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PROLOGUE 
Felix Mattei used to say that the last commercial stagecoach line in western history ended its final run at Mattei's Tavern in Los 
Olivos, California. A Swiss-American emigrant who built a pioneer hostelry in the sparsely-settled Santa Ynez Valley in 1886, Mattei 
was in a unique position to suggest this obscure historical possibility. Regular stage service between Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which began in 1860, ended forever in 1901 when the Southern Pacific Railroad completed its Coast Line. Few historians are aware 
that Felix Mattei of Los Olivos kept a pair of leather-slung Concords rolling for still another decade, until a model T flivver replaced 
them. He owned the little branch line which carried the U.S. Mail between Los Olivos and Gaviota until as late as 1912. 

 
Felix's rustic country inn, which specialized in good eating for 
weary travelers, survived crisis after crisis. It witnessed the end 
of Santa Barbara staging in 1901, the by-passing of Los Olivos 
by the Coast Highway in 1918, World War I, the great 
Depression, the death of its founder in 1930, the loss of a 
narrow-gauge railroad terminal in 1933, and a second World 
War. The out-of-the-way Tavern remains in business to this 
day, thanks to an incomparable pastoral setting virtually 
unchanged since the days of the Padres and the Dons, and to 
the superb quality of its cuisine. 
 
It was in 1854, the same year Felix Mattei was born, that Ralph 
Waldo Emerson observed "If a man builds a better mousetrap, 
the world will beat a path to his door." Here, in the story of 
Felix Mattei, are some of the reasons why the world continues 
to beat a path to his door, over forty years after his death. 
 
THE STREAM OF HISTORY  
Felix Mattei was born September 7, 1854 in Cevio, 
Switzerland, the son of the village doctor and an Italian mother. 
In 1871 he emigrated to New York, rode the two-year-old 
overland railway to California, and crossed the then unbridged 
Golden Gate to briefly visit a relative in Marin County.  Felix 
took a job as a dairyman, working his way gradually down the 
coast until he came to San Luis Obispo County. There he and 
his brother Louis (returned from 14 years of consular service in 
Rio de Janeiro) joined in operating the historic Huasna Rancho 
about 20 miles northeast of Arroyo Grande, raising dairy cattle 
and horses for the market. 
A small man, only five feet six inches tall, young Felix fell in 
love with a five-foot-two beauty from Troy, New York, age 20. 
She was Lucy Fisher, the daughter of a San Luis Obispo 
gunsmith. They were married in 1879, and eventually produced 
five handsome sons. Felix and Lucy, in addition to managing 

their ranch, also ran a small hotel at Cayucos on the coast. It was there that Felix discovered he preferred the life of an innkeeper to 
that of a ranchero, a preference that was to radically alter his future. 
 
The Land of Promise 
Felix Mattei first glimpsed the Alamo Pintado country when he was driving a herd of horses from his Huasna ranch to market in Los 
Angeles in the spring of 1880. The oak-dappled hills of the Santa Ynez Valley were aflame with golden poppies and smokey with 
blue-gray lupine. There was late snow wigging Figueroa Mountain and Zaca Peak and the higher crests of the Sierra Madres and San 
Rafaels, leading the eye southward to the purple horizon marking the coastal range and the three passes, San Marcos, Refugio and 
Gaviota. The scene reminded Mattei of the alpine valley of the Maggia River in Switzerland where he was born, and he resolved that 
someday he would come back and settle there. 
 
Predicting where that railway terminal would be located, and getting in on the ground floor before some enterprising competitor beat 
him to it, became Felix Mattei's preoccupation. By December 1881, daily passenger train service had reached as far south as Arroyo 
Grande. Gangs of Chinese coolies graded the line, set ties, and spiked down rails as far as the dry bed of the Santa Maria River, and 
thrust Pacific Coast's steel into Santa Barbara County by the second week in April, 1882. On April 22, the rails reached Central City. 
Friends advised Mattei to build his hotel there, but he demurred; he had no liking for the bleak, sandy, wind-blown expanse that was 
the Santa Maria Valley of 1882. His dreams were laid farther down the stage road, past Los Alamos Valley in the sylvan paradise of 
the Alamo Pintado country, where he was gambling the P.C.R.R. would eventually extend its railhead. 



 
Felix was not unaware that California, 
especially Southern California, was 
experiencing a boom of historic proportions. 
The big overland railways, competing for 
passenger business, had cut fares as low as 
one dollar between Chicago and Los 
Angeles. Not for many years later would he, 
and the State at large, realize just how 
tremendous the "Boom of the Eighties" was 
to become. During the summer and early fall 
of 1882, the pigtailed coolies shoveled out 
cuts and carried dirt in wheelbarrows to 
make fills. By October 10 the Iron Pony was hauling freight, mail, and passengers to a railhead at Los Alamos. Again, friends urged 
Felix Mattei to build his hotel at what they felt would be the P.C.R.R. terminal. Again, he was adamant in his refusal. The head of 
Alamo Pintado Creek's valley, wedged between the old-time San Carlos de Jonata and Canada de los Pinos (College) land grants, 
was now only 12 miles away from end-of-track. That location, where the early day stagecoach routes from Foxen Canyon and Los 
Alamos Valley had met, was where Felix Mattei believed Pacific Coast Railway would build its southern terminal. 
He had considerable time to cool his heels. The bigwigs in charge of the narrow-gauge were well aware that the standard-gauge 
Southern Pacific was surveying a coast line around the southern and western borders of Santa Barbara County as part of the Los 
Angeles to San Francisco division. Public gossip had it that once the mighty S.P. was completed, the narrow-gauge would fold. Not 
so, insisted Felix Mattei. It would prosper as a feeder line to haul grain and produce from his beloved valley for years to come. And 
events proved him right. 
 
