
The Insiders’ History of Hidden Oaks 

 
 

Introduction 
 

This is not a finished document.  If you know of other people who should be included in 

this story, or of significant facts that should be added, please bring them to our attention 

and we will eventually produce a revised version.   

 

This history is not for everyone.  It is a reminder of the Lord's direction for all of us who 

were involved. 

 

To the Lord be the Glory, but we offer sincere thanks to all who have given of themselves 

and their means to make it possible. 

 

Three Miracles 

We often speak of "Three Miracles" that made this special place possible.  The first is the 

fact that the land came into our hands.  All along the freeway small portions of unused 

property were accumulated by Cal Trans.  They say about their own organization that 

they are very good at building freeways, but very poor about maintaining unused 

properties.  They never intended to acquire the majority of this property. They were 

trying to make it possible for "El Rancho Grande" to continue as a viable business, but 

over the course of time it became evident that this would not happen. Therefore, 

according to legal requirement, they purchased the whole property.  In such cases they 

normally sell the parcel to a neighbor or auction the property to the public. But in this 

case, they felt inclined to offer it to Solid Ground Church. We will go into the details 

later in the story. 

 

The second miracle is the fact that a godly missionary couple, Charles and Kathryn 

Engle, had left a substantial gift to the church that was earmarked for a future 

multipurpose building. We will describe how it became clear to us that these funds were 

meant to be used to restore the property. Their story inspired others to make sacrificial 

gifts toward the completion of the center as well. 

 

The third miracle is God's provision of amazing volunteer leadership and the effort of 

many people who shared the vision of what this place could become.  Foremost in this 

list of volunteers is Gary Ramseyer, who oversaw the entire restoration and has provided 

faithful leadership through the early years of s operation. If Gary provided the oversight 

for the project, Darleen Maust provided the artistic expertise, and Susan Keith shared her 

years of experience as a wedding coordinator and bookkeeper.  This brief history will 

name a host of other dedicated givers and workers who provided the kind of selfless 

service that it would take to make this dream become a reality.  We will mention as many 

of these volunteers as possible in this first "insider's history," but we will undoubtedly 

need to add to it as we remember other wonderful helpers of the past and add new ones to 

the list of current service.   



 

A Brief History 

Our account includes a brief history of the property before Solid Ground Church ever had 

anything to do with it.  Once we became involved, it was an intense process covering 

about 3 1/2 years before the acquisition of the property, about 3 1/2 years of restoration, 

and now about 3 1/2 years since is dedication. 

 

It would take a huge book to include every significant step of the Hidden Oaks story, but 

this is our first attempt to mention the highlights and the heroes of this project. 

 

In the following sections highlighted names indicate the first mention of each person in 

this story. 

 

Pastor Ron Graff - November 9, 2010 

 



 

 

Part 1 

History of the Property 

 
Excerpt from "The Hidden Oaks Story" by Don Clucas and Ron Graff 

Like the rest of Southern California, the land was first populated by local Indians.  

During the period of Spanish colonization, missions and ranchos were built.  Once 

Mexico gained independence from Spain large portions of land were granted to 

privileged individuals.  Rancho Cucamonga was one of these land grants. 

 

After California became one of the states of the United States in 1850, the rancho era 

came to a close, and people were allowed to buy smaller portions of lands.  They tended 

to group together in colonies.  In 1887 portions of two of these, called the Hermosa tract 

and the Iowa tract were combined to form the community of Ioamosa.  

 

When the Pacific Electric Railway reached the area in 1913 the town became known as 

Alta Loma (“High Hill”). 

 

By this time citrus orchards were very prevalent in the area.  The Citrus growers 

represented a unique agricultural society that was neither rural nor urban.  These growers 

were very influential in the development of the area. 

 

Ernest Goerlitz, the manager of the Metropolitan Opera Company in New York, moved 

to this area, and in 1910 he bought a home on Hellman Avenue, now known as the 

Goerlitz House.  Mr. Goerlitz served on the committee which brought the Pacific Electric 

Railroad to the area.  He was also secretary of the Citizen’s League.  He died in 1916. 

 

By 1914 the community was known as Alta Loma.  The name of the person who 

proposed “Alta Loma” seems to have been lost to history. 

 

In 1926 Goerlitz’ son, Herbert, purchased the 10 acre citrus grove at the top of Ramona 

Ave., not far from the heart of the town.  With the help of Charles Stoebe and his sons, 

enough river rock was brought onto the property to build the house with concrete and 

rock walls that were more than a foot thick.  The building’s rare architectural style is 

known as “Mission Revival Style.”  (Some call it “Spanish Colonial Revival,”  

“Cobblestone Craftsman Mission” or “Craftsman/California Rancho” architecture).  

There was a small reservoir on the property that was emptied periodically to water the 

citrus trees. 

 

In 1934 the house was sold to Ellen C. Van Every (Edwin and Ellen Loeb family).  They 

expanded the size of the house, skillfully matching materials and craftsmanship. 

