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The Name
The origin of the name Mount San Antonio is uncertain.
Legend has it that it was named for St. Anthony of Padua
second handed through Antonio Maria Lugo, grantee of
nearby Santa Ana del Chino Rancho in 1841.  Lugo was
born at San Antonio de Padua Mission and christened there
with St. Anthony’s name by Father Junipero Sierra.   The
explanation is plausible for Lugo was proud of his saint and
when in 1810, he was given a provisional grant of land in the
vicinity of Compton it was recorded as San Antonio Rancho.

The earliest reference to the mountain peak as “San
Antonio”was in the Southern Vineyard, a Los Angeles
newspaper.  In the issue of April 17, 1858 was an
announcement that Los Angeles businessmen Marchessault
and Beaudry had arrived in town with “the first consignment
of ice from the mountain of San Antonio.”

Josiah Dwight Whitney, director of the California Geological
Survey, visited the southern fringes of the San Gabriel
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Mountains in 1861.  In his final report on the geology of
California, published in 1865, he made the first official
mention of Mt. San Antonio:

“The highest point of the San Gabriel Mountains is
known as San Antonio; it is toward the east end of the
range, and is a conspicuous point from all the regions to
the south.  We estimate it to be about 6500 feet high,
although we were not near enough to give a very reliable
guess at its altitude?”

How High?
Whitney was way off on the altitude.  Later surveyors
considerably heightened their estimate of Mt. San Antonio’s
elevation.  In 1869 George Davidson of the U. S. Coast and
Geodetic Survey, making triangulations from Dominquez
Hill and other point’s south of Los Angeles, calculated that
“The peaks lying between the great plains of Los Angeles
and the Great Desert reach 9,940 feet above the sea.’’.  First
to calculate that Mt. San Antonio topped 10,000 feet in
elevation was A. W. Chase, also of the Coast and Geodetic
Survey.  Chase set up triangulation stations on the San
Joaqnin Hills (behind Laguna Beach) and reported the
following:

“Observation was recorded for determining the positions
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and heights of the principal peaks of the Sierra Madre
Mountains.   The computed results give the average
height of the mountain chain from 8,000 to 9,000 feet,
and for the highest peak, San Antonio Mountain, an
elevation of 10,000 feet above the sea.”

The U. S. Army’s Wheeler Survey ascended Mt. San
Antonio in 1875 and calculated the height at 10,191 feet.

"Old Baldy" & "Mt. Baldy"
It was the gold miners, who scrambled over and dug into the
slopes of Mt. San Antonio from the 1860s until the turn of
the century, who first applied the name “Old Baldy.”
American miners of the 19th century excelled in vulgarizing
place names; this is readily evident to anyone who studies
western mining.  The prospectors on Mt. San Antonio were
no exception.  To them, what better name for the barren,
windswept summit of Mt. San Antonio than the earthy,
descriptive title “Old Baldy.” The name first appeared in the
Los Angeles Star of October 24, 1871:

"... a rich gold lode has been found in the neighborhood
of the Old Baldy mountain by a party of prospectors from
this city.” Subsequently the name appeared with
increasing frequency, particularly in regard to mining
ventures on the mountain."

The Climbers
Pomona newspapers of the 1880s and 1890s used “Old
Baldy” or “Mt. Baldy” almost exclusively when referring to
the mountain.  The Pomona Weekly Times of October 14,
1882 described the mountain in glowing terms so prevalent
in the Victorian era:

Who made the first ascent of Mount San Antonio will
probably never be known.  Serrano Indians crossed the
windswept ridges below the great mountain years before
the arrival of the white man and may have walked the
short distance to the top, although there is no evidence
that Indians of that day had any interest in conquering
mountain peaks.  Perhaps an early prospector from the
mines near Baldy Notch scrambled up the Devils
Backbone to the summit.

The earliest climb of Mount San Antonio on record was
made by Louis Nell, chief topographer of the U.S. Army’s
Wheeler Survey, and a small party of soldiers on July 1,
1875.  Nell and his party made the three-day trip on June 30
- July 2 via Lytle Creek, probably traversing the Devils
Backbone, to “make necessary observations.” Among these
observations was the calculation of the mountain’s elevation
as 10,191.9 feet above sea level.  (Today’s U.S. Geological
Survey topographical maps place the elevation at 10,064
feet.) On October 10, 1878, another party of the Wheeler
Survey, led by Lieutenant Willard Young, Corps of
Engineers, made the second known ascent of the mountain,
also from Lytle Creek.

