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The COVID-19 epidemic of 2020 has caused 
overwhelming misery in the world, but a small 
piece of comfort  was found on the streets of 
Rossmoor on a sunny day in late May.

About 4,000 people part icipated in a senior 
graduation parade over a two-mile route, one of 
the most successful community efforts in 
Rossmoor?s history.

The parade, organized and sponsored by the 
Rossmoor Homeowners Associat ion, was a classic 
demonstrat ion that tragedy can sometimes give 
rise to something unexpected, spontaneous and 
beautiful.

The COVID-19 epidemic had robbed the 
graduating class of a tradit ional graduation 
ceremony, perhaps only a minor issue given the 
loss of life, economic hardship and disrupt ion of 
ordinary life we have all witnessed since March.

But to hundreds of 18-year-old kids, it  was a 
punctuat ion mark on how much they were missing 
at an important transit ion in their lives.

The RHA began to brainstorm what we could do 
for the community during these dark t imes. Our 
fest ival committee proposed holding some type of 
celebrat ion for the graduating seniors.

After a lot  of discussion, the decision was made to 
propose a parade and invite every graduating 
senior at Los Alamitos High School to join.

We all like to think that the world is stable, 
orderly and predictable, but every generat ion 
encounters some form of chaos, whether it  is war 
or sickness or economic devastat ion or genocide 
or environmental calamity. I keep hearing a big 
Earthquake is going to hit  any day.

As I was watching our parade, one of the many 
tributes struck me. It  was a pickup truck with a 

sign that said:

?Born on 9/11/2001 and graduating in a 
pandemic. Congrats Newman. Class of 2020. Born 
for greatness.? And on the window another sign: 
?Makina, U of O Bound.?

I snapped a photo and later caught up with John 
Newman, a Los Alamitos senior who is headed to 
UC Santa Barbara on a scholarship to play 
baseball. Newman?s mother, who gave birth on a 
very eventful day, made the sign, he said.

John told me that except for missing the tradit ion 
of a graduation ceremony he loved the parade.

?It  was a lot  better than sit t ing in the sun for five 
hours wait ing for your name to be called,? he said. 
?It  was more personal. We will never forget it .?

John drove his 2001 Chevy, the one his dad 
bought about the t ime of the 9/11 terrorist  
attack. The truck now has 315,000 miles on it  
(who said Detroit  doesn?t build great vehicles?). In 
the passenger seat was his girlfriend, Makena 
Carrion, who is headed to the University of 
Oregon on another athlet ic scholarship for 
acrobat ics and tumbling. 

Like so many other seniors, he lost a lot  in his final 
year. The baseball team played only a dozen 
games, compared to the normal three dozen. 
Maybe, we will watch John play on an MLB team.

Valedictorians couldn?t give their speeches. The 
performing art ists in school had no one to 
appreciate their talents. The last great gathering 
of the class of 2020 was delayed by the school 

By Ralph Vartabedian, RHA President

Rethinking 
Graduation

A parading senior makes the "Los Al" sign.
Photo courtesy of Maddie Flan
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district , likely to be canceled and banned by state 
order under direct ives in effect in May.

The parade could not have made up for all of this 
loss, but it  did put a lot  of smiles on people?s faces.

I saw seniors in their gowns with their families in 
the cars. I saw a group of four guys in one vehicle 
partying with music and another with four girls 
celebrat ing in the back of a truck. I saw graduates 
driving by themselves but they truly were not 
alone and wore bright smiles.

There were convert ibles, sports cars, luxury 
sedans, beaters, classic cars and every kind of 
truck.I haven?t heard so much honking since I was 
in New Delhi, India.I saw one person who had 
installed pom-poms on the windshield wipers that 
were waving back 
and forth. Almost 
every car was 
decorated.

We had 2,000 
people lining the 
route, including 
many homeowners, 
teachers and 
visitors. Another 
2,000 people rode 
in the vehicles. A 
dozen police 
cruisers helped 
lead the parade, 
sirens blaring and 
lights flashing. 
There was fire 
truck. And a school 
bus full of teachers and volunteers.

The community big shots were there: RHA fest ival 
committee members Jo Shade, Marion Last, Art  
Remnet, Pei-Pei Kelman (mother of Valedictorian 
Stephen Kelman). Others included 
Superintendent Andrew Pulver, Principal Chris 
Vlasic and RCSD president Mike Maynard.

Supervisor Michelle Steel, the highest elected 
official of Orange County, rode at the front of the 
parade in a Jeep. Steel?s district  director, Tim 
Whitacre, later said, ?Your out-of-the-box 
collaborat ion with the District  is indicat ive of the 
CAN DO American spirit . Thanks to all of your 

efforts, the Class of 2020 has a special memory 
that will last a lifet ime.?

The parade was insanely complicated to pull off. 
The logist ics of assembling 540 cars in one 
place? a line of vehicles more than 10,000 feet or 
two miles long? was tough.

RHA had to secure permits from Orange 

County and Seal Beach, quickly obtain a 
mult i-million dollar insurance policy and arrange a 
place to stage the cars. We coordinated with the 
Orange County Sheriff, the California Highway 
Patrol and the Seal Beach Police Department.