 

In the 1950’s Don and Myrta (Olmsted) Crilly bought the house.  Previously, in 1932, 

Myrta had been crowned queen of the Rose Parade.  The Crillys planted rose bushes and 



made other improvements.  They converted the reservoir to a swimming pool.  In those 

days the property was called “Rancho del Passeo.”   

 

In the 1970’s Richard and Freida Wilkins acquired the property.  They used it as a 

wedding facility.  They called it “El Rancho Grande.” Hundreds of couples were married 

there during the next two decades. 

 

 

 

Additional Historical Information 

Over the years we have obtained much more insight about the history of the property by 

interviewing former residents and friends of the families who occupied the house.  In a 

future version of this book we plan to include some of this interesting additional data.  

We would also like to include some of the thousands of pictures that have been generated 

or collected by Gary Ramseyer, Ron Graff, and others. 

 



Part 2 

Acquisition and Restoration of Hidden Oaks 
 

In 1998 the long-awaited 210 Freeway was being constructed after decades of planning 

and debate.   

 

Impact of the 210 Freeway 

As the 210 Freeway was nearing construction, the last portion to be developed was 

directly behind the El Rancho Grande Wedding site, and, of course, directly behind our 

church, which was still called Alta Loma Brethren in Christ Church at that time. It also 

happened to be the point where the Alta Loma Channel crossed Highland Avenue.  

During heavy rains, this wash carried swift water and even boulders from the mountains 

directly above us. As part of the freeway plan, this channel was to be buried in a 20' by 

20' concrete tunnel 40 feet below ground!   

 

At a community information meeting that year one of our Trustees, Chris Taylor, had a 

conversation with Gary Moon, head of SANBAG (San Bernardino Associated 

Governments) about the El Rancho Grande property. It was assumed that the wedding 

chapel would stay in business, but it would be somewhat limited, so they briefly 

discussed the possible acquisition of the property by the church.  Nothing came from that 

discussion immediately, but it was a seed planted in their minds. 

 

The Cross Cell Tower 

About this same time we entered negotiations with Air Touch to allow the placement of a 

cell tower, only if they could construct it in the form of a cross.  They agreed, and 

proceeded with the City of Rancho Cucamonga to gain permission to build the tower.  It 

would be located on the extreme NW corner of our property, which was actually part of 

the hill leading up to El Rancho Grande.  

 

We had expected to have some contact from Cal Trans and SANBAG.  They were 

making agreements with each property owner along the route to purchase part of their 

property and establish a "temporary easement," which was permission to do work on the 

freeway. Time passed and we were not contacted. 

 

Bad News 

One afternoon in late 1999 a representative of Cal Trans stopped by to talk with us about 

the project.  For the first time we were told that El Rancho Grande, which they called the 

"Goerlitz Site," was one of the properties identified in 1996 by the State Historical 

Preservation Office (SHIPO), to receive protection during the building of the 210 

Freeway.  A preservation plan had been devised that would place a road through the 

church’s property, from Hermosa to the wedding business. The road would have a high 

block wall to separate it from the church property. In addition, they wanted to take part of 

the Church's land to construct a parking lot for the wedding chapel.  In all that time (3 

years), they had not told us about the plan, and by 1999 freeway construction was 

approaching our property from both directions!  

 



 

 

On January 18, 2000 a representative from Cal Trans visited Pastor Ron Graff at the 

church and presented details of the plan they had devised. 

 

Pastor Ron met with Dave Ryan, who was then the chairman of the Trustees, at his place 

of business the next day.  They then discussed the matter among the Trustees and the 

Church Board, and felt that it was not acceptable for the government to take part of our 

property for the benefit of another owner, especially when we needed all of that land to 

build a functional playfield for our growing school. 

 

In the meanwhile, Air Touch wanted to pursue the plans for a cell site, and the Church 

Board was interested in the concept.  We met with them again on March 27, 2000 to 

explore the idea further.  We told them that the portion of land we had designated earlier 

was now targeted for acquisition by Cal Trans. The project would be on hold until this 

matter could be resolved.   

 

The Church Board agreed that we should have legal advice about the situation. On March 

30 we met with Scott Dexter in his office.  He was a Real Estate attorney and a friend of 

the church.  He felt that it was not legal for part of our property to be claimed by the 

government, not for the freeway itself, but for the benefit of our neighbor's business.  

 

We notified Cal Trans that we would resist the plan. They scheduled a meeting with their 

planners for May 17
th

 at their office in San Bernardino.  In April they sent a survey team 

to our property to stake the proposed areas of acquisition and their planned additional 

space for a temporary easement.  They did a very thorough job, actually surveying our 

entire property.  This information was given to us and proved very useful for our later 

building plans. 

 

First Level Review 

The May 17
th

 meeting with Cal Trans was their “First Level Review” of the matter. 

Pastor Ron, Dave Ryan and Scott Dexter attended. Surprisingly, there were about a half-

dozen officials there from Cal Trans and SANBAG. We explained to them that it would 

not be fair to force one owner to give up land for the benefit of its neighbor.  We were 

also concerned about the safety of a road between our property and the freeway.  What 

would keep undesirable people from gathering in that area?  Of greatest importance, we 

needed the property to build an adequate multi-purpose building and playfield for our 

growing school.  We had just begun classes for middle school in 1999.  We also advised 

them of the conflict with plans that we had with Air Touch for a cell site. 