In July of 1885, developers of the narrow-gauge announced the incorporation of the Santa Ynez Land & Improvement Company and 
the acquisition of a large acreage about five miles north of Mission Santa Ines, in the vicinity of pioneer Alden Boyd's Los Olivos 
Ranch, a large-scale experiment in olive culture. Felix knew he had waited long enough. Lucy, pregnant with her fourth child, 
remained behind at Cayucos with sons Frank, Fred, and Clarence, who had been born on the Huasna. Felix hurried to San Luis Obispo 
to study the promoters' plat of lands to be sold by the Santa Ynez Land & Improvement Company.  
 
Years later he told friends, "I sneaked a peek at the map and when I saw a turntable and two-stall roundhouse to be built a block east 
of Grand Avenue, I knew this was a terminal, not just another whistle post in the valley."  
 
During the winter of 1885-1886, Mattei's carpenters built a modest clapboard hotel, a plain, unadorned, two-story box with a 
steep-pitched roof, facing Railway Avenue and flanking Nojoqui Avenue. The main portion was 22 by 42 feet. A narrow 
stairway led to the upper floor, the landing housed in a lean to in the rear which looked like an architectural afterthought. The 
stairs led to a narrow hall ending in a door which opened on empty space-a railed gallery was added later with seven bedrooms 

and one connecting closet. The only bedroom in the 
house with cross ventilation was No.6 in the northwest 
corner; the others were mere cubicles. Each was 
furnished austerely with an iron bedstead, marble-topped 
chest of drawers, china pitcher and bowl, and a commode 
with a chamber pot, the standard accoutrements for a 
frontier hostelryDownstairs, large double doors opened 
on the northeastern room which was equipped with a 
small fireplace and was intended for use as a bar. Behind 
it, squaring off a rectangle was the family dining room, 
22 by 22, with sleeping facilities for Felix and Lucy in 
the rear. It became known as the "Red and Gold Room" 
for the pattern of its wallpaper in later years. To the right 

of the barroom was a small business office and baggage room extending into a flat-roofed, false-fronted public dining room wing 
which later became the east half of the lobby. This room was equipped with a massive fieldstone fireplace which became the 
sinecure of weary travelers for years to come. Brown-painted wainscoting was in all the rooms. 
 
While Felix's hotel was being built, a water tank house was erected behind the main structure, and a well dug with a huge 
windmill near it. Lucy and the boys were quartered in the homesteader's shack next to the creek. When the time neared for Lucy 
to give birth to her fourth son, Charlie, she returned to the more civilized environs of Cayucos, leaving her husband to watch after 
Frank, six; Fred, five; and Clarence, two. The hotel and its false front annex were completed early in 1886, given a coat of 
gleaming white paint, and christened "CENTRAL HOTEL" on a bracket-mounted sign reminiscent of roadside inns in medieval 
England. 



 
Shortly after the hotel opened, Mattei hired two young Swedish emigrants, Gustave and Charles Berg. Charles remained in 
Mattei's employ until he died in 1906. "Gus" became Felix's majordomo, maitre-d'hotel, head waiter, general factotum, and crony 
for as long as they both lived. Gus and Felix started their nightly pinochle and poker games at an early date, a card-table rivalry 
that became a legend in the valley, the marathon continuing for almost half a century. 
By the dawn of 1887, Felix Mattei had become agent for the two stage lines carrying mail, express and passengers from Santa 
Barbara. He built a large barn west of the hotel to handle the teams. Room 1 was always reserved for the use of the incoming stage 
driver. 
 

The land developers, having completed their grandiose plans (on paper) for the future city of Los Olivos, persuaded the Oregon 
Improvement Company, owners of the Pacific Coast Railway, to begin construction on the 12-mile rail extension to link Los Alamos 
with Los Olivos. Over 300 Chinese and American workmen were engaged in building this difficult stretch of railroad, which 
involved numerous trestles, cuts through rolling hummocks, and grading and ballasting a roadbed which the tiny locomotives could 
climb in getting over the hump from the Los Alamos Valley to the Santa Ynez Valley. From Los Alamos, at 575 feet above sea level, 
the rails climbed to a 950-foot summit between Wigmore and Zaca sidings before slanting down into the Santa Ynez Valley to Los 
Olivos at 836 feet elevation. 
 
While the crews were laying track that summer, a bloody race riot erupted, about two miles west of Los Olivos, which sent a local 
ranch hand to the hospital with a cracked head. Meanwhile, in Los Olivos town site, Pacific Coast Railway was erecting a long 
warehouse for the storage of grain and other freight, and a station house beyond that. Was it mere coincidence that the Los Olivos 
terminal was built directly across Railway Avenue from Felix Mattei's little Central Hotel? By accident or design, it meant that 
passengers alighting from the coaches had to walk only 100 paces or so to find food and lodgings while waiting over for the morning 
stagecoach to leave for Santa Barbara and Los Angeles. 
 

Wednesday, November 16, 1887, was the historic day when the first bunting-draped engine puffed into Los Olivos, bell clanging and 
whistle screaming, drawing a string of crowded day coaches. Soon Mattei's barroom was jammed with exuberant celebrants. 
Even at that early date, wife Lucy viewed alcoholic beverages with alarm. An ardent disciple of Frances Willard, Lucy became the 
valley organizer for the Women's Christian Temperance Union in 1883, and wore her white ribbon W.C.T.U. emblem till the day she 
died forty years later. Lucy regarded Felix's barroom with disfavor, feeling it to be an unfit atmosphere for her four sons. She issued 
strict orders for Frank, Fred, Clarence and baby Charlie never to set foot across the barroom threshold. Her ultimate goal was to put 
her husband out of the whiskey-dispensing business entirely-and she succeeded! To placate his abstemious spouse, Felix built a 
separate false-fronted barroom twelve feet west of the hotel dining annex, painted a gold sign on the window "MATTEI'S BODEGA," 
and converted the former barroom into a stagecoach waiting room and ticket office, with the words SANTA BARBARA STAGE 
OFFICE painted on the glass transom. 
 
