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The Historic Sewage 
Treatment Plant  
[aka “the Digester”] 

Thursday, March 5th, 7:30-9:30 pm 
Robert Borthwick • Krista Nicholds • Glenna Matthews 

On March 5th, the Laguna Beach Historical Society will 
present a program on the historic Sewage Treatment Plant 
[aka “the Digester”].  This facility ceased operation in 1983, 
and in 1989, most of the plant was demolished with the 
exception of the Digester and adjacent office, which was 
saved.  In his 2014 book titled “The New Deal in Orange 
County”, author Charles Epting refers to the Digester as 
“the most interesting sewage treatment plant in the 
county”.  Designed with a Normandy castle tower, winding 
exterior stairway, and a Mediterranean influence, the 
remaining structure has been an iconic sentinel at the 
Village Entrance for over 85 years.  Many people feel that 
this quaint and charming building embodies the special 
artistic qualities of Laguna Beach.  On September 25, the 
City Council voted 3-2 to demolish the Digester and an EIR 
is pending. 
The Sewage Treatment Plant was completed in 1935 with 
New Deal federal funding, and helped to make Laguna a 
functioning town.  Building the sewer plant created many 
construction jobs for local unemployed residents at the 
depth of the Great Depression, and saved local families 
from economic devastation.  In the past decades, the 
office portion of the structure has served as a storage 
facility for police evidence, and the tower structure is 
vacant.   
The building is built with solid reinforced concrete walls 
nearly a foot thick, so its bones are strong although the  
(continued on page 2) 

Photograph top left: The Digester building including original spiral staircase. 

Photograph bottom left: The Digester building as it stands today. 
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Mark Your Calendar 
For Our Upcoming 
Programs and Events! 

MARCH 5th Program  
The Historic Sewage Treatment 
Plant [aka “the Digester”] 
Susi Q Community Center 
7:30-9:30 pm (doors open at 7:00 pm) 
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exterior has faded over the years.  The Digester tower extends some 20 feet underground, and the 
remaining composted material from almost 40 years ago will soon be removed in preparation for 

either demolition or preservation 
of the structure.  

The program will be presented 
by Bob Borthwick – local 
resident and landscape 
architect, Krista Nicholds – 
Historic Resources Specialist 
and President of Preserve 
Orange County, and Glenna 
Matthews – local resident and 
retired professor of American 
History. 

Photograph 1: The original plant prior to 
1989 demolition. 

Photograph 2: The interior of the Laguna 
Beach Old Sewage Disposal during the 
1938 California Sewage Works 
Association Conference and the Laguna 
Beach Plant Tour. Image taken from the 
National Archives and Records 
Administration. 

Photograph 3: The venting pipe was 
designed to resemble a lighthouse. 

Photograph 4: Lighthouse on the hill. 

“The 1935 Laguna Beach Sewage 
Treatment Plant is a significant surviving 
public works facility from a community 
that greatly upgraded its infrastructure in 
the 1930’s with New Deal assistance to 
accommodate projected growth.  The 
town could not become the popular 
artistic and tourist destination without 
this facility.  The facility design, intended 
to blend with the romantic geography 
and early twentieth century architecture 
of the community, now is a major 
landmark for the town. It retains strong 
integrity aspects of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, setting, 

and association.” 

– From: Cultural Resources Reconnaissance for 
the Village Entrance Project, Laguna Beach, 
California, SWCA Cultural Resources Report 

Database No. 2006-200, April 2006. 

�2

1

2

3 4



(continued from page 1) March 2020

 

A Message from  
our President 
Edward Storke 

Greetings to all our members and friends (who I hope will 
soon become members.)  Our next program for the Laguna 
Beach Historical Society at 7:30-9:00 pm at the SusiQ Center 
will be held on Thursday, March 5th. Robert Borthwick, 
Laguna Greenbelt Board Member will make a presentation on 
the history of the 88 year old sewage/digester building which 
was built by the W.P.A.  Since we scheduled this meeting, 
Bob  Borthwick contacted Barbara and Greg MacGillivray who 
pledged to donate $500,000 to help preserve the historic 
building which is located at the Village Entrance. Barbara 
wrote in an email that "The Digester Building is one of the 
few historical buildings that so many us in Laguna love and 
hope will carry on the feeling of our charming art community.  
In our opinion, to demolish it would compromise our civic 
image and community values that are committed to historic 
preservation."  Mark Christy of The Ranch at Laguna Beach 
wrote in an email that, "It is important locally and I feel that 
the history of its origins makes it essential to preserve for 
future generations. Together, we can take this decaying 
structure and make it  a jewel to be proud of."  We welcome 
all of you to attend Bob Borthwick's presentation.  Questions 
from the attendees will follow. 