 

Everyone at that meeting seemed polite and understanding of our concerns.  They said 

they would go back to the drawing boards to see what else they could propose that would 

satisfy the demands of the State Historical Preservation Office and still allow us to 

maximize the use of our property. 

  

Second Level Review 



Our next meeting with Cal Trans was August 2, 2000.  This was a "Second Level 

Review."  By then they had re-calculated the route of the road from Hermosa.  It would 

be outside our property line.  There was just enough space between our property and the 

freeway since they were already planning to have a high retaining wall instead of a slope 

behind the wedding site.  This maximized the amount of land they could still use, and it 

made room for the route of the proposed road from Hermosa. That was good news. They 

also re-drew plans for the parking lot.  It was smaller, so that it barely encroached on the 

West side of our property, and still allowed room for the Cross/cell tower project with Air 

Touch. The new plan was also attractive to us because it showed that once the Alta Loma 

Wash was buried below ground we would actually have use of a triangle of our property 

that we had never been able to consider using while it was still a riverbed.  This 

additional piece of usable land would enable us to have an even better playfield than we 

had previously planned.  

 

At this meeting there was a hint of the possibility that if El Rancho Grande still did not 

think they could conduct a successful business under these arrangements they might sell 

the whole property to Cal Trans. In that case the property would eventually be available 

for sale to someone else.  We knew we did not have the funds to buy it, but we also knew 

The Lord would provide if it should be His will. We couldn't help indulging in a little 

dreaming about what could be done with the property if it did come into our hands. 

 

Cal Trans Acquires All of El Rancho Grande 

At some point  El Rancho Grande ceased operations and asked Cal Trans for a "full 

take" - a provision of the law for the situation that taking part of the property would 

destroy its usefulness to the owner.  This was settled in court with Cal Trans paying more 

than two million dollars for the property.  

 

During the next few months (Fall of 2000 through Summer 2001) small groups of our 

church staff and friends would periodically climb up through the heavy underbrush and 

old trees in the valley between the church property and the wedding chapel buildings.  

We would pray for the Lord's will to be done, and talk about ways the church could use 

this additional property if we did ever acquire it. At various times, John Kershaw, 

Herman Remple, Gary Ramseyer, Pastors Bob Hempy, Sean Arnett, and Jason 

Smith all checked it out.  Don Clucas, Otto Solorzano, Bill Vogel, Barbara Williams 

and others weighed in on the possible advantages and disadvantages of owning the place. 

 

Prayer for Direction and Provision 

At our church's weekly Wednesday morning prayer meetings, John and Marlene 

Eshleman prayed earnestly that the Lord would provide the funds for the purchase and 

renovation of the property.  They were working with a person who expected a large 

payment for a business transaction, and who was very interested in helping us with this 

vision.  Even though this is not the way the Lord chose to provide for the funding, it was 

a big encouragement to us at the time.  Nancy Jesudass also championed the cause in 

prayer in those days. 

 



Little by little, vandals trashed the property.  They broke every single window, dragged 

the gazebo into the swimming pool, and in general, left a colossal mess. There were 

several instances of graffiti too, especially on the new wall built by Caltrans. 

 

Cal Trans replaced windows and installed a security system.  It helped a little, but there 

was constant concern that a fire might be started or someone hurt there.  Pests were a 

problem: rats, bees, spiders, and even coyotes needed to be eliminated. 

 

We were given an official walk-through the property by Cal Trans on Sept. 4, 2001.  

Soon after that we invited various contractors and restoration experts to visit and to give 

us quotations on various work that needed to be done.  One of several restoration 

companies that came was Hartman-Baldwin. 

 

A Plan from Cal Trans 

On Apr. 25, 2002 we were invited to meet with Cal Trans to discuss the status of the cell 

site and the possibilities of exchanging the property. Rosalea Peters was our main 

contact from Cal Trans, Gary Moon, the head of SANBAG was there, George Pink, 

Teri Arias and others from the two organizations were present.  Ron Graff, David 

Rodricks, Scott Dexter, and Gary Ramseyer represented the church.  Everything was 

theoretical at that point, but the group leaned toward trading us the property for whatever 

they owed us for a temporary easement.  Knowing that we did not have funds allocated 

to restore the building, there was even an inclination to assist in that area.  All of this 

would be contingent on agreement by authorities on both sides.  The church would need 

to hold a Congregational Council to determine whether or not they could accept the 

property and assume the responsibility.  We had made it clear that we would maintain 

the integrity of the historical site but would need to have the freedom to improve it in 

order for it to pay for its own maintenance over the years. 

 

On Sept. 28, 2002 the governmental agencies staged a big "Come Play on the Freeway"!!  

event just a week or two before the freeway would be opened to traffic.  Many people 

from the church participated in this festive occasion.    

 

We met again with Caltrans at Scott Dexter's office on Dec. 29, 2002. Larry Stevens had 

taken over as our representative from Cal  Trans. Rosalia Peters had been transferred to 

another position, but she and her family began attending our church on a regular basis.  

