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Hope you are all ready for a grand spring! 
Although we have had some wind and rain, so 
far the feared gargantuan “El Niño” season has 

yet to drench our wee town. Perhaps that will be dif-
ferent by the time you read this newsletter. Still, our 
“browned” McKinney House lawn (our contribution 
to drought relief) has come back without irrigation 
and after just a bit of precipitation.

We have had a busy winter. We continue to hold our 
History Roundtable events. The year kicked off with 
January’s event focused on my new book, Around 
Mt. Helix. In February we partnered with Gross-
mont High School Advanced Placement history class 
students on research projects about Grossmont’s 
Japanese-American students during World War II. 
Both events reflect the credit we owe to our mem-
bers and community partners, including the Mt. 
Helix Park Foundation and Grossmont High.

Don’t forget our upcoming Annual Meeting and Rose 
Garden Celebration on May 7. We hope to see you 
there to visit, enjoy some refreshments, and elect 
our slate of board officers and directors for another 
year of dedicated service to the Society—and to 

honor some historically relevant La Mesans. Another 
exciting event this spring will be the completion of 
the History Plaque Project downtown. Thanks to a 
generous partnership grant with the Rotary Club of 
La Mesa, we have designed, fabricated, and (by the 
time you get this, hopefully) installed 11 new, etched 
metal historic photo plaques. (Some of you may 
recall the one we installed for the Flying A centennial 
at the historic Wolf Building in 2011.) This plaque 
project will help us add a layer of local history 
education to the recently updated city downtown 
streetscape.

Looking ahead, one of the Society’s big initiatives 
over the next few years is the update of the city’s 
Historical Property Inventory. The Society will work 
with the city’s Historic Preservation Commission 
(on which we place three members) and Planning 
Department to help with updating our landmarked 
local history inventory. One of the earliest in San Di-
ego County, the inventory started in 1982, was com-
pleted in 1985, and now needs a significant update.  

Since this is a topic in which I have nearly three 
decades of professional experience, I recently was 
assigned to be an ex-officio member of the Historic 
Preservation Commission to aid the inventory 
update process. Given the Society’s mission-based 
charge and dedication to the support of historic 
preservation in La Mesa, we will help fill a key 
support and implementation role. Soon we will be 
looking for volunteers to help with both the physical 
survey and historical documentation tasks. Keep an 
eye out for more information as this project moves 
forward, and let us know if you’re interested in 
volunteering to help identify and record La Mesa’s 
(potential) historical resources.

As always, don’t forget to check our website to keep 
up with all our activities, purchase books and DVDs, 
and renew your membership! Also, feel free to 
contact me directly to discuss any ideas for continu-
ing our invaluable mission of preserving La Mesa’s 
history. 

LMHS website: www.lamesahistory.com
My e-mail: admin@lamesahistory.sdcoxmail.com 

See page 2
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Mt. Helix Nature Theatre: 
A Gift To Us All

By Sean Carroll*
 

In honor of Easter 2016, we are telling the story of 
the Mt. Helix Theatre and the Easter Sunrise Service, 

held annually on Mt. Helix since Sunday, April 7, 
1917. The following is an excerpt from the May 1990 

issue of Lookout Avenue. 

Now go back in time with me and discover 
how the Mt. Helix Nature Theatre, as we 
know it today, came to be.

In 1888, pioneer Ed Fletcher arrived from Mas-
sachusetts at the age of fifteen with $6.10 in his 
pocket. He promptly deposited $5.00 in the bank, 
and found a job which paid $5.00 a week. It was 
this kind of thriftiness which led him to his later 
success as a businessman, as well as an ambitious 
state senator.

Fletcher purchased the Grossmont property in 
1902 and the Mt. Helix property in 1916.

When the custom of Easter sunrise services, spon-
sored by the San Diego Ad Club and held at the top 
of Mt. Nebo in La Mesa from 1914 to 1916, became 
too crowded, Fletcher suggested that the services 
be moved to Mt. Helix the following year. Fewer 
than 300 made the climb to reach a twenty-foot 
rough wooden cross for the first Easter service, 
which was held on Mt. Helix in 1917, because on 
Thursday, April 5, three days before Easter, the 
United States declared war against Germany and 
people’s thoughts were “over there” instead of over 
here.* 

In 1918, over 8,000 people climbed the footpath up 
Mt. Helix and sat in the natural bowl on boulders 
and on the ground for Easter service. Hundreds of 
lights powered by a truck-mounted mobile plant 
truck illuminated the cross. At this service, Fletcher 
pledged that his mountain could be used for fu-
ture Easter sunrise services. The following year, he 
started building a road to replace the treacherous 
footpath.*

During this time, the Fletchers became very close 
friends with Frederick and Mary Yawkey White. 
They traveled all over the West and went to Europe 
together. 