In early 1888, he Boom of the Eighties was about to collapse. Thirty five air miles to the south, Collis P. Huntington's Southern 
Pacific, which had reached Santa Barbara in August with that city's first trains, suddenly halted construction at Ellwood Canyon 
Ranch, in western Goleta Valley. There the track would be stalled for 14 years, leaving a 50-mile gap in the S.P. Coast Line between 
Ellwood and Bridgeport (now Surf), at the mouth of the Santa Ynez River west of Lompoc. What this meant to Felix Mattei and to 
Los Olivos was that travelers wishing to go overland between San Francisco and Los Angeles had no choice but to get off the S.P. 
train at Lompoc and ride the stage for 50 miles to Santa Barbara, or ride the narrow-gauge to Los Olivos, which cut the stagecoach 
ride to 35 miles. Most travelers, especially after they tasted the meals served at Mattei's, preferred the narrow-gauge to the Southern 
Pacific. 
 
Meanwhile Los Olivos was beginning to look like a boom town. The Presbyterians built a church, which was soon superseded by a 
church in nearby Ballard, so it was dismantled and used to make a manse at the latter village. A tiny Christian Church was erected 
at Santa Barbara and Alamo Pintado Avenues, which still stands. The intersection of Alamo Pintado and Grand Avenue became 
the "Times Square" of Los Olivos, with false-fronted stores, livery stables, blacksmith shops, a drugstore, a U.S. post office, public 
school, and, opening on May 1, 1888, the long-awaited $20,000 luxury hotel on the hill east of town. Hundreds of May Day 
visitors arrived for the grand opening of the Los Olivos Hotel. But even on that day, the humble little Central Hotel down by the 
railroad tracks was not ignored. The fame of Felix's wine cellar and Lucy Mattei's epicurean cooking had spread by word of mouth 
and the gourmets who dined at the fancy hotel on the hill did so only because there wasn't room for them at Mattei's. There were 
many more railroad-sponsored excursions to Los Olivos in the next year or two, but in each case, Mattei's hotel benefited more 
than its luxury-minded rival. This taught the canny Swiss-Italian Boniface a lesson, which he repeated to Lucy and his boys at 
every opportunity: 
 
"We are first a restaurant, only by sideline a hotel. Our menus are more important than our mattresses. If people want a fancy 
bedroom for the night, Los Olivos Hotel is for them. If they want the finest food and drink in the valley-in the whole state, by garl-
they will come to Mattei's." 



 
The first significant architectural addition made to the hotel was the addition of a railed upper gallery. It was Lucy's habit, when 
airing out the upstairs rooms, to leave the outside hall door open. This nearly caused a tragedy in the fall of 1888 when the toddler, 
Charlie, walked through the open door and fell twelve feet to the ground, fortunately without injuring himself. The balcony was 
built soon after. 
 
Early on the last day of January in 1890, when the hotel was only 20 months old, smoke was seen fuming from the attic, and the 
village fire bell started clanging. But the best efforts of Los Olivos' volunteer fire department were helpless to prevent the three-
story frame building from burning to its foundations. With the exception of a square grand piano, none of the furniture was saved. 
The hotel was never rebuilt. Mattei now had a monopoly. 
 
Later that year, Felix Mattei raised the front of his dining room annex three feet to match the false front of his detached barroom, and 
connected the two with a twelve-foot addition to complete the long east-west facade so familiar to tourists ever since. The scrollwork 
brackets or corbels along the false fronts failed to match those on the bodega, but who would notice that detail? A front arbor was built 
of heavy square beams and soon became covered with wisteria and honeysuckle vines, a Mattei’s Tavern trademark. Along with its 
new look, the Central Hotel got a new name: Hotel Los Olivos. This was eventually superseded, however, by the colloquial label 
"Mattei's Tavern." 
 

A FIFTH SON IS BORN 
The Gay Nineties became the golden years for the Mattei family. A fifth and last son, Albert (Bert), was born March 26, 1894. As the 
boys grew, private quarters were established for them in small cottages 
beyond the tank house, the ground floor of which housed a pantry off the 
big kitchen. The railroad station and warehouse across the road swarmed 
with activity in harvest season, as farmers from the valley brought in 
wagon loads of sacked grain for shipment, loads they formerly had had to 
haul to Dibblee's wharf at Gaviota, fording Gaviota Creek fourteen times 
en route, and spending the night at Las Cruces. The Nineties were idyllic, 
halcyon times for the Mattei’s and their far-famed country stagecoach 
inn. But a century was nearing its end, and stage coaching, as the Mattei’s 
had known it, would survive only one year into the new century. 
Something Felix Mattei had always put in the back of his mind was 
coming to pass. Southern Pacific was about to close its "Gap" in the 
Coast Line. When it did, stage coaching would cease. So' would 
passenger traffic on the narrow-gauge. What would happen then? 
 

