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March 15, 2023 

RE:  Robert Owens historical sign installation at El Prieto trail 

Lowelifes Respectable Citizens Club proposes the installation of a sign at El Prieto recognizing the historical connection between 
Robert Owens and the El Prieto Canyon area.  

Who was Robert Owens? 
Born into slavery in 1806, Robert Owens worked to earn his freedom and moved to California in 1853. He settled in El Prieto Canyon 
and built a successful business based on lumber and livery services. Over time, Robert Owens became the wealthiest African American 
man in Los Angeles County. Owens was not only a successful businessman but also an influential figure in Los Angeles. His direct 
partnership with the Los Angeles Sheriff secured the release of Biddy Mason. Mason became a historical hero for her community. 
  
Why is a historical sign installation about Robert Owens important? 
Historical information about early African American settlers in Los Angeles is not easily accessible. In August 2021, Lowelifes published 
the first comprehensive article online showcasing Robert Owens’ story. Bringing this story to a sign installation is an important step 
forward in educating our trail users and engaging the local community. 

What does the local community think? 
To ensure their community is represented in this process, Lowelifes engaged local African American community leaders Veronica Jones 
(Altadena Historical Society Board Director and Altadena Town Council Representative) and Steven McCall (Los Angeles Conservancy 
Board Director). On February 20th, we visited the proposed sign installation site together. This sign will elevate the Robert Owens 
story to a new level of accessibility. We have included multiple letters of support and foresee our community contributing both to any 
costs and labor needed for sign installation. 

What about the sign’s artwork? 
A draft of Robert Owens sign artwork is included in our proposal. The artwork mirrors existing successful, long running historical 
signage installations along the Mt. Lowe Railway. El Prieto Canyon is near the Mt. Lowe Railway and a similar sign is appropriate. The 
small size reduces graffiti but limits the amount of information. We propose including a QR code linking to the online article on Robert 
Owens. Also, there are no known photographs of Robert Owens. As a placeholder, a photo of his grandson, Robert Curry Owens is 
included in the artwork. Ultimately, an “artist’s depiction” of Robert Owens, or some other artwork, could be a better representation. 

Is there a timeline for this Robert Owens sign installation? 
Members of the local African American community are excited at the possibility that complete installation of the Robert Owens sign 
could be accomplished prior to June 2023 for the federal holiday of Juneteenth. This is a reasonable timeframe. Lowelifes can finish 
design, construction, and installation within a few months of USFS approval. 

Throughout the community there is tremendous interest in the history of the Angeles National Forest. The Mt. Lowe Railway area 
continues to be one of the most visited sites above Altadena. El Prieto Trail is one of the most popular singletrack trails in the area and 
continuing historical signage there would be an asset to our forest. Let’s bring the little-known story of Robert Owens into the light. 

Sincerely, 

 
Matt Baffert Erik Hillard Rob Pettersen, 
CEO, President CFO, Treasurer Secretary 

Lowelifes Respectable Citizens Club, is a non-profit, 501(c)(3) and donations are tax-deductible as allowed by law. 

http://lowelifesrcc.org
https://www.instagram.com/lowelifesrcc/
http://lowelifesrcc.org/2021/08/23/robert-owens-and-el-prieto-canyon/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Juneteenth
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 P.O. BOX 6018- Altadena CA 91003 
 

March 10, 2023 
 
 
Dear, USFS Angeles National Forest 
 
 
Re: El Prieto Trail 
 
The Altadena Branch of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) supports the project of placing a sign with 
information regarding the history of the trail and Robert Owens.  The sign 
would help educate and inform all those that enjoy the trail about the truly 
amazing accomplishments of a man who was born into slavery.   
 
We also support not changing the name of the trail.  It is important to 
preserve the historical context of the trail and highlight the expansive 
histories of our community. 
 
We are dedicated to preserving and disseminating the impressive, but still 
hidden histories of Altadena. 
 
Please feel free to contact me (626.222.2189) if you have any questions. 
 

Best Regards, 

Wilberta Richardson 

Wilberta Richardson 

President 


