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We begin with the earliest member of Boronda family to arrive in Alta California, the partiarch, Manuel Boronda, who was born in 1750 near Guadalajara, Mexico. As a 19-year old corporal in the Spanish Army, he accompanied Fr. Serra’s second expedition to Alta California.  By 1790, he was stationed at the Presidio of San Francisco.


 At age 42, on January 23, 1790 Manuel Boronda was married at Mission Santa Clara to Gertrudis Higuera, 14 year-old daughter of another scion of early California Spanish families whose parents had settled in Monterey. The newlyweds began married life at the Presidio of San Francisco. Besides his military duties, which included carpenter work, Manuel also conducted a class for boys (1795-97), thus becoming the first teacher in San Francisco.


The couple then moved to Santa Cruz. In 1811, at age 61, Manuel retired from military service and with his family moved to Monterey. There were about 400 residents of Monterey at the time. In those days, military families lived in small buildings on the presidio grounds, surrounded by a high wall. This was at the original presidio, located at Lake El Estero, in the vicinity of the Royal Presidio Chapel.  Outside the presidio walls there were a few land grants, some bestowed on retired soldiers. 


 While still living inside the presidio walls, Manuel served as sacristan, that is, a person in charge of the vestry where sacred vessels and priestly vestments are held, at the Royal Presidio Chapel (1814-c.1821).


 During this period he also taught school to Monterey schoolchildren. As he had in San Francisco, Manuel became the first schoolteacher outside the presidio walls to teach  in the pueblo of Monterey.


 In 1817, Manuel built an adobe  house, assisted by Indians and friends. It was one of the few houses at the time that was located outside the presidio walls but within walking distance of the church. Paths to the house were flanked with whalebone. It was said that Alta California’s last Spanish Governor, Solá, had been so concerned about illiteracy in Monterey that he himself had paid Boronda to open a school in this new home.


 Of Manuel and Gertrudis Boronda’s children, eight grew to adulthood. All three boys had the first name, José, and the five girls each carried the first name, María.


Manuel Boronda died January 23, 1826 and was buried at San Carlos Cemetery. His widow maintained the boys’ school in Monterey for awhile, along with her youngest daughter María Petra, whose husband also taught school into the 1840s. Gertrudis later moved to Santa Barbara to live with another daughter. She is buried on the grounds at Mission Santa Barbara. 


Today, when we refer to the Boronda Adobe, we need to keep in mind there are three Boronda Adobes. There is the first one, built by Manuel Boronda in Monterey, which is in private hands. It is located at the end of Boronda Lane, off Fremont St.  The adobe home of his son, José Eusebio Boronda, is located on Boronda Road in north Salinas. Lastly, then there is the one we are familiar with here in Carmel Valley, the home of his son, José Manuel Boronda, located on Boronda Road in Carmel Valley.


José Manuel Boronda was born September 5, 1803. Records are sketchy, with one source claiming he was born at Santa Clara another in Santa Barbara. He married Juana Cota on May 2, 1821 at San Carlos Cathedral in Monterey. Juana was born in Santa Barbara December 28, 1805. Her parents were Manuel Antonio Cota and Maria Gertrudis Romero. 


Following the general trend after secularization, during the large Cattle Ranch Era, the José Manuel Boronda family acquired the 6, 625-acre Rancho Los Laureles in  Carmel Valley. The Borondas were not the first grantees. The tract had first been bestowed on José Antonio Romero in 1835. But, four years later, in 1839, it was re-granted to José Manuel Boronda and Vicente Blas Martinez, along with José Manuel’s  son, Juan de Mata Boronda, who was about age 18 or 19 at the time. 


Judicial possession was given the following year, in 1840. During the same year, the Boronda family, including José Manuel, his wife, Juana, and their 15 children, came to settle on the rancho. Thus, the Boronda family became the first permanent settlers in Carmel Valley. 


 According to Monterey County historian, Augusta Fink,  the Boronda adobe consisted at the time of three rooms. Floors were of dirt and the thatched roof was tied on with rawhide strips. She also wrote that the house had been enlarged from a smaller dwelling used by an Indian family who once oversaw mission cattle. Other sources have claimed that there were two separate adobe buildings on the property.


The Boronda family’s grant, Rancho los Laureles was named for the California Bay Laurel tree. The name seems to have first appeared following a 1776 journey when a party of Carmel Mission Indians came upon a spot they described as “Laurelles Canyon.” The canyon later appeared in an entry in mission records when on June 21, 1813 it was listed as  the spot where someone died of a snake bite. In later years, José Manuel was said to have claimed the rancho derived its name from a large bay laurel which grew near the present Los Laureles Lodge on Carmel Valley Road.



The Rancho los Laureles land grant was bounded to the east by the Los Tularcitos Rancho, near the present Carmel Valley Village. On the west, it bordered the James Meadows Tract near the boundary of today’s Garland Ranch. The north-south boundaries of the vast grant stretched from the top of  Laureles Grade, sweeping across the valley floor to the top of Sniveley’s Ridge.