All this had to occur during the pandemic 
lockdown. The core idea of the parade was that 

the seniors and 
their families 
would be socially 
isolated in their 
own cars and that 
seemed to work 
well.

It  wasn?t unt il the 
last minute that we 
received the 
go-ahead from 
school 
administrators, 
sett ing off a 
fullt ime rush for 
our fest ival 
committee. With 
the committee?s 
good planning and 
a lit t le bit  of luck, 

the parade went off without a hitch. 

It  started and ended on t ime.  Everybody who 
wanted to part icipate was brought in. The 
complaint department was out of business!

I also want to mention our generous RHA 
sponsors, like the Southland Credit  Union,  the 
Rotary Club and the Shops at Rossmoor. Please 
check for a full list  at  OurRossmoor.com.

 The Shops at Rossmoor provided their rear 
parking lot  for the assembly site, probably the 
only place within Rossmoor that was big enough

cont . next  page

Seniors John Newman and Makinna Carrion celebrate.
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 to store all the cars, which began lining up at 8 
a.m. for the 9 a.m. parade start .

A lot  of people have suggested that RHA make this 
an annual event. We will certainly think about that 
possibility. The parade was so successful for a 
number of unique reasons: it  had never been done 
before, people were cooped up in their homes for 
weeks and wanted to get out; and without the 
parade the seniors would not have gotten any 
recognit ion.

Whether a future parade would be as successful 
without those factors is hard to predict. I certainly 
hope we are not in the same situat ion a year from 
now. Let?s hope for the best.

Without the COVID-19 social distancing rules, we 
could also do some fun new things: the award 
winning Los Alamitos High School marching band 
could lead the way, the parade could end in one of 
our parks where we could have a giant outdoor 
fest ival and we could have an equestrian team. 
Maybe we could even have a float. (I have given up 
on the idea of riding a circus elephant down Foster 
Road, but it  would be fun.)

RHA is certainly open to new ideas and volunteers 

who want to make these kind of community 
events successful. Our new motto should be ?Let?s 
keep having fun.?

But RHA also does serious work defending our 
community?s quality of life with a wide range of 
government agencies and running Neighborhood 
Watch. So please send us your ideas or join RHA if 
you are not already a member. If you liked the 
parade, just go to OurRossmoor.com/join.

A gleeful Los Al grad waves to the crowd.
Photo courtesy of Maddie Flan
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 It  was amazing! Loved seeing 
my former f irst  graders, many 

of them in (happy) tears as 
they drove past  their 
elementary school.

Jenny Stuart

Photos by Jamie Ostmann and Maddie Flan

Senior  
Smiles

5
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Our hearts are 
overwhelmed with 

emot ion.

Beth Garver 
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This is the most  memorable 
and best  graduat ion I have 
ever seen! We were all so 

touched by everyone's cheers.

Susie Cheung

The joy on the faces of our 
students and their families 

was just  priceless!

Tina Dingillo

7
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The COVID-19 epidemic has affected people in 
every corner of the globe. With more than 13 
million cases worldwide, it  completely changed 
how we can experience the world. One group 
part icularly impacted by the epidemic is students. 
In March, schools around the world shut down in 
an attempt to curb the spread of the virus, leaving 
students and teachers scrambling to finish 
instruct ion from their homes.

Classes on Zoom or another video 
communicat ions service were common across the 
board for students of all ages in the Rossmoor 
community, which is home to four of the schools 
in the Los Alamitos Unified School District . 
Students reported technical issues, like glitching 

or the sound cutt ing out, as well as frustrat ion at 
the inability to ask quest ions or talk at the same 
t ime as another student. The frustrat ions went 
beyond technological inconveniences. Stanford 
student Lily Taylor, who lived and attended 
school in Rossmoor, said, ?My screen usage went 
up a lot , and I got headaches at the beginning, 
with school and social life both virtual.?

School on zoom looked very different than school 
in real life. Hopkinson student Jayden Garcia 

expressed frustrat ion at not being able to 
socialize or work with other students because 
their mics had to be muted during class. He 
expressed worry that adults do not understand 
the importance of student socializat ion in the 
classroom, saying, ?Most parents don?t really see 
their friends during work; most parents have 
different jobs [from their friends]. But for kids, all 
our friends are at school. It  makes me feel sad 
because I don?t get to see them.?

It  wasn?t just schooling that looked different 
during the epidemic. Los Alamitos High School 
graduate Aspynn Carr, a rising senior at Colorado 
State University, was studying abroad in Alicante, 

Spain when the COVID-19 epidemic struck. ?I 
definitely think I had a much different 
experience than other students just because I 
was abroad and had to deal with booking a 
last-minute flight home and losing more than 
half of the abroad experience I hoped to have,? 
Aspynn said, ?COVID certainly ruined a lot  of my 
plans, but I am grateful I even had the chance to 
go abroad in the first  place.?

