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Orella Ranch El Capitan Oil Field History 

by, Justin M. Ruhge 

Location of 1929 oil discovery. 

California’s is a land of plenty whose many 

natural treasures are supplemented by vast 

deposits of oil and asphaltum.  From Los 

Angeles to San Ardo and Coalinga, there are 

vast deposits and reserves located for the 

most part on the West side of the San 

Andreas Fault. Oil has been an economic 

benefit to the State and County of Santa 

Barbara for over 100 years.  In 1943,during 

the middle of the World War II, The State of 

California Department of Natural Resources, 

Division of Mines  published a landmark  

report on these oil resources entitled 

“Geologic Formations and Economic 

Development of the Oil and Gas Fields  of 

California,” in three volumes.   Volume 

Three covers the fields in the Central Coast 

and Santa Barbara County.  Maps of each 

field and their geology are displayed for 

most of these fields.  Santa Barbara County 

is well represented by many of the most 

productive fields found so far.  These run 

along Highway 101 from Carpinteria to 

Santa Maria. The Ellwood field has been 

covered well in other volumes.  Our focus 

here is the Orella Ranch El Capitan Oil Field 

about 20 miles West of Santa Barbara but 

five miles from Ellwood.  It is one of the 

largest oil finds in California.  It was named 

El Capitan in honor of Jose Francisco de 

Ortega, pathfinder for the Spanish Portola 

Expedition in 1769 and grantee of the 

Refugio Rancho Spanish land grant. 

The Orella Ranch was originally part 

of Rancho Cañada del Corral. It was near 
the site of the Chumash village of Qasil at 
Refugio. While owned by Ortega 

descendants, it was a frequent center of 
social events and played host to numerous 
travelers, including John C. Frémont in 

1847. Ownership passed to Bruno 
Orella and his wife Mercedes Gonzalez y 

Guevara in 1866. 
Oil was found on the land in October 1929, 
with the drilling of the first successful well 

by General Petroleum Corporation. The El 
Capitan oil field that included the Orella 

Ranch became one of the richest in the 
state; production at the field peaked in 
1946. By that time a number of structures 

had been Oil Field continued on Page 2 

View of the El Capitan Oil Field as it appeared in 

1939. The long tin building is the same as shown 

in the following photograph by the author.Above 

photograph provided by Eric Hvolboll of La 

Paloma Ranch, CA. 
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built on the coastal portion of the ranch. 

There were a couple of homes, a motor 
court, a store, a gas station and several 

other storage facilities. General Petroleum 
had a fleet of oil tankers to ship this oil by 
pipe off shore, as was done at the Ellwood 

Oil Field.   In 2021 an original tin building 
still stands along the north bound 101 

highway. 

Santa Barbara-Ventura Basin, Capitan Oil 

Field.  

The subsurface structure of the Capitan Oil 
Field is an anticlinal dome closed by drag 
against the north-dipping Erburu fault. This 

structure is not apparent on the surface, as 
the Erburu fault, which in part limits 

production on the north, crops out through 
the southern portion of the field and is 
paralleled on the north by a syncline in 

Monterey shale. See the following image for 
the geology of the structure and the number 
of wells drilled and produced.  Since its 

discovery in 1929 the Capitan field has 
produced more than 11,000,000 barrels of 

16° to 43° gravity oil from an area of 296 

acres. Oil is produced from the Vaqueros 
sandstone at a depth of from 1000 to 1400 

feet below sea level, and also from two zones 
in the upper Sespe : the Erburu 8 zone and 
Erburu 10 zone. The upper Sespe also 

contains a gas zone. Deeper drilling since 
1945 has resulted in the discovery of large 
flowing wells, from the Covarrubias zone of 

the lower Sespe, and the Eocene zone at the 
top of the Gaviota-Sacate ("Cold- water") 

formation, which have greatly augmented 

the reserves of this field. 

The Ortega-Orella Adobes at Canada del 

Corral on the Gaviota Coast about 20 miles 
El Capitan Oil Field data as obtained from the 

1943 Department of Mining reference. 

Photograph provide by Mark Tautrim, Orella Ranch, CA. 
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west of Santa Barbara are Santa Barbara 
County landmarks. The adobes may trace 

back to the late 18th century, as a tile was 
found during a remodel in the 1930s with 
the year "1798" on it.  
Background 

Bruno Orella, was born in the Basque 

country in Spain in 1830, and came to 
California at the time of the Gold Rush. He 
married Mercedes Gonzalez y Ladron de 

Guevara, who was born in the mayordomo’s 
adobe at Mission Santa Barbara. The couple 
established a prosperous farming/

mercantile family with extensive holdings 
throughout the Santa Barbara/Ventura 

region.[1] The site of Orella's town-home 

(known as the "Janssens-Orella-Birk 
Building") on the State street, main street of 