Pastor Ron, Scott Dexter and Dave Stampfli were on hand.  On this occasion they asked 

us what we could pay for the property.  We explained that we could not pay anything per 

se because we were trying to raise funds for the much-needed Building F.  We would, 

however take good care of the property, and this in itself was a considerable long-term 

commitment.  There was obvious disappointment on their side and they mentioned that 

the State was running low on income now and would probably have to auction the 

property. 

 

We just left the matter in the Lord's hands, but we did continue to do our "due diligence" 

research about what it would cost for various aspects of the restoration.  In February we 

asked 30th Street Architects to give us a bid for seismic retrofitting of the building. 



 

During this time Gary Ramseyer contacted numerous architects, engineers, arborists, and 

construction contractors of all kinds to obtain accurate cost estimates for repairing or 

restoring the property and buildings. 

 

On April 14, 2003 the same team of representatives from the church met again with Cal 

Trans officials in Scott Dexter’s office.  Amazingly, they had decided not to sell the 

property in a public auction.  Instead, they officially offered it to the church as a trade.  

Their accounting offices had determined that it was only worth a fraction of its former 

value because it no longer had access to utilities.  They calculated that it would cost more 

than a million dollars to make the property usable again.  In essence it was worth the 

same amount that they owed us for the temporary easement on our property during the 

time that the freeway was built. 

 

Historical Building Status 

On August 20
th

, 2003, The City of Rancho Cucamonga declared the land and buildings 

to be an historical site.  They had apparently been urged by SHIPO to adopt the site so 

the city could oversee its future instead of SHIPO. Later they also approved our new 

master plan that allows for future expansion of the facilities.  

 

Business Plan for a Retreat Center 

On Sept. 11, 2003, a team of people published a business plan for the property. It would 

be an extension of the ministry of the church, but it would also serve the larger Christian 

community as a place for Christian weddings, day retreats, special events, a place for 

prayer, and possibly even the home for a Bible Institute program. The report was issued 

by Pastor Ron Graff.  Other members of the team included Sean Arnett, Don Clucas, 

Scott Dexter, Bob Hempy, Sue Keith, Carl Kirby, John Kershaw, Gary Ramseyer, Otto 

Solorzano, Bill Vogel, and Barbara Williams. 

  

Weddings were a natural use for this property.  However, many people expressed the 

opinion that if we did not allow smoking and drinking on the premises most people 

would not want to use the site for their weddings.  The team felt that there were surely 

enough people who would be willing to forego drinking, and many who would be glad to 

have an excuse not to have alcoholic relatives spoil their event. 

 

On the other hand, it was thought that the purpose of the site should not be defined only 

by weddings, but that it should be a place of spiritual retreat and growth for many people. 

It would be a place of prayer and a place of Bible instruction. It was decided that it would 

be called “Hidden Oaks Retreat Center.” In addition to having oldest and most dense 

growth in the area, it could also become a biblical botanical garden by adding many of 

the plants spoken of in the Bible.  The climate here is nearly identical to that of the Holy 

Land, and we already have many specimens that would match the Biblical record, 

including Oak, Elm, Fig, and Deodar trees (related to the Cedars of Lebanon).  Lilies and 

mustard plants have been part of the retreat plant life.  We have added Olive trees 

already.  Citrus trees are not mentioned in the Bible, but are very prominent in parts of 

modern Israel. 



 

The business plan included great detail about the work that would need to be done to 

repair or restore the facilities, a phased schedule of how the property could be used, and 

the cost-versus-income projections of each of these phases. 

 

Church Name Change 

Coincidentally, on Sept. 25, 2003 the congregation voted to change the church name to 

“Solid Ground Brethren in Christ Church.” 

 

More Questions about the Property 

The church had still not officially responded to Cal Tran’s offer to transfer the property.  

Many questions still needed to be answered. 

 

On Oct. 30, 2003 a fact-finding meeting was held in the Great Room at Hidden Oaks.  

There were many members of the church present, plus several levels of representatives 

from Cal Trans, SANBAG, and the City of Rancho Cucamonga, including Mayor Bill 

Alexander.  There were no chairs, so the group stood in a large circle for the duration of 

the meeting. The purpose of the gathering was to determine the feasibility of the church 

acquiring the property.  Many questions were raised about such things as environmental 

impact reports, seismic retrofitting, construction codes, and more.  We were told that few 

if any of these concerns would apply because of the historical nature of the property.  

 

We also wanted to be sure we would have freedom to improve the property.  And, while 

we intended to add a restroom for the handicapped and other ramps, rails and aids, we 

wondered what other requirements we would have to add in order to comply with 

strenuous ADA requirements. The answers from the officials were generally satisfying, 

but not always accurate, as we would discover later in the process. 

 

Decision to Acquire the Property 

On Dec. 2, 2003, a Congregational Council meeting was held, and though there were 

some who had reservations about the potential liabilities involved, the church agreed to 

sign the contract w/ Cal Trans to acquire the property.  It would be an even trade.  Not 

even one dollar changed hands in the transaction. A stipulation was added that if it could 

not to pay for its own maintenance in the future it would be sold. Verbal acceptance was 

given to Cal Trans in January, and official documents were drawn up and signed in May. 

