
 

FORT TEJON AND THE US ARMY 
DRAGOONS 
The following was originally published in the Historic 
Kern Quarterly Bulletin of the Kern County Historic 
Society in December 1986. Although they do not 
indicate an author, our historian, Bonnie Ketterl 
Kane, was then their “Fort Tejon Chairman” as 
“Bonnie Ketterl” and most likely was the author. 
Italics that follow are our 
notes/comments/corrections. 
 

 
Fort Tejon in 1880 

 

General John E. Wool, a newly appointed 
commander of the Department of the Pacific, 
United States Army, was instructed in January 1854, 
to establish a military post in the Tehachapi 
Mountains. The soldiers at the post, among other 
things, were to safeguard the Indians (on the 
nearby Sebastian Reservation) from white settlers, 
curb the stealing of livestock and protect travelers 
on the Los Angeles and Stockton Road. (The fort 
was initially set up near the reservation on the valley 
floor, but the Superintendent of Indian Affairs, 
Edward F. Beale, requested that it be moved to the 
top of Grapevine Canyon to better protect that 
mountain pass.) Accordingly, Fort Tejon was 
established in Grapevine Canyon in August 1854, 
and construction began on various adobe buildings 
with shake roofs that were to comprise the military 

post. Surrounding the site there were “lordly oaks” 
that, according to a visitor, afforded a “sylva and 
shady appearance”. 
 
Lieutenant-Colonel Benjamin F. Beall (not to be 
confused with Edward F. Beale) a colorful army 
veteran, became the commander of the troops at 
Fort Tejon in September 1854, and by the following 
spring some one hundred and twenty dragoons 
had been assigned to the post. Besides the usual 
military drilling on the parade grounds, the officers 
and men ranged far and wide in carrying out their 
assignments, such as dealing with restless Indians, 
escorting surveying parties (such as the Pacific 
Railroad Survey conducted by Lt. Robert S. 
Williamson), safeguarding paymasters and pursuing 
outlaws.  
 
A curiosity at Fort Tejon was the so-called “Camel 
Corps”, which involved the experimental use of 
camels as pack animals in the arid southwest. The 
camels at the fort were some of those used on a 
road surveying expedition between Fort Defiance, 
New Mexico and the Colorado River in 
southeastern California, (that was led by Lt. Edward 
F. Beale. While living in the Tejon area Beale later 
acquired several of the Mexican land grants that 
he consolidated into his rancho and is today’s Tejon 
Ranch.) 
 
The establishment of Fort Tejon brought into 
existence a substantial military and civilian 
community. (Many civilians came to the area for 
the jobs; men and women settled south of the fort 
all the way to Lebec, even to Gorman.) For the 
several hundred residents living in the surrounding 
Tehachapi Mountains and nearby San Joaquin 
Valley, the Fort Tejon community was a trading and 
social center. Some enthusiastic settlers (Sam 
Bishop, Edward Beale, Fred Kerlin (Beale’s nephew), 
Jim McKenzie from near Kern River, AJ Bailey from 
present day Hungry Valley, David Alexander who 
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ran freight wagons at the fort and his 2 brothers, 
George Alexander who ran the sutler’s store and 80 
other locals, presented petitions to keep men 
stationed at the fort) even went so far as to 
propose the formation of Tejon County in 1861, with 
the county seat at Fort Tejon. Instead Kern County 
was founded in 1866 with Havilah as the seat. 
 
When the Overland Mail Company began to 
operate between Tipton, MO and San Francisco, 
CA in September 1858, the stages went by way of 
Fort Tejon. This important link with San Francisco and 
Los Angeles, among other western cities, lasted until 
the Overland Mail Co. withdrew its stages in April 
1861 at the beginning of the Civil War. A longer 
lasting benefit of Fort Tejon was the service of the 
Pacific and  Atlantic Telegraph Company. San 
Francisco and Los Angeles were linked by 
“magnetic telegraph” in December 1860 which 
was a celebrated event in the history of California.  
 
By May 1856 it was becoming apparent that Fort 
Tejon had been built on a valid Mexican land grant 
and the rights of the claimants were being upheld. 
(Actually the owner of the Castac land grant sold it 
to an American Alfred Packard in 1853, who owned 
it when the fort was built, and later sold it to Sam 
Bishop in 1860, who sold it to Beale in 1866.)  
 
A strong earthquake severely damaged the adobe 
buildings in January 1857. Under these 
circumstances it was deemed inadvisable to 
construct any more buildings at the post. Soon after 
the outbreak of the Civil War, the fort was 
abandoned in June 1861, and the dragoons were 
transferred to Los Angeles (to protect the area 
harbors). This occurred in spite of the expressed 
concern of the residents in the vicinity that only the 
presence of the dragoons prevented the Indians 
from being troublesome. An investigator concluded 
that the uneasy residents were unhappy at losing 
the government patronage upon which many had 
become dependent.  
 