“Preserve your memories, keep them 
well. What you forget you can never 
retell.”
- Louisa May Alcott
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53rd Annual  

Patriot’s Day Parade 

When: Saturday, March 7th 
Time: 11:00 am - 1:00 pm 
Location: Parade Route 

The Laguna Beach Historical 
Society is proud to participate 
on the parade route this year! 
Look for us riding in and 
marching alongside a bright 
red 1952 MGDT convertible 
roadster. The parade theme 
this year is “Everyday Heroes.” 
Often they act quitely without 
calling attention to themselves. 
Our town throughout its 
history has had many everyday 
heroes who have kept our 
history alive. Make sure to look 
for us along the parade route 
this March! 

A special thank you to Michael 
Jacques (Jacques Fine Art) 
who is the owner and driver 
this year and has lived and 
taught in Laguna Beach for 
30+ years. 
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Members 
Historian Platinum/ 
Corporate Members 
$1000 and above 

Mary Lynn Lowry 
Dave Walker 
Chris Quilter 
Historian Patron  
$500 and above

Don Crevier/Crevier Family 
Foundation 
Sandy Desmond 
Robert & Nancy Englund 
Cathy Fry 
Laguna Beach Festival of the Arts  
John & Karen Nootbar 
Jeffrey & Linda Jahraus 
Karen & Matt Smith 
Barbara Sparkuhl 
Ed Storke 
The Stand Natural Foods 
Historian Friend  
$100 and above

Kate & Robert Adams 
Roger & Mary Alderson 
Andy Alison 
Joseph Ambrose Jr. 
Jay & Gertrud Andrus 
Chris & Patti Appel 
Wayne & Faye Baglin 
Andrew Ball 
Curt & Jan Bartsch 
Leigh Bell 
Jerry Bieser 
Leslie Blumberg 
Bob & Vicki Borthwick 
Edward Brancard 
Meriam Braselle 
Ronald Chilcote Family Trust 
Ann Christoph 
Andy Coyle 

John & Stephanie Cunningham  
Leslie Daff 
Gregg DeNicola MD 
Karen & Roger Dennis 
Michael & Sharon Donoff 
Ellen & James Dovey 

Richard Holder & Barbara 
Dresel 

Bonnie Drury 
Twig of Laguna 
Emerald Bay 
Community Association 
Carolyn Hobert Fisch 
Josie Fox 
Richard and Anne Frank 
Mary Williams & Pat Gallis 

Jon Garmshausen 
Katherine Gilbank 
Jane Golden 
Ed & Kathy Gould 
Morrie & Barbara Granger 
Groupfire 
Willa Gupta 
Arnold & Bonnie Hano 
Healthcare Information 
Management 
Thomas Heffernan 
John Hoover 
Jerry & Renee Hornbeak 
Donald & Lona Ingwerson 
Tony Iseman 
Patrick Jackson 
Joseph & Susan Jahraus 
Jane Janz 
Eric Jessen 
Mark & Kelly Johnson 
Marvin & Anne Johnson 
Korey Jorgensen MD 
Betty L. Kelly 
Kep & Diane Keplinger 
Penny King 
Eric & Laurie Kirkland 
David & Karen Lagrew 
Laguna Beach Democratic 
Club 
Tom & Vickie Lamb 
Anders Lasater 
Randy Lewis 
Brent & Diane Liljestrom 
Carol Vieback Lloyd 
Jeff Loge 
Joan W. Lowell 
James & Carolyn Lyons 
Greg MacGillivray 
Jared & Kathryn Mathis 
Glenna Matthews 
Judy McKay 
Ed Merrilees 
Lindy Narver 
Professor Michael Onorato 
Peter N. Pero 
Ron Ploof 
Angela Popowa 
Joseph & Jan Praske 
Barbara Ring 
Laurie Sanders 
Dan Satterthwaite 
Lester & Lori Savit 
Charles Schoen 
Marvina Shilling 
Teryll Sindell 
Nelda Stone 
Gil & Judy Thibault 
Lindsay Tognetti 
Village Laguna 
Gayle Waite 

Robert L. Ward 
Warren Watkins 
Barbara Wick 
Robert & Robin Zur Schmeide 

Board of Directors 
Ed Storke  
President 
Nelda Stone  
Secretary 
Gregg DeNicola MD 
Johanna Ellis 
Anne Frank 
John Hoover 
Jane Janz 
Eric Jessen 
Diane Keplinger 
Carol Viebeck Lloyd 
Jeff Loge 
Karen Lagrew 
Glenna Matthews 
Heidi Miller 
Laurie Sanders 
Laurie Sanders 
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Your financial support is 
vital and appreciated!  

