renm\m@d gmers and
hydridizers located in and
around the city.

Today, the lath houses and
fields on the city’s west side

have been replaced with
apartments, condominiums,
and shopping centers.

But the city is still the head-

quarters of the wholesale-only
Brown Bulb Ranch, the
world’s single largest
producer of begonias and, the
supplier of the blooms used in
the festival this year.
. And a short distance outside
the city limits on Capitola
Road are the world famous
retail showrooms of An-
‘‘tonelli’s Bros. Begonia
Gardens.

Each year, the Brown
family grows 'thousands of
begonias for worldwide ship-
ment, and every one of those
begonias starts as a micro-
scopic seed in a greenhouse
just a stone’s throw away
from the new Capitola Mall.

. With third generation Todd
Brown now in charge of the
family’s growing operations,
the family operates two
ranches - in the Monterey
county community of Marina
(near Ft. Ord) another in Baja
California a distribution
center in Seattle, Wash., and
its headquarters in Capitola.

The family has over 40 acres
of begonias growing at the two
-ranches, and is the largest in
the world, says 74-year-old
Alan Brown, now semi-
retired.

. “In the United States,”’ says
Brown, ‘‘there are only three
_places begonias can be grown
_(from seed) outside.”
Climatically, those areas

are the entrances of San

factors of water and soil
detaw that ﬂw!medhills of
arinas are the favored
Being on the ‘‘sunny”” :;g:t of
Monterey Bay, Capitola is too
warm to grow the seedling
begonias outside and un-
protected, says Brown. ‘‘You
have to use a lath house and

that costs too much — $50,000

an acre (in 1977).

‘“The only choice is Marina
— the soil, water and climate
are just right.”

Brown’s father started
growing begonias in Capitola
in 1921. And the Brown ranch
quickly attained its standing
as a worldwide producer.

But the Browns were more
than flower growers. Alan
Brown’s father, James

Brown, brought 14 registered

Guernsey heifers to the United
States in 1921 and acquired a
bull from a local dairy farm.

The Browns sold milk to a
creamery for several years
and then bottled and delivered
milk for sale in Sant Cruz.
Cream was sold to the South-
ern Pacific for use on the
dining cars and ice cream was
made.

At one point, Brown remem-
bers, the ranch provided most
ice cream in Santa Cruz
County. The ice cream was
sold in another family
business, the ‘Moo Cow
Store” with outlets on the
Esplanade in -Capitola, in
Gilroy, Salinas, Ben Lomond,
Hollister and Watsonville,
plus two each in San Jose and
Santa Cruz.

The family operated the
stores for five years and made
ice cream for nearly a decade.

The product was discontinued

in 1933 during the depression.
The dairy was operated

until World War II when the

productlon of cream and rmlk

naval hospital at the Casa del

‘Rey in Santa Cruz while the : : :
dxggmg machines to get the

remainder was shipped to San
Francisco on an alternaung
day basis.

The milk barn at the ranch
is now wused for sorting
begonia bulbs.

Alan Brown developed a
drying tunnel for begonias,
then turned to trays and later
devised a dehydrating drum
for apple pumice.

Using the same principle as
making feed from sugar beet
pulp, the Browns found that
the apple product was sweeter
and better favored by cattle.

The apple product is still
made at Brown’s Bulb Ranch,
but now the pumice is sold to a
agricultural chemical com-
pany which turns it into snail
bait and horse feed.

In the 1930s, the Browns
moved some of their begonia
growing operations to the fog-
cooled hills of Marina. Despite
the beauty of their blooms,
the thousands of plants grown
every year in Marina are
valuable principally for their
bulbs.

Lovely in the home and
garden, the flowers are too
fragile to market com-
mercially.

“They are essentially a
plant for the garden. The
flowers don’t last like carna-
tions or roses,”” said Brown.

Brown believes his family is
able to compete today in the
world begonia
because they have developed

the machinery and techniques

that beat the high cost of hand
labor in the United States
today.

One of the first was the

adaptation of a potato digging
machine to get the bulbs mlt of
the ground.

Today, the techmques used

market

bulbs out of the ground a year
later.

A few hundred, carefully
selected plants are grown
each year in the Capitola

greenhouses. These are the

plants that provide the micro-
scopic seeds used the follow-
ing season.

Carefully tended and
labeled, each of the ‘‘seed”
plants is hand pollinated in the
fall.

‘‘We use less than a pound of
seed each year,” Brown said.
“That seed is worth $40,000 a
pound and the ranch con-
sumes three-quarters of a
pound each season.

There are 10 million seeds to
a pound.

‘‘We propagate the plants in
flats and then move the flats to
Marina,” he added.

There, after a few weeks of
weather ‘‘hardening’” under

lath, the 3-inch high plants are

planted in the open fields in
December and January.

The plants are tended
through the year, and the
bulbs are ready for sale the
following December, com-
pleting the cycle.

The family now

grows more ﬁum 96 percent of
the nation’s begonias, with the

Antonelli's is the only
remaining firm of the four

that joined the Browns in the

Santa Cruz County area in the
1920s. Once, there were the
farms of H.A. Hyde in Watson-
ville, the Veterli Bros. in
Capitola and Rene Bocheaux,
who farmed off Clares Street
in Capitola.

About 12 years ago, the
Browns decided to sell part of
their Capitola lands because
costly lath houses were
needed for Capitola soil, the
total acreage was no longer
used for cultivation and taxes
were rising.

Forty acres were sold to
Sutter Hill Ltd. for construc-
tion of a Bank of America
branch and Sears at 4lst
Avenue and Capitola. :

In 1975, Sutter Hill and Sears
moved to annex their pmper—.

ties to Capitola after county
politics blocked the construc-
tion of the Capitola Mall
shopping center and Mervyn's
department store to the mrth
.of Sears.

The completion of the ?& 000
square-foot Mervyn’s - and
100,000 square-foot mall
resulted in an economic boom
for - Capitola and self-
suificlency for the city s
treasury.
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qud Brown checks the pollination process in which Dorothml

Costa uses a fine brush to apply pollen to the pistils o#t
‘begonia plant M Browns Bulb Ranch. isa. :

retail porui bn aad is not open to the pubﬂc.)




