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Toyon-Wood: Movie Capital of the World?

By Ranger Dawn Soles

Last December, I wrote about Toyon – Hetermoles
arbutifolia, also known as Christmas Berry. In that article I
wrote about the plant itself, its historic uses, and current
use as décor for the Holiday Season. However, there is a
tale I was told more than 20 years ago relating Toyon to a
major city in Southern California...
Legend has it that Hollywood got
its name from the Toyon plant.
The story goes that Toyon was
abundant in the hills surrounding
Los Angeles. Most folks thought
of it as a “Holly” and sometimes
considered the area to be a
“Hollywood-land”. Eventually,
folks just referred to the area as
“Hollywood.”
This is an excellent story, and
though it does makes sense
since Toyon is abundant in the
Hollywood hills, it is probably
not the way the city got its name.
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Several conflicting stories about
Hollywood’s origins can be found,
so separating fact from fiction on
the subject is not easy.
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was helping Hurd with his real
estate transactions. Another
version claims that Daeida met a
stranger on a train from Illinois.
This stranger lived on an estate
called “Hollywood” and Daeida
liked the name and passed it on
to her husband.

In 1886 a gentleman named H.J.
Whitley, a prominent landowner
who had started many towns in
the west, arranged to buy 500
acres that now comprises the area
we know as Hollywood. A friend
and business partner of Whitley
named Harvey H. Wilcox officially
established the name “Hollywood” There is little to no evidence
after purchasing 120 acres in
suggesting either of these stories
1887, when he recorded it on the
has the true origins of the name.
land’s deed.
The only confirmable historic
The time between Whitley’s
record is from a page out of
purchase and Wilcox’s naming,
the diary of Whitley himself. A
is where things get a bit murky.
synopsis of the entry is that one
There are multiple versions of
day in 1886 Whitley was standing
how the town got its name.
at the peak of a hill admiring the
view. A man came by carrying a
One version is that H.J. Whitley
wagon full of wood. When the
purchased the land from E.C Hurd. two exchanged friendly greetings,
Hurd’s wife’s friend Daeida Wilcox Whitley asked what the man was
co-opted the name Hollywood
doing. The man replied that he
from her neighbor Ivar Weid, who was “hauling wood.” The man was
lived in what was then called
not originally from the US and
Holly Canyon and recommended
had a thick accent that caused his
the name to her husband, who
words to sound like “holly wood.”
Continued on Page 5

Ranger-Led
Programs

Experience nature and history in a special way. Programs are
generally 1 - 2 hours in length. A $3 donation is requested. A $7
parking fee is charged at Sycamore Grove Park.
Quick Look:
Winter Walk		
Mistletoe Mission
Winter Bird Walk		
Yule Log Hunt		
Deer				

Saturday, Dec. 1
Sunday, Dec. 9
Sunday, Dec . 16
Saturday, Dec. 22
Sunday, Dec. 23

11:00 am
2:00 pm
9:00 am
2:00 pm
2:00 pm

Winter Walk (Healthy Parks, Healthy People)
Saturday, December 1			
11 am

Join Ranger Doug for a relaxed one-mile stroll on the paved trail in Sycamore Grove. People of all fitness
abilities are encouraged to join us for this walk. Wheelchairs and strollers welcome. Cancelled if raining
heavily.
Ranger Doug Sousa 		
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Mistletoe Mission
Sunday, December 9			

2 pm

Winter Bird Walk
Sunday, December 16			

9 am

The Great Yule Log Hunt
Saturday, December 22			

2 pm

Mistletoe is not just a leafy thing that appears in doorways in December - it is a bizarre and beautiful
parasitic plant that grows on oak trees! Join Ranger Amy for a leisurely four-mile walk into the hills
of Sycamore Grove as we search for mistletoe. Along the way, we’ll talk about the natural history of
mistletoe as well as its role in folklore and legends.
Ranger Amy Wolitzer		
Sycamore Grove Park, Wetmore Road Entrance (1051 Wetmore Road)

Bring your binoculars or borrow a pair of mine and join me on a stroll along the creek, where we’ll
(hopefully) spot many of our winter residents. Depending on how much bird action we find, we may
walk as far as three miles. Cancelled if raining heavily.
Ranger Eric Whiteside
Sycamore Grove Park, Arroyo Road Entrance (5049 Arroyo Road)

Grab your silliest holiday hats and join us for the 24th annual hunt for the fabled Yule Log. We’ll prepare
for the hunt with games, merriment, and tales of ancient Yule celebrations. Then we’ll be off on an oldfashioned hunt for that elusive log. After the hunt we’ll gather around the fire and make our own Yule
logs to take home. Call if you need directions to the Reservable Picnic Area. Cancelled if raining.
Chief Ranger Pat Sotelo and his Ranger Elves
Sycamore Grove Park, Reservable Picnic Area

Continued on Page 3
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Ranger-Led
Programs
Deer
Sunday, December 23

Experience nature and history in a special way. Programs are
generally 1 - 2 hours in length. A $3 donation is requested. A $7
parking fee is charged at Sycamore Grove Park.

