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Coates family to preserve historical ranch  
By: QUINN EASTMAN - Staff Writer  

RANCHO GUEJITO ---- Beyond Valley 
Center's fruit groves and dairies, past a 
four-mile dirt road that winds through 
groves of rare Engelmann oak, lies a 
remnant of California's past. 
 
The owners of the historical Rancho 
Guejito, the Coates family, invited guests 
Thursday for lunch and a rare glimpse of 
their massive 23,000-acre ranch, which 
they said they wanted to continue to 
preserve.  

The family first visited the Valley Center History Museum to make a gift. In a brief ceremony, Nancy Coates, widow of 
real estate magnate Benjamin Coates, gave the museum's board president, Bill Hutchings, a $25,000 check. 
 
Museum historian Bob Lerner said that the family's gift, planned to be a total of $100,000, would be used to establish an 
endowment whose interest would be used to pay the museum's expenses, such as rent, insurance and utilities. 
 
Coates also displayed a chain of title ---- being donated to the museum ---- that documents the ranch's previous owners 
back to the king of Spain. 
 
The last intact Mexican land grant in California, Rancho Guejito was originally given to Jose Maria Orozco by Mexican 
Gov. Pio Pico in 1845. Benjamin Coates bought the ranch in 1974 for $10 million. He died at 86 in Pennsylvania on Dec. 
7, 2004. 
 
Nancy Coates said her husband, from an old Philadelphia family, had owned a shipping company, a furniture store and, 
at one point, oil tankers. He enjoyed riding horses and once owned seven racehorses in Europe. 
 
"When he got to Guejito, his desire for any more possessions stopped and it was here that he found his deepest 
happiness," she said. "He could never see how anyone would want to change such a paradise and he used all his 
connections to keep it so." 
 
Rancho Guejito is now held by the Rodney Co., a New York-based real estate firm owned only by the Coates family, 
according to family members. 
 
Part of the rugged ranch, whose area is roughly the same as the entire city of Escondido, is used to raise 400 head of 
cattle. It remains undeveloped with the exception of a couple of houses for ranch employees and a home built in the 
1990s, where Nancy Coates said she lives for part of the year. 
 
The ranch also shelters prehistoric American Indian sites and ruins from previous settlers. 

Nancy Coates, center, her daughter Theo and county Supervisor 
Bill Horn tour the Valley Center History Museum on Thursday. 
The Coates family, which owns the massive Rancho Guejito east 
of Valley Center, announced it will donate $100,000 to the 
museum, which will be used to establish an endowment.  
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"We still have the ruins of the wine-making building where the wine was made on one side and the barred jail for the 
drunks existed on the other side," Coates said. 
 
The property stretches from the San Pasqual Valley north to the 4,221-foot peak Pine Mountain near the La Jolla Indian 
Reservation. It is bounded on the east by the Cleveland National Forest and on the west by Valley Center. 
 
Wildlife studies have found that the endangered Stephen's kangaroo rat and several species of raptors, such as golden 
eagles, make their home on Rancho Guejito. Ranch employees have seen mountain lions and, according to Coates, a 
black panther. 
 
"Many people consider Yosemite National Park and the Big Sur coast south of Carmel the most beautiful places in 
California," said family lawyer Henry Rupp. "That's because they haven't seen Rancho Guejito." 
 
Rupp said that he had helped the family defeat proposals for a dump in Boden Canyon just south of the rancho, as well 
as a San Diego County Water Authority reservoir and a regional airport proposed for the ranch in the 1980s and 1990s. 
 
More recently, the Rodney Co. has hired consultants to do environmental studies of the property. Papers filed with the 
county Department of Planning and Land Use last year include a map of "preliminary potential development areas" 
totaling 7,300 acres. 
 
Some Valley Center residents and environmentalists have expressed concern that the Coates family may be planning to 
build homes on the land, which they call the "conservation jewel" of San Diego County. 
 
County planners have said that more surveys of endangered species are needed to determine how and precisely where 
to conserve parts of the ranch, if any development were to occur there. 
 
Rupp said the family believes the continuing environmental studies are necessary to fend off governmental attempts to 
control the property. 
 
"Nobody wants to turn the property into ranchettes," he said. 
 