Students all reported that school on Zoom left  
them feeling like they missed out, on educat ion, 
on socializat ion, on having a concrete schedule. 
?I felt  like I was not learning anything because I 
could not talk to my professors or get help face 
to face. Similarly, I missed the in-class 
experience of being with my classmates,? said  
Aspynn.

Summer plans also look different. ?Instead of 
interning in New York, I am now doing some 
work remotely,? said Alexa Gallegos, a 
Rossmoor resident and rising senior at USC, 
?Which as grateful as I am to st ill be employed, it  
is not the same integrat ive experience I was 

hoping for. It  is definitely more difficult  to 

Going Online
Rossmoor students face COVID-19

By Jamie Ostmann
Photos courtesy of Robert  Ostmann

Karen Recker teaches math to her Lee fif th graders.
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network and get to know 
your fellow employees 
over zoom.?

Chloe Taylor, Los 
Alamitos High School 
class of 2019, summed up 
the semester in one word: 
?Stress. Stress from 
classes, stress from 
what 's happening in the 
world.?

While the students were 
saddened by the state of 
educat ion, many 
expressed understanding 
for why the changes had 
to take place. Though 
Chloe found online educat ion to be less than 
ideal, she said, ?I hope [next year] is online 
because I think there will be another outbreak if 
we go straight to in-person classes.? Aspynn 
echoed her sent iment, saying, ?I would gladly 
wear a mask to school and pract ice social 
distancing.?

Hopkinson principal Evelyn Garcia also 
emphasized the importance of finding a balance 
between student success in the classroom and 
student safety: ?My biggest dream is to be at 
school with kids [in the fall]. But we would never 
want to put anyone in danger.?

The future of educat ion for all age groups is 
uncertain. As COVID cases cont inue to rise in the 
United States, a return to the classroom is 
looking more and more unsafe. Students and 
educators will likely have to adapt to learn in this 
new world of online instruct ion.

Jamie Ostmann is a Rossmoor resident and rising  senior 
at Harvard University. Her own education and  summer 
internship were disrupted by COVID-19.  The Rossmoor 
Homeowners Association is grateful for her contributions 
to the OurRossmoor newsletter.

Oak Middle School teacher Kristen  Moushon prepares for online learning.
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"Architecture of all the arts, is the one which acts 
the most slowly but the most surely, on the soul ." 
-Ernest Dimnet, French Clergyman.

Confidence and love of community  characterize

those who grew up in Rossmoor, and it?s no 
wonder. Even fragile, t ime-yellowed pages of the 
Rossmoor News, from Spring 1959, illustrate the 
high standards of early planners and architects.

?1958 was ?  a year of records and awards for 
Rossmoor. Thanks to the fine families who live in 
Rossmoor, the community?s increasing popularity 
led to a new Southern California real estate 
record for selling the most homes in one day ?  
70.?

Americans longed to rediscover Shangra-La 
following WWII and the Korean War. Images of 
home were perfected in the new architectural 
genre ?  the storybook- and modern-ranch homes.

Rossmoor mid-century provincials were originally 

advert ised in brochures with conspicuously 
Disney-esque illustrat ions. Since Tomorrowland 
was designed by a member of Ross W. Cortese?s 
architectural team, Earl Kaltenbach, this may not 
have been a coincidence.

As the nine sect ions of Rossmoor were built , each 
named for a famous college ?  Cambridge and 
Oxford for instance, the burgeoning Rossmoor 
Center too, was filling with an array of diverse 
architectural styles:

Next door to Rossmoor?s Bowling Alley, located in 
the current Shops at Rossmoor, stood the Tudor 
Rossmoor Inn restaurant. Part it ions between 
booths ornamented with medieval cast les, 
heraldic banners suspended from rafters and a 
suit  of armor next to a vast Tudor fireplace lent a 
dramatic touch to the family restaurant and 
buffet.

In 1967, the Googie-style Parasol was 
constructed to imitate its namesake, today 

By Diane Rush, Rossmoor Historian

Rossmoor  Architecture 
Won Ear ly Accolades

An example of original Rossmoor architecture.
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re-purposed as Panera Bread. 
Appearing in the 1973 
movie,American Graffiti, it  became 
a Googie icon. Interiors were 
originally decorated with pink 
parasol-shaped chandeliers and 
sconces. Booths were upholstered 
in a matching shade of rose.

On the south side of the 
Rossmoor Shopping Center was 
the ultra-modern Union Federal 
Bank, a single-level cylindrical 
structure.

Designed for aesthet ics, 
Rossmoor homes combine 
contrast ing textures and profiles 
to maximize the effects of light 
and shadow. Board and batten 
siding, brick cladding, combed 
stucco, diamond muntins and dovecotes (bird 
houses) are just a sample of original Rossmoor 
architectural features.

Rossmoor?s Golden Estate was nat ionally 
recognized in 1958 for its contemporary 
funct ionality with a Design Merit  award from the 
National Associat ion of Home Builders. Rossmoor 
was the only community within the LA vicinity to 
have a home design chosen for this auspicious 
dist inct ion.