HERE COMES THE HORSELESS CARRIAGE!  
March 31, 1901, fell on a Sunday. For the folks at Mattei's in Los Olivos, it was a day of gloomy forebodings. At five o'clock that 
evening, right on schedule, the Santa Barbara stage rolled around the corner of Grand Avenue and discharged half a dozen passengers 
at Mattei's. They would be taking next morning's train for San Luis Obispo and points north. The travelers signed their names in 
Felix's register and Charlie helped them take their carpetbags and bulging valises to their respective rooms. If the guests noticed an air 
of depression hanging over the hotel, they didn't comment on it. Johnny Waugh, the stage driver, parked his dusty old mud wagon 
behind the hotel. Hostlers stabled his six-horse team. The routine was the same as it had been for a generation. Except for one thing. 
That day, March 31, 1901, marked the last mail run from Santa Barbara for all time to come. Because on this historic Sunday, the first 
through train to San Francisco had rolled out of Santa Barbara. The famous "Gap" had at last been closed. The Southern Pacific's 
Coast Line was open, after being stalled since 1887 at Ellwood on the south and Bridgeport (Surf), at the mouth of the Santa Ynez 
River, on the north. Starting tomorrow, Monday, April Fool's Day 1901, the mail and Wells Fargo Express contracts would go via rail. 
It would no longer be necessary for travelers to endure the grueling eight to twelve-hour stage journey over San Marcos Pass to make 
rail connections at Los Olivos; they could now go all the way to San Francisco or Portland or Seattle by train. Felix Mattei's heart was 
heavy that Sunday night. After he had crawled into bed and Lucy blew out the lamp, he said, "Well, we are finished in the valley. 

What good is a stagecoach inn when 
there will be no more stagecoaches?" 
In the weeks that followed, business 
at Mattei's slacked off ominously. 
But drummers continued to wire 
ahead for reservations for Rooms 6 
and 7; the engineer of the P.C.R.R. 
trains continued to pay rent on Room 
2, even though train schedules were 
reduced to handle freight rather than 
passengers.  



Hoping to regain some semblance of coaching business, Felix acquired ownership of a couple of travel-worn Abbott & Downing 
coaches and established a twice-weekly stage service to Gaviota on the coast by way of Alisal Canyon, with a stop near Nojoqui Falls. 
This service continued until 1911, when Solvang was founded and a Model T Ford replaced the ancient Concords. At some future 
date, researchers tracing the history of stage coaching in the 48 continental United States, may very well confirm Mattei's belief that 
the last stage service in American history was Mattei's Gaviota-Los Olivos run. Although the books had been closed on an era, 
Mattei's was far from finished. 
 
A new chapter in the Mattei saga was about to begin. Unforeseen events too fantastic to contemplate were only a few weeks short of 
beginning. Felix and Gus were relaxing in the cool shade on the front porch on the sultry afternoon of Thursday, June 21, 1901, less 
than three months after cessation of stagecoach traffic, when an alien sound echoed off the weathered clapboards of the Pacific Coast 
Railway's warehouse and depot across the road. It was destiny calling: a strange, coughing, chug-chug-chug of a sound, a noise to 
make horses at the hitch racks toss up their heads nervously and stare off in the direction of the Los Alamos road, where an oncoming 
traveler was kicking up a long, boiling plume of ochre-colored dust. At first glance, Felix and Gus assumed it was a farmer driving a 
wagon with sacked grain to unload at the railway siding for transshipment. But the vehicle stirring up the dust was approaching much 
faster than even an empty Studebaker wagon; and wagon teams didn't make such a rhythmic chug-chug-chug noise. 
By the time the mysterious visitor was crossing the Alamo Pintado Creek Bridge a block away, a shift of wind lifted the dust cloud 
and revealed its source: a rubber-tired contraption which looked for all the world like a buggy without a horse in front of it. "It's a 
horseless carriage'" shouted Felix, almost dropping his cigar in his excitement. "It is just like the pictures in the catalogues.” Father 
Mattei's shout brought Gus and the boys and Lucy out of the hotel, in time to see the strange-looking wire-wheeled vehicle brake to a 
stop out front. With a series of coughs and backfires the little engine affixed to the back wheel expired and the chug-chug coughing 

subsided. Two gentlemen clad in ankle-length dusters and sun goggles descended 
from the machine. "How do you do," the driver greeted the gape-jawed Mattei 
family. "I was told that you offer excellent accommodations and a superb cuisine 
here. I hope you have room for us overnight." 
 
Room? The house was empty of paying guests, and had been for weeks, except for 
weekends. The driver signed the register as "L. l. Whitman, Pasadena." Of all the 
visitors who had signed the book in years past, Mr. Whitman was unique: he and his 
companion were the first guests ever to arrive by motor car, the harbinger of a new 
era in the history of Mattei's. 
 
Whitman's tiny Dion-Bouton Motorette was the forerunner of many of its kind to 
huff up to Mattei's door in months to come. A year previously, the Automobile Club 

of Southern California had been organized in Los Angeles, at an address on South Figueroa Street on land which, back in 1880, Felix 
Mattei had been offered for the price of one horse, but turned down as worthless. The Auto Club published primitive road maps, in an 
era before mileage signs were in existence. In taking note of Los Olivos, an insignificant village well off the beaten track, its literature 
advised motorists that the hotel, tavern and eating house run by one F. Mattei was "well worth going out of the way to visit." 
Thus began a love affair between Mattei's Hotel Los Olivos-a name which was changed to "Mattei's Tavern" shortly after the dawn of 
the Motor Age-and the Auto Club. The Club, after checking out roadside hostelries, would bestow upon favored eating and sleeping 
places an accolade equivalent to a Duncan Hines endorsement, a Good Housekeeping Certificate of Approval, or in England, the right 
to display a sign reading "by appointment to His Majesty the King." This accolade consisted of an Automobile Club contract, granted 
only to a roadside business having the highest recommendations, and gave the contractor the high honor of displaying a large 
diamond-shaped sign board like a heraldic shield, signifying the official sponsorship of the powerful Southern California Automobile 
Club. To the end of his days, Felix Mattei was proud of the sign in front of his Los Olivos tavern, not only for its business-getting 
benefits by luring in non-members, but for its low number: the fourth the club ever issued. 
 

