




#slohistorymatters
By Eva Ulz

You and I know history matters, 
but how do we explain that to 
others? On January 20, a panel 
of six practicing historians led a 
community conversation at the 
History Center Museum to help 
us start answering this important 
question. A recording of the event 
will be available on our website.

Without meaning to, modern 
society often marginalizes history. 
There are so many experiences, 
ideas, and issues competing 
for our attention. Visual and 
performance arts are more actively 
engaging. Homelessness, health 
care, and nature conservation are 
more urgent. Technology and 
entertainment are omnipresent.

It’s easy to forget that the 
ability to preserve and appreciate 
cultural heritage is a human right, 
protected by international law. 
“Cultural heritage is signifi cant 
in the present, both as a message 
from the past and as a pathway to 
the future. Viewed from a human 
rights perspective, it is important 
not only in itself, but also in 
relation to its human dimension,” 
said UN special rapporteur Karima 
Bennoune in October 2016.

San Luis Obispo County history 
is hardly under the kind of threat 
that requires UN intervention. But 
we, its supporters, still need to fi nd 
ways to articulate its importance. 

In early February, after our 
Motel Inn exhibition comes down 
but before we install Tranquility 
Disrupted: Japanese Internment 
and San Luis Obispo County, we’ll 
cover the gallery walls in paper 
so we can keep asking, why does 
history matter to you? Come tell 
us in person, send a letter, or email 
eva@historycenterslo.org.
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WHAT’S IN A (HISTORIC HOUSE) NAME?

Who should an historic house be 
named after? Should it be the original 
or the current owner? Should historical 
chance determine the name? Should a 
house built in the nineteenth century, 
for example, be named after a twentieth 
century owner who just happened to 
be living there when the earliest extant 
photograph of it was taken?  

The so-called Righetti House at the 
northeast corner of Palm Street and 
Johnson Avenue is such a challenge for 
San Luis Obispo historians.

A recent article stated that it was 
“thought to be built” by North Coast 
dairyman Michael Righetti in 1877. This 
has been the prevailing opinion among 
local historians, but real documentation 
from the historical record was lacking.

In contradiction, one 1978 local 
history work sets the construction date 
of the house at 1887. This date seems 
to have been accepted by the current 
owners since there is “A.D. 1887” 
marked on the third fl oor pediment of 
the recently remodeled house.

In fact, the history of the three-
story house can be traced in the San 
Luis Obispo Tribune. Articles show 
conclusively that it was built by local 
attorney Ernest Graves in 1889.

Graves purchased the lot in April 
1889.  The architect was Major S.B. 
Abbott and the contractor was J.T. 
Coplin. Construction cost between 
six and seven thousand dollars, a very 
large amount for the time and place.

The Tribune followed the building 
of the Graves house closely.  The 
May 24, 1889, issue reported that the 
grounds had been “staked off ” so that 

construction could begin immediately.    
On August 2, the Tribune reported on 
the progress of the construction. In 
its November 1 issue, the newspaper 
reported that the house was receiving 
its “fi nishing touches.” An article titled 
“A Notable Building” described the 
exterior as “thoroughly modern and 
very ornate in design.”  The luxurious 
interior was minutely described as well: 
“Nothing, apparently, has been spared 
which would add to the beauty, comfort, 
and convenience of the residence.”

Ernest Graves was a true Obispoan.  
He was born at the Old Mission in 1852, 
to William J. Graves, a transplanted 
Virginia attorney, and Soledad Pico, 
daughter of prominent Californio, Don 
Jose de Jesus Pico.

The younger Graves attended 
the local public school, followed by 
secondary schools in the Bay Area and 

By Allan Ochs

The Graves house, circa 1904. At the time it was owned by the Righetti family.
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the University of California. He then 
studied law under the tutelage of his 
father.  Early in his legal career, from 
1880 to 1886, he served as San Luis 
Obispo County district attorney.  In 
his subsequent wide-ranging private 
practice, one of the most notable cases 
was the trial of Juan Dallidet for killing 
his brother, Pierre Dallidet, Jr., in 1897. 
Graves acted as Juan’s co-counsel.

The Tribune described the closing 
argument for the successful defense, as 
“the eloquent voice of Ernest Graves 
began to fi ll the court room with those 
well rounded periods and logical 
conclusions for which he is noted.”

After two years of complications 
following a severe attack of pneumonia, 
Ernest Graves died in 1900 at the age 
of 48.  His wife and daughters were 
forced to leave their home because of 
severe fi nancial problems that arose 
before and after his death.

In the 1904 San Luis Obispo Fire 
Department souvenir book, there is a 
photograph of the former Graves home 
identifi ed as “the Residence of Michael 
Righetti.” The house was purchased by 
by Righetti, a successful North Coast 
dairyman, in 1903. He and his family 
lived in the house for about a decade 
before moving to San Francisco.

Some writers believe the Graves/
Righetti house was built in 1877 
because the 1983 Historic Resources 
Survey of the Mill Street area mentions 
“A.D. 1877” being carved into the 
pediment of a third fl oor window.   

A scan of the Tribune for 1877 
does not reveal anything signifi cant 
related to Ernest Graves.  The closest 
connection is that on March 27, 1878, 
in San Bernardino, he married former 
Obispoan, Lucinda Holloway.  

As mentioned before, the house 
now has “A.D. 1887” on the third fl oor 
pediment.  Apparently, this date is 
derived from an inscription on the 
chimney at the side of the house.

Nowhere in the 1889 Tribune articles 
about the house is there reference to 
an inscription, whatever the date.  The 
paper trail of contemporary newspaper 
articles, land transfers, property tax 
rolls, and legal notices fully support the 
contention that Ernest Graves bought 
the property and erected the house in 
1889 and lived there with his family 
until his death in 1900.

Whatever the case, now that we 
know the true story of the house at 
1314 Palm Street, let us resolve to call 
it the “Graves House.”  Doing so we 
honor a native son so prominent in our 
nineteenth century history.

Many thanks to Betsy Bertrando for showing me 
the ownership changes of the property (Lot 4 
in Block 42) prior to the building of the Graves 
House.  A fi le on the house and the Graves 
family is kept at the History Center. Surprisingly, 
the History Center has no photographs of any 
member of the Graves family except for Ernest’s 
youngest brother Madison Graves.  Any leads to 
such photographs would be appreciated! Please 
email researchroom@historycenterslo.org or call 
(805) 543-0638.

LA VISTA 2ND EDITION COMING SOON
We’re excited to share a sneak peek 

at the articles and authors that will be 
featured in the History Center’s next 
La Vista journal issue. History Center 
members will receive copies by mail 
in spring 2017. The journal will also be 
available in our local history bookstore, 
at Amazon.com, and by special order 
from any major book retailer. 

Special thanks to La Vista editor-in-
chief Jack San Filippo and his editorial 
team for all of their hard work this year!

Articles include:
Look Deeply Into Carp Lake and 

See the Wider World by Dick Miller; 
¡Viva La Fiesta de San Luis Obispo! by 
Matthew D. Herrera; Loren Nicholson: 
A Tribute by Joseph A. Carotenuti; 
New Perspectives on the Life of David 
Patrick Mallagh (1825-1880) by Zachary 
O’Hagan; William Randolph Hearst 
During World War II by Thomas Brown; 
and Historic Places on the Cuesta 
Grade by Tom Taylor.SLO History Center Winter 2017
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