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The Moraga Historical Society 
 

 

The Road to Incorporation 
By Vera Kochan 

No doubt every resident in the Town of Moraga, as well as those passing through, are aware that we are 

celebrating our 50th Anniversary thanks to the colorful banners hanging at strategic intersections. While Nov 

12, 1974 was the official incorporation date, plans were in the works many years before. However, the wheels 

of change were slow to turn and often met with resistance.  

 

In the 1950s, when Moraga was just beginning to see subdivisions popping up, any land development decisions 

were made by visiting the county seat in Martinez with the power of the newly formed Moraga Community 

Association (MCA) working on behalf of the citizens. A county planning commissioner was so upset with 

Moraga’s slow process that he referred to it as “the Moraga mentality”. He told residents that if they didn’t like 

the way county government handled things, they should form their own city. That was the proverbial “shot 

heard round the world”. From that point on, Moragans rebelled against “the Martinez mentality”. 

The MCA created a Committee for the Study of Incorporation in 1963. It’s chairman, Ted Gilles, asked MCA 

members to respond to him with answers to the questions “Should Moraga be thinking about incorporation?” 

and “What’s good or bad about incorporation for our area?” 

According to a 1984 Contra Costa Sun article, which was written to celebrate the town’s tenth anniversary, the 

advantages had included: local control over important government services, such as police protection, planning 

and zoning; improved level of services, such as increasing the amount of police protection or providing for the 

local issuance of building permits; placement of important functions in government which would be closer to 

and more responsive to local needs and problems; retain taxes generated within the area and make them 

available for local government; promote local identity and provide a forum and organization for solution of 

local problems; more conveniently located than Martinez; and insure against absorption of the area by other 

incorporated areas in the future. 
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The same article listed disadvantages which included: imposition of another level of government, possibly 

increasing property taxes (pre-Proposition 13); loss of county resources in many areas of government; 

assumption of a great public liability because of the reduction of the government unit; a tendency to look at 

problems from a provincial or parochial point of view; a more limited budget which might restrict the degree of 

city administration; and more susceptibility to local pressure groups. 

Through the 1960s, there was talk about incorporation, but the wheels of progress never moved forward until 

1972, when MCA urged the Committee for the Study of Incorporation to look into and update the results of the 

initial survey. The preliminary report stated, “The formation of a City of Moraga must be considered feasible,” 

while noting that many of California’s cities had an assessed valuation less than Moraga’s which was $31.4 

million. The first census count in 1970 was 11,000, and the committee estimated the 1972 population was 

approximately 15,000. The total anticipated expenditure was projected to be $635,980. A city tax of 56 cents 

per $100 assessed valuation would yield the necessary $193,569.60 to balance Moraga’s budget, with one cent 

yielding $3,456. 

It was estimated that completing the nine steps towards an incorporation election would take between 9 - 12 

months. However, it took more than 1½ years longer than projected. According to the Sun’s article, the steps 

needed to occur in chronological order: 1) The initial step was for 25 to 50 people, Moraga landowners, to act as 

proponents for the petition to incorporate; 2) The petitioning body had to determine the precise bounds of the 

proposed city and then formulate the petition, including various criteria; 3) The petition had to go before the 

Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) which held public hearings prior to making a decision. 

LAFCO is a state mandated local agency that oversees boundary changes to cities and special districts, the 

formation of new agencies including incorporation of new cities, and the consolidation of existing agencies; 4) 

After receipt of LAFCO’s approval, the proponents had to submit to the county board of supervisors a notice of 

their intention to circulate the petition; 5) The petition had to be signed by at least 25 percent of the qualified 

signers representing at least 25 percent of the value of land within the proposed city limits; 6) The county clerk 

had to verify the signatures; 7) The supervisors held a hearing to determine if 51 percent of the landowners 

protested; 8) The board published a notice of election, as required by law, and required arguments for and 

against incorporation to be included in the ballot; and 9) The board canvassed the ballots on the Monday after 

the election. A copy of this order was then to be filed with the Secretary of State for certification. 

Although the 1974 election came on the heels of governmental mistrust thanks to Watergate, three-fourths of 

the residents turned out to vote either for or against Measure M (incorporation). The Nov. 5 general election 

sealed the deal for Moraga’s future with 3,686 votes in favor and 2,546 against. On Nov.12, 1974, Secretary of 

State Edmund G. Brown Jr. signed the certificate granting Moraga’s incorporation. 