DeWitt  Lee, of Walker & Lee, sales agents for the 
community, accepted the award for developer 
Ross Cortese at the NAHB convention in Chicago. 
Rossmoor?s street name Walker Lee is taken from 
this agency.

Designed by Chris Choate (renowned for his 
hardware-free, sliding closet doors) and architect 
Robert G. Jones, The Golden Estate is a 
three-bedroom ranch home. It  features a 12 x 28 
living room, highlighted by a fireplace, flanked by 
a built -in planter and hearth seat. Originally 
priced at $19,000, Estates models include 
all-electric, built -in kitchens, family rooms and 
dining rooms described as ?sleek, compact and 
graceful.?

Kitchen accessories include electric oven and 
range, garbage disposal unit , dishwasher, food bar 
and built -in desk. Enameled ut ilit ies were 

available in a host of popular mid-century colors: 
bronze, bisque, turquoise, yellow and pink. 
Formica counter tops, built -in natural birch 
cabinets and metal hardware were also standard 
elements. A 4 x 6 picture window and indirect 
light ing added extra light and glamour to this 
classic kitchen.

Recently spotted on Ebay was an original 
starburst chandelier from a Rossmoor Estates 
dining room for $900. Sparkling illuminat ion was 
delivered by 24, 4-watt  bulbs cased in hand-blown 
glass lace starbursts. When a bulb needed 
replacement, it  first  had to be soaked to dissolve 
glue that held the ornamental casing in place. 
Next, the glass starburst had to be glued to the 
new bulb and allowed to dry.

?Rossmoor also set a record by signing a contract 
with the Southern California Edison Co. for the 
construct ion of 451 ?Medallion? homes ?  the 
largest Medallion contract in the nat ion,? lauded 
another paragraph in the 1959 issue. This 
designat ion meant the kitchen was fit ted with 
exclusively Frigidaire electric built -in appliances.

Such original Rossmoor homes came with a 
bronze medallion set into the concrete of the

 cont . next  page

A  starburst  chandelier, a  f ixture found in some early Rossmoor homes.
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ront porch. ?Live better electrically? is the phrase 
emblazoned on the metal disk centered with 
simple figures represent ing a family in their 
energy-radiat ing home.

Edison General Manager, Harold Moore, 
presented Ross Cortese with the Medallion 
Builder-of-the-Year award during a ceremony 
held in his honor at the Captain?s Inn, Long Beach 
Marina. 

Cortese had just disclosed his plans for 
construct ing 2,500 addit ional Medallion homes 
for Rossmoor. The total number projected at that 
t ime approached 4,000, overstated by about 500.

Pages from Rossmoor News covered with vintage 
interiors depict sunlit  kitchens, glimmering 
hearths, and airy dining rooms. Sample capt ions 
include:

?Luxury Living at Rossmoor? promotes the newly 
introduced El Dorado, ?Sleek, long, low slope of El 
Dorado roof gives this home a feeling of great 
space and quiet repose. Clerestory windows 
afford a full view of sky and garden from the living 
room.?

?Farm House features a garage bay window with 
gambrel roof, simulat ing a real barn. Note rooster 
and bale of hay above garage door.?

?In another architectural mood, Brit tany Gardens 
is a spacious, four-bedroom home available in 
either Old English or Ranch Modern exterior 
stylings. Priced at $22,000, this lavish home 
includes a real family-sized dining room plus a 
family room with a food bar and two complete 
bathrooms!?

?For the people who like homes ?homey?, there are 
the Salem and the Farm House. For those who 
prefer a truly contemporary design, there is the 
award-winning Golden Estate or the striking new 
El Dorado.

Add Plymouth and the spacious four-bedroom 
Brit tany Gardens, and you have virtually run the 
gamut in today?s preference in homes. All of us at 
Rossmoor sincerely feel that Rossmoor?s way of 
life ?  in any one of our fine models ?  is the way of 
life you?ve been looking for.?

I agree.
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My wife Martha and I have walked virtually every 
neighborhood in the Rossmoor-Los Alamitos-Seal 
Beach area in these past few months (we?re now 
working our way through Long Beach which, with 
nearly one-half million residents, will take a bit  
longer). I?ve also spent a lot  of t ime in South 
Orange County, which has mile after mile of 
subdivisions, all in beige, olive and tan, all filled 
with large and virtually indist inguishable homes.

Not only are 
these 
neighborhoods 
the model of 
uniformity, the 
monotony of 
color, style, 
landscaping and 
virtually every 
other detail is 
locked in for 
eternity by 
recorded 
covenants that 
automatically renew. It?s clear to me that none of 
these neighborhoods, in south county or even in 
our neighboring communit ies, has the vibrant, 
eclect ic mix that Rossmoor has developed.

Over the past 60 years, Rossmoor has evolved 
into a unique and highly sought-after community 
with architectural diversity. The reasons, I believe, 
have a lot  to do with its history.

Opening in 1957 as ?Long Beach?s Smartest New 
Suburb,? Rossmoor was Orange County, 
California?s first  planned community. It  had 
everything the ?modern? 1957 consumer could 
ask for. It  had a wide variety of plans ranging from 
1400 to 2400 square feet on lots of 8,000 square 
feet or more.

