THE PALM TREES ALONG ALAMO STREET

Probably the prettiest streetscape in Simi Valley is Alamo Street between Sycamore Drive and Tapo Canyon Road. The Tapo Ranch was formed as an agricultural real estate development in the north central portion of the valley shortly after the turn of the century. The Patterson Ranch Company subdivided the land, calling it the “Tapo Ranch”, and formed the Tapo Mutual Water Company to supply water to the ranch owners. Farmland was divided into small parcel, planted to citrus and avocados and marketed to people wanting to start a new life. Water was brought down from the cienega, in this case a small lake, where the Gillibrand office is now in Gillibrand Canyon, by ditch to two concrete-lined reservoirs along the north side of the valley. Not surprisingly, one of those reservoirs was located just east of the northern end of Reservoir Drive. The other was located near the northern end of Lemon Drive. (Yes, those street names do make sense.)

In 1915, what we now call Alamo Street had a row of California fan palms planted along the northern side of the new "Palm" Drive as part of the promotional effort in the sale of farm lots. Many of the original farm homes are still present. Some have been so remodeled as to be unrecognizable as Tapo Ranch homes. However, the palm trees are still there!

The row of palms was listed in the City’s first General Plan (1972) as historically significant. As new development was proposed in the old Tapo Ranch area during the early 1980s, the City took the then bold position that the tree row needed to be preserved. Alamo Street was widened on the northern side, so that the row of palm trees could be maintained in medians. As “monocots,” palm trees can be moved successfully. So, many have been moved to make way for new intersections and the left and right hand turn pockets that go with them. As development has occurred, trees that had to be removed have simply been moved into vacant spots along Alamo Street. A few died with the first effort to move them. (The contractor apparently did not know that palms need to be buried deeper than they had been, rather than being planted higher as is required with other trees, i.e., “dicots.”) Nearly all the rest of the palm trees that were moved have survived. One or two vacant spots in the row have had palms of the same species from elsewhere in the city moved in. Three were moved to Tapo Canyon Road near City Hall. Three of the original plantings proved to be Mexican, rather than California fan palms - you know, the tall skinny ones. When Alamo Street was widened and the palm trees were included into a median, those three 90-foot palms were move to a new location on the Civic Center site. They were planted an extra five feet into the ground for support and at angles from true vertical for interest. Drive by the Civic Center site on Alamo Street and see if you can pick them out.

I have a photocopy of the June 7, 1915, order from the Patterson Ranch Company for 110 Washingtonia filifera, i.e., California fan palms, to “Theodore Payne of Los Angeles”. The price was $ 0.85 each, for a total of $ 93.50. Mr. Payne indicated that “...This palm has become quite scarce here in the last two seasons and I will probably have to ship these in from some other point as there are none to be had in this section at the present time.”  Mr. Payne also indicated that the Patterson Ranch had ordered some California fan palms before. The order for 110 trees was filled that year.

While Mr. Payne carried a wide range of plants and seeds, he seems to have specialized in “California Native Seeds and Plants.” There is now a “Theodore Payne Foundation” in the eastern San Fernando Valley. It offers California native plants and seeds exclusively. 

The palm trees along Alamo Street have been designated a Ventura County Historical Landmark. The support given by past city councils and planning commissions has resulted in the outstanding streetscape that we have today. That section of Alamo Street is one of the places I take visitors when showing them Simi Valley. It will remain one of the best remembered images of our city.
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