Although the dragoons themselves did not return to 
Fort Tejon, cavalry and infantry volunteer soldiers 
were stationed there during the Civil War. (In July 
1863 Co. D & G of the 2nd California Cavalry under 

Captain James Ropes were stationed at the fort  to 
feed and control the 350 Paiutes that had been 
moved there from the Owens Valley, and to repair 
and maintain the buildings. The Fort was finally 
closed in September 1863 when the reservation’s 
Native Americans were removed to the Tule River 
Reservation in present-day Tulare County). 
 

RIDGE ROUTE TERRORS 
 

Unless you lived in Bakersfield or were a NHRA fan in 
the 60s or 70s, you  probably have never heard of 
the Ridge Route Terrors, but since they share our 
name, we’d like to tell their story here. 
 

 
 
I met the sons of Marvin Miller at our local Ridge 
Route Run car show where we both had booths. 
They told the story of their dad’s racing team 
driving over the Ridge Route to race at southern 
California dragstrips. Other teams would post 
spotters at the south end of the Ridge Route  
(actually the 99 at that time) to see which freeway 
the Terrors would take (and what dragstrips they 
were headed to) so that other teams could head 
to different tracks and not have to compete with 
them! 
 
The team, WCM, was composed of James Warren, 
the driver, Roger Coburn, the “tuner” and Marvin 
Miller, the sponsor. For a long time they drove for 
Miller’s company “Rain for Rent” at the Famoso 
track. 
 
They ran a twin-engine gas dragster and ran in Top 
Fuel from 1964 through 1980, first with supercharged 
small block Chevy engines, then early Hemis and 
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finally late-model Hemis. The team won their first of 
two NHRA national events at the 1968 
Winternationals. Warren and Coburn were Division 7 
Top Fuel champions for five straight years, from 1972 
to 1976, and won the US Fuel and Gas 
Championships for three straight years, 1975-77, at 
their home track!  
 
Warren as well as Miller retired in 1979. Coburn 
retired in 1983. Both Warren and Coburn have been 
inducted into the International Drag Racing Hall of 
Fame in Ocala, FL (Warren in the first group of 
inductees). 
 

SANDBERG HILLCLIMB 
 

One of our attendees on our Ridge Route tours told 
us about these races: 
 

 
 
In 1950 and 1951 the California Sports Car Club (So. 
Calif. Region) held hillclimbs on the Old Ridge Route 
at the Sandberg Ranch, racing supposedly from 
Pine Canyon Road south to the Sandberg Inn, a 
7/10 of a mile course. But photos and maps seem to 
indicate that the course was actually much longer, 
from Hwy.138 to Sandberg.  
 
At one of the races D. Thatcher Thomas’ Beetle 
placed first; an ex-Indianapolis two-man race car 
that had qualified by having cycle fenders 
attached, owned by D.G.Satcher was second and 
a blown and much modified MG TD owned by 
John Edgar was third. 

 
 

LIVING HISTORY THEATRE 
 
We had a new twist on our Heap of Livin’ dramatic 
reading this year with Susan Amon and Kat Fair 
producing it.  On Saturday July 26, eleven volunteer 
actors, several from our staff and board, brought to 
life Delores McKenzie Atmore Gentry (Dora’s) 
memoir of her life and descendants in the Antelope 
Valley and Gorman area.  
 

 
 
Kat Fair and Susan Amon also plan to do one or two 
productions of “Night at the Museum” next year, 
featuring local historic figures who will impart local 
history through both a narrative and dramatic 
portrayal of their character. 
 

IN THE BOOKSTORE 
 
We have reordered our 
newest t-shirt and 
should have plenty 
available in the 
bookstore. 
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OBITUARIES 
 

Judith Cassis of Pine Mountain Club passed away in 
July. Her impact on the museum has been her 
collection of local anecdotal stories Deep in the 
Woods and Deep in the Woods II. She was also very 
instrumental in the Kern Arts Council. 
  

Wm. (Tony) Waters of Ventura, one of our 
staunchest supporters, also recently passed away. 
 

NEWEST UPDATE ON REHOME THE BELL 
 

The Museum is in the process of 
moving the 400 lb. bell (that was 
donated to the town by the 
Glendale Fire Department nearly 
100 years ago, and has been 
housed in a nearby church for 75 
years) to the museum grounds for 

public display and enjoyment. We still need a 
contractor. 
 

You can donate to help Rehome the Bell. 
Significant donations of $500 or more will have their 
name on a plaque on the finished bell tower as a 
Silver Donor. Donations of $1000 or more will have 
their name on the tower as Gold Donors. 
 