Santa Barbara, is on the National Register 
of Historic Places. The Orellas were patrons 
of the local Catholic churches and religious 

orders. All sons of the family attended Santa 
Clara College and to this day there is an 
Orella Prize given at that university to the 

student with highest grades in the sciences.
[2]  

When the Orellas purchased the adobes, 
they became their country residence. One of 
the buildings served as schoolhouse to their 

children, and a tutor was hired to live on 
the ranch. Bruno's daughter, Elena Orella 

Covarrubias, inherited the adobes and 
remodeled them in the 1930s in Spanish 
Revival style. Oil was found on her land in 

August 1929, with the drilling of the 
"Erburu No. 1" well by General Petroleum 
Corporation, in the Vaqueros Formation at a 

depth of 1446 feet.[3] The "El Capitan Oil 
Field" became one of the richest in the state; 

production at the field peaked in 1946.[4] 
There were three oil fields. These were 
named after the Orella family siblings, one 

brother and two sisters. On the west, Orella 
was for Fermin Orella, next the Covarrubias 
was for Elena Orella Covarrubias and on the 

east was for Juana Orella Erburu. It was 
part of Bruno's large landholdings in the 

The El Capitan Oil Field as seen in 2021 along 

Highway 101.  Note the one remaining tin building 

and the gouges in the hills of roads cut to the 

many well heads there. Photograph by Justin M. 

Ruhge 

1910 photograph of Gaviota Oil Refinery located south of present day Gaviota State Park at Alcatraz beach 

(Mariposa Reina). Photographs courtesy of the Lompoc Valley Historical Society.  

Oil Field continued of page 4 



 

region(which also included the eastern 

portions of the Ortega grant, Rancho 
Nuestra Senora Del Refugio, purchased from 

the Ortega family). Two of those holdings 
remain in his descendant’s ownership in 
2021. Fermin Orella’s ranch on the west is 

owned by Orella descendants, the Tautrim 
family, and the Erburu ranch on the east is 
owned by Orella descendants, the Erburu 

family. The middle section, where the 
historic adobes stand on the former 

Covarrubias ranch was sold to Exxon Mobil 
Corporation in 1971. Canada del Corral and 
it tributary, Las Floras Canyon were 

developed as a processing facility for oil and 
gas from three off-shore oil platforms. Then 

on August 17, 1993 the Santa Barbara 
County Board of Supervisors declared 
County Landmark status for the Orella 

Adobes.[5]  The two adobes have been used 
as offices by the ExxonMobil Company.  
In 2021, the historic Covarrubias barn 

across the creek from the adobes were 
destroyed by the Alisal Fire.  

The families, ranches and life around the oil 
facilities, are described in depth in Elizabeth 
Erro Hvolboll’s book Mi Refugio.  
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Recently received by email  this photo from 

a Denmark Historical Society in Mariager 
located north of Aarhus) from Susanne 

Brogaard Lund 

Lokalarkivet Manager  (historical society 
manager) 
Mrs. N. L. (Karen)Spanne and her son, 

Peter had been on holiday and stayed with 
the 2 women in the picture, Mrs. Ane 
Kirstine Sørensen and her daughter 

Kirstine Sørensen, wjp  had a kind of B&B, 
Afholdsrestaurant Hohøji. 1925 

 
Our Historical Society acquired Karen's 

house after her death in 1966. 
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From Myra Manfrina August, September, 
October 1991 

 
“Did you see our beautiful entry in the 4th 
of July Veteran’s homecoming parade ? 

Joe Machado brought his horse and 
harness and hitched up to our Surrey with 
the Fringe on Top. He drove with Walt 

Manfrina, Elsie Sperber and Jack Brandon 
as his passengers, and outriders were Tom 

Williams and Jim Zimmerman. The buggy 
had bunting wound around the spokes and 
two old flags flew on the roof corners. Earle 

Sweetland made the identification signs for 
each side of the Surrey. It made a sleek 

entry, harking back to the Lompoc 4th of 
July parade of 1900 era.” 

 
On the following page [below] is a map, 

“Ah ! The Good Old Days of Fishing”, from 
a brochure given to the society by Irma 

Henderson. It depicts Lompoc recreational 
sports in the 1940s. Artist unknown. 

————————— 

The Lind and Dille 
token is 2 1/4 

inches round with 
a mirror on the 

back. 

Very rare token 
donated by Bill 

Sudbrink. 

————————— 
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Loss of 

two very 

special 

members. 

