
 

Factoid #15: Alonzo Horton 

On April 17th 1867 a paddle wheel steamer arrived from San Francisco with six passengers, 

one of which was the father of San Diego, Alonzo Horton.   

Like so many other visitors, Horton was immediately taken with San Diego's setting and 

potential. Having heard of San Diego at a lecture about West Coast ports in San Francisco, 

he booked the next passage south and upon arrival, overlooked the bare, rabbit-ridden 

landscape and conjured up a vision of the future. 

"I thought San Diego must be a heaven on earth," Horton told an interviewer in 1906 of his 

first impression. "It seemed to me the best spot for building a city I ever saw." 

Once in San Diego he bought 960 acres of land on San Diego Bay for just 27 ½ cents an 

acre. The district became known as “Horton’s Addition” or “New Town.” At first there was 

much opposition from the residents of the former site of the town center, which became 

known as “Old Town.”  But new businesses began to flood into the new tract due to its 

great convenience for ships arriving from the East.  Eventually the new addition began to 

eclipse Old Town in importance as the heart of the growing city.  Local land exploded in 

price throughout the 1880s, making Horton a financial success yet again. 

A few of Horton's claims to fame: 

• He moved the city center from Old Town to the San Diego Bayfront, the logical 

nexus of transportation and commerce. 

• He helped select 1,400 acres adjacent to his subdivision in 1868 that became Balboa 

Park. 

• He founded the San Diego Chamber of Commerce in 1870, served as president of 

the city's first bank and campaigned tirelessly for railroad service to the east. 

• He built the city's first meeting hall and its first big hotel (supplanted by the U.S. 

Grant Hotel) and donated land for the county courthouse, still located at Broadway 

and Front Street. 



Before he arrived in San Diego, Horton's occupations had ranged from making baskets and 

barrels to trading cattle, land and wheat. He'd been a grocer, sailor, wrestler, and furniture 

dealer. He'd serviced gold miners in California and fended off a riot in Panama. And he 

founded the village of Hortonville, 25 miles from Oshkosh, Wisc., in 1848. 

Horton timeline 

Oct. 24, 1813: Born in Union, Conn.; family moves to Madison County, N.Y, two years later, 

Oswego County, then shores of Lake Ontario. 

1834: Elected constable in Oswego on the Whig ticket. 

1836: Moves to Milwaukee, where he traded in land and cattle 

1848: Buys 1,500 acres at 75 cents and founds Hortonville, Wisc. 

1851: Joins the Gold Rush where he worked as a express rider, traded in gold dust and 

opened a store at Pilot Hill; cuts 351 tons of ice in El Dorado County at an $8,000 profit. 

1857: Returns east via the Isthmus of Panama, where he defends passengers on the 

steamer Cortez against rioters, killing eight attackers; loses $10,000 in gold dust. 

1860: Marries Sarah Wilson Babe in Jersey City; lobbies for compensation from the Panama 

incident; stakes a claim in the Cariboo mining district in British Columbia. 

1862: Opens furniture store in San Francisco. 

1867: Visits San Diego after hearing of its potential as a port;  

1868: Convinces city to set aside 1,400 acres as the future Balboa Park. 

1869: Interests Civil War Gen. William S. Rosecrans in building railroad east from San Diego; 

establishes Mt. Hope Cemetery. 

1870: Constructs Horton House hotel on site of today's U.S. Grant Hotel and in 1871 sets 

aside Horton Plaza; opens Horton Hall; founds San Diego Chamber of Commerce and Bank 

of San Diego. 

1871: County records moved to Horton's Addition and into courthouse in 1872 on land at 

Broadway and Front Street, donated by Horton. 



1873: Groundbreaking for railroad, halted when financial panic leads to termination of 

bond sale. 

1876: Attends U.S. centennial in Philadelphia. 

1877: Buys 2,500 acres for $1,358 at Boundary and Euclid streets, just north of National 

City. 

1878: Leases Horton House to Charles P. Gerichten. 

1885: As railroad boom breaks out with arrival of service east, Horton builds 12-room 

mansion at 1929 First Ave., cost, about $18,000. 

1889: Joins in inauguration of the San Diego Flume Co.'s 35-mile aqueduct by riding rafts to 

the city; Horton's wife dies in carriage accident while visiting niece in Washington, D.C.; 

Horton marries Lydia Maria Knapp in 1890. 

1894: Sells Horton Plaza to city for $10,000, payable at $100 monthly. 

1905: Joins in demolition of Horton House to make way for U.S. Grant Hotel, opened in 

1910. 

1906: Joins in ground break of Elks Lodge at Broadway and Second Avenue. 

1908: On 95th birthday, interviewed by San Diego Sun calling the city "the most beautiful 

place in the world." 

1909: Jan. 7, dies at Agnew Sanitarium at Fifth Avenue and Beech Street. 

1910: A bronze plaque depicting Horton is set in the Horton Plaza fountain; 1940, bronze 

plaque placed at County Administration Building; 1957, construction starts on Horton 

Elementary; 1998, statue of Horton at NBC Building plaza; 2001, second statue placed at 

west entrance to Balboa Park. 

 


