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How the Ashland Plaza began 
 
Abel Helman's 320 acres of land along Mill Creek (now Ashland Creek) included the flour mill 
and all the land around it. He made a decision in 1855 that had a profound effect on the future 
of Ashland. He decided to stimulate the tiny town then called Ashland Mills (population only 
about 25 people!) to grow around his flour mill. He succeeded – by giving land away.  
 
Using part of his acreage in front of the Ashland Flour Mill, he laid out 12 commercial building 
plots around a small public plaza. He donated the Plaza area – and the land where City Hall was 
later built – to the community. The first two men to purchase his commercial plots around the 
Plaza were Michael Mickelson, a 24-year-old blacksmith born in Norway, and Marion Westfall, a 
21-year-old meat-cutter from Indiana. The Ashland Plaza immediately became the center of 
town, and has been called that ever since 1855. 
 
The original Plaza buildings were all made of wood. A disastrous fire on March 11, 1879 
destroyed buildings on the west side of the Plaza. The businesses and fraternal organizations 
that occupied those buildings rebuilt with locally made bricks. You can still see most of those 
brick buildings today. 
 
The burned buildings had been replaced by September 28, 1880, when a six-horse stagecoach 
full of VIPs rolled into Ashland. These were very, very important people: the President of the 
United States Rutherford B. Hayes, the First Lady Lucy Webb Hayes, and Civil War hero General 



Tecumseh Sherman. The Ashland Tidings estimated 2,000 people gathered in the Plaza to greet 
the President. I would guess that most of Ashland's 854 residents were in that crowd. 
 
(Ashland Plaza photo from c1885 is from the Terry Skibby collection.) 
 

 
Near-catastrophe for 3-year-old Almeda Helman 
 
Here’s a story about the Ashland Flour Mill and Almeda Helman Coder, granddaughter of 
Ashland co-founder Abel Helman. It mentions the “mill race,” where water diverted from 
Ashland Creek was piped through a narrow wooden channel to turn the grinding wheel of the 
flour mill. The photo above shows the Ashland Flour Mill in about 1860. The mill race is labeled 
on the left edge of the photo.  
 
I learned Almeda's story from the Southern Oregon Digital Archives: "At the age of about 3 
years [in 1894], Almeda dropped her doll over a 3-foot board fence. She climbed the fence to 
retrieve her doll and fell into the mill race. She was carried 50 feet through a covered flume and 
was stopped by a leaf rack which was in place to stop any random trash from entering the mill 
while it was in operation. Bertha, her sister who was about 6 years old, ran to get her father. 
When Bertha and Abel returned, Almeda was screaming at the top of her powers. It was said 
that she could be heard all over town."  
 
Almeda’s father pulled her out, and she went on to live another 100 years! Ashland's 
population was only about 2,000 people in 1894, so she might have been heard all over town. 
 
(Photo of the Ashland Flour Mill c1860 is from the Southern Oregon Digital Archives at SOU Library and the 
Southern Oregon Historical Society.) 
 



 
 
The Chinese community in Ashland & the 1916 Chinese New Year 
 
This story is about the Chinese community in Ashland and the 1916 Chinese New Year 
celebration. Ashland's best-known Chinese citizen was Wah Chung.  Americans called him Wah 
Chung after his business name: Wah Chung & Company.  His birth name was Wong Quon Sue, 
or Mr. Wong.  Out of respect, I will call him Mr. Wong. Mr. Wong made his money and his place 
in the community as the Chinese Labor Contractor for Southern Pacific railroad, a position he 
held more than 42 years. Several thousand Chinese workers were responsible for building the 
railroad across the Siskiyou Mountain range between 1884 and 1887. Only a few dozen of them 
seem to have stayed in Ashland after 1887. Those who stayed were mostly employed 
maintaining the Southern Pacific railroad tracks or working at the Depot Hotel.   
 
The photo above shows Mr. and Mrs. Wong with their daughter Jennie. They also had a 
younger son Sammy. In addition to being a labor contractor, Mr. Wong had a Chinese grocery 
store at A Street and Second Street. His house and store at this corner were the center of a 
small Ashland Chinatown from the late 1800s to the 1920s. As leading Ashland businessman 
Henry Enders said: "Wah Chung was a perfect gentleman…everybody trusted him."  Mr. Wong 
and his wife mixed socially with wealthy business people in town. He even drove his 
patriotically decorated car in Ashland 4th of July parades. 
 



