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Celebrating 50 Years as the Town of Moraga
Early Development in Moraga from 1914-1964

Edited by Susan Sperry

Under the supervision of James Irvine,
California’s most powerful entrepreneur, the
Moraga Company was the first to develop parts
of the Rancho Laguna de Los Palos Colorados
(the Rancho) into agriculture commercial
centers and residential subdivisions. Land not
under cultivation was marked for real estate
through the sale of property to developers and
subdividers by the company. In 1912 Robert
Burgess became Irvine’s selling agent for 500
acres that had been set aside for a townsite to be
known as “Moraga”. When the Oakland,
Antioch and Eastern Railway was completed in
1913, development became a possibility, and
thus began the first real estate venture!

Plans were drawn up to carve part of the Rancho into 200 lots but only one was sold. The project failed!
Burgess then began to draw up the Rancho into lots. In 1914, he proposed a 400-acre subdivision on what is
now the eastern portion of St. Mary’ College, calling it Moraga Country Club. This project failed! Valle Vista
became a reality in 1914, only to be bought by the East Bay Water Company in 1923 to construct the San
Leandro Reservoir.

Irvine’s next project was initiated in 1914 and turned the “old timers” section of Moraga into ranchettes,
now known as Orchard Dell. A large parcel southeast of Camino Pablo owned by Charles Hooper was sold to
John Metzler Carr for his son Alfred J. Carr and his son-in-law, Frank G. Sanders. In 1914, Irvine moved the
ranch operations from Burton Valley to the Morage Townsite to create a commercial center to supply the
physical and social needs of the Portuguese sharecroppers and farm owners. The Moraga Hotel had been built to
draw attention to the Moraga Company’s Rancho subdivisions and the area.

In 1923 Irvine paved the Bryant-Martinez Highway (now Country Club Drive) to make the area more
accessible to potential buyers. To enhance the image of Moraga, and make it look like a well-established-
community, Irvine offered 100-acre parcels of land to St. Mary’s and Holy Names colleges.

In 1928 another master plan was developed with bridle and bicycle trails, major boulevards, home sites,
shopping centers and a golf course, even an airstrip. The stock market crash in 1929 and the Depression halted
this plan!

In 1936 fifteen tracts were developed in Orinda, ten in Moraga and one in Canyon. After World War 11, the
Moraga Company went back to selling its land to developers. Next, Irvine tried to promote the idea of the
United Nations headquarters in Moraga-Lafayette, only to have John D. Rockefeller fund the purchase of 6




blocks in New York City! The opening of the Caldecott Tunnel in 1937 promoted more movement through the
tunnel to Orinda and Moraga.

During 1945-1947 Irvine continued to sell chunks of the Rancho lands to individual developers. In 1947
James Irvine died while on a fishing trip in Montana, and the Moraga Company presidency was turned over to
Senator Breed and the original directors. Initially Donald Rheem had a deal to purchase the Moraga Company
but it fell through when a shareholder refused to transfer his shares. Through the persistent work of realtor Ed
Wallace a new buyer was found and on December 21, 1953 the company was sold to Utah Construction and
Mining Company.

In 1949 Donald Rheem had developed his first residential development known as Rheem Highlands on
Rheem Blvd on property he had purchased in 1936, followed by thirteen more subdivisions from 1955 to 1961.
A theater was constructed in 1957, and 1964 saw the construction of the Rheem Center.

Utah Construction and Mining Company continued to subdivide the Rancho lands. In 1964 Transamerica
purchased a parcel of land from Utah and constructed Miramonte Gardens.

In the early 1960’s Utah decided to reroute roads in the Moraga Townsite area to accommodate a regional
shopping center. Frank Draeger’s firm drew up plans rerouting Moraga Road to provide additional level land
for the Moraga Center. Utah applied to the County to rezone the area for retail business and the Board of
Supervisors agreed to the rezoning. When rezoning of several parcels in the area was complete and construction
had begun in 1962, Utah decided not to develop the center and sold the 108-acre Moraga Center to Russell J.
Bruzzone in 1964.

Although much of Moraga filled up with residential homes during the post-war suburban building boom, the
Old Moraga Town Site is little changed from a century ago. The MHS web site hosts a Walking Tour.