Mrs. White’s mother was Mary Carpenter Yawkey, 
who loved the peace and natural beauty of Mt. 
Helix. Even when she was very old, she would 
slowly climb to the top to see the view from 1,380 
feet, and spend time in prayer. After Yawkey died 
in 1923, Mrs. White asked her good friend, Ed 

Fletcher, if he would sell the summit of Mount Helix 
to her so that she and her brother, Cyrus Carpenter 
Yawkey, could build a memorial for their mother. 
Because he could see how much it meant to Mrs. 
White, Ed Fletcher wrote in his memoirs that “af-
ter discussing it with your mother, we decided to 
donate the property to San Diego County for this 
purpose.” In June of 1923, and in March of 1924, 
Fletcher deeded two parcels to her—a total of 
nearly seven acres.

Mrs. White and her brother immediately began 
making plans to build a memorial to their mother. 
They decided that they wanted a natural, open-air 
amphitheater to share with others, for all time, the 
360-degree view she treasured. The brother-and-
sister team commissioned a very prominent local 
architect, Richard Requa, to build the memorial.
     
Cyrus and Mary also commissioned well-known 
landscape architect Emerson Knight. He was care-
ful to choose plantings “to soften the general effect 
without robbing the summit of its characteristic 
ruggedness.”
    
Construction was begun in 1924 under the di-
rection of Ed Fletcher Jr. Carloads of cement and 
hundreds of tons of crushed rock, sand, steel, and 
lumber had to be brought to the top of the moun-
tain. The cross alone was made up of over fifty-five 
tons of steel and concrete. The amphitheater was 
built facing toward the rising sun. A stage was built 
to hold several hundred people.

It is estimated that the nature theatre cost some-
where between $87,000 and $100,000 before it 
was sufficiently completed for dedication on Easter 
Sunday, April 12, 1925. More than 7,000 attended 

Above: The 1925 Easter Sunrise Service at the Mt. Helix 
Nature Theatre.

“Nature Theatre” continues on next page
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The following extract from the January 26, 
1940, issue of the La Mesa Scout was tran-
scribed as written (with then-current capi-

talization of street names). Today, the McKinney 
House is located at Pine Street (formerly known as 
Iroquois Street) and University Avenue, with our 
archives building on the Pine Street side.

Lookout Avenue Will Be Renamed
Council Is Changing Streets

Main Thoroughfare Will Be La Mesa Boulevard;     
University Extended 

This time it’s “Lookout, the Ides of March.” 
For close to that date made famous by 

Shakespeare, Lookout avenue will become but 
a memory, according to action taken Tuesday 
evening at the session of La Mesa’s city council. 
An ordinance was passed on first reading chang-
ing the names of several local highways. February 
13 [1940] is the date for final action on the ordi-
nance, and if it is adopted it will become effective 
30 days later. The street renaming schedule, as 
recommended by the City Planning Commission, 
includes:  

     Lookout and that part of El cajon avenue east  
of the Library to the city limits, to become La Mesa 
boulevard.
     Iroquois street to become Pine street.
     Newport road, south of University avenue, to 
become part of Lee avenue. 
     A new street, north of El Cajon avenue in Lot 
76, La Mesa colony, to become Porter Hill road.
     The new US 80 Cutoff, in La Mesa city limits, to 
become El Cajon boulevard. 

 Residents on Dale avenue protested a pro-
posed change in the name of that street, and it 
was stricken off the Planning Commission’s list. 
The post office had suggested the change to 
avoid confusion, as many letters come here on 
which it is hard to distinguish whether the address 
is Date or Dale. 

La Mesa Through the YearsNature Theatre (continued from page 2)

AT T E N T I o N !
Seeking a New Editor
Have a passion for editing and layout? 