Inside, it  had all-electric kitchens, sliding walls and 

other modern features. Outside were wide streets 
and sidewalks flanked by a street tree in front of 
every home. It  also featured six elementary school 
sites (two of which became parks), plus 100 
mult i-family residences and two retail centers on 
the periphery.  A February 1957 Westinghouse ad 
in Arts + Architecture magazine featuring the 
project claimed that the ent ire development cost 
$200 million ? and that?s in 1957 dollars. And all 
this for prices start ing under $20,000 (again, alas, 
in 1957 dollars).

The brainchild of Ross Cortese, the project 
featured 10 basic floor plans, but with variat ions 
such as attached or detached garages, there were 
37 different permutat ions of elevat ions and floor 
plans.  Earle G. Kaltenbach Jr. (who also 
reportedly designed the original plan for 

Tomorrowland) 
is credited as the 
original architect 
on the project 
but Chris 
Choate, who had 
worked with 
Cortese on a 
number of 
projects, was 
also involved, 
although he was 
only credited as 
the lead 
architect later. 

Among the projects Choate worked on with 
Cortese was the award-winning Lakewood 
Rancho Estates project, in which Choate 
collaborated with Cliff May, generally considered 
the father of the California ranch house.

Unlike more recent Southern California 
subdivisions, Rossmoor had no single theme or 
style of architecture used. The previous year, 
Cortese had launched a successful 380-unit  
development in Anaheim which was unabashedly 
modern. But tastes were changing and the latest 
style was the so-called ?Cinderella? (or 
?story-book?) homes. These were homes with a 
mix of tradit ional and ?story-book? elements like 
leaded windows, scalloped gable ends,

cont . next  page 

Rossmoor 's 
Eclectic Mix
By Mark Nit ikman

One of the original Rossmoor models.
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dovecotes, and other features that you would 
consider tradit ional, provided you lived in an 
enchanted forest. Thus, the 37 different 
Rossmoor models included starkly modern, 
California ranch, tradit ional and story-book 
homes ? and pretty much every combinat ion in 
between.

Historically, Rossmoor has always been one of the 
most desirable neighborhoods in a desirable area, 
notwithstanding that its homes are older and 
smaller than many other nearby neighborhoods. 
Part  of this appeal was the locat ion of the 
neighborhood elementary schools within 
Rossmoor. Part  of the appeal was the larger lots, 
allowing expansions and tear-downs as 
homeowner tastes and needs changed.  Originally, 
Rossmoor (which was priced at a premium 
compared to other new houses in the area) 
attracted a fair number of educated professionals, 
especially engineers and others associated with 
the then-booming aerospace industry. Whatever 
the reasons, Rossmoor has become a model of 
sorts for what a planned community can become, 
given enough t ime (as well as capital and a desire 
for improvement) ? and the absence of restrict ive 
architectural controls (there were originally 
CC&Rs that included some very limited 
architectural controls, but they expired in 1986 
without most people even not icing).

Thus, walking through the neighborhood, it?s hard 
to miss its architectural diversity: 50s ?modern? 
homes adjacent to 21stcentury modern; 
McMansions adjacent to lit t le Black Forest 
homes; the ubiquitous California Southwestern 
and Mediterranean clones and ?contemporary? 
architectural hybrids neighboring Cape Cod, 
Tudor and Italianate villas.

One claim that Rossmoor challenges is the 
common but unverified assert ion that 

architectural controls demanding uniformity 
increase property values. To the contrary, 
Rossmoor shows that architectural diversity can 
enhance property values by increasing the variety 
of buyers wanting to purchase homes, to include 
both those who desire cookie-cutter 
contemporary homes and those who want to live 
in or build their own style in a good neighborhood 
free from homeowners? associat ions limit ing their 
choices. Since we?re talking a desirable Southern 
California neighborhood, none of the homes are 
cheap: a fixer-upper on the edges of the tract 
might start  in the low $900,000?s; a large new 
home in the center of the community may exceed 
$2.5MM.

Even if you?re not a fan of all of the many 
architectural styles displayed in Rossmoor (and 
who is?), or of the homes borrowing from mult iple 
styles, there is something beautiful in the mix of 
styles, where each home is a dist inct individual 
and together they form an eclect ic community.

One interest ing characterist ic of Rossmoor is that 
the various models are not distributed uniformly 
throughout the community. There are sect ions in 
which two or three of the more popular models 
are ent irely absent while other models appear 
repeatedly (thus, there might be six Virginian 
models and no Estates models on one street, and 
the reverse just a couple of streets away).

While some of this may be explained by 
economics and locat ion (e.g., there are fewer of 
the two-story Williamsburg model on the outer 
streets), most cannot. From discussions with 
several people who grew up in Rossmoor, we 
learned that people were able to choose the 
model and design details they desired as well as 
the specific lot . Rather than select ing a locat ion 
with more variety, many buyers apparent ly 
favored buying a house on a block already 

A new Rossmoor home.
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featuring others of the same model.