EVENTS 
 
Sat. July 12 Sydney Croasmun spoke about the 
Ridge Route Preservation Organization's (not to be 
confused with the museum) preservation efforts on 
the Old Ridge Route Road, her journey from 
photography (including the use of drones) to 
preservation and creating the future of this historic 
landmark.  
 

Sat. Sun. & Mon. of Labor Day weekend August 
30,31 & September 1 was  our annual Great 
American Yard Sale! Donations were fabulous and 
we did very well, so that we will be able to pay our 
insurance and other large bills, and stay open for 
your enjoyment. 
We really could use any folding or card 
tables that you might not want for our 
future yard sales. 
 

We had 2 great Ridge Route tours, on September 9 
and 20. Our next tours will be in the spring of 2026. 
 
RRPO’s Sydney Croasmun & our VP Kevin Woten will 
be speaking to the Shafter Museum on Thur. Oct. 23 
at the Shafter police station on the Ridge Route: 
past, present and future. 
 

FRAZIER PARK CENTENNIAL 
 

Last issue we brought you lots of pictures from the 
celebration in June. However, the tethered hot air 
balloon had to be cancelled (actually postponed) 
due to unfavorable winds. So here is a photo from 
the actual “launching” in July.  
 

 
 

SIGNIFICANT DONORS 
 

The Gamma Beta Chapter of the Alpha Zeta Beta 
Sorority in Bakersfield donated in memory of Edna 
Mae Watson Jones (see our Spring 2025 Rambler) as 
the first Silver Level Donor for our Rehome the Bell 
Project. 
 

Michel Fuess recently elevated his membership to a 
Lifetime Membership. Thank you! 
 

THANKFUL GIVING 
We have enclosed an envelope for your use should 
you wish to make a charitable donation before the 
end of the year (we are a 501(3)c). If you would like 
us to send you a Donation Receipt, please let us 
know. You can also use the envelope to renew your 
dues, or sponsor an event or exhibit (which would 
also be considered a charitable donation).  
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THANK YOU TO OUR BUSINESS MEMBERS - PLEASE SUPPORT THEM !!! 
 

 
 

 
 

 

https://8n04.com 

 

 
 

​
Thank you for your support 

 

 
 

 

Sign up or donate online, visit: ridgeroutemuseum.org/membership​
For more information please contact us at 661-245-7747 or info@ridgeroutemuseum.org 

Donations Mail In Form 
 
Name / Company: _________________________ 
 
Mailing Address: ____________________________ 
 
City, State, ZIP: _____________________________ 
 
Phone: _____________________________________ 
 
E-Mail: _____________________________________ 
 
Newsletter Format: ��  Email, ��  US Mail 
 

Ridge Route Communities Museum & Historical Society 
PO Box 684, 3515 Park Drive, Frazier Park, CA 93225 

Open: Fri-Sun 12:00pm - 4:00pm​
ridgeroutemuseum.org 

��  $ _______ (Any value is appreciated) for __________________ 

Membership��

Personal Business 

��  $15 Senior (62+) 
��  $25 General 
�� $500 Lifetime  

��  $50 Silver 
��  $100 Gold 
��  $250 Platinum 

Sponsorships��

��  $50 Speaker 
��  $75 Tea or Basket Class 
��  $100 Patio Eve. Program 
��  $500 December Lights 
��  $500 Silver Level Bell Fund 

��  $1000 Gold Level Bell Fund 
��  $2,000 Chumash Exhibit 
��  $3,000 Cuddy Cabin 
��  $5,000 Grounds  
��  $10K    Exhibit Hall Fund 
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BOARD MEMBERS 
 
Executive Officers: 

President: Bethel Billesbach 
Secretary: Chandra Mead 
Treasurer: Tammie Goddard 
Vice President: Kevin Woten 

Directors at Large: 
David Carlson 
Sydney Croasmun* 
Barbara Bouman Jay 
Kenna Mattox 

* Ridge Route Preservation Organization board member. 
 

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED!! 
 
We desperately need volunteers 
to help docent during the hours 
that we are open (Fri. Sat. Sun. 

12-4). So if you have some free time, and are 
interested in history, please contact us. Training will 
be provided. 

 

VISIT OR CONTACT US 
 
Location:​ 3515 Park Drive​
​ ​ Frazier Park, CA 
Hours:​ ​ Fri., Sat., Sun.: 12-4 pm 
 
Phone:​​ 661-245-7747 
Text:​ ​ 661-245-7747 
 
Website:​ ridgeroutemuseum.org 
Email:​ ​ info@ridgeroutemuseum.org 
 

NEWSLETTER 
 
Editor: Chandra Sargent Mead 
​
 
Printing:         MANY THANKS TO 

 

 
 
RIDGE ROUTE COMMUNITIES MUSEUM & HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
P.O. BOX 684 
FRAZIER PARK, CA 93225 
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