 Other  Carmel Valley grants during the era were: Rancho Los Tularcitos, 26,581 acres, granted in 1834; Rancho San Francisquito, 8,814 acres, granted in 1835; Rancho San Carlos, 4,307 acres, granted in 1837; Cañada de la Segunda, 4,367 acres, granted in 1839; the Meadows Tract 4,592 acres, granted in 1840; and the 718-acre tract, Cañada de los Laureles, granted to José Agricio in 1844. The Boronda’s Rancho los Laureles was the third largest after Rancho los Tularcitos and Rancho San Francisquito.


 At their rancho, the Borondas raised cattle, horses, and farmed. José Manuel also became known for his horsemanship.


 During the early years, the only neighbors the Borondas had were the Indian, Juan Onésimo, his daughter Loretta and her husband, Domingo Peralta. After her husband died, Loretta married James Meadows and the property west to the Borondas became known as the Meadows tract.  


In 1851, the Los Laureles Rancho’s co-owners, Vicente Blas Martinez and his wife, Maria Josefa Mesquita, sold out their share to the Borondas. The sale price was “for and in consideration of eight horses, one mare, four tame milch cows, and two tame milch cows with calves.”


According to an oral history interview done by Julie Risdon in 1953 with Boronda granddaughters, Mrs. Francesca Abby and Mrs. Emma Ambrosia, many family legends have come down to us, of what life was like during the years the Boronda family occupied this large rancho. Here are a few accounts: 


On one occasion, José Manuel’s horsemanship went a little too far, when breaking in a young colt. The young horse bolted, and ran between two forked trees. The space was too narrow and the horse had to force its way through while Boronda was astride. One of his legs got caught, resulting in  a dangling broken leg for José Manuel. There being no doctor in the vicinity nor a hospital during the era, he did the next best thing, and asked a neighbor to saw off the leg. First, though, he asked Mrs. Boronda bring him a big shot of whiskey to brace himself up for the ordeal.  During the amputation, his leg flew up, before landing on the floor. His granddaughter, Emma Ambrosia, said Mr. Boronda claimed the distinction of being the only man in the world who had ever kicked his chest with his own toe. Herbs were put on the stump as a poultice to stanch the blood and prevent infection. Before long Mr. Boronda was hobbling around on a homemade wooden leg.


Francesca Abby, whose mother was Maria de los Angeles Boronda, said that the leg stump didn’t heal properly and used to ooze. José Manuel used to go somewhere miles away to purchase the herbs, which he cooked into a poultice. This was applied to the leg stump twice a week for many years. He kept the poultice in a large crock. One day, a daughter mistakenly knocked the crock over and spilled all the contents.  The family story was that, when the accident was discovered,  she feared her father’s anger and wouldn’t tell him who had caused the accident. He called in two of the older daughters  and still, neither would tell. So, he got out a pan of water and set it on the kitchen table in front of them. In turn, each daughter had to put a finger into the pan so he could see if her shaking would disturb the water. That was his way of figuring out who was the guilty party.  Unfortunately, on that occasion, the one who had not broken the crock was shaking anyway, because she had a nervous temperament, so she was the one who got punished. It was many years later that the truly guilty one, who had by then married and moved away, came to her father and confessed. 



Emma Ambrosia said the Boronda family entertained often at the family’s adobe and visitors would arrive and sometimes stay for weeks. All the Boronda children were taught the popular songs of the day and could dance all the popular dances. Guests would enjoy meals of homemade tortillas, soups and many kinds of stews.  The family’s meals were made from meat  butchered and cured on the premises and either salted or pickled and put up in large crocks to keep over time.  Because the family kept a small dairy, there was always plenty of butter, and lots of chicken and eggs to eat. For vegetables the family grew tomatoes, chiles and different kinds of squash. One sort of squash was made into a candied specialty called Conserva, often served over holiday occasions. Sometimes preserves were also made from pears which were cooked for days until all the syrup had penetrated inside. These preserves were, like the meat, put up in crocks and stored in the upstairs of the adobe, used as an attic. Cooking was done outside in a separate area. Common cooking herbs that the family grew were cilantro, oregano, thyme and parsley.


When someone in the family got sick, they were cured with herbs and barks. Some of the herbal lore was learned from the local Indians. There were herbs to treat stomach ache, snake bite, pains, coughs, colds, fever, wounds and headache. Some of them are known to us today as chamomile, manzanilla, sassafras, horehound, bearberry and yerba buena.


 Possibly the best-known Boronda family legend is the one about Monterey Jack Cheese, introduced by Carmel Valley’s first cheesemaker, Mrs. Juana Cota de Boronda. She produced a delicious, white-yellow, semisoft  cheese which she began to market in the area. It was said she pressed the cheese with a common house jack, thus the name “jack.” The cheese is simple to manufacture: milk is heated, the whey drawn off and the curds pressed into a cloth bag. This is then weighted for a period of time, either by a press, or some other heavy object. Carmel Valley old-timer, Joe Hitchcock, in his memoirs of the early days in the Valley, remembered the youngest Boronda son telling him about the old Indian named Roman, who would purchase Mrs. Boronda’s cheese to take back to Carmel Mission. 