At lunch Thursday, visitors gawked at pictures of Benjamin Coates with European and Japanese dignitaries, hunting 
trophies and historical documents. Guests included county Supervisor Bill Horn, family friends including former San 
Diego Councilwoman Abbe Wolfsheimer-Stutz and several of the history museum's board of directors. 
 
Ranch house caretaker Shirley Hughes described how Benjamin Coates didn't want to evacuate during the 2003 
Paradise fire and stayed for hours, reluctant to leave. 
 
About 80 percent of the ranch was burned, but the area around the family home was not damaged, Hughes said. 
 
Firefighters camped next to the house's swimming pool and used it to wash the soot off, she said. 
 
The ranch house has electricity but uses well water, Hughes said. 
 
Sitting next to Nancy Coates, Supervisor Horn said that a few years ago, the county had offered to buy her family's 
property with the help of state conservation grants but was rebuffed. 
 
"We'd be the first at the door if it was available," he said. 
 
The Nature Conservancy also approached the family in 2005 to buy the land so it could be preserved, according to an e-
mail to county planners obtained by the North County Times in a public records request. 
 
Nancy Coates, in her 80s, said she wanted to keep the family's ranch in private ownership. 
 
Asked how she would like to see Rancho Guejito in 20 years, she looked at the horizon and said: "Like this. How would a 
young person know what California once looked like, if all you see is houses and more houses?" 
 
Contact staff writer Quinn Eastman at (760) 740-5412 or qeastman@nctimes.com. 
 
Development plans for Guejito in the works 
 
 
http://www.nctimes.com/articles/2005/12/27/news/top_stories/112605192622.txt 
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Valley Center museum to receive gift 
 
 
http://www.nctimes.com/articles/2006/02/02/news/inland/vc/20_49_432_1_06.txt 
 
Conservation Biology Institute report 
 
 
http://www.consbio.org/cbi/applied_research/RanchoGuejito/guejito-exec.htm
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Development plans for Guejito in the works  
By: QUINN EASTMAN - Staff Writer  

VALLEY CENTER ---- Representatives of 
the historical Rancho Guejito are preparing 
to send a development application to the 
county, possibly as early as April, according 
to a timeline submitted to county planners. 
 
The vast 22,000-acre property east of 
Escondido ---- the last undivided Mexican 
land grant in California ---- was once 
proposed as a state park and is now used 
to raise cattle.  

The ranch is owned by the Rodney Co., a New York-based real estate firm whose owner, Philadelphia shipping magnate 
Benjamin Coates, died last year at 86. Earlier this year, land-use consultant Jim Whalen of J. Whalen Associates in San 
Diego submitted a multiyear schedule for environmental studies and a map of potential development areas on 7,300 
acres of the ranch, county records show. 
 
Any move toward large-scale development of the property will face protest, environmental advocates say. A recent report 
from the Conservation Biology Institute, an environmental think tank in Encinitas, calls Rancho Guejito "the conservation 
jewel of San Diego County" with miles of pristine forest and grassland and extensive archaeological resources. 
 
"This is a national park-quality landscape," said David Hogan at the Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental 
legal group. 
 
He described the report as a call to arms among local environmentalists. "Now, it's just a matter of time until people 
organize around preserving it," he said. 
 
No details 
 
The development proposals do not include concrete information such as the number, sizes or types of buildings that 
could be proposed for Rancho Guejito. How much building could be allowed remains undecided, county planners said 
last week. 
 
Whalen referred questions about the property to Henry Rupp, a Murrieta lawyer who represents the Rodney Co. Rupp 
said last week that the studies do not indicate impending development, but rather the company's interest in studying the 
ranch's habitat. 
 
"We have successfully protected that property for decades," he said. "We're simply gathering information on its 
biodiversity, as part of our stewardship." 
 
Conservation jewel 

This is a view of the 22,000-acre Rancho Guejito property, 
southeast of Valley Center. County officials and the owner are in 
discussions about potential development of the land, which an 
environmental study calls a `conservation jewel of San Diego 
County.  
Waldo Nilo  
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Rancho Guejito's 22,000 acres stretch from the San Pasqual Valley north almost to the La Jolla Indian Reservation. It is 
bounded on the east by the Cleveland National Forest and on the west by Valley Center. 
 