Times were progressing. In 1905 Mattei's Tavern had a magneto powered, hand-crank telephone installed high on the wall inside 
the front door. A few months later the station agent from the depot across the road brought a telegram reporting that the city of San 
Francisco had been totally destroyed by an earthquake. The news was relayed to shocked listeners on the Santa Ynez Valley party 
line by Felix Mattei, shouting the incredulous and grossly exaggerated-evil tidings over a telephone installed so high on the wall he 
always had to climb up on a box to reach the calling crank. 

 
Business continued to flourish, with the automobile traffic added to the popular narrow-gauge railway excursions. Crowds were 
especially heavy in hunting season, and to accommodate those who wanted to spend a week or more in Los Olivos, Mattei erected 
a row of frame bungalows along the east border of his property, facing Nojoqui Avenue, each with bath and private lounge. Gravel 
walks led through barbered lawns to the cottages, with landscaping including cedar, pine and palm trees and varieties of pink and 
red flowers. In 1915 Mattei built his most important annex, the so-called "West Cottage" on the site of the big stage barn and 
stable, with four palms out front. This cottage had five bedrooms and a large parlor with a fine fieldstone fireplace.  



Its guests in years to come included many movie celebrities seeking to get away from the world for a quiet, country-style vacation. 
Perhaps the most famous guest was Herbert Hoover, when he was Secretary of Commerce under Woodrow Wilson. President 
Hoover and the youngest Mattei brother, Bert, were fishing cronies as long as they lived. 
 
As more and more families came to spend summer vacations amid the pastoral beauty of the country surrounding Los Olivos, most of 
them booking a bungalow well in advance, it became necessary to add a wing along the east side of the hotel, enclosing it with glass, 
to use as a public dining room. Visitors would come from as far away as San Diego, Bakersfield and Morro Bay to enjoy Gin's 
cooking on a Sunday afternoon, and never for the remainder of their lives did Felix and Lucy Mattei have to worry about lack of 
business because their Tavern was "off the beaten path." The very economic factors which had kept Los Olivos from urbanizing-the 
rustic, small town charm of the village-came to be recognized as assets worth protecting.  
 

THE PIGTAILED POTENTATE OF MATTEI’S  KITCHEN 
The reputation of a country inn rises or falls on the culinary skills of its chef, the seldom-seen factotum who dwells with his pots and 
pans and stoves and ovens in the kitchen backstage. As responsible for the fame of Mattei's Tavern as the charisma of its host was the 
colorful, brusque, and infinitely talented gentleman from Old Cathay who wore the chef's cap in Mattei's kitchen 
over a span of two generations. 
 
Gin Lung Gin, born in China in 1871, was in his late thirties when he came to the shelter of Mattei's Tavern under 
circumstances which have been lost to history. He probably came to Santa Barbara County to join his cousin Gin 
Chow, the famous weather prophet of Santa Barbara. From the moment he served the customers of Mattei's with 
their first venison and game birds, Gin could write his own ticket. The kitchen, and the pantry which linked the 
main building to the tankhouse, became his undisputed domain. Lucy Mattei's cooking was already known far and 
wide for its excellence when Gin took over in 1910, but from then on, she was allowed inside the kitchen only by 
his sufferance.  
 
Gin could turn such mundane menus as breakfast oatmeal mush, corn fritters with syrup, beefsteak and potatoes, 
bread and coffee into epicurean delights. He was especially adept at taking the "gamey" taste out of pheasants or 
wild duck. During dove season, Gin's broiled doves, dove pies, or doves served like a fricassee with miniature 
dumplings were dubbed the ambrosia of the gods by diners across the years. Gin was in his glory during hunting 
season. No matter how old or fresh a buck might be, how long the meat had hung, it made no difference to Gin. 
Where one chef would produce roast venison of the texture of boot sole leather, Gin would serve it tender and 
moist, to tempt the most jaded taste buds. Excursionists would return from Pismo Beach with clams, driving miles 
out of the way just to let Gin prepare them in chowder or fritters. 
 
Gin was also a skilled baker, equal to any Danish pastry expert who set up shop in Solvang. He served his home-
made ice cream with sugar cookies as thin and crisp as potato chips. Not once in the decades that Gin ruled the 
cuisine at Mattei's Tavern did a bakery wagon unload store-bought goods at Gin's back door. His primitive ovens 
produced light bread, hot breads, fresh rolls, flaky biscuits for serving with Santa Ynez Valley honey and home-
grown butter. Guests on many occasions boarded the narrow-gauge train for points north, toting an extra loaf or  
two of Gin's bread wrapped up in a newspaper. Old Gin's greatest claim to fame was his phenomenal memory for the 
favorite dishes of his customers. Often a guest would return to the Tavern after an absence of several years to find 
waiting on the dining table, his favorite dish! 
 