Thus, many buyers init ially appear to have opted 
for more conformity rather than less; perhaps this 
is explained by the prevalence of engineers (like 
my uncle) in the mix, or perhaps this is the same 
preference that drives people to buy homes 
where uniformity is mandated. Whatever the 
explanat ion, this phenomenon is st ill observable. 
The evolving nature of the neighborhood means, 
however, that the number of repeat ing homes has 
decreased over t ime, as many people have either 
substant ially remodeled their homes to the point 
where the original model is unrecognizable, or 
they have torn the house down ent irely and 
replaced it  with a new home.

In our canvassing of the neighborhood, Martha 
and I attempted to determine the amount of 
change on each block. Overall, we found that 
approximately 55% of the homes are st ill 
substant ially original, having made no observable 
structural changes (though they may have, for 
example, replaced doors and windows). Another 
nearly 20% of the homes have had cosmetic 
changes such as creat ing enclosed pat ios or 
adding a port ico, but without increasing square 
footage. That means that only a bit  more than 

one-third of homes have been substant ially 
remodeled (adding square footage), or are 
tear-downs. Of course, the tear-downs tend to 
stand out because of their size, creat ing a 
disproport ionate impact. (Note that this was 
based on a street view ? addit ions in the back not 
visible from the front couldn?t be included, as 
people generally frown on strangers walking 
through their backyards. As a result , the number 
of homes with addit ions is likely understated.)

In short , Rossmoor has evolved over t ime from a 
unique subdivision to a unique community, with 
increasing diversity accompanying the 
ever-increasing property values.  Rossmoor shows 
that architectural diversity can enhance property 
values and improve the desirability of a 
neighborhood. It  also suggests that if a 
neighborhood is designed with architectural 
diversity in the beginning, and uniformity is not 
art ificially imposed, the community can maintain 
and even enhance its attract iveness and value.

Mark Nitikman is a director on the Rossmoor 
Community Services Board and  a former RHA 
President.
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?C?mon, that all you got?? a boy teased as a football 
fell near his feet. ?You throw like a girl!?
?Shut up, David,? the other boy replied with 
embarrassment.
?Just ignore him Aaron, he doesn?t know what he?s 
talking about. Throwing like a girl is a compliment!? 
a girl, named Eliza, laughed from the benches. As 
the sun set, she let out a sigh. Evenings in Rush Park 
sure could be beautiful.
?It?s gett ing dark. I?m gonna start  walking, are you 
losers coming or not??

The trio doubled as both neighbors and best 
friends. Hanging out at Rush Park had been the 
group?s favorite past ime since their days at 
Hopkinson Elementary. The tradit ion had 
cont inued unt il now, even as high school seniors.

?Wait  up!? the two boys exclaimed simultaneously 
as they sprinted to catch up with Eliza.
As they exited the park, David stopped as 
something? or someone, caught his attent ion from 
the corner of his eye. The others stopped to see 
what he was looking at. An elderly lady, dressed in 
dark clothing sat at a bench by herself. She glanced 
at the kids and a grin slowly crept across her face; a 
grin that sent chills down their spines.

?H- Have you guys seen her before?? Aaron 

stammered.
Eliza gulped nervously, ?I don?t think so.?
The group of friends had been at the park enough 
t imes to recognize almost everyone they saw. But 
none of them had ever seen the old woman before.
?Let?s just get outta here,? David urged. ?That lady 
creeps me out.?

The friends were barely out of the park when 
Aaron kicked something on the sidewalk. The sun 
had almost completely set, so he couldn?t make out 
what it  was. Eliza shone the flashlight from her 
phone onto the ground. A black, leather object lay 
in front of them.

?It?s a wallet ,? Aaron stated.
Eliza exclaimed, ?Maybe it  belongs to that old lady 
we saw earlier.? She looked around. ?Where is she? 
It  won?t hurt  to ask.?
?Liza are you crazy? Did you see the way she looked 
at us? Definitely looks like she could hurt  us,? David 
replied.
?Stop being ridiculous! She?s just an old lady,? Eliza 
scolded. ?If this is her wallet , we need to get it  back 
to her right away.?
?Don?t bother,? Aaron pointed to the bench where 
she had been sit t ing. ?She?s gone.?
The others glanced around the whole park; she was 
nowhere to be seen. No one was.

The RHA Fiction Contest
By Susan Denley, Fict ion Contest  Judge

This year?s Rossmoor fict ion writ ing contest wove Rossmoor characters and places through a 
variety of genres.  Horror, humor, fantasy, a homespun heart warmer, an ?advice column,? and  
even a classic tall tale involving giant roosters were among the offerings. So was a hardboiled 

?Rossmoor noir? story of mobsters infilt rat ing our beloved community.

For more information on the contest, go to  ourrossmoor.com

Congratulat ions to our second place winner ?Barriers? by  Karen Gardner and third place 
winner, ?Money Magic? by Kevin Cimarust i. Enjoy our first  place winner below.