Cattle graze on the southern, flatter part of the property at an elevation of about 1,500 feet, while a rugged forested area 
at the north end contains a 4,221-foot peak, Pine Mountain. 
 
Mostly grassland and chaparral, Rancho Guejito has 15 percent of the county's increasingly rare Engelmann oak 
woodland, the largest remaining block, according to the Conservation Biology Institute report. Studies in the early 1990s 
found that 16 species of raptors, such as golden eagles, make their home on the ranch, the reports states. 
 
The ranch also shelters over 80 prehistoric American Indian sites, including ceremonial art, pottery, hearths, figurines 
and human remains, the report says. 
 
County records show only one recent survey in 2004 for an endangered species, the Stephen's kangaroo rat. In addition 
to the confirmed presence of thousands of kangaroo rats, habitat models outlined in the report also suggest the presence 
of the endangered arroyo toad and the least Bell's vireo. 
 
The report was compiled from publicly available data without the cooperation of the property owners, said its principal 
author, Jerre Stallcup, who helped design a conservation plan for San Diego County in the 1990s. 
 
"We wanted to get the facts out there so that decision-makers can see how valuable it is," she said. 
 
Ranch was almost a park 
 
In 1974, the state parks division recommended acquiring Rancho Guejito as a park and nature reserve, but the purchase 
was vetoed by incoming Gov. Jerry Brown. 
 
Originally, Rancho Guejito, then 13,299 acres, was given in 1845 by Mexican governor Pio Pico to rancher Jose Maria 
Orozco, Valley Center historian Petei McHenry said. 
 
Charles Powell, a Los Angeles engineer, bought the ranch in 1939 and raised cattle there until his death in 1959. 
 
Benjamin Coates purchased the ranch from Powell's estate in 1974 for $10 million ---- after the sale to the California 
parks department fell through ---- and placed the property in the name of the Rodney Co. in 1988. 
 
Coates died on Dec. 7, 2004, in Haverford, Pa., according to an obituary in the Princeton Alumni Weekly. He served as a 
naval intelligence officer during World War II and ventured into the oil tanker business after the war. He is survived by his 
wife, two children and two grandchildren, according to the obituary. 
 
The current ownership of the Rodney Co. is not clear. It is registered in the Netherlands Antilles, according to the 
London-based firm International Company Profile. 
 
Conservation plans constrain building 
 
Although the timeline submitted to the county in May projects a development application for Rancho Guejito in April 2006 
and Board of Supervisors approval in 2011, that schedule could be delayed. 
 
Two ongoing planning processes will largely determine when and how Rancho Guejito could be developed. The first, the 
county's updated General Plan 2020, scheduled for completion in 2007, will determine its zoning. 
 
The ranch is now zoned agricultural, with one home allowed per 40 acres, said Ivan Holler, the county's deputy director 
of planning and land use. 
 
Keeping with the county's "smart growth" policy of restricting backcountry building, county planning officials in 2003 
recommended zoning it at one home per 160 acres. An alternative map proposed by the county Board of Supervisors in 
2005 keeps it at one home per 40 acres. 
 
Rupp said last week that the county's proposals to "downzone" the ranch reduce the value of the Rodney Co.'s property 
as borrowing collateral, even if no building is planned. 
 
"It's not a just reward for our stewardship," he said. 
 
Where building could occur is regulated under the county's Multiple Species Conservation Program, a bargain between 
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Rancho Guejito 
owners 
exploring 
Escondido 
annexation  
By: QUINN EASTMAN - Staff Writer  

ESCONDIDO ---- The owners of Rancho Guejito, a vast, mostly pristine area east of Escondido, sent 
a letter this week to Escondido city officials proposing to explore development options and 
annexation into the city. 
 
The owners are considering hosting a university medical school research campus, according to the 
letter, although it does not name a specific university.  

"I like the openness the city of Escondido has," Hank Rupp, attorney for the Rodney Co., the New York-based real estate 
firm that owns the ranch, said Friday. "They seem very forward looking, and we want to put our heads together." 
 