Harvey Wynne, a 

long time board 

member passed 

away in December 

2021. A master 

carpenter, Harvey 

created many 

items for the society, especially the house 

banister stairway on the right side of the 

staircase and all the large memorial 

plaques in the Museum. He was the lead in 

the huge museum renovation, sidewalk 

replacements and so 

many more. Joseph 

Avila loved the old 

Model T racing car. Joe 

was it's mechanic, and 

drove it in numerous 

parades. He provided 

the airline fuel for the 

car and kept it in great 

running order. Joe 

spent countless hours 

working the car through 

the years. The car is a 

great advertisement for 

the Historical Society. Harvey and Joe will 

be greatly missed. 

OPA tokens were 

used during 

WWII as change 

for the rationing 

coupons.Donated 

by Norma 

Greenleaf. 

November, December 2021 & January 
2022 

Memorials & Membership 

Welcome New Members 

Bonnie Bigelow 

 

Total Number of Members: 369 

Members Recently Passed Away 

Sandi Mae Mesikep (Life) 

Harvey Wynne  
Kathryn (Todd) Hollister (Life) 

Dollie Rivaldi  (Life) 
Warren Culberson  (Sustaining) 

LeRoy Scolari  (Life) 

Mimi Wygal Benhart 
Will Burrill  (Life) 

Mary Beattie  (Life) 
Joseph Avila  (Life) 

Teney Leary 
 

Memorials for 

Maury Hoag 
Walt & Myra Manfrina 

Mimi Benhart 
Sandi Mesikep 

Art Smith 
Kathryn Hollister 

Harvey Wynne 
Albert Tosti 

Dollie Rivaldi 
LeRoy Scolari 

Joe Avila 
Teney Leary 

John Lizarraga 
Helen Lu Ross 
Carol Oliveira 



The reference room has had many inquiries 

and some visitors the last couple of months. 

The reference room is open Monday & 

Thursday mornings. Hopefully the Saturday 

open house days will resume soon. There 

may be a BBQ in June, look for information 

in the next Legacy issue. Visitors included 

Heidi Florio from Canada looking for 

information on Henry Averill, editor of the 

Lompoc Journal and Colleen Wright 

regarding the Earl Field's family. Inquiries 

were from Matthew Rivaldi for family 

information, Lyle Yager on Pt. Sal, Sian 

Winship, architectural historian regarding 

the Celite homes built on West Ocean in 

Spanish Colonial Style..and architect J 

Wilmer Hershey. Other inquiries were from 

Rachel Perzel on power pole placements, 

Lynnsy Obert asking for photos for her 

office, The society received many historical 

books from the Myra Manfrina estate 

thanks to the Manfrina family. Most of 

these are special to our area and out of 

print. 

NOTICE TO MEMBERS from your 

Treasurer –Jeannette Wynne 

“All required documents for our County, 
State, and Federal governments 
regarding our 501-C-3 non-profit 
organization , Lompoc Valley Historical 
Society, have been filed for the fiscal year 
2020-2021. 
Any of these documents are available to our 
membership by asking.” 
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by Karen Paaske 

The reference room area 
is full of information 
requests are received 
constantly. This column 
reflects a few of the 
inquiries during the last 

Reference Room 
Ramblings

Donors to the Fabing-McKay-
Spanne House Paint Fund 

Ron Fink 

Jim Valentine 
James Dutra 
David & Sarah 

Wagoner 
Denise Signorelli 

Louisa Anderson 
Norma Greenleaf 
Carrie Larson 

Jim & Ester Sloan 
Janice Cucchetti 
Patricia Boyer 

Barbara Shapiro 
And 

Frances Goyer 
(in memory of E.B & Deci Flores) 
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Executive Board 

Ken Ostini - President                                   

Ardeane Machado Eckert  - 1st Vice President   

Dr. Blake Jamison  - 2nd Vice President                    

Linda Warren - Secretary                     

Jeannette Miller Wynne  - Treasurer                  

Lynn Romine  - Corresponding Secretary 

Directors                                                      , 

Dan Dutra, Jesse Jones, Karen Paaske, Don 

Fletcher, Sherrie Chavez, Debbie Schuyler 

Manfrina, Larry Huyck, Julie Ann McLaughlin,  

Marcia Harris Hart, Eva Hamon, Steve Junak, 

Karen Osland and Julie Moore 

 Honorary Board member                       

Carolyn Huyck Strobel 

• June 12, Sunday, Steak BBQ for 
members and guests, noon, price TBD 

 
• Reunion weekend, Steak BBQ open to 

all at the Elk's on Friday, September 
2nd. Also all are invited to Ryon Park 
BBQ on Sunday, September 4th at 

Noon - prices TBD 

SAVE THE DATE           

SUNDAY                        

JUNE 12th 2022          

ATTEND THE ANNUAL 

SPANNE HOUSE BBQ 