During the early years of the century the five Mattei boys grew to handsome manhood. Frank became a rancher at Cayucos; Fred a 
business man in Woodland, north of Sacramento. Charles, who lived at the Tavern the longest, eventually became owner of a cutlery 
store in downtown Santa Barbara. The most financially successful of the brothers, Bert, started as an engineer for the Honolulu Oil 
Company and eventually became its president.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The brother who achieved celebrity status, however, was Clarence. Both he and Charlie early showed great natural talent for drawing 
and painting, but Clarence had the good fortune to catch the eye of a wealthy patroness of the arts, Mrs. Herman Duryea of New York, 
whose husband used the Tavern as his base camp while on hunting expeditions. They sent Clarence to art school in San Francisco in 
1901-02, where he won a scholarship to a New York academy which sent him to Paris for six years of study at the Julian Academy of 
Art. He ran a studio in New York from 1910 until moving to Santa Barbara in 1922, during which period he did charcoal portraits or 
oil paintings of some of America's most famous people. Clarence's portraits of Felix and Lucy hung in the lobby at Mattei's Tavern for 
over forty years. His most famous oil painting, entitled "Pinochle," showing his father and Old Gus at the card table, now hangs in the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York, after being on exhibition at the Tavern for many years.  
 
Clarence Mattei's return to California was in response to his mother's deteriorating mental health. Lucy brooded over the fact that her 
mother and two sisters had taken their own lives, and she became obsessed with a phobia that she, too, may have inherited suicidal 
tendencies. Felix, in hopes of exorcising Lucy's black moods, wrote to Clarence to come home from New York and see if his presence 
could help the situation, since he had always been one of her favorite sons. Lucy remained in Clarence's home on Canal (now Olive) 
Street in Santa Barbara from Christmas week of 1922 until the sunny June day in 1923 when the county coroner made an emergency 
visit at Clarence's request. He listed Lucy Fisher Mattei as a victim of suicide by hanging. She became the second burial in the Mattei 
family plot in Oak Hill cemetery, on the hill overlooking Ballard in the Alamo Pintado Valley three miles from the Los Olivos tavern. 
Felix's brother Louis, who died in 1896, was the first. 
 

THE HIGHWAY BYPASSES LOS OLIVOS  
In the early years of the century it was taken for granted, by Felix Mattei and everyone else in Los Olivos, that the main Coast 
Highway, now known as U.S. 101, would follow the old stage road from Santa Maria through Foxen Canyon, Los Olivos, Ballard, 
Santa Ynez and Solvang, down Alisal Canyon and through Gaviota Pass to the coast. It was regarded as a calamity therefore, when in 
1916 the State Legislature decreed that the route would turn 
south at Zaca Canyon after it left Los Alamos Valley, cross J. T. 
Buell's Jonata ranch, follow Nojoqui Creek to Nojoqui Pass and 
on to Las Cruces and Gaviota Pass.   
 
Once again the calamity howlers predicted that Mattei's Tavern, 
forever barred from having the Coast highway pass its front 
door, would go into a decline just as Los Olivos had done since 
most of its business moved to Solvang, a few miles to the south. 
Another new settlement, Buellton, sprang up around a service 
station and garage on the highway north of the river. As 
Buellton and Solvang grew, Los Olivos shriveled.  



But the gloom-chanters were wrong again. Mattei's Tavern continued to draw tourists, even though it was now off the main road. 
Billboard advertising and feature stories in "Touring Topics", the Auto Club magazine, which compared Mattei's to an "inn from the 
Middle Ages", brought a steady flow of customers the year around, including many "repeaters." During hunting and fishing seasons 
Mattei's had so much hotel business the overflow had to be diverted to the two-story adobe on the Alamo Pintado Ranch nearby, or to 
the College Hotel in Santa Ynez. 
 
On April 13, 1930, a cavalcade of 65 horsemen arrived at Mattei's for lunch, accompanied by their wives in a museum-piece 
stagecoach. The group had ridden over from Jack Mitchell's Juan y Lolita ranch near Solvang that morning. Three of the diners, 

Mitchell, his majordomo Elmer Awl, and Ed Borein, the celebrated artist-
sculptor, sized up the happy group and Borein commented "We ought to do 
this more often. Once a year, maybe, after the spring rains." In that moment 
the famous riding organization "Los Rancheros Visitadores" or Visiting 
Ranchers was born. It now has a membership of 750, mostly wealthy 
sportsmen from the worlds of show business, finance, industry and politics, 
built around a nucleus of working Santa Barbara County cattle ranchers and 
horse breeders. Playing mine host to the original Rancheros Visitadores 
was one of Felix Mattei's last roles as an innkeeper.  
 
Afflicted with heart trouble for over twenty years, Felix had turned more 
and more of his duties over to Gus Berg, a much older man. At 1:20 o'clock 
on the morning of December 7, 1930, Felix summoned sons Frank and 
Clarence to his bedside to say farewell. Death came moments later. He was 
in his 74th year. 

 
Father Mattei's funeral, held at the Tavern, was the largest in the valley's history, before or since. The Rev. G. F. Weld of All Saints 
Episcopal Church in Montecito eulogized: "What will Mattei's Tavern be without Felix Mattei? Which one of us who remembers him 
will ever again go into that beam-ceilinged lobby without conjuring up the vision of an erect old Swiss, with bristling white hair, sil-
very mustache, tiny goatee, leonine Bismarkian brow, sitting at the pinochle table across from Gus, defiantly chewing a black cigar? 
Which one of us will ever forget the crisp, gruff voice that was but an outer protection against one of the kindest hearts that ever beat? 
For those who knew and loved him over the years, will not the old hotel always hold Felix Mattei's spirit?" A funeral cortege of 
limousines, Model Ts, farm wagons, buggies and horseback riders stretching over two miles followed the hearse down the valley of 
the Alamo Pintado to Ballard's Oak Hill Cemetery, where the old innkeeper was laid to rest beside his wife in the Mattei family plot, 
nearest the end of the eucalyptus-bordered lane which leads along the mesa from Baseline Avenue. The Santa Barbara Morning Press, 
reporting the funeral next day, said "Gus Berg, the associate of the tavern keeper for more than 40 years, wiped the tears from his eyes 
as he pulled himself erect in his 85-year-old frame and, facing the Mattei boys, said, 'Well, I've got to do more now. He has gone, but 
the Tavern must go on.' " Gin the chef, his seamed Oriental face devoid of expression as always, stared at the fresh grave mound and 
addressed Mattei's assembled sons, "Your papa, my papa. Old Gin take good care of you." 
 
