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1.0 REGIONAL SETTING

We’ve got a great location

Our history is rich and varied

The City of Chula Vista is located in southern San Diego County and has a wide variety of 
physical features (Figure 3-1). The bayfront, rivers, and foothills define the City’s planning area. 
Located just minutes from downtown San Diego and the U.S. Mexican border, Chula Vista has 
convenient access to cultural; recreational; educational; and business opportunities.  

Subsequent to the prehistoric era, when Native Americans 
were the primary inhabitants of the region, the history of the 
Chula Vista area evolved through contact with the Spaniards, 
Mexicans, and Americans, and later was heavily influenced 
by World Wars I and II. (See Section 3.1.9 of Chapter 9, the 
Environmental Element, for information on Native American 
presence in the area.)

Alta California, the counterpart to Baja Caliornia, underwent 
colonization by the Spanish beginning in 1769 with the 
arrival of Father Crespi and Father Junipero Serra, who 
oversaw the creation of a chain of missions. While under Spanish control, the Chula Vista area 
became part of a Spanish land grant known as Rancho del Rey (King's Ranch). The ranch 
included the portion of the South Bay area that is now National City, Chula Vista, Bonita, 
Sunnyside, and the Sweetwater River Valley, and was used as grazing land for the large Spanish 
herds of horses and cattle.

When Mexico achieved its independence from Spain in 1821,  Alta California became the 
frontier of Mexico, and Rancho del Rey became known as Rancho de la Nacion 
(National Ranch).  Secularization of the missions took place over the next decade and the former 
mission lands were transferred to the large Mexican families that had settled in the area during 
the period of Spanish control.  Vast ranchos were formed from these lands, creating a cattle based 
economy which dominated the landscape.  In 1845, Rancho de la Nacion was granted to John 
Forster, the son-in-law of Mexican governor Pio Pico.  
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2.0 HISTORY

Sweetwater Dam 1886
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With the end of the Mexican-American War in 1848, California became a territory of the United 
States.  With the discovery of gold, the Gold Rush brought over 100,000 people to California. 
When California became a state in 1850, the previous land grants were allowed to continue as 
private property under American law. In 1854, the U.S. Lands Commission confirmed the National 
Ranch land grant to John Forster, who continued to operate the ranch for approximately another 
decade until selling it to another interest, who in turn sold it to the Kimball Brothers in 1868 for 
$30,000.

The Kimballs acquired water rights on the Sweetwater River and made plans to construct a dam 
to provide water for their planned development.  They also reached an agreement with the Santa 
Fe Railroad and plans were finalized in 1880 to build a railroad from National City to Barstow.  
While the dam was under construction, the National City and Otay Railroad was incorporated in 
1886 and construction of a rail line connecting Chula Vista to National City and San Diego 
began in 1887.  This rail line laid the foundation for the development of the San Diego Land and 
Town Company's 5,000-acre Chula Vista tract, planned by professional town planner Colonel W.G. 
Dickinson, as residents could commute to San Diego and reach other areas of the South Bay and 

businesses could transport their produce to market.  James D. Schulyer suggested 
the name “Chula Vista” for the town, roughly translated in Spanish as “beautiful 

view”. Land sales in Chula Vista started in 1887, and by the end of the year 
many new homes were under construction.  Citrus groves and other types 
of produce were planted on hundreds of acres surrounding the new 
homes, creating an orchard community.  The most successful crop 
proved to be citrus trees, and for a period of time Chula Vista became 
the largest lemon-growing center in the world. 

On October 17, 1911, a successful election was held in Chula Vista to 
incorporate as a city, which was approved by the State of California.  

In 1916, the Hercules Powder Company's kelp processing plant was 
constructed.  The plant, located on the 30-acre bayfront site now known as 

Gunpowder Point, produced potash and acetone to make cordite, a smokeless gunpowder used 
to make military munitions that was used extensively by the British military during World War I. 
World War II ushered in changes that would affect the City of Chula Vista forever. Rohr Aircraft  
Corporation relocated to Chula Vista just months prior to the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941, and the entrance by the U.S. into World War II.  At the height of its wartime 
production, Rohr employed approximately 9,000 workers, contributing significantly to the tripling 

A city begins

Chula Vista grows and serves the nation during   
World Wars I & II

Colonel W.G. Dickinson
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of the City's population from about 5,000 in 1940 to approximately 16,000 in 1950.  The presence 
of numerous military installations in the county contributed greatly to the population growth of 
Chula Vista and other communities in the region following World War II, as many veterans from 
other parts of the country chose to live and raise their families here.

During the years of the Great Depression in the 1930s, 
Chula Vista suffered less than many other areas the San 
Diego County, due to the City's strong agricultural 
foundation. However, the City's economic focus shifted away 
from agriculture when the United States entered World War 
II. Chula Vista’s orchards and farms were gradually 
displaced by housing, businesses, schools, and other 
development while the City expanded to meet the needs of 
its growing population. Chula Vista grew into one of the 
largest communities in the county, reaching a population of 
approximately 42,000 by 1960, a significant increase from 
its 1950 population of about 16,000.

Figure 3-2 shows historic expansion of Chula Vista's boundaries at various stages, from 
incorporation in 1911 through 2004.  The City's initial boundaries did not change until 1949, 
when a small area east of Hilltop Drive was annexed. During the 1950s, more extensive areas to 
the east and southeast were annexed, along with tidelands and over two square miles of the 
southern portion of San Diego Bay. The City generally expanded eastward in ensuing decades.  In 
1985, residents of the unincorporated Montgomery area voted to become part of the City; this 
annexation became the largest inhabited annexation approved in California, resulting in the 
addition of 23,300 residents to the City of Chula Vista. During the latter half of the 1980s and the 
1990s, Rancho del Rey, Eastlake, and other master planned communities in eastern Chula Vista 
began to develop, and over 14 square miles of Otay Ranch were annexed and planned for future 
development.

In 2005, the City encompasses approximately 52 square miles of land area, from the San Diego 
Bay eastward to the Otay Lakes, and includes most of the land area between the Sweetwater 
River to the north, and the Otay River to the south.  As Chula Vista continues to grow, the 
community strives to balance development of attractive neighborhoods and strong businesses, 
while protecting the environment.  This General Plan provides the constitution for achieving a 
healthy balance of land uses, based on the sense of community and small town values upon 
which Chula Vista was founded.
 

We become the jewel of South Bay
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