 

Before Cal Trans vacated the property they finished many of the original plans that had 

been made by the State Historical Preservation Office.  A beautiful arched stone 

treatment was added to the 12-foot sound wall to compliment the historical feel of the 

site.  A wide paved road with gutters and drains was constructed from Hermosa to the 

garage of the property.  Domestic and landscape water, electricity, natural gas, and 

conduit for phone service were buried in the new road and connected to the various 

utilities.  The old pool was removed and filled in, and windows were replaced as needed 

again.  By then the Cross cell tower had been constructed, and a small parking lot was 

built next to it. Additional parking spaces were added where possible, and a fire hydrant 



was installed (but without a water service line). Trees, vines, and other plants were 

placed all along the new road, complete with automatic irrigation equipment. 

 

Permission Granted From the California Transportation Commission 

On Dec. 9, 2004, at the California Transportation Commission meeting in Riverside, our 

contract with Cal Trans was presented, along with many others.  Commissioners who 

had advanced information about the contracts objected to some of them.  One contract 

was rejected because it benefited a non-profit business.  Another was rejected because it 

could be used for cell tower income.  Both of these objections could have applied to our 

situation, but no one mentioned our contract.  The plan was approved!!  

 

Initial Security and Clean-up 

In April, 2005, Paul Casas moved his motor home to the property and began staying 

there to provide security. He did an amazing amount of physical work there: trimming 

trees, and the vines that had grown 8 feet tall on the roof of the building; installing 

sprinkler systems, and helping with nearly every task that needed to be done.  Joe 

Hoover joined him, parking his mobile home there and helping in numerous ways day 

and night for many months. These men performed a great service to Hidden Oaks by 

their work, their help to others who came and went on a daily basis, and their faithful 

presence there. 

 

The Church organized a great work-day that month and about 50 volunteers began a 

complete transformation of the grounds that had accumulated many years’ growth and 

trash. Nathan Stump, who was Youth Pastor at the time, organized a team of dedicated 

youth to help with this project, and other work days as well.  All the Trustees, and many 

other dedicated members of the congregation helped with this and subsequent work days. 

 

The Church Board began to deal with the difficult question of what to do with the 

property.  One obvious option was to just barely maintain it until such time as funds 

might become available to do some minimal repairs and begin to use it in a limited way.  

 

Cost estimates gathered by Gary Ramseyer during the previous year or so showed that a 

complete restoration of the property by professionals would likely cost between 

$750,000 and $1, 250,000.  On the other end of the scale, the cost of doing the bare 

necessities to make the building functional would cost $300,000 or more. 

 

Funding the Repair Work 

During one of the Church Board meetings, one member asked if we could use the funds 

that had been accumulating in the Charles and Kathryn Engle gift account.  At first, 

the group felt that funds were only meant for some new multi-purpose building on the 

existing campus, like the one we had been praying about for some time. 

 

The Engle fund had been established years earlier.  They had been had been missionaries 

to India. He lived until he was almost 102 years old.  When they first left the mission 

field he was 65 years old.  He practically had to beg for a job because of his age.  A patio 

sales company agreed to hire him temporarily, on commission only, with the 



understanding that if he did not do well, they would let him go.  He became their star 

salesman the very first month, and worked for them for 20 years before retiring a second 

time.  During that time the Engles maintained the same simple lifestyle they had been 

used to in India, and invested their money carefully. They also helped start our church in 

1976.  They accumulated enough to build missionary structures in their beloved India, 

and also left a financial gift for the purpose of helping their home church build a future 

multi-purpose building. The amount in the fund was about $300,000 – just enough to 

make the property useful for limited purposes, such as a youth room and occasional 

social events.  

 

The Church Board authorized Pastor Ron to ask the Engle’s daughters if they felt that the 

restoration of the building was a worthy project in keeping with their parents’ wishes. 

They said that they thought it would be just what their folks would have wanted.  In that 

way, the Lord had not only given us the property, but had also arranged for it to be 

repaired and put into His service! 

 

Construction Begun 

On June 12, 2005 – At the annual Congregational Council meeting, the Church Board 

and the Congregation agreed to begin construction on the building. Architect James 

Thayer, who by then was working on the design for our Building F project, provided 

drawings to start the process of  repairing the facility. 

 

In September of 2005  a connecting road was built and paved between the church’s upper 

parking lot and the new road from Hermosa. Engineering was done for installation of 

additional water lines and hydrants [Trautwein Construction] to service the near-future 

Building F project on the lower campus. We were also required to install new large check 

valves at both ends of the property next to the sidewalk on 19
th

 St.  

 

In October dead trees were removed, and large trees were trimmed at a cost of about 

$8000!  Tile was ordered for roof.  Electrical plans were drawn up.  We had another 

outstanding work day with about 50 volunteers – young and old. 

 

By November roofing tile was ready. Old tile was removed.  Damaged ceiling beams and 

other wood was replaced. We had to wait to finish the roof because of problems 

designing a new air conditioning system. 