You can’t have a town without elected officials, and 13 residents stepped up to the plate to run for council. The 

first five town council members were Michael T. Cory, William G. Combs, Merle D. Gilliland, Susan H. 

McNulty, and Barry R. Gross, all of whom favored incorporation. Of the five, only McNulty (now known as 

Rainey) and Gross are still with us. 

Moraga Historical Society President Susan Sperry and Publicity/Program Chair Vera Kochan met with Rainey 

and Gross at the History Center to discuss their recollections of the incorporation process and their part in it. 

Like many residents today, both Rainey and Gross moved to Moraga for the schools, but they quickly became 

involved with local organizations, and in doing so decided to use the experience to run for public office. “I was 

on the advisory board to the county for the MCA,” stated Rainey. “While volunteering as a membership chair, I 

learned how to campaign.” 
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“I was on the Campolindo Homeowners Association, and that made me want to run,” said Gross. “I walked all 

over Moraga, knocking on every door. I also sent out a mailer. It’s important to get your message across before 

the mailer reaches the garbage can.” 

Both former mayors agreed that it was the idea of local control, rather than having the county determine 

Moraga’s fate, that was the driving force of incorporation. 

Rainey and Gross were asked what some of the toughest barriers were to overcome towards incorporation. 

“Viability was an issue -- could Moraga survive as an entity on its own? The roads were also an argument. The 

county was responsible for fixing the roads for a couple of years. Moraga eventually modeled road repair 

strategies from Lafayette, which became a city in 1968. The cost was the most important prohibition for the 

campaign to become an incorporated town -- to convince people that taxes wouldn’t be exorbitant. The 

naysayers said that we’d need to raise property taxes really high, because there’s no industry in town. Later the 

county came in with a lower tax rate -- so it was a win/win.” 

Two additional, important obstacles were to get enough signatures on the ballot in order to call it Measure M, 

and in the long run, raising enough enthusiasm about incorporation in order to get people to vote in favor of it. 

Why is Moraga a town and not a city? “Because we felt that if we asked to become a town, the path would be 

easier to achieve, as opposed to wanting to become a city,” explained Rainey. 

On Nov. 5, 1974, with election results pouring in, “those that won met at the bowling alley to watch the election 

returns,” Gross said. “When it passed, we all broke out into ‘Happy Birthday’, then someone said, ‘What 

do we do now?’” 
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The early days of the Moraga Historical Society 

The Moraga Historical Society can trace its roots to the early 1950s when Brother Dennis Goodman (see photo), 

St. Mary’s College librarian, began accumulating documents and books pertaining to the history of the Moraga 

family and the Rancho Laguna de los Palos Colorados. In 1965 a newcomer to Moraga, Sonia Levitin, asked 

Postmistress Eleanor Dickenson about joining a historical group in town. The reply was, “Dear, you’ll have to 

found it first!” That was the beginning. With the help of Bill Macaskill, Brother Matthew McDevitt of the St. 

Mary’s history department and Brother Dennis, a public meeting was arranged to be held in De La Salle Lounge 

on campus. About 275 residents crammed into the Lounge to hear Brother Matthew; Eugene Moraga (fifth 

generation Moraga and the last child to be born in the Adobe), and a Contra Costa County cartographer describe 

the early days of Moraga. At the conclusion of the meeting residents paid $5 to become charter members!   

This first general meeting was a success, so it was 

agreed to set up a founding board of twelve people to 

launch the Society. Some of the original members were 

Brother Dennis, Brother Matthew, Bill Macaskill, 

Dorothy Mutnick, Sonia Levitin, and Don Manuel. It 

was October 12, 1965. The first Board meetings were 

held in the president’s home or the fire station. The 

Society had very little money because of the small 

membership so programs were held in local elementary 

schools. 

Brother Dennis felt there should be a history of Moraga 

published and he turned to Sandy Kimball to create 

Moraga’s Pride. With help from Brother Dennis’ 

extensive card file of research about Moraga history, 

and Mrs. Mutnick’s thorough work mainly about 

Lafayette, Ms. Kimball began writing. Records from 

Mission Dolores, Mission San Jose and other parishes 

became great resources. Ms. Kimball was paid for her 

work with the purchase of a computer! Maggie Skinner, 

“keeper of the archives”, did the proofreading and 

picture captioning. Les Krames designed the artwork. A 

company in Berkeley made the master copy and the 

printing was done in Michigan. The resulting 2000 

copies of the 1987 first edition sold well. The $17,000 

borrowed was repaid by the sale of the books. 

