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My Pistol Packin’ Grandma’s Claim to Fame 
By Lynda Wilson Barlow 
 
Although our lives overlapped by about four years, I have never heard anyone say that my grandmother 
had any personal contact with me and I certainly have no memories of such.  My brother, Bill, nine years 
my senior told me that she and my mother were estranged during most of my early life, so I guess it is 
possible that we were strangers.   But, on the other hand, how could she have resisted the adorable 
child that I was?  Be that as it may, my grandmother, Ada Butterfield Garwood (1876-1936), has 
emerged as one of the most colorful characters in my ancestry. 
 From 1920 to 1926 she and my mother lived in Glendale, California.  During this time 
Grandmother explored opportunities for parts at nearby movie studios as a character actress and 
moonlighted as a lady detective (private eye) in Los Angeles.  In this capacity she carried a pistol – 
whether legal or illegal is anyone’s guess. 
 By 1926 my mother, Natalie, had married, divorced and as a single mother had returned to 
Colorado, the place of her birth, to find some normalcy in her life while living with her father and young 
son in rural Rocky Ford.  Thus Ada -- now on her own -- returned to San Diego which had been her home 
from 1917 to 1920.  There she invested in several properties during 1926, so it seemed she intended to 
make this city her permanent home.  But settled she was not!  To say my grandmother was a rolling 
stone would be an understatement.   She may have had residences all over the state as various sources 
(correspondence, property deeds, cook books and bookplate entries) place her in San Diego, Santa 
Barbara, Carmel-by-the-Sea, National City, Paso Robles, Palo Alto, Livermore, Glendale and San 
Francisco – all between the years of 1925 and 1932.   

During the years Ada and Natalie lived in Glendale a historic religious phenomenon was 
developing at Echo Park, just seven miles from their home.  Aimee Semple Mc Pherson, a charismatic 
lady evangelist was taking the nation by storm.  Who knew then that Ada’s life would in some way 
intersect that of this famous religious entrepreneur?   Aimee’s career took a giant leap forward in 1921 
when she held a prayer meeting at a downtown San Diego boxing arena.   She preached before and after 
the match and as the pugilists sparred she walked about carrying a sign that said “Knock out the Devil.” 
The boxing arena couldn’t contain the worshipful crowds that eventually reached 30,000 souls.  Moving 
her show to the Spreckles Organ Pavilion in Balboa Park, she amazed the audience with her faith 
healing.  Aimee took no credit for the seemingly miraculous recoveries, but gave the glory to God.   If 
those afflicted were not healed, it was attributed to their lack of faith in Jesus.   But enough of them 
appeared to be healed that Sister Aimee quickly built an even larger following and moved her operation 
to nearby Los Angeles, which she considered to be the ultimate Sin City.   

Sister had a flair for the dramatic and a knack for raising money and by 1923 had amassed 1.5 
million dollars, (donated by her disciples) with which she built the impressive Angelus Temple at Echo 
Park.   She often said; “Give the money to God, but make the check out to me.”  The completed temple 
had its own radio station, managed by Kenneth Ormiston who broadcast her services over the airwaves.  
The elegant structure seated over 5,000 and was reportedly filled to capacity three times a day, seven 
days a week.   The popular evangelist was easily recognizable to most Angelenos and certainly did not go 
unnoticed by my private-investigator grandmother, Ada.  The showmanship and drama were indeed 
alluring.  Sister dressed at various times as an Indian Princess, a navy admiral, a firefighter, and even a 
police officer – complete with a motorcycle – all on the spacious indoor stage. 



 

On the morning of May 19, 1926, citizens of Los Angeles awakened to shocking headlines in the 
Los Angeles Examiner.  Sister Aimee was feared drowned.  She had entered the water at Ocean Park 
Beach in Venice the previous afternoon wearing a swimsuit and although she was a strong swimmer no 
one had seen her emerge.  Nor had she returned to the nearby hotel to reclaim her street clothing or 
her car which was still parked nearby.  Her mother, Minnie Kennedy took her place at the service that 
night and ended by saying confidently: “Sister is with Jesus.”  The general public could not accept this 
and parishioners continued to search for her holding seaside vigils around the clock, praying for a 
miracle.   Daily reports of the search and possible sightings were in newspapers across the country.   
 Coincidentally, Kenneth Ormiston, the engineer for her radio station, had also disappeared.  
Although he was married, some believed that the two were together.  About a month after Aimee’s 
disappearance, her mother, Minnie Kennedy received a ransom note requesting half a million dollars 
signed by “The Avengers.”  If not paid they threatened to sell her daughter into white slavery.  Minnie 
later told the police she ignored the letter, believing Aimee was dead. 
 After about five weeks, on June 23, Aimee, who had been wearing a green swimsuit when last 
seen, stumbled out of the desert into a small Mexican town, Agua Prieta in Sonora, just across the 
border from Douglas, Arizona.  She claimed to have been kidnapped and held for ransom by two men 
and a woman who called herself “Mexicali Rose” in a small shack in the Sonoran desert.   She was fully 
dressed and her hair was neatly coiffed.   She even wore a watch, given to her by her mother which she 
had not been wearing in the surf.   Her shoes bore no signs of a 13-mile walk in the desert as claimed but 
were stained with grass (not found in the desert.)   Her thirst was quenched with a single glass of water.  
Aimee’s story was definitely suspect bringing about an 8-month police investigation.  