 

John Hewitt designed and poured sidewalks on the south side of the driveway, and into 

the grassy area near the existing restrooms. 

 

Tran Win, from the City of Cucamonga visited the site to see what the city would 

require.  Larry Henderson from the city’s historical office also visited and gave advice. 

 

The City of Rancho Cucamonga decided to require seismic retrofitting even though their 

earlier representatives had thought it would not be necessary.  The 15-inch rock and 

concrete walls had weathered more than 70 years of earthquakes without a crack.  The 

only good news about the retrofitting was that it could be done almost invisibly by 



putting steel strips across both sides of all 50 or so ceiling beams and anchoring them 

into the rock wall by drilling and encapsulating bolts in epoxy.  Since the roofing was 

already off, it was easier to do it this way, and it is almost unnoticeable to visitors. It was 

a huge job, and added much more to the estimated cost, but it had to be done, and now 

no one has to ever worry about the safety of the building. 

 

Progress in 2006 

Once the engineering for the seismic retrofitting was finished, we were able to offer our 

final building plans for Hidden Oaks.  The plan was submitted to the city of Rancho 

Cucamonga in January of 2006.    

 

In February, 2006, the little rest room next to bride's room was demolished to make room 

for two newer ones. 

 

In March, trenches were dug for new gas, water and electricity from the utility stub-outs 

in the new road to the buildings. 

 

A couple of ad hoc committees were formed during this year.  The purpose of the first 

one (unofficially called the Restoration Team), was to determine how reconstruction of 

parts of the facility, especially the floors, the kitchen and the “brides’ room,” should 

proceed.  Their emphasis was on styles and historical compatibility.  They met 

periodically to advise the church’s Building Committee of their findings.  Members of 

this group included Willard and Darleen Maust, Sherry Carroll, Jennifer Lozier, 

Gary Ramseyer, Paul Casas, Joe Hoover, and Marianne Aguilar. 

 

The other committee was called the “Historical Committee.” It was given final say on 

matters of historical importance, including decorations, furnishings, and botanical 

matters. It consisted of Darleen Maust and Gary Ramseyer 

 

A class from Chafee College visited the facility during this time to help us consider how 

to improve the property.  It was a good experience for them and for us, and led to at least 

one major improvement – a method of installing air ducts for our new forced air system 

that would be barely noticeable. 

 

By May, the roof had been removed. Gas and water lines were hooked up and tested. 

 

Electrical service was brought in to a large new electrical panel in the basement under the 

kitchen [Anhauser Electric]. From there, service was also directed to a new electrical sub-

panel on the side of the Garage.  All the old electrical fixtures were discarded except for 

the sconces and chandelier in the Great Room.  Every water pipe and every electrical 

wire from the old building was removed.  Additional outlets were provided.  The sconces 

were broken, and some were missing, so we had an outside contractor completely rebuild 

them, just as they were originally.  A beautiful new chandelier and fans were installed in 

the Great Room, and the original chandelier from the Great Room was installed in the 

kitchen.  

 



By July, sprinklers had been installed throughout the property [Paul Casas].  Foundations 

were poured for the two new rest rooms and partial plumbing was installed [John Hewitt] 

 

By law we were required to post a large sign about the construction and send information 

to all of our neighbors in preparation for a Conditional Use Permit. The Hearing for this 

permit by the Rancho Cucamonga Planning Commission was held on Aug. 23, 2006.  

There was no opposition, so the permit was granted. 

 

In Sept, 2006 an 8” water line  was run from the lower campus to connect to the new Fire 

Hydrant on the retreat property [Trautwein Construction].  Termite work was done 

[Revolex]. Floors were prepared for application of tile.  

 

In October the arduous task of seismic retrofitting [Architect/ Engineer: Michael 

Krakower; Various contractors] was carried out. Special drills had to bore out 

approximately 1” cores on both sides of every beam on the roof and at intervals all the 

way around the building. In excess of 100 of these holes were made, then wide steel 

strips were placed across the entire perimeter of the building with heavy bolts going into 

each beam and other bolts extending into very strong epoxy that was poured into the 

holes.  A few other metal roof support beams were prescribed for the safety of the 

building.  These supports went from the floor to the roof, and were then covered by wood 

for cosmetic reasons. 

 

As soon as the seismic work was approved the roofing on the main building and garage 

could finally be done, using tiles that matched as nearly as possible the look of the 

original buildings [Contractor: Tim Orr].  The roof on the garage was sagging, so 

additional woodwork had to be done before the tiles could be put on. 

 

The new restrooms were framed and finished, and a new concrete floor was poured over 

the expanded basement area where the heater and air conditioning unit had been installed. 

 

In Dec, 2006, an appeal was made to the congregation for donations to finish the work.  

Under Gary Ramseyer leadership we had done wonders stretching the original $300,000 

far beyond what we had hoped to do, but there were still things that were needed to 

make the facility truly usable.   