2 pm

Santa is coming to town, and he will be pulled by some
reindeer. Though we are visited only briefly by Santa’s
reindeer, we have other deer here year round. Join me
today to learn about our local deer, as well as deer from
around the world. You may be
shocked at the variety of shape,
size, and color that is found in
this group of critters. Cancelled if
raining.
Ranger Dawn Soles
Sycamore Grove Park,
Arroyo Road Entrance
(5049 Arroyo Road)

2019 Calendars and Passes Available!
Sycamore Grove Parking Passes and
Calendars make great gifts! Purchase from
Rangers or Open Space Volunteers in
Sycamore Grove, at the Robert Livermore
Community Center at 4444 East Avenue, or
by calling (925) 373-5700.
2019 Pass for Livermore Residents
$60 (Seniors age 60+ price is $30)
2019 Pass for Non-residents
$90 ( Seniors age 60+ price is $60)

Calendars: Regular price is $10 each. Annual Pass Holders may purchase for $6 per calendar
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Local History
William Mendenhall:
Livermore’s Founder
by Ranger Darren Segur
Many people think the City of Livermore was
established by Robert Livermore, the man for
whom the town is named. The actual founder,
however, is William Mendenhall, who named the
town after Livermore, his good friend.
William Mendenhall was born in 1823 and
headed west in 1845 at the age of 22. He made
the journey in the company of 11 men, several
of whom would go on to become prominent
California leaders. One of these was Lansford
Hastings who was the leader of the party and
became famous for developing and promoting
the alternative route over the Sierra that would
later be taken by the Donner party.
Though their problems were not as severe as the
Donner Party’s, Mendenhall‘s group also suffered
hardships on its journey including encounters
with Indians and several days without food.
Finally, on Christmas Eve, 1845, they arrived at
Wheatland where they sat down to their first
square meal in four months. The party then broke
up as its members scattered about the state
seeking their fortunes.

the first of their children, James and Sarah
Elizabeth, had been born.

Mendenhall and two of his traveling companions
moved to Sutter’s Fort. When the Bear Flag
Rebellion broke out in 1846, Mendenhall enlisted
in John C. Fremont’s California Battalion. During
his unit’s travels, he first saw the Livermore
Valley, and was impressed with its beauty and its
ranching potential.

In 1862, they moved to the Livermore Valley
where they began raising livestock. They were
nearly ruined by the great drought of 1864,
losing nearly $40,000, but were able to bounce
back stronger than ever in the following years. In
1869 the Central Pacific Railroad came through
the valley and Mendenhall offered them a depot
site on land surrounded by a township that he
had mapped out. That was the beginning of
Livermore.

On April 18, 1847 Mendenhall married Mary Allen.
She also had suffered hardships on the way to
California, notably the loss of her mother. William
and Mary traveled around California and Oregon,
finally settling east of Danville in 1853. By then

A great rivalry developed between the town of
Livermore and neighboring, already established,
Laddsville. This ended in 1871 when a huge fire
destroyed Laddsville. Afterwards, most of the
residents moved to Livermore where they would
Continued on Page 5

4

Mendenhall (Continued)

Toyonwood (Continued)

be conveniently located near the railroad depot.
The new town continued to grow, and by 1872
the Masonic Lodge, the Presbyterian church
and St. Michael’s Catholic Church had all been
established. By 1874, Livermore boasted a
newspaper (soon to be the Livermore Herald), a
Hook and Ladder Company, and the Livermore
Brewery. Mendenhall served as town trustee
for several years and as mayor in 1882. He then
turned his attentions to developing a health
spa south of town known as Aqua de Vida or
Mendenhall Springs.
By 1900 William Mendenhall had largely retired
from public life and lived in Oakland with his
daughter Ella’s family. He died on Nov. 20, 1911
at the age of 88, the last surviving member of
the Bear Flag Party of 1846 and a well-respected
Californian. He is buried in the Livermore Masonic
Cemetery next to Mary, who died in 1903.

Toyon in Sycamore Grove Park

Mendenhall was a dynamic individual who
came west at a time of great opportunity. His
dynamism and timing secured him a prominent
place in the history of both California and the
Livermore Valley.
Information for this article is primarily derived from
a Livermore Heritage Guild publication.

Toyon near the Hollywood sign
Photo from blog post by Militant Angeleno

Hearing these words, Whitley was inspired. He
decided that “Holly” could represent England, while
“wood” could represent his Scottish origins, creating
the perfect name for his new land. From there, it is
reasoned that the name was passed to Weid, who
was a friend of Whitley’s, and Weid passed it on to
Daeida Wilcox, who finally passed the name on to
her husband who then recorded the name on the
land deed.
Whew! There you have it ––a complicated tale for
the naming of a world-famous town. They should
make a movie out of it.
William Mendenhall House on College Ave., 1870 or 1880.
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