These early ascents of Old Baldy were difficult and strenuous
ventures, and only the sturdiest climbers were successful.
The usual route of ascent was via the old miners’ trail up the
head of San Antonio Canyon to “Miners’ Camp” -- the small
cabin settlement at the Banks Mine just south of Baldy
Notch, then west over the Devil’s Backbone -- a precipitous
knife-edge forming the east ridge of the mountain -- to the
summit.  Those who climbed Baldy via the Devil’s Backbone
considered it a harrowing experience.  George F. Levens
described it thusly in 1896:

“Had this been in truth, the spinal column of His Satanic
Majesty, we might well have quoted the rabald motto of
Denys in “The Cloister and the Hearth”: ‘Le Diablo est
Mort!’, for the desiccated skin was drawn tightly over his
ribs and the bleached vertebral process protruded in
numerous places.  Metaphor aside, the sand and small
rocks had been blown into ill-defined ridges by the fierce
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winds that sweep across the upper peaks and the huge
vertical vein or dike of hard quartz -- which is doubtless
responsible for the extreme sharpness of the crest --
stood out prominently on the steeper portions.

We started rather timorously along the trail.  On the
north side we looked thousands of feet down into abrupt
walled Lytle Creek Canyon . . . . On the south, we looked
less abruptly into the San Antonio Canyon, and could
trace its entire course to where its stream debouches
into the valley, twelve miles away and 8,000 feet below.
We soon came to a steeply-tilted section of the backbone,
where we needed our hands to steady us in climbing
over the jagged rock....

Before us loomed a ragged, brown-gray cliff, frowning
desertward, and well toward a thousand feet in height.
We were fearful our trail would lead us across the face
of it; but, instead, it brought us around to the south, ever
a smooth, windswept slope of broken rock.

The main peak soon rounded into view, and then came
much the longest, steepest and most tedious pull we had
yet encountered.  We felt keenly the effect of the tenuous
atmosphere, and stopped every hundred feet or so to
recover breath.

After repeated discouragements we reached the summit,
crowned by a monument that has beenby increments
from angular blocks of granite scattered about.”

A second route up Old Baldy was forged in 1889 through the
initiative and perseverance of two men -- Fred Dell of Dell’s
Camp in San Antonio Canyon, and Dr. B.H. Fairchild of
Fairview Ranch north of Claremont.   Dell was a hunter
when he was not running his camp, and in the course of his
wanderings high on the mountain in search of big horn
sheep and bear, he discovered a route up the south ridge, via
Bear Flat, that he believed would cut the distance to the
summit by four miles.  This information he imparted to Dr.
Fairchild.  Fairchild was interested in Mount San Antonio
for reasons other than hunting or recreation -- he desired to
see an astronomical observatory built on the summit.  Harvard

University astronomers had recently placed a temporary
observatory on Mount Wilson and were searching Southern
California for a permanent site for a 24-inch refracting
telescope.  In the spring of 1898 Dr. Fairchild wrote to
Harvard University and urged the university astronomers to
look into the possibility of Mount San Antonio as an
observatory site.  Harvard showed interest in Fairchild’s
proposal and promised to send Professor E.S. King, then
director of the Harvard Observatory on Mt. Wilson, to
investigate.  But first a horseback trail would have to be built
to the summit.

Dr. Fairchild approached Fred Dell concerning the
construction of a trail up the south ridge of Baldy to the top.
Dell agreed to build the trail with Fairchild’s financing.  In
the summer of 1889, Dell and a party of laborers completed
the new horse pathway in remarkably short time.  The new
trail went from Dell’s Camp up Bear Canyon to Bear Flats,
then followed a zigzag course to the top of the south ridge,
and followed the south ridge to the summit, seven miles in
distance with 5,600 feet elevation gain -- four miles shorter
than the old Devil’s Backbone route but much steeper.