Old Moraga Town Site — 1971
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For the first time since the creation of the Moraga Historical Society 60 years ago we are
raising our dues: $20 for an individual and $30 for a family. Please find a membership
envelope in this edition of the newsletter. New members will receive a copy of Moraga’s
Pride and renewing members may also request a copy which can be picked up at the
History Center Thursdays between 1-3 pm. You can also renew online with a credit card
via our web site.



https://moragahistory.org/moraga-history/walking-tours/walking-tour-old-town-site/
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The Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 Controversy

Edited by John Kaiser

Imagine a 4 lane freeway exiting a tunnel near the point where Pinehurst Road begins its hairpin climb up
the Oakland Hills, climbing a 6% grade over the Indian Valley Ridge, descending into the southwestern end of
Moraga Valley, streaking past the south side of Miramonte High School, cutting across Moraga Way near Ivy
Drive with a big cloverleaf, then passing through the pear grove north of Moraga Center right through today’s
Moraga Commons, and then running along the Lafayette-Moraga Trail through Burton Valley until intersecting
with Highway 24 at the Pleasant Hill interchange. Expandable to six lanes with Moraga’s population, estimated
today at 16,707 people, blossoming to 50,000 people! That in 1953 was the Shepherd Canyon Highway 77
vision of Contra Costa County and the California Highway Commission (CHC) today known as Caltrans.

Friday, September 19, 1953

Freeway for Moraga Valley

. EN S

The dream of overcoming the formidable barrier between Alameda and Contra Costa presented by the
Oakland Hills goes back to the early Rancho days of the 19th century. On November 4, 1903 the one lane
Contra Costa Tunnel with a treacherous ascent and descent was punched through near Fish Ranch Road. In
1913 the Shepherd Canyon tunnel was bored to allow a railway from Oakland through the hills, travel along
Redwood Canyon, and follow the Lafayette-Moraga Trail to Lafayette. The electric train had a small footprint
with stations at Canyon, Valle Vista (wiped out during the 1920s by EBMUD’s predecessor via eminent domain
to create the San Leandro Reservoir), the Moraga “Barn”, and St. Mary’s College (established in 1927).
Eventually renamed Sacramento Northern Railroad, the railway carried passengers and freight all the way to
Chico, with passenger service ceasing in 1941 and freight service in 1957.

As early as 1924 business people in Oakland pushed for a car tunnel to parallel the Shepherd Canyon train
tunnel, which would have served James Irvine’s 1913 Moraga townsite vision well. But the Depression killed
the Old Moraga Townsite plan and Irvine’s Moraga Company instead turned Moraga Valley into an
agribusiness until it was acquired by Utah Construction in 1953 after his death in 1947. Interest further
diminished after the 1937 completion of the two bore Caldecott Tunnel which connected the four lane Highway
24 from Oakland to Orinda. But that all changed in 1947 when Congress authorized construction of a 37,000
mile national highway network, formalized in 1956 under President Dwight Eisenhower as the Interstate
Highway Act.




The Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 proposal in 1953 coincided with the purchase of the Moraga Company
by Utah Construction whose business plan was to develop utilities serving residential lots it sold with template
designs to “builders” who constructed the houses and marketed them to consumers. The nationwide highway
boom was part of a suburbia trend where major city centers underwent an urban sprawl of what became known
as “bedroom” communities whose residents commuted to work in the city. Utah Construction started in Orinda
and marched its development plan eastward through the Moraga Valley.
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The Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 plan instantly became controversial, not because people did not want
the freeway, but, because of the four potential routes beyond a new Shepherd Canyon tunnel (the railway tunnel
was deemed not usable and was sealed off when rail service ceased in 1957), CHC preferred the North Moraga
route which became known as the “Red Route”. The reason CHC preferred the “Red Route” which bisected
Moraga was because it was shorter and thus cheaper than the more roundabout routes which passed through
Redwood Canyon, Indian Valley or along the northern flank of the Indian Valley Ridge where today the
Moraga Country Club golf course and homes are located. This cost focus which encouraged pushing highways
through the middle of communities without any regard to how this would impact urban dynamics was in later
decades condemned as a very misguided strategy. The controversy put Moraga on the path to incorporation.
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In 1956 Utah Construction and the Orinda-Moraga Homeowners Association produced a 12 page booklet
called “The RED ROUTE is the WRONG ROUTE” which presented their case that the preferred CHC route
had the greatest impact in terms of diminished property value, destruction of the natural beauty of Moraga
Valley, and harm done to “community values” by splitting Moraga into two parts. Utah was most concerned
about how the freeway would affect its residential development plan and recommended Route 1 through
Redwood Canyon, arguing that a four lane freeway would at most affect 20 redwood trees, and would in fact
boost public enjoyment of the second growth redwoods. This claim was attacked by Gladys Shally, a founder of
the MHS, who argued that a freeway through Redwood Canyon would destroy this grove of redwoods. The
groups supporting the Red Route included Donald Rheem, whose real estate holdings in the northern half of
Moraga were not visually impacted, somewhat inexplicably the Moraga Community Club, a predecessor of the
Moraga Country Club, and understandably the Canyon Community Club. During those years the question was
about which route to build, because a major concern was rising traffic congestion getting to the “city” as the
Lamorinda bedroom communities surged.

