.  My great grandfather, Don Jose Antonio Yorba sailed here from Spain in 1769 and always lived like a king!  He was a very wealthy man and had been granted a huge land holding.  This made him one of the earliest land barons in what became the state of California .  The original Yorba land grant stretched from Riverside all the way to the ocean and included areas now called Corona , Anaheim , Orange , Tustin and even Costa Mesa .  One history book stated, “The greatest of all the great families of Spanish blood in California was undoubtedly the Yorba family.”

          Yes, as a descendant of the famous Yorba family, one of California ’s first families, we were also considered to be the ‘first family’ of the Santa Ana Canyon .  I was born in my grandfather Don Bernardo Yorba’s wonderful hacienda that was located about six miles down the canyon.  I don’t remember him because he died before I was born, but my mother shared with me many stories about him as I grew up.

          Grandfather’s hacienda was more like an estate.  It was a huge adobe building that had 40 rooms including “its own school room, a chapel upstairs, and a hall with polished floors where the Spanish aristocracy used to dance the fandango.”

          My mother, Maria, married and had four small children.  Upon the death of her first husband, she returned home to her family’s hilltop hacienda.  It was there that she met a teacher named Thomas Geoffrey Scully whom she eventually married.

          My father, Thomas Scully, was born in Ireland and lived there until he was 20 years of age.  He then moved to Canada and studied for a while to be a doctor.  But Father changed his mind and decided to be a teacher.  Once he completed his education in Toronto , Canada , he first moved to Michigan .  Then in 1851, he moved to Los Angeles .

          I don not know why he came to California , but he did and once here, he learned that an English speaking teacher was needed at grandfather’s hacienda.  Since Father spoke Spanish, French and Portuguese, this was a very good job for him.  And he taught me as well.  Some folks have a bit of a struggle understanding me at times, but I try to speak scholarly English.  Some say that I put my words together with a Spanish flavor, and that I have an Irish brogue.  But no matter what, I always seem to get my point across.  I was a good listener and a wonderful conversationalist.  I could speak on just about any subject from national affairs to tales of the days when Spain , then Mexico , owned California .  

          I always enjoyed spending time with family and friends and simply loved having visitors.  This was especially true when I was the last member of my family left.  I was one of seven children and really missed my brothers, Tom, John and Joseph as well as my sisters Philippa, Kate and Anna once they were gone.

          The last 12 years of my life became more of a struggle because I was confined to a wheelchair.  It didn’t slow me down too much though as I still managed to attend social events.  I tried to take it all in stride and rode by way of ambulance or limousine to each function.

          One of my favorite memories was on November 16, 1950, when I had the privilege of cutting the red ribbon during the dedication ceremony to mark the opening of State Highway 71 connecting Ontario with Corona .  It was quite a celebration!  I was 84 at the time, and still remembered what the Santa Ana Canyon area was like before freeways replaced wagon trails and hoof beats.  But time marches on…

          I continued to live a full life until just a few days before my death from a stroke in 1952.  I was remembered as a beautiful “woman with sparkling eyes, a rich sense of humor and always young at heart.”  I was also remembered for my “melodious voice with a unique timbre; a soft spoken accent overlaid with the thick Irish brogue of my father.”  All of my attributes contributed to a charisma that made people call me “Aunt Mary, A Truly Great Woman of the Valley”.