We want to thank you for your past 
financial support and encourage you 

to consider upgrading to the next 
level of support for the Laguna Beach 
Historical Society. We are determined 

to preserve and protect Historical 
Archives of Laguna Beach including 

photographs as well as provide 
quarterly guest speaker events, and 
an annual Laguna Beach Historical 

Society Scholarship to an outstanding 
graduating high school senior. 

The bungalow in Laguna Beach is 
our beloved home, but we are 

working toward securing a 
permanent archive for display 
and research of our treasury of 

historic documents and 
information. Your generous 

contributions will help us reach 
our goals which also include 

expanding our space for hosting 
members and guests at our 

programs and events. 

Thank you again for your past 
support and please consider 

increasing your support to this 
important preserver of Laguna 

Beach’s History. 
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Become a Member: 
$25 for Historian (Individual) 
 
$100 for Historian Friend (Individual, Business, Organization) 
 
$500 for Historian Patron (Individual, Business, Organization) 

$1,000 for Historian Platinum/Corporate Membership 
 (Individual, Business, Organization) 
  

Online donations gratefully accepted now by PayPal or credit card on our website at: 
lagunabeachhistory.org 
You can also mail this form with your check to: 
Laguna Beach Historical Society 
278 Ocean Avenue 
Laguna Beach, CA  92651 

Name and/or Business: _______________________________________________________ 

Mailing Address: _____________________________________________________________ 
Email Address: _______________________________________________________________ 

The Laguna Beach Historical Society is a section 501 (c) non-profit organization. 
Tax ID #33-0519882 

Other Ways to Support Laguna’s History: 
Amazon Smile 
• We would be honored if you would choose Laguna Beach Historical Society  
    as your "designated charity” on Amazon. 
• Be sure to always start at AmazonSmile.com when you shop at Amazon.  
• It costs you nothing extra and you will be supporting our organization –Thank you! 

Ralph’s Community Contribution Program
• The Historical Society is now enrolled in the Ralph’s/Food 4 Less/Foods Co. Community Contribution 

Program. 
• To register, simply go online to www.ralphs.com. 
• Make sure to have your rewards card handy, choose The Laguna Beach Historical Society as your 

organization. 
• If you do not have a Rewards Card, they are available at the customer service desk at any store. 
• If you are new to ralphs.com online, please click on the top right: no account and register. 
• You will receive an e-mail when you register your new account. 
• Walk through the steps and enter our Ralph’s Non Profit Organization (NPO) # - KC415. 
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http://lagunabeachhistory.org
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2FAmazonSmile.com%2F&h=ATPIEUuH63KH1qzOv_LJ5iYwNwShSvt9UZqMhaEQwvDUBNTySPFOW0YMWcTGoAp5fDQ6YNMqEOK_86hfXLLHZFGXmHoq3y5jYWGEqzdhiq5V0FdtPSAzeqWdAElskfy0tzEgOM7xIzlIZfQF-ngDdmk6K8kY9OWxlUEfBy632fUAyGbd7oSD1HJonurQeMqxoAuBOB5NXWE-MnKZmXhN3HYbLTz7C0yAL_q9Bw-DQQD7qDIiP8IipBuLTuZ4LnU9FDoNnbZhqL3gwcsQutVooU0MBdN3WMyodgEclCVI9KO-nwSZPGvPWA
http://www.ralphs.com
http://ralphs.com
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Laguna Beach Historical Society  
278 Ocean Avenue  
Laguna Beach, CA  92651 

If you prefer to receive this newsletter by email, drop us a line at info@lagunabeachhistory.org. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

A Special Note to our Loyal Members: 
With your support, we are able to maintain our beloved Murphy Smith Bungalow, present 

historical programs, send this newsletter, and host other events — thank you! 

Visit us on You Tube: Laguna Beach Historical Society 
Visit our Website: lagunabeachhistory.org 

Contact us at: info@lagunabeachhistory.org 

We would be honored if you would follow us on  
Facebook and Instagram
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