Superstitious folk believed the Death Angel's visits came in threes. First Lucy, now Felix. They were not surprised, the following 
April, when Felix's first-born son, Frank, was crushed to death under a load of gravel when the truck he was driving went off the road 
near Cayucos. When it became evident that Charles and old Gus would never be able to carry the burdens of tavern management, the 
family prevailed upon the eldest survivor, Fred, to close out his business affairs in Woodland and move permanently to Los Olivos 
with his wife, the former Elaine Spaulding. Thus began another phase in the saga of Mattei's Tavern, the "Fred and Elaine Years." 
Starting in 1932, Fred Mattei kept the Tavern open during the Depression, through World War II and the post-war Fifties, and on into 
the Sixties. 
 
The "Fred and Elaine" era opened with Mattei's Tavern enjoying a good business 
despite the Depression. The tourist trade was about equally divided between motorists 
and railway buffs who still liked to join the narrow-gauge excursions. Although it was 
obvious to everyone in Los Olivos that a small town off the beaten track afforded the 
best possible life style one could desire, the automobile age posed an increasing 
economic threat to the town's narrow-gauge railway terminal. By 1930 the passenger 
service to Los Olivos from San Luis Obispo had been reduced to a twice-a-week mixed 
consist, with the trains coming no farther than Orcutt the other days of the week. 
Service was finally suspended entirely between Los Alamos and Los Olivos. The 
whole town turned out to mourn the passing of the Iron Pony from their midst in the 
fall of 1933 when the last train of all time pulled out of Los Olivos.    
 
 



With the railroad gone, the calamity howlers set up their periodic lament: Mattei’s Tavern could never survive this economic blow, as 
it had been able to survive the end of stage coaching 32 years earlier.  But again, the pessimistic prophets were wrong. Although Los 
Olivos as a town continued to decline through the Depression period, the fame of Mattei’s Tavern cuisine carried it through to better 
times.  
 

 
HOLLYWOOD DISCOVERS MATTEI’S  

Mattei's Tavern, Los Olivos and the narrow-gauge railroad were discovered by Hollywood movie makers as early as 1910, to use as 
background locations for Western thrillers. At times all the Mattei bungalows and hotel rooms would be booked solid by actors, 
camera crews, directors and producers. The Tavern itself appeared in motion pictures, with substitute signs installed to make it fit the 
script being shot. In the 1930s the reigning king of the screen, Clark Gable, often visited Mattei's Tavern while on hunting trips with 
his close friend, Curtis W. Hutton of Montecito. "One time when Clark was visiting us," Elaine Mattei recalls, "a large delegation of 
valley womenfolk 'accidentally' happened by at lunch time, hoping for a glimpse of their hero. While I was talking to them in the 
lobby, Clark strode in, picked me up by the waist and deposited me on the desk counter, just for a joke. You should have heard the 
sighs from those girls!  You knew they would have given anything to have been picked up like that by the great Gable.” 
 
Marjorie Main, the character actress, loved to go into seclusion at Mattei’s for a week or two while she studied scripts for her “Ma 
Kettle” and other starring roles. Edmund Lowe, who portrayed suave men of the world on the screen, once walked across the street in 
the moonlight, sat down at the P.C.R.R. freight warehouse, and remained there admiring the beauty of the starbright night until the sun 
rose the next morning.  
 
Another celebrity of show business who frequently booked a suite in the West Cottage was Bing Crosby and his then wife, Dixie Lee. 
"When the Crosby’s walked into our east dining room," Fred Mattei once reminisced, "he would be swamped with autograph hounds. 
Der Bingle, as he called himself-or 'the Groaner', as Dixie used to call him never turned down a request to croon a song. Blue Hawaii, 
Mexicali Rose, Stardust, When the Blue of the Night Meets the Gold of the Day-Bing was always singing." Once Fred was reading the 
mail behind his reception desk when he became aware that someone had come into the lobby and was peering up at him over the edge 
of the counter, a little gnome of a man with a turned-up button nose and a sheepish grin. "I'm due at the Ballard church to get 
married," the little fellow said, "but I can't even find Ballard, let alone the church." The speaker was Mickey Rooney. The first of his 
numerous wives was waiting in a limousine outside, the beautiful Ava Gardner.  "I told Rooney how to get to the Ballard church," 
Fred chuckled. "On his way out he plucked some of our violets and gave them to Ava." Another screen star's wedding involved 
Mattei's Tavern. When the irrepressible comedienne Rosalind Russell married Danish Fred Brisson at Mission Santa Ines near 
Solvang, she chose Mattei's for her wedding party and for her bridal preparations on her nuptial day. 
 
Celebrity visitors from outside of show business included the "great commoner", William Jennings Bryan; Montgomery Ward, the 
mail-order king; Harry Chandler, publisher of the Los Angeles Times; socialite Mrs. Charles Dabney; Major Max C. Fleischmann 
of General Foods, the yeast baron; Catherine Harvey, daughter of restaurateur Fred Harvey; California's secretary of state, Franklin 
K. Lane; Carrie Chapman Catt, the suffragette; and many others. Stewart Edward White, the famous novelist, wrote most of "The 
Rose Dawn" while staying at the Tavern. "Getting away from it all" was difficult to achieve in a frenetic society, but this was what 
Mattei's Tavern offered-for a day, a week, or a month, combining tranquility with the most beautiful, unspoiled rural scenery to be 
found anywhere in California. 
 