The Shepherd Canyon freeway got bogged down in endless studies and became known as the “never never
freeway”. MHS board member Colleen Lund remembers her husband Bill attending late night community
meetings during the sixties after the children had been put to bed. In 1968 the CHC added Route 93, a spur from
Route 1 called Gateway that would have connected Highway 77 via Wilder Ranch to Highway 24. Another spur
that would have connected Highway 77 to the 680 corridor via Bollinger Canyon was also contemplated.

In the end the Shepherd Canyon Highway 77 plan died thanks partly to the 1957 emergence of the Bay
Area Rapid Transit plan which proposed to unite the counties of Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, San Francisco
and San Mateo. BART’s construction started in 1964 and rapid transit service began in 1972, the year the State
Assembly voted 56-0 to delete Highway 77 from the state highway plan. In March 1975 the CWC published a
Notice of Intent to rescind the adoption of Highways 93 and 77 which became official in July 1975, eight
months after Moraga incorporated as a town to secure independence from Martinez, home of Contra Costa
County, the biggest proponent of Shepherd Canyon Highway 77.



https://moragahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/SHHighway77RedRoute.pdf
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FAMILY RECIPES PRESIDENT’S
MORAGA’S SOTIT{OANNIVERSARY MESSAGE

COMMUNITY
COOKBOOK
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This cookbook: wil commenmorate
tne b0t anniversary of the town
and wil be a keepsake for your
famiy for years fo come.

Be a part of history!

1974-2024
Supont>

Cookbooks will be available to purchase beginning summer of 2024.
Proceeds will help support the Town of Moraga's 50th Anniversary Activities
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UPLOAD YOUR RECIPES HERE:
ELAE o vt
s CC.RECIPES/MORAGA

RECIPES DUE: February 28 2024
QUESTIONS? moragacookbook@gmail.com

The MHS web site has a new section called \Voices of the
Past where we feature video and audio recordings that
have been uploaded to our YouTube Channel. The first
addition is From Ranch to Town produced by Susan
Sperry and Fran Strykowski in 2005. There is also a new
section called Moraga’s 50" Anniversary which has links
to the town’s 10" and 25" Anniversary videos.

Moraga’s Past
ring..



https://moragahistory.org/moraga-history/voices-of-the-past/
https://moragahistory.org/moraga-history/voices-of-the-past/
https://moragahistory.org/moraga-history/moraga-50th-anniversary/

MORAGA HISTORICAL SOCIETY
PRESENTS

RESIDENT TRAIN EXPERT SAM SPERRY FOR A FASCINATING DISCUSSION
ABOUT THE PASSENGER AND FREIGHT TRAINS THAT ONCE SERVICED OUR
TOWN.

JOIN US AS WE GO BACK IN TIME TO 1913, WHEN THE OAKLAND, ANTIOCH &
EASTERN RAILWAY’S ROUTE BETWEEN OAKLAND AND SACRAMENTO TOOK
COMMUTERS TO WORK AND PEARS TO MARKET. IN 1928, THE WESTERN
PACIFIC RAILROAD ACQUIRED OA&E, ALONG WITH THE NORTHERN
RAILWAY, TO FORM THE 185-MILE-LONG SACRAMENTO NORTHERN
RAILWAY, WHICH INCLUDED TWO STOPS IN TOWN —THE MORAGA STATION

AND ST. MARY’S STATION.

SUNDAY, MARCH 3, 2024, 1-3 PM

CASITA AT THE MORAGA HACIENDA
2100 DONALD DRIVE, MORAGA

RSVP TO SUSAN SPERRY
RANCHSUSAN(@AOL.COM
BY FEBRUARY 18, 2024
MORAGA HISTORICAL SOCIETY MEMBERS FREE, GUESTS S5
RESERVATIONS ONLY
LIMITED SEATING




Moraga Historical Society
P. O. Box 103
Moraga, California 94556

Keith Katzman is a Moraga resident

since 1966. Keith continues to show his

passion for Moraga by always volunteering

to help the people in Moraga and make

our town one of the best places in America

to live. e o e

Your Strategic Partner

When you're preparing your home for market, it
makes sense to assess what improvements can be
made so that youre not leaving money on the table
at closing. But what are those improvements?

I'M SELLING LAMORINDA!

Sucessfully selling real estate
for over 37 years.

DRE 00875484
Q253767777

keith.katzman@compass.com Let’s work together well before a sale so that you can

benifit from my expertise as a strategic partner!

COMPASS

Compass is a recl estate broker licensed by the State of California and abides by Equal Housing Opportunity laws. License Mumber 01866771, ANl material presented herein is intended for informational purposes only
and is compiled from socurces deemed reliable but has not been verified. Changes in price, conditicn, sale or withdrowal may be made without notice. Mo statement ie made as to accuracy of any description. All
measurements and equare footage are opproximate.