The letter asks to be included in the update of Escondido's general plan, a process that City Council members have said 
they want to start this year. Rupp said Rodney Co. representatives have held "very preliminary" talks with city officials 
over the last few months. 
 
"The timing is good, but they have a lot of hoops to jump through," said City Manager Clay Phillips. "If we go down that 
road, it would certainly change the face of Escondido." 
 
Annexation could conceivably double the area of the city. But proposals for large-scale construction on the property 
could also spark an epic battle with environmental advocates, who have called Rancho Guejito "the conservation jewel of 
San Diego County" because of its miles of forest and grassland and archaeological resources. 
 
"It's preposterous. It's off the scale. It's utterly wrong," Dan Silver, director of the Endangered Habitats League, said of 
the Rodney Company's letter Friday. The league is a conservation group focused on Southern California. 
 
Rupp's letter says that all plans under consideration would take the region's environmental and transportation needs into 
account, and offers the possibility of transforming Escondido. 
 
"Rather than simply becoming a bedroom community for San Diego-bound commuters, Escondido could develop its own 
reputation as a center of higher learning and medical research," it says. 
 
Palomar Pomerado Health and University of California spokespeople said officials at both institutions did not know about 
the medical school proposal. 
 
Rancho Guejito is the last undivided Mexican land grant in California and was almost acquired as a state park in the 
1970s. 
 
Its 22,000 acres stretch from the San Pasqual Valley north almost to the La Jolla Indian Reservation. It is bounded on the 
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east by the Cleveland National Forest and on the west by Valley Center. 
 
The San Diego Regional County Airport Authority rejected Rancho Guejito as a possible airport site last year, partly 
because it is too hilly. 
 
The ranch does not directly border Escondido, although the city's "sphere of influence" ---- a planning term describing 
areas slated for future annexation ---- includes a corner of it. Escondido's city government owns watershed land 
surrounding Lake Wohlford, which separates the city from Rancho Guejito. 
 
For the last few years, Rancho Guejito's owners had been exploring their options under San Diego County planning. 
Future zoning proposed by county planners would restrict building to one home for every 160 acres, although the Board 
of Supervisors has proposed keeping it at one per 40 acres. 
 
A proposed North County regional conservation plan, scheduled for public review this year, could also restrict where 
building on Rancho Guejito could take place. 
 
Annexation would have to be approved by the city and the Local Agency Formation Commission after preparation of an 
environmental impact report. 
 
The family of Benjamin Coates, a Philadelphia shipping and real estate tycoon who bought Rancho Guejito in 1974 and 
who died in 2004, retains ownership of the Rodney Co. 
 
The family has contributed widely to conservation groups in Pennsylvania and last year pledged $100,000 to support the 
Valley Center History Museum. 
 
Contact staff writer Quinn Eastman at (760) 740-5412 or qeastman@nctimes.com. 
 
Previous articles: 
 
Development plans in the works 
 
http://www.nctimes.com/articles/2005/12/27/news/top_stories/112605192622.txt 
 
Coates family says ranch will be preserved 
 
http://www.nctimes.com/articles/2006/02/10/news/inland/vc/21_23_062_9_06.txt 
 
Dallas man sues owners 
 
http://www.northcountytimes.com/articles/2006/10/27/news/inland/escondido/20_59_2110_26_06.txt 
 
Conservation Biology Institute report 
 
http://www.consbio.org/cbi/projects/ranchoguejito/intro.htm
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developers and environmentalists seeking to preserve valuable habitat in some areas in return for streamlined building 
permits elsewhere. A draft of the North County part of the plan is scheduled for release in mid-2006. 
 
County planners have been using the rule of thumb that high-quality habitat such as Rancho Guejito should be 75 
percent preserved, said Tom Oberbauer, the conservation program's director. 
 
According to county planners, consultant Whalen has been wrangling with them over how the Guejito property will fit into 
the conservation program. 
 
Whalen earlier wanted to draw boundaries outlining precisely where development could occur, but state and federal 
wildlife agencies asked for more environmental studies of the land, Oberbauer said. 
 
More recently, Whalen proposed that Rancho Guejito be removed from the North County conservation plan, and a 
separate plan created just for the ranch property, Oberbauer said. 
 