 
 
Now to the 1916 Chinese New Year. Why was 1916 different than previous years? The Ashland 
Tidings wrote that most years "the entire population of Ashland made a pilgrimage to Wah 
Chung's on China New Year and partook of Chinese nuts and candies and watched the 
fireworks." 
 
The newspaper headlines above are from the Ashland Tidings front page of Feb. 3, 1916. The 
title of the article I am quoting from, in case you can't read it, is: "China New Year Banquet 
Lacks Kick." Here's more of the quote: "The great difference was in the banquet, which is the 
central feature of the New Year celebration, and at which every manner of dish from the 
Flowery Kingdom is served."   
 
Now we get to the really important stuff. Enjoy this flowery language. "What's the use of 
banqueting on bird's nest soup, shark's fin and other delicacies if the edibles can not be washed 
down with good old wine imported from Canton.  Alas, rice wine, plum wine and other ancient 
drinks which go down like water but biteth like the serpent and kicketh like the mule, can not 
be served at the spreads.  'Gum sing,' which means 'bottom's up,' is a toast that can not be 
drunk.  The white man's prohibition law put a crimp in the celebration." 
 
You might remember that Prohibition in the United States became law in 1920.  So how did 
that affect Chinese New Year 1916 in Ashland, Oregon?  Simply because voters in the State of 
Oregon "jumped the gun" on the national trend and voted 136,842 to 100,362 "to prohibit after 
January first, 1916 the manufacture and sale of intoxicating liquors within the State of 
Oregon…." 
 
(Photo of Mr. and Mrs. Wong and their daughter Jennie is from the Southern Oregon Historical Society. Photo of 
the Ashland Tidings of February 3, 1916 is from the microfilm edition of the newspaper.) 
 



 
 
The Guanajuato mural in Ashland & Ashland mural in Guanajuato 
 
The downtown walkway along Ashland Creek, where this mural is located, is called Calle 
Guanajuato. Both the mural and the name of the alley honor Ashland’s sister city of 
Guanajuato, Mexico. The two towns have been very active sister cities for more than 50 years. 
According to Ashland's Amigo Club, "Southern Oregon University and the University of 
Guanajuato formed a student exchange program known as Amistad (friendship).  Since its 
beginning in 1969, more than 750 students, American and Mexican, have participated in the 
program.  And hundreds of American and Mexican citizens of all ages have traveled back and 
forth between Ashland and Guanajuato, many on special trips led by the Amigo Club. Since 
1969, the queens of Guanajuato’s major summer festivals have ridden in the Ashland Fourth of 
July Parade.  Each year, Ashland sends high school students as ambassadors to a June festival in 
Guanajuato." 
 
The title of this colorful 53-foot-wide mural is ““Las Calles de Guanajuato” (The Streets of 
Guanajuato). The photo above shows a portion of the mural. It was painted in 2016 by a 
Guanajuato artist, Loreta Rangel Villasenor, with help from several Southern Oregon University 
art students.   
 



 
 
Two years later, Guanajuato unveiled a 75-foot wide mural titled “Ashland — Where Culture 
Meets Nature.” Their mural was painted by Ashland artist Denise Baxter, with help from 
University of Guanajuato art students. It shows scenes of Ashland that represent music, 
theater, education, art and nature – all important to Ashland residents now and throughout our 
town's history.  
 
In the photo above of the Ashland mural, you can see the colorful buildings of Guanajuato filling 
the hillside behind the mural. The two sister city murals were generously envisioned and 
sponsored by Ashlanders Kathryn and Barry Thalden. 
 
(Photo of the mural in Ashland was taken by Peter Finkle. Photo of the mural in Guanajuato is from the Ashland 
Daily Tidings, February 17, 2020.)  
 
 

When you are ready to sign up for an Ashland Walking Tour,  
or if you'd like to learn more about Ashland, go to 

www.WalkAshland.com 
 

Look for Ashland History tours, Art tours, and History + Art tours. 
Custom walking tours or talks can be arranged for your family, group or event. 


