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HISTORIC HOT SPOT:  MONTEREY MARKS THE “FIRST” MASS, MARKETED CHEESE, AMERICAN FORT AND 
PRINTING PRESS 

 
Step Back in Time with a Historic Trek 

  
MONTEREY, CA  -- History buffs and families traveling with children can cash in on the historic haunts of Monterey.  

Regarded as the country’s most historic city west of Williamsburg, Virginia, Monterey celebrates its cultural clout with 

special events, mesmerizing museums and tours of the very buildings that appear in archives as far back as 1770. 

Fascinating firsts include: 

 

First mass celebrated in Alta California (1602) 

On December 16, 1602, Spanish explorer Sebastian Vizcaino’s fleet sailed into Monterey near present-day Fisherman’s 

Wharf.  The first known European to land in Monterey, Vizcaino named the area for the Mexican viceroy, the Count of 

Monte Rey, and the first recorded mass north of San Diego was held under a shady oak above the shore.  In June 1770, 

when Father Junipero Serra arrived with Spanish General Gaspar de Portola to establish a presidio at Monterey, he led a 

mass in the same spot.  A year later, Serra supervised construction of the second of California’s 21 missions, Mission San 

Carlos Borromeo de Carmelo (Carmel Mission), where he is buried today. 

 

First Custom House in California (early 1821) 

First California State Historical Monument (1938) 

Located at the entrance to Fisherman’s Wharf, Monterey’s Custom House repeatedly figured into the area’s history.  

From 1821-1846, the Mexican government collected taxes from foreign merchants there; in 1846, it was where 

Commodore Sloat raised the American flag as he claimed California for the U.S.  The Spanish-style adobe building, which 

today houses a museum, dates back to the early 1820s and was renovated by early Monterey businessman and first 

United States Consul Thomas Larkin in 1841.  The state acquired the building and designated it California State Historical 

Monument #1 in 1938.  
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First printing press (1834) 

First newspaper (1846) 

Don Agustin Juan Vincente Zamorano, once Secretary of State and later acting governor of Alta California, is recognized 

for introducing the printing press to California.  He set up shop in Monterey in 1834 with a wood-frame press purchased 

in Boston, printing books, broadsides and other projects, before leaving the city in 1838.  In 1846, U.S. Navy Chaplain 

and Monterey Alcalde Walter Colton (first American magistrate and mayor of California) and Kentucky frontiersman Dr. 

Robert Semple used the press to produce the Californian, the Golden State’s first newspaper.  A prospectus in the first 

issue outlined the paper’s mission: “This press shall be free and independent; unawed by power and untrammeled by 

party.  The use of its columns shall be denied to none...” 

 

First secondary school in California (1834) 

In 1834, English-born merchant and linguist William E.P. Hartnell proposed the first secondary school in California.  

Hartnell and his teaching colleague, Irish-born Jesuit Patrick Short, started classes that March in Hartnell’s Monterey 

home on today’s Hartnell Street across from the Monterey Post Office.  A short time later, in May 1834, Hartnell decided 

to move the school to his ranch, el Patrocinio de San Jose, at Alisal.  The school later closed for lack of funds, but the 

educational tradition is carried on today: Hartnell College in Salinas was named in William Hartnell’s honor. 

 

First American fort in California (1846) 

U.S. Navy Commodore John Sloat captured Monterey from Mexico in 1846, claiming California for the United States and 

raising the American flag over the Custom House.  To better protect the bay and the city, Sloat’s forces constructed a 

fortress on a hill overlooking the bay.  This first American fort in California (and on the west coast) was named Fort 

Mervine to honor Captain William Mervine, a ship commander in Sloat’s squadron.  Over the years, the fort was also 

called Fort Stockton, Fort Halleck and Ord Barracks, and two lieutenants stationed there, Edward O.C. Ord and William 

Tecumseh Sherman, eventually achieved fame as Union Civil War generals.  Today, all that remains of Fort Mervine is an 

earthen mound (or redoubt) near the Sloat Monument on the Presidio of Monterey.    

 

California’s First Theatre (1846) 

On a cool night in 1850, in a tavern attached to a lodging house, a group of disbanded Army officers presented a 

melodrama.  Performing on a stage lit by whale-oil lamps with red and blue blankets for curtains, and charging just $5 a 

ticket, the group brought in $500 that first night – and California’s First Theatre was born.  Jack Swan, a British sailor, 

built the tavern in 1845 with wood salvaged from a shipwreck.  He added the adobe lodging in 1846, housing whalers for 

a spell in the mid 1800s.  Melodramas continued through the 1850s, and when Swan died in 1896 the building fell into 

disrepair until the California Landmarks League bought it in 1906.  The First Theatre, on the corner of Scott and Pacific 

Streets, is open for select historic events each year. 

 

First American Public Building in California (1849) 



California’s First Constitutional Convention (1849) 

Monterey Alcalde Walter Colton began construction in 1847 on what would be the first American public building in 

California.  Completed in 1849, Colton financed the construction (done by convict labor) with taxes on liquor, gambling 

and the sale of town lots.  Colton joked that with Colton Hall named for him, he would “go down to posterity with the 

odor of gamblers, convicts and trippers.”  For six weeks beginning September 1, 1849, 48 delegates gathered in 

Monterey’s Colton Hall to espouse statehood and draft a constitution.  Parts of this progressive document established 

California as a free state (non-slave) and introduced women’s rights, and the group debated whether California’s eastern 

border should be the Sierra Nevada or the Rocky Mountains.  Colton Hall has been a public building since it first opened, 

serving as a public school, county court house and city hall.  It is now a free public museum with the second floor 

restored to its 1849 appearance.   