Love La Mesa history? 
We’re looking for someone to assume the 

responsibility of compiling and laying out this quar-
terly newsletter starting with the next issue. If 

interested, please contact us immediately at
admin@lamesahistory.sdcoxmail.com

the services and watched as a beautiful bronze 
plaque was attached to a large boulder, dedicating 
the nature theatre to the memory of Mary Carpen-
ter Yawkey from Cyrus Carpenter Yawkey and Mary 
Yawkey White. People marveled that even though 
the theater could seat more than 5,000, the natu-
ral acoustic properties were so nearly perfect that 
almost a whisper could be heard from the stage to 
the uppermost parts of the seating arrangement.* 

When Mrs. White died in April of 1928, Frederick, 
her husband, deeded the nature theatre to Cyrus 
Carpenter Yawkey. The amphitheater was finished 
in 1929. On July 29 of that year, Frederick White, 
acting for Cyrus C. Yawkey and as trustee for the 
will of Mary Yawkey White, presented the chairman 
of the county Board of Supervisors with the deed 
to the property along with a $30,000 trust fund to 
provide for upkeep and improvements.

Many in our community remember when they took 
part in the coast-to-coast hookup in 1936 when the 
National Broadcasting Company agreed to put the 
sunrise services on the air for thirty minutes with 
the assistance of radio station KFSD. This had been 
arranged by Ed Fletcher Jr.’s father.

Others in our community, such as the La Mesa  
Rotary Club, continue to take an active role. Some 
of its members became involved in 1947. They have 
been responsible for successfully planning and car-
rying out the Easter sunrise services since 1954. 

* El Cajon sixth grader Sean Carroll became a local 
history hero when his school project resulted in the 
listing of the Mt. Helix Theatre as a historic land-
mark.  Subsequent research has clarified the origins 
of the local Easter sunrise celebrations at Mt. Nebo 
dating back to as early at 1912.  Also, the San Diego 
Ad Club’s estimates of event attendance are greatly 
exaggerated—but good promotion.  The theatre 
holds approximately 1,250 comfortably.  –JDN

Miss searching bins for the latest in vinyl? LMHS member 
Stephen Churchill recently donated the above 1973 photo 
of the long-gone Music Machine Records store, which 
stood two doors down from Pete’s Place on La Mesa Blvd.  
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In The Spotlight
Grossmont Adult School:

“Grownups Achieving Success”
Adult Education, Part 3 of 3

This third and final installment in our series 
on adult education in East County features 
Grossmont Adult School, or GAS. A branch of 

the Grossmont Union High School District (GUHSD), 
GAS began in 1946–1947, with its first goal being to 
serve GIs returning from service in World War II. 

The “school” is spread across a number of sites in 
East County. The classes and their locations are 
listed in a catalog published twice annually on a 
semester schedule. These catalogs are distributed 
far and wide. Every home address in the GUHSD 
receives one via snail mail. The catalogs are also 
distributed in libraries and offices.

Mission
GAS has a comprehensive mission comprising six 
components:

Career readiness• 
Preparedness for community college• 
English language acquisition that can lead to a • 
career and a path to citizenship 
Lifelong learning• 
Social interaction • 
High School Equivalency (HSE) classes (former-• 
ly known as GED classes)

Countywide, there are 25,000 to 28,000 active GAS 
students. Education and classes also take place in 
six county jails—Colinas, Vista, Chula Vista, Down-
town San Diego, East Mesa, and Bailey Detention 
Center. The HSE path features three ways to achieve 
a diploma. 

Cost & Budget
GAS classes are free for English as a Second Lan-
guage students and for the HSE path. Other classes 
have low fees. 

The GAS budget is funded by a smorgasbord of 
sources: federal and state outlays, federal grants, 
and San Diego County jails. Free classes are subsi-
dized by governmental sources. Classes that cannot 
be subsidized totally from governmental revenue 
become fee classes. Thus, fee classes are priced 
based on what needs to be charged to close the gap 
in incoming revenue from governmental sources.

Publicity
In addition to the semiannual catalog, a website 
and the GUHSD superintendent’s newsline further 

help to publicize GAS. A GUHSD referral network 
links the Adult School to GUHSD high school coun-
selors, who work closely with GAS to promote the 
Adult School for those in need and eligible. GAS 
personnel attend monthly GUHSD counseling de-
partment meetings.

