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In recent times we’ve watched the 
western riders gradually be replaced 
by the more elite “Hunter-Jumper 
equestrians” that have come with 
housing developers for profit. Re-
cently, Dr. Julie Ryan-Johnson of 
the San Juan Equestrian Coalition 
dared to categorize the horse com-
munity of San Juan Capistrano as, 
“… owning 1.5 houses, 2.5 cars and 
3 horses.“  But Johnson will never 
speak for many of us who grew up in 
this community who do not own 1.5 
houses, 2.5 cars and 3 horses; gener-
ations of San Juan historical fami-
lies, with our horses being our whole 
way of life. The horse lifestyle in 
San Juan Capistrano goes back to 
early Mission days when the Span-
ish introduced horses to the Native 
Americans. The role of the working 
horse back then was directly related 
to the evolution of the Missions, the 
early Ranchos, and the formation of 
what would become San Juan Cap-
istrano.

In 2004, the City of SJC and the San 
Diego Water Board along with locals 
and representatives from the county, 
established Best Management Prac-
tices ("BMPs") to prevent the current 
conditions the OC Coastkeeper is 
suing the City and Blenheim over.   
If the practices in this report were 
followed, and Code Enforcement 
under the leadership of the City 

 The Pollution of San Juan Creek 
is NOT ABOUT HORSES…

Manager routinely inspected the 
facilities, there would be no lawsuit. 
What happened?

Not so long ago, we did not have 
BMP’s to direct us on how to treat 
the land.  There were unwritten, 
common sense rules that generations 
of us followed. As horse owners we 
were required to respect the lands, 
the creeks, and the irrigation chan-
nels, removing horse waste properly, 
and avoiding riding in certain areas.

Jerry Nieblas: For example, the 
Rosenbaum Ranch had no problem 
with us riding all over their property 
as long as we followed the rules. 
We were expected to stay out of 
the irrigation channels that ran and 
controlled the watering of orange 
groves, corn fields, and walnut 
groves. There were many wheelbar-
rows at Rosenbaum Ranch and we 
picked up all horse waste. When the 
wheelbarrows were full you were 
expected to give nourishment to 
the earth by spreading it around the 
various orchards or in the pasture for 
healthy grazing grasses. At Mission 
Trails stables, manure would be 
worked into the ground of lunging 
pens and arenas, making it softer and 
easier on horse’s hooves. After a ride 
we’d take our horses down into the 
creek and the healthy mineral wa-
ter would nourish their legs, or we 
would pour a bucket of creek water 
over them - never using any soap or 
chemicals! Never would we have 
considered doing what some of the 
human element of these facilities/
businesses are doing today, such as 
having wash stations next to creeks 
which appear to be purposely dis-
pensing run-off into them. Some 
of these facilities have been brazen 
enough to purposely dump mounds 
of cow and horse manure into San 
Juan Creek, others have been si-
phoning water out with generators 
for their own personal use.

Ilse Byrnes: I remember when the 

Annual Trail Ride in the 1970’s in 
San Juan Capistrano would include 
a couple of hundred riders from La 
Pata through the Ranch to Caspers 
Regional Park.  We had simple 
rules: stay on the trail, don’t dam-
age or disrupt the land, don’t disturb 
the cattle, and put any trash in your 
saddlebag.  We had to leave it how 
we found it; no one ever questioned 
it and we never had a problem.  Just 
to make sure, we had a designated 
cleanup crew.  Afterwards we would 

SJC residents, horse owners and trail riders  
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their lives to historic preservation in SJC
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Story continued on page 11...

brush the horse down and rinse them 
off. There was no run-off, it simply 
absorbed into the ground. The Ranch 
stopped the ride after about twenty 
years. The Ranch cited liability is-
sues but what I saw was real estate 
development moving in; curbs began 
to appear along our trails.  If the 
Ranch wanted to, they could have 
provided a trail to remain for the 
SJC equestrian lifestyle to continue. 
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But I believe development was their 
primary purpose. No longer can we 
ride to Caspers from SJC. We’ve 
gone from generations of San Juan 
Capistrano respecting our lands and 
creeks to a new breed of human 
element that sees no problem with 
polluting the lands and creeks, and 
possibly affecting Doheny Beach.  

Jerry Nieblas: It is the human ele-
ment, and they know who they are; 
it’s not the horses. It’s the same old 
human mentality; "I will do what I 
want and if I get caught, I'll deny it 
or ask for 'forgiveness',"… and then 
they do it again.

Who the hell do these people think 
they are at Blenheim and a few of 
the stable businesses, to pollute our 
land, cry foul and then defame com-
missioners and residents for bring-
ing Blenheim and other offenders 
to the attention of the City?  I dare 
any one of them to claim that I am 
anti-horse because I want our sacred 
lands to be respected, protected and 
preserved for future generations.
Instead of manning up and resolv-
ing the issues brought to light over 
a year ago by adhering to the City’s 
own 2004 Best Management Practic-
es, City Manager Siegel bullied the 
commissioners and denied the facts. 
Never before has San Juan Capist-
rano seen this level of mismanage-
ment and desecration of our lands 
and creeks. 
When the dust 
settles and 
this is all over, 
Siegel will 
probably be 
gone, working 
at another City 
after letting 
Blenheim off 
the hook; the 
Council will 
have cycled 
again; the city 
attorneys will 
be collecting 
another hefty 
check… and 
generations of 
families/tax-
payers will be 

left with the legal bills and a pol-
luted mess to clean up wondering 
what happened to the San Juan they 
moved here for.

Jerry Nieblas is a Pre-Mission 
SJC descendant; Ancient Village of 
Putuidem/Chigilia, Maria Bernarda 
and descendant of Early Califonio 
Rancho Yorba Familia/Rios Familia. 
He was born, raised, educated and 
lives in SJC. He is the Co-founder 
and President of CHAC/Capist-
rano Historic Alliance Committee, 
a  Volunteer Docent for Apolonia 
Montano and Blas Aguilar Adobes 
and is a life-long horse owner from 
a generations-old horse family.

Ilse Byrnes has been a resident of 
SJC since 1969. Ilse was appointed 
to the State Trails Committee in 
1986 by Gov. Deukmejian and was 
reappointed by Gov. Pete Wilson. 
She served locally on the City of 
SJC Equestrian Commission from 
1976 to 2010, and was appointed to 
the Open Space, Trails and Eques-
trian Commission in 2014. She is a 
Lifetime Member of the San Juan 
Capistrano Historical Society since 
1976, a Member of the OC Histori-
cal Commission since 2009, and has 
nominated thirteen SJC historic 
properties to the National Register 
of Historic Places including the Blas 
Aguilar Adobe, the Los Rios Historic 
District and the Swanner House.
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Have a question about city 
governance?

We will do our best to answer your 
questions and/or help to get the 
word out about local 
issues that impact the 
community.

Have information you would
like to share?

Email us at: eboard@ccsense.com