 

There was an amazing outpouring of generosity by many people at this point.  As usual, 

donors did not want publicity, and we honored their request at that time.  However, for 

the sake of historical record, and to the glory of God, we have listed some of the largest 

donations and their givers.  They were: 

Ceramic Floor Tiles – Willard and Darlene Maust 

Kitchen Cabinets – Gary and Peggy Ramseyer 

Gazebo – Dwight and Faye Bert  

Various projects - As Needed – Ralph and Lucinda Taylor 

Stove and Oven – Eleanore Schellenberger 

Microwave Oven – Terry and Mary Weatherford  

Refrigerator – Dave and Lorraine Rodricks 



 

Piano and DVD Player  – Micah and Victoria Swearingen 

Large Fountain – Bill and Beth Vogel 

Small Fountain – Mitch and Sandi Hovey 

Dishwasher – Jim and Maria Dellaneve 

Exterior Lighting – John and Irene Garrison 

Round Tables – Joe Hoover 

DVD Player  - Donna Barker 

Washer and Dryer – Steven Kang 

(If anyone still objects to being listed, please let us know and we will remove your 

name from future lists.  If we have missed a special contribution from this time 

period, please also let us know.) 

 

During the course of the last three and one half years many other valuable gifts have also 

been given by unselfish stewards.  

 

On Dec. 18, 2006 the Church Board adopted name "Hidden Oaks Retreat Center." After 

that we began to develop publicity for the center: A brochure, a “pop-up” that can be 

used at shows and conferences, and a website. 

 

2007 Final Work 

From January to May 2007 Final work was done, 

 

Heating and Air Conditioning were finished.  The system was a masterpiece of disguised 

duct-work – some placed along the ceiling of the Great Room, but plastered over so it 

would not be obvious; and other portions hidden under the floors and in the walls.  This 

was a huge improvement over the original building that did not have forced air and heat. 

 

Ceramic Floor Tiles were installed on all the floors, some concrete and others wooden.  

This one improvement put the building in a better class than it had ever been. The style of 

the tile was compatible with the period of the building’s origin. 

 

Electrical work was finished, though some of the outside wiring and fixtures were put off 

for future improvements.  Anhauser Electric did the main work, and our own David 

Rodricks personally installed many significant electrical features. 

 

The kitchen remodel was as extensive as if it had been on a television make-over 

program.  Every wall covering, cabinet, floor covering, appliance, and electrical fixture 

was torn out and discarded.  With the installation of all-new Kitchen cabinets that 

conform to the historical appearance of the building, our large kitchen suddenly looked 

very bright and functional.  Completely new tile counters were installed with brand new 

stainless steel sinks. An additional stainless steel sink was added on the other side of the 

room.  Dishwashers, microwave ovens and a large convection oven were built in.  A free-

standing range and refrigerator were added.  New light fixtures, along with the older 

chandelier from the Great Room provided excellent lighting. 

 



Partitions and time-appropriate bathroom fixtures were completed on the two new 

restrooms. 

 

A new security closet was constructed over the space where the heating and air 

conditioning unit were installed.  This corner of the middle room had originally been the 

bathroom of the ranch house in the ‘20’s. 

 

All new doors and hardware were installed to enhance the beauty of the building. An 

appropriate door style was ordered and then set in the numerous doorways by Nelson 

Stump. Other special woodworking was made and installed by Dennis Maust, Willard 

Maust’s brother and a very highly respected craftsman. 

 

Extensive work was done to insure ADA compliance for the benefit of people with 

disabilities.  The building department gave us some allowance for variation because it is a 

historical site, but they still required a great deal of additional work since the former site 

had none of these necessities.  Handrails were constructed in many places, ramps for 

wheel chair access, and a specially designed ADA restroom in the main building were 

constructed. 

 

Sewer lines were traced and cleaned. 

  

Extensive painting was done on all the inside walls and wood work. Most of the painting 

was done by Dave Reno and his father, Charlie Reno.  Micah Swearingen also helped 

with this aspect of the work. 

 

Decorations were added 

 

Gazebo 

 

Fountains 

 

Audio-Visual 

 

Landscaping and lawns 

 

External lighting 

 

 

Floor tiles added a touch of class that surprised every visitor to the facility. 

 

.  Brighter lights were installed, but the original chandelier from the Great Room was 

added for effect. 

 

Extensive cultivation of existing trees and shrubs, planting of new flowers, and other 

work made the grounds look well-kept for the first time in many years.  Many people 



helped with these tasks.  We are especially grateful to Helen Remple, Terry and Mary 

Weatherford, and John and Irene Garrison for all their care for the grounds. 

 

At last, and just in time, the center was getting ready for the big event of dedication. 

 

Final decorations were added: Darleen Maust designed a huge beautiful wreath over the 

fireplace. Numerous pictures and framed citrus labels decorated the walls. Marianne 

Aguilar transformed one of the old original doors into a horizontal display of various 

sights and plant life around the grounds. And rich red window coverings were all 

carefully situated. A few pieces of period furniture were placed strategically in the 

Brides’ Room and a few other places. Most of these decorations were generous donations 

by individuals. 

