Hello I'm Helen Whitmore. 

I think I was born in the wrong place, in the wrong time. 

I'm not talking about Corona! Corona isn't where I was born. That was Massachusetts. My mother was Jennie Howland from Plymouth, and my family had lived in Plymouth so long that one of my great-greats, Henry Howland, came over from England in 1623 on the sister ship of the Mayflower, the Anne, just 3 years after the Mayflower. 

I think Mr. Henry Howland must have needed some land to stretch out in - he was an apprentice draper back in London, but when he got to Massachusetts, he became one of the largest landholders in Duxbury. 

Which was fine for him, but then my family stayed in that same place while it got ever-so civilized over the next 272 years. We became civilized ourselves. But definitely too crowded, which was when my daddy, Albert, moved us to Gilbert Avenue, Corona in 1895 when I was seven. 

To become a gentleman farmer. 

So even if I was born in the wrong place, my parents took me to the right place for me. A place where I could grow up among 25 acres of citrus trees. 25 acres of citrus was enough to make a good living. We had a manager for the farm, my father was president of the Rotary Club at one point, and there was our cabin up at Big Bear. I think I might have enjoyed that cabin more if I could have joined my father on his hunting expeditions. Once he and Chester Gould went up to our cabin and spent a week shooting wild ducks - they brought back mallards, widgeons and binebills for a roast duck feast for Armistice Day. 

Now I could have said that I was born the wrong sex, since if I was a boy J would surely have taken those trips that did not befit a girl of my genteel upbringing. 

But I look around today, and it seems clear to me that the problem wasn't being a girl, it was being a girl born in the wrong time. 

A girl who enjoyed reading - yes - J donated some of my books in 1908 to the Carnegie Library. But most of my life was taken up with enjoying the great outdoors. I gardened and entered my flowers in garden shows - now that was genteel of me and not at all out of the ordinary, wasn't it? 

But if you want a real picture of my life, it isn't in the activities that most parents found attractive in their daughters, but those they valued in their sons. 

Sports. Competition. Physical activity, particularly out of doors. 

Those were my real loves. 

And there was only so far a well-brought up girl could take them. 

I played sports through high school and right on into college at the University of California in Berkeley. I majored in English, but I got into every game I could. In 1909: 

"A spirited interclass contest kept basketball interests wide awake during the fall semester. In this contest the hardest fought game was the last, that between the Junior and the Senior teams, which gave the victory to the Juniors by the close score of 13-12. By this victory the Junior team gained the coveted basketball cup for the year and the glory of having its numerals engraved thereon." 

I played one of the three centers on that team. Juniors beating out the seniors for the title. A sweet victory. 

That same junior year I was picked to represent the upperclassmen in a tennis tournament against an opponent from San Jose Normal Teacher's College. 

I beat her, too. 

Then I came back to Corona, and found employment teaching in Temecula, and then Corona, but sports remained my real passion. I entered tournaments. The one at the Corona Tennis Club on Thanksgiving day brought out the largest attendance in the history of the club where I won the ladies singles in the finals. 

I "retired" from my teaching after only a couple years and bought some beautiful, fast cars over the years. Here's a picture of me next to a car in 1914. See that frown on my face? That was the year after Corona held the first of its three races around Grand Avenue. The Circle City race drew a crowd of 100,000 people and some of the best drivers in the country. Drivers like Barney Oldfield, Earl Cooper, Ralph De Palma and Terrible Teddy Tetzlaff. The fastest lap was 102 miles per hour. Of course, well-brought-up women weren't supposed to be interested in racing or cars. None of the drivers was a woman. Even a woman with a fast car. 

I took up golf at the Victoria Club, driving out to Riverside to play every day. I won tournaments at golf, as well. 

I was growing into an old maid. But what did I care? 

Well, maybe I cared a little. Or maybe I just sometimes needed partners to enjoy a physical life. 

One day it snowed and I took the neighbor kids and their mom, the Moffatt family, to the Los Angeles County Playground one time with a toboggan, skis and a large pot lid to ride on. I helped the kids ski and sled. 

Another time, I took 13-year-old Helen Rice with me to our cabin up in Big Bear Lake in 1939. We went up a day ahead of our families -I wanted to spend some time on the lake in our sailboat. 

Turns out sailing wasn't my forte. Or maybe we shouldn't have turned our rowboat into a sailboat without a little more instruction on how it was to be done. 

Young Helen and I were out on the lake when a gust of wind overturned the boat and us, too. Thank God, Helen was wearing light clothing and by clinging to the overturned boat was rescued, but I was wearing heavy woolens and boots and sank like a stone. Or so they tell me - it's all a little fuzzy. Dying will do that to you. I find it rather embarrassing, in fact, to have lost that swimming contest - and yes, I was a good swimmer - without even putting up a fight! 

They dredged the lake and my body floated to the top a week later. I was 52. 

My daddy and mother only outlived me by a few years, dying in 1943. In 1950, a reading room at the Carnegie Library was established in my name, through their donations. 

Here's what the Daily Independent had to say about it. 

"The attractive well lighted room with furnishings was made possible through the Helen Whitmore Memorial Fund and is dedicated to her memory. An appropriate PLAGUE with her name has been hung on the wall and is seen in the lower right in the picture." 

That's right - where it should have said plaque it said plague. 

Now I know I'm not a plague. But I can't help thinking that the reading room - even with its nice lights and furnishings - didn't really get at the most important part of my story. 

Nice as that room was, I think helping out something like our new sports park down at EI Cerrito - where both boys and girls can play any sport they like, whatever their sex or status, would have been more to my liking. 

Women who excel at tennis and golf can pursue their athletic dreams, today, can't they? Even men in my day of higher status were expected to approach sports as dilettantes - as amateurs. 

I was fortunate enough to overcome being born in the wrong place, when I moved to Corona, but the life I might have led in your present...well, as I said, some of us are born in the wrong time. 

