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Melons star in Glendale’s economy

By Nelda Crowell

Watermelons ripe for the picking.

   In 1915, a Japanese cantaloupe farmer in Glendale 
totaled the earnings from his 20-acre farm and smiled. 
Even after paying all the bills, he would net the enor-
mous sum of $1,900. In today’s dollars, that would 
equate to almost $60,000. The next year looked even 
more promising. Lettuce growers saw the potential 
and quickly added melons as a lucrative crop, planting 
a total of 125 acres in the Glendale area in cantaloupe 
in 1915. Altogether it was estimated that 500 acres 
would be planted into cantaloupe that year. 
   Starting with the first shipment of cantaloupes ever 
shipped west of Colorado in July 1912, melons were 
agricultural royalty, reportedly “the finest that has ever 
been received…bringing more than a dollar a crate 
over the California stock.”  They continued to be an 
important crop in Glendale agriculture for years to 
come thanks to the combination of Glendale’s fertile 
loess, the soil said to be richer than the Nile delta, plus 
Arizona’s year round sunshine, dry climate and most 
important of all, irrigation. 
   By 1921 Glendale would ship 1,500 freight cars 
filled with melons even as rising freight prices loomed 

on  the horizon. Nevertheless, in1928 Glendale 
shipped more than 40 million cantaloupes to the east-
ern market, and three years later the number increased 
to 48 million.   Unfortunately the melon industry 
would soon be hit by even higher freight prices, a 
situation exacerbated by a plant virus and aphids. For 
several years the production of melons declined sub-
stantially in the Glendale area to the point where in the 
late 1930s the region had only one melon grower. 
	   By the late 1940s and 1950s, however, con-
ditions had improved and melons were once again 
among the top crops in the Glendale area. In fact, in 
1950 they were so important, they were deemed wor-
thy of a festival to celebrate and publicize the crop’s 
importance. Watermelon was nicknamed the city’s 
“mayor” and combined with honeydew and canta-
loupe, melons played a starring role in the Glendale 
economy.
   In June,1950, Roy Sutter stood in the midst of his 
field of Peacock watermelons, challenging his friend 
and partner Bob Hewitt to find the best melon in the 
patch in preparation for the Glendale’s first Melon 
Festival. The previous spring, they produced 1,100 
tons of melons from 90 acres and even more were 
expected the next year. Prices started at $50 a ton and 
ranged downward toward the end of the season.
   Melons are still a primary agricultural product for 
Arizona. In the late 1990s the cash value of Arizo-
na’s melon crop exceeded $78 million. During fiscal 
year 2019-2020 Arizona growers produced almost 10 
million cartons of cantaloupe and more than 3 million 
cartons of watermelon.

May Meeting
Change of venue - change of day - change of time
Wednesday, May 22, 2024, at  6:00 p.m. at the 

Sanderson Ford Museum
Matt Kimmerle

6400 N 51st Ave, Glendale, AZ 85301
Check the GAHS website for information
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Glendale’s watermelon festival 

By Jodi Decker
   Who doesn’t enjoy a juicy, ripe, delicious water-
melon when summer arrives?  The city of Glendale, 
with its historical roots in agricultural farming, was so 
prolific in growing watermelon, that the city hosted a   
Watermelon Festival, beginning in 1949.  This Glen-
dale tradition brought up to 40,000 people to the area.    
Agriculture was Glendale’s main economic source, 
and watermelons were big business.  In fact, Arizona 
currently produces 5.9% of the watermelons in the 
U.S., making it the 5th highest producer.  It’s usually 
planted in January and harvested in May, but often 
available through November.  
   Periodically, the Watermelon Festival has seen a 
revival, the last time in 2013.  It was celebrated with 
traditional melon carving, a beauty pageant, and a 
watermelon toss.  Some events included watermel-
on stacking and watermelon rolling contests.  There 
have also been culinary demonstrations, incorporating 
watermelon in unique recipes.  Held in Murphy Park 
in downtown Glendale, up to 80,000 pounds of water-
melon were donated by local farms.  
   In 2013, a Miss Arizona Festival queen pageant 
took place.  Contestants competed by answering why 
they wanted to live in Arizona, modeled watermelon 
colored clothing, and competed in evening wear.  One 
of the duties of the winner was to promote Arizona 
grown melons.  Current Glendale Arizona Historical 
Society President, Gary Sherwood, a former city coun-
cilman, served as one of the judges.  
   It’s believed that watermelon originated in the Ka-
lahari Desert in Africa.  It traveled by merchant ship 

to China, and then was transported to Europe by the 
Moors.  
   Watermelon is 92% water and is considered a heart 
healthy food.  It’s high in fiber, the antioxidant lyco-
pene, vitamins B, A, and C, and the mineral magne-
sium.    
   All parts of the watermelon are edible, including the   
rinds and the seeds.  
(Sources:  New Times, 2013; Glendale Star, 2013; 
RosieontheHouse,2023)

Watermelons tossed fresh off the truck. 

Festival beauties pose in front of the old library 
in Murphy Park.