 

A Dream Come True 

By careful use of the funds, and with the help of many willing volunteers, the church was 

able to do much more with the property than they had originally planned, including 

seismic retrofitting, a massive and labor-intensive process.  There were also upgrades to 

the original plan by covering the entire floor with ceramic tile.  Thorough upgrades to the 

kitchen were adopted.  A portion of the southerly wall was removed to allow for the 

growth of a giant oak tree, and to restore some of the original south patio.  Every wire 

and pipe in the building was replaced.  The original sconces were rebuilt.  ADA restroom, 

ramps and rails were installed.  All the doors were replaced with elegant replicas of the 

time period.  Everything was sandblasted, painted, and improved.  New lights were 

installed.  In essence, everything they would have wanted in a full restoration was 

accomplished, and more! 

 

Formation of the Steering Committee 

In January of 2007, as we began to prepare for our dedication and grand opening of 

Hidden Oaks, we needed a new level of oversight,, so a “Steering Committee” was 

formed to have monthly meetings about the progress and future plans of the center.  

Members of this early steering committee included, Steve and Roberta Bayless, Landry 

Carpenter, Sherry Carroll, Paul Casas, Pastor Ron Graff,  Joe Hoover, Darleen Maust, 

Gary Ramseyer, Eleanore Schellenberger, and.  Mary Weatherford.  Darleen Maust was 

chosen as the first chairperson for the committee.  Later, Mary Weatherford was asked to 

serve in that capacity. 

 

Prayer Gathering from BIC District Conference 

On March 3, 2007, Solid Ground was host to the Brethren In Christ Pacific Conference.  

After business was finished that day, delegates were invited to visit Hidden Oaks, which 

was almost ready to be dedicated and put into service.  The group gathered around the 

new fountain and had a wonderful time of prayer.  We might say that this was our first 

official function, and it is symbolic that it was a prayer meeting. 

 

May 20, 2007 - Dedication of Hidden Oaks 

The dedication service for the Retreat Center was held in the Sanctuary.  We viewed 

video productions about the History of the property, about the restoration of the land and 



historical building, and about the Charles and Kathryn Engle story. We gave God glory 

for the great things He had done, and our Bishop Perry Engle offered a prayer of 

dedication for the property and the ministries that will be performed here. 

 

The overflow crowd from the Sanctuary was then invited to migrate up to the Hidden 

Oaks property for a celebration meal.  Young people handed out self-guided tours of the 

facility.  It was a glorious day honoring God’s goodness and the faithfulness of His 

people. 

 

 



 

 

Part 3 

The Early Years of the Ministry 

 
Organization  

The Steering Committee that had planned the dedication continued to function.  Their 

new work was to organize the ministry and business activities of the organization.    

Susan Keith a member of the Steering Committee for a few months, advising the group 

about how to oversee weddings. However, she originally said she “wanted nothing to do 

with the actual weddings.”  We would train other people to be coordinators of weddings 

and other events. Ironically, she did become greatly involved with the early weddings, 

and still does some of them.  Her larger role is the growing challenge of bookkeeping for 

the new organization. 

  

The Steering Committee began to address the many business aspects of the ministry.  

Pricing, budgeting, advertising, record keeping, scheduling, office procedures, legal 

agreements, organizational improvement, payment schedules, parking issues, shuttle 

service, cleaning, landscaping service, and so forth. 

 

The Church’s Office staff helped with phone calls and clerical tasks. These dedicated 

workers included Sheryl Taylor, and Victoria Swearingen. 

 

In the area of  Publicity, Bill Martinez, the editor of Inland Living helped us pick a name.  

He designed a logo for us and wrote an article about the place in his magazine.  We 

followed up by producing a tri-fold brochure that has been used for the past three years.  

We also purchased a “pop-up” display that could be used at bridal shows and 

conferences.  We established a website with pictures and pricing. 

 

The best thing we did in the area of publicity was to contract with “Here Comes The 

Guide” to be on their website and in their big book of wedding sites.  Once we were 

visible on their website, with beautiful pictures, a professional drawing and descriptions,  

we had a steady stream of interested parties.  Once they visited the site, nearly everyone 

fell in love with its beauty and solitude. 

 

Early Uses 

One of the first uses of the building was a Christmas Dinner Play in 2007.  Our first 

wedding was for a young couple who were active in the church: Jeff and Nicole 

Alexander.  

 

Improvements 

Patch sidewalks 

Garage - Rich Hensley 

RV Utilities 

Outside lights and Electrical outlets 



Changes to the patio – remove trees 

Improvement of bandshell 

Ramp for heavy wheelchair 

 

Barbara Hempy – license to perform weddings 

 

 

Later Staff 

Financial Staff – Susan Keith and Kelly Smith 

 

 

Board Status – July, 2010 

Whether or not to incorporate 

Effect of the HO ministry on the tax exempt status 

 

 



 

 

 

Part 4 

The Future of Hidden Oaks 
 

 

Preserve the vision of a spiritual retreat center 

Extension of the ministries of the church 

Allow the Lord to direct 

Place of prayer 

Gathering place for Christians – social events, conferences, etc. 

Expansion: 

Pergola 

Prayer Walk/ Prayer Mountain 

Ampitheater 

Biblical Botannical Garden 

Enlargement of main meeting building 

Dormitories 
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