For many years, the Bear Flat trail was the main route used
by parties to ascend Old Baldy, mainly because it was
accessible by horseback while the Devil’s Backbone route
was not.  Some climbers utilized both routes, going up one
way and back the other.  Although the Bear Flat trail was the
shortest way to the top, it was exceedingly steep, gaining
5,600 feet of elevation in its seven miles.  One particularly
bad pitch of loose rock was known to climbers as
“Hardscrabble;” another precipitous stretch where the trail
crossed a knife-edge ridge was called “The Narrows.”
Willoughby Rodman of Los Angeles made the climb via
Bear Flat in 1903 and described it as follows:

"At Fern (Bear) Flats the real climbing begins.  The trail
from there on is narrow, though distinct and well worn.
For some distance it zigzags up the wall of the canyon,
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not wish to forbid this action and submit myself to typical
teenage discontent, so two days after Christmas on Decem-
ber, 1969, without reference to his proposed overnighter, we
set out to climb the big mountain.  We had what we
considered "good hiking gear," mountain boots, warm
down jackets and typical aluminum frame backpacks.

We drove to the parking area adjacent to San Antonio Falls
and parked.  We donned our “good hiking gear” and
proceeded up the Baldy Notch Fire Trail to the Rainbow
Gulch Trail head.  The sky was blue except for one small
white cloud high above "Old Baldy."  That should have been
a clue!  The  hike along the trail past San Antonio Creek and
the Sierra Club Ski Hut was uneventful.  We had taken this
trail many times in the past!  We then ascended the steeper
ridge to the Bear Canyon Trail.  It was here we “hit the cold.”
A freezing wind was blowing, providing the first real clue
of what was to come.  Don wanted something from his pack.
Both of our packs were accessed by untying strings, securing
the compartments.  This required removing warm gloves
and untying the strings with bared fingers.  It was cold
enough that Don’s fingers were slightly frostbitten.  He felt
this for several years.

We went on up the slope, finally reaching the peak of Mount
San Antonio.  It was not a pleasurable experience.  The
harsh cold wind blew the snow such that we could barely
even see the peak’s surface.  We turned around and de-
scended the slope, tracing our ascending path.

After we arrived home, I overheard Don talking to his friend
on the telephone.  They decided to cancel their proposed
New Year’s overnight stay on "Old Baldy."  Thank good-
ness!  He decided by himself that their night on Mt. San
Antonio  was not the thing to do.  His fingers eventually
returned to normal and we replaced those darned strings
with fasteners that could be opened and closed with a gloved
hand.
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coming out upon the sougheast side of San Antonio,
among large though scattered pines.

Following the edge of the canyon about half a mile, the
trail reaches one of those very long, sharp ridges which
form the approaches to the summit.  The climbing was
steep, but the view more than compensated for our
labors.

Although most parties ascending Old Baldy started from
San Antonio Canyon and used either the Bear Flat or
Devil’s Backbone route, there were also other ways to
climb the mountain.  Some hikers took the northeast
approach from Glenn Ranch, following the old miners’
road up Lytle Creek to Baldy Notch, then up the Devil’s
Backbone to the top.  From San Gabriel Canyon, Henry
Roberts led parties up the peak via the Fast Fork and
Prairie Fork as early as 1889.  In the early years of the
present century, a rough trail was built up the long
southwest ridge of Baldy from Weber’s Camp in
Coldwater Canyon.  With the demise of Weber’s Camp in
the late 1920s, the trail fell into disuse and disappeared."

The automobile brought an end to the halcyon days of
hiking.  A road was constructed to Manker Flats at the head
of San Antonio Canyon in 1924-1925, and, from there, the
Forest Service built a fire road up toBaldy Notch to join with
the old miners’ road down to Lytle Creek.  In 1935-1936, the
C.C.C. constructed the present fine trail across the Devil’s
Backbone to the summit, with guard rails along the
precipitous section, finally taming this knife-edge that so
long had frightened the faint-of heart.  Old Baldy was never
again quite so isolated nor as wild.  With the road to Baldy
Notch and the new trail to the top, the old Bear Flat trail fell
into disuse and was no longer maintained by the Forest
Service.  It is still there today, but seldom trod by hikers.

New Year’s on Mt. San Antionio
My son, Don, and a friend just before Christmas in 1969
decided that it would be a “blast” to camp overnight on
December 31, 1969 and be the first climbers to be on “Old
Baldy” (without parents) on New Year’s Day on 1970.  I did