But terf lies on Bellwood
By Cait lyn DeJesus
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Eliza opened the wallet  in hopes of finding whom it  
belonged to. When she opened it , she was met with 
what seemed to be a butterfly charm. It  was golden 
with intricate details on the wings, attached to a 
chain.

?That?s it?? David grumbled. ?Where?s the money??
Eliza punched him in the arm. ?I don?t know about 
you, but at least I?m trying to be a decent person 
here.?
David rolled his eyes and mocked her.
?Wait  there?s something else,? Aaron mumbled as he 
pulled out a folded piece of paper out of one of the 
pockets. He read aloud, ?If found, please return to 
the Butterfly House.?

The infamous ?Butterfly House?, easily one of the 
most frightful locat ions in Rossmoor, despite its 
lighthearted name. At the end of the cul de sac at 
Bellwood and Walker Lee stood a two-story ranch 
style house with an exterior that was completely 
black. With coarse, brown grass and rott ing wood 
the property appeared to be deprived of life. The 
only apparent decorat ion were numerous butterfly 
charms draped over the branches of an oak tree; 
why they were there remained a mystery.

?The Butterfly House?!? David repeated. ?You?ve got 
to be kidding me.?
"Just hear me out guys. Why don?t we drop the 
wallet  off on the porch, and then we?ll be on our 
way,? Eliza suggested.
?Once again, Liza are you crazy?? David replied.
?I?m just saying, this charm could be really important 
to whoever lives in that house. Like a family 
heirloom or something. I?m just trying to be 
considerate.
The group felt  sick to their stomachs as they 
approached the dimly lit  street. They exchanged 
nervous glances.

?Geez David, I have never seen you so pale before,? 
Aaron stated.
David retorted, ?You think I?m so scared don?t you? 
Well you know what, I?m braver than you?ll ever be, 
I?m breaking into that house.?
?Oh my gosh, can you swallow your pride for one 
minute! We came here to drop the wallet  off at  the 
porch, and that?s it . Quit  arguing,? Eliza rebuked.
?You?re the one who?s been so adamant about 

returning this stupid wallet , might as well drop it  off 
in the house to make sure the owner gets it  back for 
sure.?

David stormed ahead to the front porch, the wood 
groaning with each step. He dropped to the ground 
and began feeling under the mat for a spare key, 
something he?d learned from years of watching 
television shows.

?There you are.? He fiddled with the key unt il the 
door unlocked. David stepped inside.
?This is trespassing David, get out of there!? In an 
effort  to stop him, she too stepped inside.
Afraid of being left  alone outside, Aaron frant ically 
followed.
?See? Look, nobody?s home, nothing?s going to 
happen.?

Almost as quickly as the words had left  his mouth, 
the door slammed shut behind them. Immediately, 
the kids turned around, trying to open the door, but 
it  wouldn?t budge. As the kids struggled to get out, 
suddenly a lamp turned on, and seated in the chair 
beside it  was the old lady from the park. That same 
eerie grin that had chilled the bones of the teens at 
the park crept across the woman?s face once again.

?I believe you have something that belongs to me,? a 
shrill voice declared.
Eliza held out the wallet , crying, ?We don?t mean any 
harm-?
?The charm!? the old lady interjected. ?Where?s the 
charm??
With shaking hands, Eliza pulled the charm from the 
wallet  and held it  out, and the old lady snatched it .
?Now may we please leave?? Eliza pleaded, tears in 
her eyes.
?But darling, you?ve returned a very special t reasure 
to me, I ought to repay you. You kids are staying with 
me.?
The lights switched back off, followed by three 
petrifying screams. And the kids were never seen 
again.

Menacing laughter filled the house as the old lady 
watched the three new butterfly charms hang from 
the tree, moving ever so gracefully in the wind, along 
with the rest of her collect ion.
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Mike Hogan was up early on the morning of April 
20 in the middle bedroom of his Rossmoor home, 
checking his bank account on the computer for 
bills he owed.

It  was a rout ine day unt il he caught a whiff of 
what smelled like smoke at 6:30 a.m. Then he 
realized it  wasn?t just lit t le odor seeping in from 
the street. The ent ire house at 12541 Martha 
Ann was quickly filling with smoke.

His wife, Mona, was st ill snoozing in their 
bedroom.

?I yelled to her ?Get out,?? he recalled.

Mike ran into the grand room to see what was 
going on. It  appeared a small fire was coming out 
of the wall smoke but no flames. It  smelled like 
burning electrical equipment, he later recalled.

Within seconds, the room burst violent ly into 
flames, he said. It  erupted so suddenly that the 
skylights blew out and the neighbor?s windows 
shattered.

?It  was a nothing fire and then it  literally blew up,? 
he said.

Mike ran, thinking that Mona had already left  the 
house and was wait ing in the street. 

Mona, unfortunately succumbed quickly to 
smoke inhalat ion, Mike said. The t ime of her 
death was set at 6:45 a.m.

In his flight from the burning house, Mike 
sustained 2nd degree burns on his head and 
spent a couple days at the burn unit  at  UC Irvine 
Medical Center.