"We haven't figured out what that would mean yet," he said. 
 
Not for sale 
 
Environmental advocates say that the Guejito property is prone to fire and not easily accessible by road, and thus 
inappropriate for development. The property lies east of the San Diego County Water Authority's service limit, so any 
future homes would rely on wells unless a pipeline is built. 
 
"The infrastructure costs would be so huge," said Dan Silver, of the Endangered Habitats League. "The public good is 
not to build luxury houses that taxpayers would have to subsidize." 
 
Silver suggested that the county could acquire the land with some of the money that is expected to be raised from a 
countywide TransNet half-cent sales tax. 
 
Rancho Guejito is several times larger than any San Diego County property recently pursued by leading conservation 
organizations, even with the help of state grants. 
 
Rupp said that the Rodney Co. is not interested in selling, and suggested that Rancho Guejito's acquisition by the 
government as a park might result in more environmental impact than if it remains a working ranch. 
 
"The government's obligation is to the public," he said. "Our obligation is to the property." 
 
Contact staff writer Quinn Eastman at (760) 740-5412 or qeastman@nctimes.com.
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February 13, 2007 
Henry Rupp, Attorney at Law 
27247 Madison Avenue #109 
Temecula, CA 92590 
 
Dear Mr. Rupp: 
 
 SUBJECT: Rancho Guejito 
 
This letter is to inform you that the Citizens Advisory Committee of the San 
Dieguito River Valley Regional Open Space Park will be meeting on Friday, 
March 2nd to discuss, among other things, the Rancho Guejito property that you 
represent, and the land use issues regarding the property that have been in the 
newspapers in recent weeks.  The topics likely to be addressed at this time are 
whether Rancho Guejito should be added to the Focused Planning Area for the 
San Dieguito River Park and whether Rancho Guejito should be purchased for 
open space preservation.  For your information, the San Dieguito River Park only 
buys land from willing sellers; attached is a copy of the San Dieguito River Park’s 
Private Property Rights Protection Policy.  In addition, this item, along with the 
recommendations of the Citizens Advisory Committee, will be referred to the 
Board of Directors of the San Dieguito River Valley Regional Open Space Park 
Joint Powers Authority at their meeting of March 16, 2007.   
 
You, or another representative of the owner, are invited to attend one or both of 
these meetings.  Below are the times and places of each meeting.   
 
Citizens Advisory Committee 
10:30 a.m., Friday, March 2, 2007 
Hope United Methodist Church, 
Covenant Hall 
16550 Bernardo Heights Parkway 
Rancho Bernardo, CA 
 

Joint Powers Authority 
9:30 a.m., Friday, March 16, 2007 
County Administrative Center 
1600 Pacific Highway, Room 302/303 
San Diego, CA 92101 
 

 
If you would like to receive copies of the staff reports when they are ready, please 
call or send your email address to me and I will make sure you receive it.  The 
agendas with the staff reports will also be on our website at www.sdrp.org one 
week before each meeting. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Susan A. Carter 
Deputy Director 
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Private Property Rights Protection 
Notice 

Adopted by San Dieguito River Park Joint Powers Authority Board 
of Directors.  

May 19, 1995  

STATEMENT OF PRINCIPLE: The San Dieguito River Valley Regional 
Open Space Park Joint Powers Authority, a government agency without 
land use authority, respects private property rights and has pledged not 
to infringe upon those rights to implement its goals and objectives. To 
ensure that private property rights are respected, the JPA has adopted 
the following specific guidelines for private property rights protection:  

Eminent Domain: The JPA has never condemned property. The 
JPA will never recommend nor participate in a hostile 
condemnation. By law, when it acquires property the JPA must 
compensate property owners for the fair market value of their property. 
It is the desire of the JPA to retain 'friendly' condemnation for tax 
purposes, an important benefit to property owners desiring to sell their 
property.  

Acquisition of Property: The JPA may not acquire property 
without the approval of the member agency within whose 
jurisdiction the property lies (page 4 of Joint Powers Agreement). 
When property is offered for sale to the JPA, that approval shall be made 
by a majority of the governing body of that jurisdiction. By law, the JPA 
must pay full fair market value as determined by a certified appraiser or 
as required by state law, unless the property owner offers the land at a 
below market price for tax purposes.  

