Anna Held and the Green Dragon Colony
“One hundred and sixty-five dollars.  And it’s a bargain!  Fifty feet along the street, some 200 feet deep, and it widens like a fan so that it is 150 feet along the seashore.  It’s a bargain, I tell you!” said the doctor.  Anna Held made the deal giving the doctor a $50 deposit on the land, sight unseen.  Three days later, Mr. and Mrs. Ulysses S. Grant, Jr. drove their nanny to see her “estate” by the sea.  “The air was soft and balmy, a gentle breeze from the ocean caressed the blue expanse of False Bay (now Mission Bay), - the hills wore the velvet of a springtime green.”  From San Diego, they drove two hours before reaching La Jolla.  “The three left the carriage, and Anna led the way to her ‘estate’.  The view was breathtaking!  From the level on which they stood the land fell sharply to the edge of the ocean.  Across the narrow inlet bay, near by, rose a kindred height, with rough, rocky point jutting out into the sea.  Then began a magnificent sweep of yellow shore, - a rim of golden cliffs, curving far to the westward clasped the ocean’s cobalt blue like a jewel.  The sight was wonderful . . .”  Anna stayed for several minutes transfixed, staring out to sea, smelling the salt air, listening to the pounding surf as it attacked the cliffs and swelled in and out of the cave below.  This was to be the first home of her very own.  In her mind’s eye, she saw a huge fireplace made of gray rocks.  A month later, the fireplace became a reality.  However, for a while, the fireplace stood alone.

In San Diego, Anna had met a young lad named Irving Gill “whose love for house designing was coupled with ability.”  His first commission was to make plans for a house to be built around Anna’s “beloved fireplace”.  For this, he received $15, five percent of the total cost.

“Inch thick boards, ten inches wide, battoned with two inch strips formed the bungalow.  Eight steps led to the front porch.  A Dutch door ‘broken in two in the middle’ led into a room 16 x 16 feet, out of which extended a tiny kitchen, 4 x 6 feet, and the corner diagonally across the room was the staircase that led to the bedroom above.  Leaded windows . . . lent a hint of age to the room.”  However, the main attraction was the fireplace, the “altar” of hospitality.  This was but the first house of what would be known as the Green Dragon Colony and “for years the best known place in La Jolla.”

When Thanksgiving of 1894 arrived, the entire Grant family, in four carriages filled to capacity, drove out to La Jolla.  Over a roaring fire in the famed fireplace, the turkey was roasted, the gravy was warmed, the potatoes were baked, and the mince pie was warmed over.  Thus the first Thanksgiving ever celebrated in La Jolla came about attended by the wife of a former United States President, her children and grandchildren and, of course, Miss Anna Held.
Although Anna continued to live in San Diego with the Grant family, her heart was in La Jolla.  One day she took a new friend, Kate Sessions, out to her property.  Kate had brought what looked like sticks with her.  Together, the ladies planted the ‘sticks’ which Kate said would become giant Eucalyptus trees to shade and beautify the property.  “She warned Anna that they would need plenty of water.  Water at that time cost 40 cents per barrel in La Jolla, so Anna tried to be economical . . .One day she noticed some white strings fluttering from the planted ‘sticks’, and she examined them and found in Kate Sessions’ handwriting the terse message: ‘This tree needs water!’  And so Anna watered them plentifully after that; the heavens helped when the rainy season came, and before long, the ‘sticks’ grew into saplings and ultimately into magnificent trees.”

It was the author of the novel, At the sign of the Green Dragon, Beatrice Haraden, who ultimately named the little house with the big fireplace.  And it was here, on the point that extends into the sea just across the inlet from the “estate”, that Miss Haraden wrote Ships that pass in the Night, considered her best work.

This magical spot would become a place of inspiration for many authors, poets, artists, and musicians through the years.  La Jolla was that kind of place and Anna Held was that kind of lady.  Her next purchase was a piano.  Like the fireplace before, the piano stood alone (covered by a tarp for protection against the elements) until she could build a roof over it and walls around.  Thus the music room came into being.  The Green Dragon Camp continued to grow just that way, first the item, then the room.

Anna was a gifted pianist but she wanted to share delight in music.  Friends were invited and happy gatherings of Green Dragon guests grew.

One day, Anna and a young violinist she had met in San Diego, got together, practiced for two days then put up a notice at the Post Office inviting everyone to hear music at the Green Dragon.  The grocery man and his wife, a German farmer from up the coast, the Misses Scripps who were about to build “a large house just a little farther down the coast”, Portuguese fishermen from down the shore with their young families, “wealth and culture sat side by side with poverty and the illiterate”.  The magic of music leveled them all.  Anna and her “boy”, Fred Baker, thus performed the first ever concert in La Jolla.  The concerts became weekly affairs and were only the beginning of Anna Held’s remarkable influence on the early history of La Jolla.

Quotations from ‘The Joyous Child’ by H. Hubbard lent to us by the Reynolds’ family.  The folio was a gift to Miriam North (Mrs. Reynolds’ mother) by “Cozella” (Anna Held) herself.

Thank you for sharing this gem!