Mike?s dog, Robbie, was found dead near Mona?s 
body. ?He never left  her,? Mike, a longt ime 
member of the Rossmoor Homeowners 
Associat ion,said. Two of the couple?s cats 
perished, as well.

About a dozen fire trucks with 100 firefighters 
from around the area responded to the 
fast-moving blaze, which consumed most of the 
house.

The Orange County Fire Authority has not yet 
issued its fire report . Mike said the fire moved so 
fast, arson invest igators were suspicious and 
looked for evidence of accelerants. Mike thinks 
the cause will be listed as some type of electrical 
problem.

Even though electrical codes have vast ly 
improved and fewer people are smoking 
cigarettes, resident ial fires are st ill a threat. 
Seven Rossmoor homes caught fire in 2019 and 
two in 2018, according to the OCFA.

Over the last five years, an average of 2,650 
people died every year in resident ial fires across 
the U.S., according to the National Fire 

By Ralph Vartabedian

LOVE AND 
LOSS ON 
MARTHA ANN

Mike and Mona on their wedding day in 1970.

Mona winning a prize at  the LA County Fair in 1984.
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Prevention 
Associat ion. Cooking 
causes about half of 
the fires. Any 
firefighter will tell you 
never leave a frying 
pan on the stove 
unattended. Heating 
systems cause 14% of 
fires, electrical 
systems 10% and 
arson 8%. At the 
bottom of the list  is 
smoking at 5%.

Capt. Ben Gonzales, 
public affairs officer 
at the local fire 
authority, says every 
family should think 
about escape routes, 
even in one story 
homes like so many in 
Rossmoor. Keeping a 
bedroom door closed 
at night can hold back a 
fire for a while.

Gonzales emphasizes smoke alarms, which are 
crit ical to early warning. Mike said he had 
replaced the batteries on his two smoke detectors 
in January, but they never sounded an alarm.

The house had a typical 100 amp electrical service 
that you see at many original Rossmoor homes. 
Gonzales said there is no evidence that these 
service panels have higher risks, so long as they 
are not overloaded. But older homes with aged 
equipment and wire can have an effect, he said.

Whatever the cause, the consequences were 
terrible.

The fire occurred three days before Mike and 
Mona?s 50th wedding anniversary. Mona?s 
parents bought the house when Rossmoor was 
st ill under construct ion. Mike and Mona moved 
in to take care of Mona?s parents in 1995. They 
passed away in 2000.

Mike, 73, had been a banker and independent 
businessman for years. When he ret ired, Mona 
told him to find something to keep him occupied, 
suggest ing flipping burgers at McDonalds. 
Instead, Mike got a part  t ime job as a security 
guard. Mona specialized in crafts, such as 
needlepoint and USC decorated glasses, that she 
would sell at  tailgates and other venues.

Mike and Mona?s son Andrew is 
a graduate of USC and Oxford 
University. He earned a Ph.D. in 
classical studies at Yale 
University and is current ly a 
post-doctoral researcher at UC 
Berkeley.

His mother, Andrew said, was 
"an  incredibly kind, selflessly 
generous,  brilliant, and loving 
woman." Mona earned an MBA 
from Cal State Long  Beach in 
the 60's, "when it  was st ill boy's 
club to do so, and she broke  
every glass ceiling she could 
along the way," he said.

Mike and Mona made many 
close friends in the community, 
part icularly with Steve 
Norberg and  his family. The 
Norbergs live in College Park 
West and met Mona when their 
children attended Hopkinson 

Elementary, where Mona 
volunteered. Eventually, Mona began taking care 
of the Norbergs? three children before and after 
school for years, Steve said.

?They are family to us,? Steve said. He set up a Go 
Fund Me account to help Mike handle the 
expenses of the fire, which left  Mike with lit t le 
more than the clothes he wore running out. The 
account met its funding goal, following an 
outpouring of support, Steve said.

Until the home is rebuilt , Mike is living in an 
apartment in Long Beach.

Mona with her decorated glasses.
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Impor tant Numbers

Los Alamitos USD ... 562-799-4700

OC Library (Rossmoor) ... 562-430-1048

CR&R (Trash) ... 800-826-9677

Golden State Water ... 800-999-4033

OC 2nd District  Supervisor ... 714-834-3220

RCSD ... 562-430-3707

CHP (Non-Emergency) ... 714-892-4426

Sheriff (Non-Emergency) ... 714-647-7000

OC Fire (Non-Emergency) ... 714-289-3725

RHA ... 562-799-1401

RHA Board of Directors
President  ... Ralph Vartabedian

1st  Vice President  ... Marian Last

2nd Vice President   ... Art  Remnet

Treasurer ... Gary Stewart

Secretary ... Francisco Alonso

Communicat ions ... Tristan Simpson

Neighborhood Watch ... Dorothy Fitzgerald

Membership ... Emily Knell

LAUSD Liaison ... Milt  Houghton

Events ... GeorgLyn Seligman, Jo Shade, 

Pei-Pei Kelman

Join RHA onl ine at 
OurRossmoor.com/Join