Class Variety
Lifelong learning classes represent half of all regis-
tration courses at GAS. Other classes are offered for 
personal enrichment. A wide variety of classes lead 
to full-time jobs with good pay. 

GAS offers a career center, a health occupation 
center (for health and medical career training), 
computer training (focused on job improvement 
skills such as 
QuickBooks), 
a welding 
program, 
a Class B 
truck-driving 
program, and 
classes on job 
interviewing 
skills.

Administration
Robyn Wiggins is the overall director of Grossmont 
Adult School. Five other principals or directors lead 
GAS at one of its five main sites:

Steve Niemeyer, East County Career Center• 
Jeff Meredith, Foothills Adult Center• 
Carol Otjens, Health Occupation Center• 
Sam Lund, El Cajon Adult Center• 
Tim Lindley, Steele Canyon Adult Center• 

Two of the GAS administrators were interviewed 
for this article. Each proved highly knowledgeable 
about the multifaceted aspects of the Adult School, 
and all displayed an obvious commitment and pas-
sion for their roles in this excellent, enduring, and 
enlightened program in adult education. 
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La Mesa Historical Society 
Board of Directors

President  Jim Newland
1st Vice-President Wade Douglas
2nd Vice-President George Fahouris 
Secretary  Sharon Crockett
Treasurer  Rod Whitlow 
Directors-at-Large Ed Blackman
   Ken D’Angelo 
   Suda House
   Linda Rankin 
   Pat Stromberg
   Kathy Tinsley 
Past President Donna Niemeier  

Board meetings are held the second Monday 
of each month at 7:00 p.m.

Story ideas, comments, or 

suggestions for this newsletter?

E-mail us at info@lamesahistory.com. 

Until 1800, ice cream remained a rare and 
exotic dessert enjoyed mostly by the elite. 
As with most foodstuffs, by the 19th century, 

ingredients and technology, including the devel-
opment of ice harvesting and the invention of the 
insulated icehouse, had evolved to give the public 
affordable access. Also, sugar became more af-
fordable. It took two other milestones to make ice 
cream an “industry.”

In 1843, New Yorker Nancy M. Johnson applied 
for a patent for a hand-cranked ice cream freezer. 
These first small domestic freezers usually con-
sisted of a metal inner pail fitted with a paddle 
attached to a crank handle, which sat inside a 
wooden bucket containing a freezing mixture of ice 
and salt. Milk, eggs, sugar, and flavoring mix was 
poured into the inner pail, where it was beaten and 
churned until it froze.

In 1851, Jacob Fussell, a Baltimore milk dealer with 
an excess of milk on his hands, became the father of 
the ice cream industry by turning the milk into ice 
cream. He established the first large-scale commer-
cial ice cream plant.

Our one-quart ice cream freezer is in the McKinney 
House Museum kitchen. 

ArtiFACTS: Ice Cream Maker
Upcoming Events

McKinney House Museum Annual 
Meeting & Rose Garden Celebration 
Saturday, May 7, 2 p.m.
Location: 8369 University Ave.
General meeting and honoring of 
nominated La Mesans in the Rose 
Garden. Refreshments, opportunity 
drawing, and house tours.

Flag Day Parade
June 4, 10 a.m.
Location: La Mesa Blvd. (downtown)

11th Annual La Mesa Historic 
Home Tour
November 5, 10 a.m.–3 p.m.
Location: TBD
Check the LMHS website for updates and 
ticket availability.
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The La Mesa Historical Society operates the Rev. Henry 
A. McKinney House, a 1908 house/museum located at 
8369 University Avenue (at the corner of Pine Street) in 
La Mesa. Open 1–4 p.m. every second and fourth Satur-
day of the month or by appointment. Group tours are 
available. Call (619) 466-0197 for further information. 
Lookout Avenue is the official quarterly publication of 
the La Mesa Historical Society. Our address is: 

La Mesa Historical Society
P.O. Box 882

La Mesa, CA 91944

Lookout Avenue was the original name of La Mesa 
Boulevard from the 1890s until the City Council voted 
to change the name in 1940. Lookout Avenue was La 
Mesa’s main street. 
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ervation of local history. 
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☐   $500 Benefactor
☐   $250 Patron
☐   $100 Sponsor/Organization
☐   $50 Sustaining
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☐   $10 Student
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