Focused Planning Area: The JPA is not an agency with land use 
authority and cannot regulate or impose restrictions on private 
property owners in the focused planning area of the San Dieguito 
River Park. The focused planning area for the San Dieguito River Park is 
a regional park planning boundary. Both private and public land is 
included within the focused planning area. Some of the private land may 
be acquired for the park in the future from willing property owners if the 
land is needed for park purposes.  

Design Standards: The JPA has adopted design and development 
standards which apply ONLY to park-initiated projects on public 
land (page 100 of Concept Plan). The JPA cannot adopt design and 
development standards which are binding on private property owners. 
The adopted Concept Plan includes in an appendix a compilation of 
possible guidelines developed by other agencies which are not part of the 
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Plan. These types of guidelines could only be adopted and implemented 
by the member agencies which have land use authority. The County of 
San Diego has not adopted design standards for the unincorporated area 
within the FPA.  

Project Review: The JPA has the right only of advisory review and 
comment on private development proposals. The JPA cannot limit 
private property owners rights. The JPA is authorized to review and 
comment on private development proposals submitted to its member 
agencies which are within or have an impact on the San Dieguito River 
Park (pg 4 of Joint Powers Agreement). Such review and comment is 
advisory in nature only, similar to any planning group or private 
individuals exercising free speech. Decisions regarding land use, 
including zoning, discretionary and ministerial permits and other 
regulations are made by the JPA's member agencies, which have 
complete land use authority. The JPA will review and comment only on 
discretionary projects such as subdivision or use permits. The JPA will not 
review and comment on ministerial projects, remodels, single family 
home building permits, or other uses permitted by right such as 
agricultural uses.  

Trails: Trail planning and implementation of park improvements 
will be focused on publicly owned land located west of Lake 
Sutherland. The Coast to Crest Trail will not be implemented on 
privately owned land without the property owner's consent; 
however, if the property owner seeks a discretionary permit 
(such as a major subdivision) to develop his/her property, the 
County or City may utilize its right to require a trail as a condition 
of approval. Trail alignments will be developed in cooperation with 
landowners and leaseholders in order to minimize impacts to existing 
uses, such as farming, cattle ranching and private residences (pg 37 of 
Concept Plan). When determining where a specific trail should be 
located, consideration shall be given to surrounding uses, both existing 
and planned for the area, in an adopted land use plan (pg 37 of Concept 
Plan). In order to minimize impacts to adjoining properties and uses, 
trails shall be adequately separated from existing uses through setbacks, 
significant elevational separation, and/or fencing (pg 37 of Concept 
Plan). Signage shall be provided along the trail to inform users to stay on 
the trail and respect adjoining private property (pg 37 of Concept Plan). 
The JPA will establish a volunteer patrol program supervised by a park 
ranger to ensure that park regulations are observed (pg 37 of Concept 
Plan). When a private property owner seeks a discretionary permit to 
develop his or her property, the JPA will work with member agency staff 
and the property owner to identify appropriate trail alignments and to 
support trail dedications ONLY when a land use agency under its own 
policies would normally require a trail dedication (such as a major 
subdivision) (pg 37 of Concept Plan). Segments of the Coast to Crest 
Trail may have to extend outside of the San Dieguito River Park focused 
planning area because of topographical constraints or to avoid property 
owner conflicts. Due to topographic, sensitive resource or other 
constraints, the bike path portion of the Coast to Crest Trail may in some 
places have to be located along existing streets (pg 36 of Concept Plan).  

Farming and Ranching: The JPA strongly supports the continued 
use of private property for farming and ranching purposes. The 
adopted Concept Plan encourages agriculture as the predominant use in 
the San Pasqual Valley and continued ranching in the Santa Ysabel Valley 
(pages 63 and 73 of the Concept Plan). The JPA has not and will not 
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interfere with a property owner's rights or ability to farm. However, there 
is nothing in the Concept Plan or in the powers of the JPA that would 
require a property owner to farm or ranch his property, if the underlying 
zoning of the land use agency permits other uses. The JPA will not put a 
trail across active grazing land.  
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