Today the Moraga Historical Society is housed in an 800 sq foot archive wing on the west side of the Moraga 

Library in a structure added in 1999, entirely funded by the public through donations and membership fees. 

The second edition of Moraga's Pride was updated and published in 2002. Our membership is currently about 

100 individuals and rising. Renewing and new members ($30 per household $20 per individual) are entitled to 

pick up a free copy of Moraga's Pride at the History Center (Thursdays 1-3 pm) or at our booth at the July 4 and 

Pear Festival celebrations at the Moraga Commons. Also, check out our web site (MoragaHistory.org) where 

we now have online catalogs of our archives which allow you to plan your research visit when the History 

Center is open. 

https://moragahistory.org/
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Our Digitization Plan is Live! 

Volunteers over the past six decades have painstakingly 

collected and archived a wide range of photos, documents, 

maps, recordings and artifacts related to the Rancho Laguna de 

los Palos Colorados land grant which covers a good part of 

Lamorinda. We now have catalogs on our web site listing our 

physical archives which visitors can access before they visit our 

History Center so they can plan their research strategy. Many of 

these items are unique, such as photo prints donated by people 

over the decades, as well as newspaper clippings curated by 

MHS volunteers which are not available online. 

Climate change, however, has boosted the risk that one day the 

Moraga Library complex which includes our History Center 

will go up in smoke. All the books in the library can be 

replaced, but much of our archives documenting the history of 

Moraga and the surrounding area is irreplaceable. Last year we 

embarked on a plan to digitize our archives. This is not a new 

idea. While searching the late Bill Lund's computer for digital 

versions of MHS newsletters he edited we discovered an 

ambitious plan in 2000 to digitize the archives on the now 

archaic dbase platform. We do not know why it failed, but today 

there remain no excuses for not getting it done. 

We have developed a database system and used the Valle Vista 

subdivision to prototype our digitization strategy which you can 

review at our Valle Vista Subdivision web page. We are now 

looking for volunteers who want to get involved. Contact John 

Kaiser at info@moragahistory.org for more information. 

 

One hundred years ago the Prohibition Squad discovered that 

Moragans, when it comes to making moonshine (possibly from 

pears?), cut no corners in their quest for excellence! 

(contributed by Susan Skilton) 

The wheels of progress keep moving for 

the Moraga Historical Society! In last 

month’s newsletter Chris McGuffin, our 

new treasurer, was introduced. Our 

banking is now electronic and Chris 

was able to keep up with our finances 

while scuba diving in Indonesia! John 

Kaiser and Susan Skilton have digitized 

the 58 photos sent to us by Donald 

Rheem’s nephew, and they are now 

available for viewing on our website 

(MoragaHistory.org). This quarterly’s 

main article was created by Vera 

Kochan following an interview with 

Sue McNulty Rainey and Barry Gross, 

members of Moraga’s first Town 

Council. 

Mark your calendars for Sunday, 

August 11, from 1-3, for our next 

speaker at the Hacienda Casita. Mark 

Harrigan, a video blogger producing 

Contra Costa County history videos, 

will provide us with a nostalgic 

afternoon of stories about the Rheem 

Bowl, Moraga Barn, Lafayette’s 

Roundup Saloon, Valle Vista, Moraga’s 

Adobe and the California & Nevada 

Railroad as it traveled through Orinda. 

(See flier) 

50th Anniversary activities will kick off 

Thursday, July 4th at the Commons 

festivities and continue through 

September with a parade before the 

Pear and Wine Festival, and culminate 

with an event in recognition of the 

Town’s certification by Governor 

Ronald Reagan on November 12, 1974. 

PRESIDENT’S 

MESSAGE 

https://moragahistory.org/moraga-history/infrastructure/infrastructure-subdivisions/infrastructure-subdivision-valle-vista/
https://moragahistory.org/
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Moraga Historical Society 

P. O. Box 103 

Moraga, California 94556 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