Festival goers also enjoyed live music.
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President’s Message

Gary Sherwood

GAHS celebrates Asian-American contributions 
to Glendale
   May is Asian-American and Pacific Islander Month, 
and it’s appropriate to recognize the historical contri-
butions of the Japanese-American and Chinese-Amer-
ican communities, among others, who enhanced the 
development and diversity of the city of Glendale.
   The Japanese farmers who originally settled in the 
Glendale area were skilled at growing crops such as 
lettuce, cantaloupe, and strawberries.  Glendale, a 
robust agricultural area, benefitted from the commerce 
this provided, in addition to the dairy and sugar beet 
farms here.
   Unfortunately, we have to acknowledge there is dark 
history that unfairly discriminated against these resi-
dents.  Sometimes, homemade bombs were thrown at 
Japanese houses and irrigation ditches were tampered 
with.  In 1935, the Arizona House introduced Bill 78 
which proposed prohibiting Japanese not born in the 

United States from acquiring and cultivating land in 
Arizona.  However, the House of Representatives 
refused to vote on the bill.  During WWII, Japanese 
residents were also detained in internment camps.  
   Chinese-Americans who came to Glendale contrib-
uted in the city’s development by establishing grocery 
stores and meat markets in the downtown area.  
   In 1904, George Sing opened the first Chinese 
grocery at what is now 56th Avenue and Lamar 
Road.  He also opened a dance hall in the back of the 
building, providing an entertainment venue.  Other 
Chinese-American residents followed, establishing 
restaurants and import stores. GAHS acknowledges 
and appreciates the contributions that Asian-Ameri-
can communities made to the city’s early economic 
growth and diverse cultural opportunities.  
www.molakane.org

By Jodi Decker

   May is National Preserva-
tion month, which began as 
National Preservation Week in 
1973. President Richard Nix-
on signed the resolution into 
law May 5th, 1973. A few 
days later, First Lady Patricia 
Nixon read the presidential 
proclamation at an awards 
luncheon in the Decatur 
House Garden: “As the pace 

of change accelerates in the 
world around us, Americans more than ever need a 
lively awareness of our roots and origins in the past on 
which to base our sense of identity in the present and 
our directions for the future.” The last paragraph of 
the GAHS mission statement mimics this. In 2005, the 
National Trust extended the celebration to the entire 
month of May and declared it National Preservation 
Month, to provide an even greater opportunity to cele-
brate the diverse and unique heritage of our country’s 
cities and states.
    I did a little research trying to find that median 
when we become more interested in history, aside 
from family, but to no avail. Personally, it really was 
not until I hit my 50’s that I began planning more 
history-leaning trips. My guess is that if I had been 

pushed a little harder, or really at all, I would have 
caught on to this wonderful world of history earlier. In 
that regard, I would encourage our members to reach 
out to your “aging” children and invite them to one of 
our meetings, getting them involved in the history of 
Glendale as a starter. 
   As this is the last issue of your favorite newsletter 
until October, the Board and I want to wish every-
one a safe and healthy summer (drink, drink, drink 
water or the like), and we hope you find some cool 
spots--both definitions--to which to travel. On that 
note, please reach out to us if you end up hitting that 
special historic location, and we will invite you to 
speak to it at one of our future meetings (just for a 
few minutes, not a whole program)! 
   As mentioned elsewhere in this newsletter, our final 
program before we break for the summer will be a 
tour of the Sanderson Ford Museum. If you have 
been on it before, this will be a little different, as Matt 
Kimmerle will be our guide. Matt is Dave Kimmerle’s 
son and brings a different spin to the tour. So, instead 
of Monday May 20th @ 7:00p, this tour/meeting will 
be Wednesday, May 22nd, at 6:00 p.m. and will take 
around 90 minutes. Additional information will be 
forthcoming in the month of May. 
So, safe travels, whether it be locally, nationally, or 
internationally, we will reconnect in the Fall. 



     
Glendale Arizona Historical Society       P.O. Box 5606, Glendale, AZ 85312    
GlendaleArizonaHistoricalSociety.org    gahs73@gmail.com    Like us on Facebook

Glendale Arizona Historical Society  
P.O. Box 5606 
Glendale, AZ 85312

Address Service Requested

MANISTEE RANCH
Tours are held October - April

on the 1st & 3rd Saturday of the month.
Adults -- $5   Seniors  65+ $4

Children 6 to 10 --$1 (under 6 are free)
Military with ID -- $4

GAHS Members -- free

SAHUARO RANCH GUEST HOUSE
May: Monday, Tuesday, Thursday & Friday

Summer Office Hours June, July, August
Tuesday and Thursday 
10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.

Tours by appointment only -- 623-435-0072

We now accept Zelle!

Renew your membership
Pay for a tour or wedding

Make a tax deductible donation to the 
historical society.

Send your payments to 602-309-6782

GAHS Board of Directors

Gary Sherwood		  President
Kathy Goreé		  VP
Marty Cole		  Treasurer
Jessica Koory		  Secretary
Brenda Bartels		  Director
Martha Dennis		  Director
Al Lenox		  Director
Randi Turk		  Director
Carlos Vargas		  Director

Sahuaro Ranch Guest House Office  
623-435-0072
Wedding dates available

Zelle Payments
602-309-6782
Glendale Arizona Historical 
Society is designated as a 
Certified Historical Society

Welcome New Member
Debbie Gipson!

Meetings and the newsletter 
resume in October. 


