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TEMPE’S HISTORY INTERWOVEN WITH MONTI’S

By Stacey Goitia

If you’re born in Arizona, you probably know about it.  If you’ve been living in the Phoenix-metro area, you’ve probably eaten in it.  If you are from out-of-town and want to get a great steak while experiencing Arizona history, you’d hear about it.  It’s Michael Monti’s La Casa Vieja restaurant, one of the oldest continuously-occupied buildings in Arizona and one of the area’s best-known, family-owned steakhouses.

Monti’s La Casa Vieja’s history is woven into the very fabric of Tempe’s beginning.  In 1871, six years after farmers moved into the area, an entrepreneur named Charles Trumbull Hayden arrived.  He began a settlement called Hayden’s Ferry on the West side of what is now the Tempe Butte near the Salt River.  Up from Tucson, he saw the infinite possibilities for the area.  He set up a store, flourmill, warehouses, blacksmith shops and a ferry.  He also homesteaded in the mission-style house that is now known as Monti’s La Casa Vieja.

In 1877 in Monti’s Back Hayden Dining Room the “most important person in Arizona history” was born to Charles and Sally Hayden.  Young Carl spent twelve years in La Casa Vieja and later served as Sheriff, U.S. Senator and Dean of Congress.  He spent an amazing 57 years combined in both houses of Congress. 

In 1879 a thriving community had formed on both sides of the Butte next to the Salt River.  The Hispanic settlement of San Pablo merged with Hayden’s Ferry.  Lord Darrel Duppa, a wealthy Englishman named the area Tempe because the Butte reminded him of the mythological “Vale of Tempe” in Greece.

In 1889 the Haydens built a new house and referred to their old one as “La Casa Vieja”, or the Old House.  La Casa Vieja’s ownership changed several times and served as Tempe’s first post office, a warehouse and student rental housing during World War II.  It later became several different restaurants.  

Over the years Monti’s has been restored to some of its original splendor.  There are fireplaces throughout the old building that reveal the rustic living conditions during the 1800’s.  Ancient foot-deep windows that were boarded up in the 1970’s now let in light along Mill Avenue.  Six-foot-thick, stick-and-mud ceilings can still be seen near the front of the restaurant.  In certain areas the coverings have been cut away so that customers can see the original adobe walls.  Once the home’s outdoor courtyard, the Fountain Dining Room features the Haydens’ original fountain.  It still operates today and is made of Salt River rock. 

Today, customers may still wander the rambling home to enjoy antiques and relics from the Old West as they dine.  Everything from pistols to pictures of historical Tempe are scattered throughout the restaurant. Consider stopping by Monti’s La Casa Vieja to experience how vivid Tempe’s history really was.  Michael Monti himself will take you on a tour if you call ahead.  You won’t be disappointed!