THE MATTEI DYNASTY ENDS  
Old Gus Berg, upon whom Felix had leaned so heavily for moral support and help around the Tavern after Lucy's tragic death, 
became too frail to be of similar assistance to Fred. Gus' long years of playing poker and pinochle had confused playing cards with 

currency in the old Swede's mind. The waitresses began finding poker cards 
under Gus' plate when he finished supper and retired to the lobby. To Gus, a 
ten of clubs was a ten-dollar tip. Fred finally had to call a halt to Gus' 
handling the reception desk, when the old man accepted a five-dollar bill 
and a jack of diamonds in lieu of a $15 tab from a wily overnight guest In 
1945, Clarence Mattei succumbed to leukemia in Santa Barbara. He was in 
his 62nd year, at the peak of his artistic powers. Old Gin, who was 74, 
wanted to attend his friend's funeral in Ballard but was ashamed that he had 
no suitable clothes to wear. So Elaine Mattie bought Gin a new suit, and the 
first hat he had ever owned in his life. Gin's grave is alongside his friend Gus 
Berg's. 
 



Even after Repeal in 1933, Mattei's Tavern barroom hung out a "No Cocktails" sign. Wine and beer were served at table, but Fred 
Mattei never bothered to go after a license to serve hard liquor, perhaps due to his mother's W.C.T.U. philosophies. Time was 
gradually running out on the Mattei family dynasty. Charles, the only one of the five sons of Felix and Lucy Mattei to sire a 
grandchild-a daughter-succumbed to a heart attack in Santa Barbara in 1961. A little over a year later, Fred died at the Tavern. After 
Fred's funeral, his widow, then 80, sought out Bert, the sale surviving Mattei brother. Elaine said she felt the time had come, after 
three quarters of a century, to consider letting the Tavern at Los Olivos pass out of family ownership. 
 
Bert, heavily involved with the affairs of his Honolulu Oil Company, reluctantly agreed. In 1963, title to the Tavern was conveyed by 
the Mattei estate to a Solvang resident, Carl Birkholm. Shortly thereafter the old stagecoach inn was designated an historic landmark 
by the Native Sons, as attested by the bronze plaque imbedded in a boulder near the front entrance. 
 
When Bert Mattei died in San Francisco on August 1, 1969, finis was written to the family established by Felix in 1880. No male heir 
survived to keep the Mattei name alive. After a succession of owners, in 1968 a former Princeton Tiger, Bud New, bought Mattei's 
Tavern, refurbished it and the adjacent bungalows, and made the place a headquarters for such diverse activities as bicycle races, 
motor home caravan conventions and gatherings of hot-air balloonists. The upstairs rooms were converted into art galleries.  
Leonard K. Firestone, of the tire and rubber company, and his family, and Sherwood Chillingworth, each have ranches and have 
frequented the Santa Ynez Valley for several decades. In 1972 they began planting vineyards, feeling that someday they would rival 
those in the wine-producing valleys of Napa, Sonoma and Mendocino counties. It was at this time that they learned that Mattei's 
Tavern was again up for sale, and were disturbed about its possible demolition. Because they had enjoyed the hospitality of the Mattei 
family so often in the past, the Firestone family and Chillingworth, being interested in historical preservation and restoration, 
incorporated under the name "Friends for the Preservation of Mattei's". They purchased the Tavern from New with the hope and 
intention of restoring it and preserving it for posterity. 
 
Finding someone to operate the Tavern on the same high standards as when it was under Mattei family management was no easy task 
for the Friends, since they not only had to locate an experienced restaurateur but one who was also in empathy with the concept of 
historic preservation. This, fortunately, they were able to do. In late 1973, the Tavern was leased to a small restaurant company based 
in La Jolla, Chart House Enterprises. This youth-oriented organization specialized in fine restaurants housed in contemporary and 
historical landmarks from Boston to Hawaii.  (note: Walker Thompkins history was published in 1974.  The Chart House closed the 
restaurant and it remained vacant until 2000 when Matt and Jeff Nichols of The Brothers Restaurant refurbished and reopened 
Mattei’s Tavern, with a focus on family and fine cuisine.  History continues….) 
 



EPILOGUE  
History buffs will be thrilled to find that Los Olivos is as unspoiled as it was at the turn of the century. True, no trace exists today of 
the Pacific Coast Railway's facilities there-the turntable, roundhouse, freight warehouse and depot. 
 
In Los Olivos proper, the railroad right-of-way has been paved over as State Highway 154. The gnarled live oak that once overhung 
the railway depot-the one which a lynch mob wanted to use to avenge the murder of a telegraph operator in 1891-now stands like a 
lonely sentinel, linking the past with the present, beside the divider fence between the highway and the Tavern's access road. 
 
The white cottages where movie stars once vacationed are still standing amid the lawns, the flower borders, the palms and the locust 
trees. The smoke-darkened lobby, its walls filled with framed pictures from long ago, is like it was early in the century. 
 
On your first visit to Mattei's Tavern, be sure to unleash your imagination for a moment. Can't you almost hear old Gin singsonging 
over his pots and pans out back, as he prepares your favorite dish? If the wind is right, does it not catch the ghostly rattle of axle 
boxings and trace chains as the Santa Barbara stage rounds the corner behind a drum-roll of hoofs? And hark to the remote, lonely 
wail of a locomotive whistle announcing the approach of a narrow-gauge train rolling down from Los Alamos. . . 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