Her account went like this:  After her secretary left the beach briefly returning to the hotel to 
make a phone call, Aimee was approached by a man and a woman pleading with her to come to their 
car and pray for their sick baby.   Touched with compassion, she consented, but wished to return to the 
hotel for her street clothes first.   The pair emphasized the urgency of the situation and the woman 
(later known to her as Rose) threw a long cloak over Aimee to cover her swim attire and asked her to 
come immediately.   Running ahead, Rose got into the back seat of the automobile.   When Aimee and 
the man called Steve reached the car, Aimee put one foot on the running board and leaned in to see the 
ailing child (just a rolled up blanket, now in Rose’s arms.)  The man shoved her into the car and 
immediately a sponge containing chloroform was pushed into her face, rendering her unconscious – a 
state from which she did not awaken until the following morning.  (This deep sleep from the chloroform 
was also later questioned.)   

During her captivity she said she was aware of being in two separate places; one, a two-story 
house possibly in Calexico, and the other a one-room shack with a wooden floor in the Mexican desert 
from which she claimed to have escaped.  She said she was tied up and left alone in the shack while 
Rose drove to town for supplies.  Aimee then rolled off the cot where she had been a prisoner and 
wriggled her way to a tin can she spotted on the floor.  Using this tool she cut her bonds and escaped 
through an open window.  The shack had a door – why didn’t she try the door?  This question went 
unanswered.  Many of the details in her story did not prove out and law enforcement officers were 
skeptical.   

The newspapers fueled the fire and all of the reported sightings during the month she was 
missing were thoroughly investigated.   All car tracks and footprints in the Agua Prieta area as well as the 
clothing Aimee was wearing when she reappeared were carefully scrutinized.  The facts just didn’t 
match her story.  Occasionally, when the verity of the tale, which she had opportunity to tell verbatim 
over and over, was questioned, Aimee coined the oft repeated phrase: “That’s my story, and I’m sticking 
to it.”  Thirty-nine days after she disappeared into the ocean, she returned to Angelus Temple amid the 
exuberance of tumultuous crowds to resume her ministry.   

 



 

One by one, most sightings were dispelled, but one story just would not go away.  There were 
too many people who said they saw Aimee with a man in a honeymoon cottage on the beach at Carmel-
by-the-Sea:  The landlord, the man who delivered wood for fuel, a neighbor and a grocery clerk were 
among the witnesses.  On July 20, the grand jury convened and not finding enough evidence to indict 
the three missing suspects in the alleged kidnapping dismissed the case.  The grand jury had declined to 
believe Aimee’s desert fable. 

Two days later, an ambiguous dispatch from Monterey in Northern California was printed in a 
Los Angeles newspaper claiming that new clues had been uncovered by Monterey Police Chief William 
Gabrielson.  The following quote is from The Vanishing Evangelist by Lately Thomas, a well-researched 
account of The Aimee Semple Mc Pherson Kidnapping Affair published in 1959: 

 
On the evening of July 22, two days after the grand jury returned its finding, a woman 
walked into the office of Police Chief Gabrielson in Monterey and asked whether he 
would like to know where Aimee Semple Mc Pherson and Kenneth Ormiston were from 
May 19 to May 29.  She offered to tell him if he would promise not to ask her name or 
reveal the source of his information.  Gabrielson was interested.  His caller related that 
she was from San Diego, a transient visitor in nearby Carmel.  The evening before, a 
man whose tongue had been sufficiently oiled by liquor told her the story; it seemed to 
be no secret around Carmel.  If Gabrielson could overlook the prohibition law and buy 
this man a few drinks, he probably would be told everything also.  She identified the 
man and walked out, still without giving her name.  Not until years afterward did 
Gabrielson reveal her role in the drama.1 
 

 Other sources reveal that on May 15, a man answering the description of Kenneth Ormiston – 
complete with limp -- who gave his name as “Mr. McIntyre” rented a secluded cottage on Scenic Drive in 
Carmel for three months, paying the deposit of $100 from a large roll of bills.  He said his wife, 
convalescing from an illness, would be with him and they would like to take occupancy on May 19 (the 
day after Aimee’s disappearance.)  He said they needed a place that was restful and quiet.  The owner 
dropped by on the morning of the 19th to see if they had arrived and noticed a green bathing suit hanging 
on the clothesline.  All of the witnesses were interviewed and shown photos of the pair and all assured 
the police officer that it was definitely the evangelist and her station manager.  Hundreds of rumors, 
denials, and investigations followed, but the end result was that Sister’s followers never lost faith and her 
ministry continued, although slightly scaled down. 
 A family story that my brother, Bill heard all of his life which was also told to my step-cousin 
Maxine Burroughs by my mother, Natalie, was that my grandmother, Ada, the detective, was “the one 
that cracked the case in discovering the famous evangelist in a love nest with a married man in a beach 
cottage.”   This story was told years before the above information about the lady from San Diego ever 
came to light.  In my mind, this is good evidence that the family story is mostly true.  
 Possibly on this visit to Carmel Ada made the discovery of Mr. Wong’s delicious Split Pea Soup to 
add to her recipe collection.       

                                                                  

 

 

                                                           
1
 The Vanishing Evangelist, Lately Thomas, Viking Press, 1959, page 160. 
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