Carmel Valley history buffs can take pride that Mrs. Boronda’s version of  this legendary cheese got its start in the landmark Boronda adobe. Her legend continued when, in 1882, the same year David Jacks began to ship his “Jacks Monterey Cheese” out of the area, the Pacific Improvement Company had purchased the Los Laureles Rancho, and the dairy on the property supplied milk, butter and cheese  for guests at the company’s premier resort, the Del Monte Hotel. The dairy was marketed Mrs. Boronda’s cheese recipe under the name “Del Monte Cheese.”


The end of the Boronda saga in Carmel Valley begins in 1853, three years after California became a state. Following statehood, many Mexican land grant holders were forced to either prove their claims, or lose their property. José Manuel and Juan de Mata Boronda applied for a United States patent on the property and after much bureaucratic red tape, the ownership was finally granted, but not until in 1866. The act was signed by President Andrew Johnson. 


Testifying on behalf of the Boronda’s claim during this lengthy process were some famous personalities in Monterey county history: both David Spence (1853) and Walter Colton (1847) acknowledged receipt of the claim documents. William Hartnell (1853) who also swore that he knew the rancho and the Boronda family. Only two years after the claim was patented, in 1868, the Borondas sold the Rancho los Laureles for $12,000.


José Manuel Boronda diedof a heart attack, at age 77, on July 24, 1878, in Castroville. His 12 surviving children at the time of his death, according to the Salinas Index of August 1, 1878, were:  Mrs. Juan Pomber, Mrs. Josefa Espinosa, Mrs. Luciano Castro, Mrs. Augustín Escobar, Mrs. Francisco Soberanes, Mrs. José Vasquez, Mr. Juan de Mata Boronda, Francisco Boronda, Ygnacio Boronda, Manuel Boronda, Santos Boronda and Antonio Boronda. His widow, Juana Cota, died on May 22, 1894 in Castroville. 


For the next few years, the Los Laureles Ranch land changed hands several times and life went on much as it had. 


The first modern ranching techniques in Carmel Valley were introduced at Rancho Los Laureles under Oakland’s fifteenth Mayor, Nathan Spaulding. He was the third owner to possess the Boronda property, which he operated from 1874-1881. 


Spaulding introduced modern dairying and farming practices, and built the first wooden fencing in Carmel Valley, with lumber brought down by ship from San Francisco. It was during the Spaulding era that the first ranch houses and buildings were constructed which later became  part of Los Laureles Lodge. 


Spaulding was the first person to bring modern irrigation to the Valley, blasting an 8-1/2 mile water channel from Chupines Creek and tapping into the Carmel River. This waterway, a few years later,  became the conduit leading from the San Clemente Reservoir, when it was expanded by the new owners, Pacific Improvement Company.


It was under Spaulding’s ownership that the giant eucalyptus trees which border Carmel Valley Road and Boronda Roads were planted. These trees, as of January 10, 2008 have been listed on the National Register of Historic Places and the California Register  of Historical Resources. 


In 1882, the Los Laureles Rancho was purchased by the Pacific Improvement Company, headed by the Big Four of the western financial world: Huntington, Crocker, Hopkins and Stanford. The company also owned the Del Monte Hotel, a fashionable resort located near the edge of Monterey Bay. The property today is known to us as the Naval Postgraduate School. 


The Los Laureles Rancho became a large dairy operation, supplying dairy products to the hotel. William Hatton was the dairy manager. The Los Laureles Lodge, during this era became an “out-camp” for country daytrips or lengthy hunting parties, enjoyed by guests of the Del Monte Hotel. 


In 1919, the old rancho was again sold, this time it was purchased by Samuel F.B. Morse and the Del Monte Properties. For a time, the old Boronda Adobe, which by then had seen duty as  the Del Monte Cheese  factory, was abandoned  and began to fall into ruin.


Beginning in 1923, just a little less than a century from when the land grant had been bestowed on the Borondas, portions of the Rancho los Laureles were divided up. Estate parcels were sold by Del Monte properties, including a parcel to  golf champion Marion Hollins. In the later 1930s, Los Laureles Lodge became an equestrian estate belonging to Muriel Vanderbilt Phelps.  In 1932, Samuel Fertig purchased the acreage which held the Los Laureles Lodge and the old Boronda adobe. At the time, cows were wandering in and out of the old family homestead. Fertig was said to be the first to import Aberdeen Angus cattle into California.


 In the 1940s, after the property had been further subdivided, the Boronda Adobe was owned for a time by Paul Porter,  then George Sims purchased the lot on which the Boronda home sat. He made many improvements to the home. 


 Finally,  in 1960, the home was purchased by Malcolm Millard, who expanded and improved the home  and property.  The home is owned today by Millard’s widow, Joanne. The lot fronting this property along Boronda Road is currently on the market for the next lucky owner who will claim this historic piece of Carmel Valley real estate.