 

California’s First Public Library (1849) 

Colton Hall schoolmaster Reverend Dr. Samuel H. Willey led the establishment of California’s first public library in 1849, 

purchasing the initial collection with $1,500 raised from the sale of individual $40 shares.  Walter Colton arranged for 

the first 900 books to be shipped from the American east coast, around Cape Horn to Monterey, where the library was 

housed in a Mexican government building (El Curatel) on today’s Munras Avenue.  After being moved to Colton Hall in 

1874 and later to a nearby schoolhouse, various community efforts led to a Carnegie grant and a new library opened on 

Van Buren Street in 1911.  Today, that building houses the Monterey Institute of International Studies library.  In 1952, 

Monterey’s growing library moved to a new building, designed by William Wurster in Second Bay Tradition architecture, 

on Pacific Street; the Monterey Public Library today is the largest on the Monterey Peninsula. 

 

First Marketed Cheese (1859) 

While the origin of Jack cheese is credited to Spanish Franciscan friars who came to Monterey from Mexico in the 1700s, 

several theories seek to explain who first marketed it as “Monterey Jack.”  Some credit Monterey County resident 

Senora Juana Cota de Boronda, who used a housejack (press) to make creamy cheese that she sold door-to-door to 

support her husband and 15 children.  Another story mentions Domingo Pedrazzi, who used a jack to make cheese in the 

Carmel Valley and still others say that it is a Portuguese cheese.  The most common theory, however, links the name to 

early Monterey landowner David Jacks, who had a local dairy and sold his creation as “Jacks’ cheese.”  Legend has it that 

customers eventually started asking for Monterey Jack and the name stuck.  

 

California’s First Scenic Highway (1965) 

When the California Legislature enacted the state’s Scenic Highway Program in 1963, it was natural that the first corridor 

designated for preservation, protection and promotion be Big Sur’s magnificent Highway 1.  Twisting 72.3 miles from the 

Monterey County line in the south to Carmel River in the north, the drive is a destination unto itself and passes soaring 

coastal cliffs, pine-filled canyons and fields bedecked with wildflowers.  Completed in 1937 after 18 years of construction 



and the creation of the landmark Bixby Bridge, soaring 260 feet above the Pacific Ocean, this stretch of Highway 1 is a 

designated American National Scenic Byway. 

Walk Monterey’s Path of History, one of the must-do activities of the peninsula. This self-guided, two-mile tour of Old 

Monterey is marked by easy to distinguish yellow tiles set in the sidewalk. This walk explores adobes, gardens and sites 

of interest. Maps are available for individuals and groups as well as a free download of Monterey County Convention 

and Visitors Bureau’s SeeMonterey audio tour of the Path of History. Immerse yourself in the rich history of Monterey 

by seeing such sites as the Cooper Molera House and Garden, the Custom House, Larkin House and Casa Soberanes.  

Also, visit the interiors of some of the adobes and other historic buildings. For information about the Path of History or 

to download the free audio tour visit www.SeeMonterey.com/monterey-adobes.  To book private group tours call the 

Monterey State Historic Park at 831.649.7172. 

 

Uncover the charms of Carmel on a two-hour guided Carmel Walks tour. Wind through secret pathways, hidden 

courtyards, award-winning gardens and by enchanting fairytale cottages.  Learn about the spirit, characters and customs 

that make Carmel unique.  Don’t pass up seeing the 1914 Golf House-the historic clubhouse of the Carmel golf course, 

the oldest art gallery in Carmel and architecture by Frank Lloyd Wright.  You can learn why Clint Eastwood named his 

pub “Hog’s Breath Inn” as well as see Doris Day’s dog digs and special K-9 tax forms. See the homes and places that 

inspired famous poets and were made famous by the silver screen.  For information on walk schedules, call 

831.642.2700, or visit www.carmelwalks.com. 

 

Discover the haunts of Monterey on The Ghost Trolley of Monterey.   Once the capital of Mexican California, Old 

Monterey was the center of fiestas, balls and all the glamour the Spanish lifestyle of the day had to offer.  With this 

lifestyle brought intrigue and controversy.  The set of shipwrecks, murder and hidden treasures, Monterey is full of 

ghastly adventures. The tour begins at the notoriously haunted Stokes Adobe.  From there it winds in and out of the 

Path of History in the Ghost Trolley of Old Monterey, visiting locations of both historical and recent ghost sightings.  Stop 

and walk along the way at the area’s oldest church, Monterey’s historic cemetery and other legendary buildings to hear 

the story of their historic inhabitants.  Tours begin daily at 8:00 p.m.; tickets can be purchased online at 

www.toursmonterey.com/gpages/gticket.html or by calling 831.624.1700. 

 
VISITOR INFO. 

 Monterey County is located 120 miles/192 km south of San Francisco and 345 miles/552 km north of Los 

Angeles along the classic California corridor.  The region boasts 99 miles of prime Pacific Coastline, the Monterey Bay 

National Marine Sanctuary, three historic missions, 40,000 acres of premium vineyards, 24 golf courses and over 250 lodging 

properties.  Monterey County includes the Monterey Peninsula, Big Sur, North County and the Salinas Valley.  The Monterey 

Peninsula Airport (MRY), just three miles from historic downtown Monterey and minutes from the area’s major attractions, 

is served by non-stop flights to and from Denver (DEN), Las Vegas (LAS), Phoenix (PHX), Los Angeles (LAX), San Diego (SAN) 

and San Francisco (SFO).  www.SeeMonterey.com. 
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