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Communities The Individual



Researching the Settlers and Residents in our Local Communities: Research Strategies

CONTACT THE 
ARCHIVISTS

STUDY THE CONTENTS 
OF THE VERTICAL FILES

EXAMINE MAPS





Community History

• Organizations

• Schools

• Religious Groups

• Sports

• Neighborhoods

• Transportation (including trains in our area)

• Water Sources 

• Open Space 

• Businesses

Resources: 

Newspapers, Vertical Files at Historical Societies, 

Published and Manuscript Local Histories, Books



House/Tract Histories
The area has some interesting house histories to 
document and to explore further.
Examples:
• The Old Yellow House in Orinda
• The Moraga Adobe in Orinda
• Reginald Tibbetts former residence in Moraga 

(site of World War II secret communications)
• The location of the former Bernal Adobe on 

Happy Valley Road in Lafayette
• Subdivisions in Moraga developed by Frank 

Draeger with street names taken from British 
phone books

Photo Source: Lamorinda Weekly



Case Study: Re-Create a Neighborhood of the Past

• Have you ever hiked in King Canyon? Redwood? 
Noticed the concrete foundations at the Riche 
Loop trail?

• Driven past the hiking staging area on Canyon 
Road?

• There was once a thriving subdivision there called 
Valle Vista.

Image Source: AllTrails



Case Study

•



Find 
Maps

Source: PastMaps



Find 
Photos

Source: Moraga History Center



Valle Vista Then and Now

Images: Moraga History Center



Find Subdivision Plans or Reports



Names of some of the purchasers and the lots 
they purchased.



Building out the Stories of the Residents

• Sources include:
• Vertical files
• Published biographies in books, unpublished biographies in 

manuscripts
• Newspapers
• Census, tax, voting records
• Military records, especially draft registrations and pension files
• Vital records, church records, and memorials such as Find a 

Grave



• Newspapers in Online Collections

Chronicling America (does not hold Contra Costa County newspapers)
California Digital Newspaper Collection (CDNC)
Newspapers.com (paywall)



• Restrict dates

• Seek town or 
neighborhood names

• Enter names of residents

Search Parameters



Chronicling America Newspapers and Indices





California Digital Newspaper 
Collection
• Free
• Easy to Search/Browse
• Relevant to our area
Narrow the search dates to narrow the results

Source: 
California Digital Newspaper Collection



Case Study: Valle Vista Residents

Consult Newspapers

Martinez Daily Standard 2 July 1924
Source: California Digital Newspaper 
Collection



Martinez Daily Standard 25 January 1924
Source: California Digital Newspaper Collection



Contra Costa Gazette 3 March 1927
Source: California Digital Newspaper Collection





Vertical Files



From the vertical files:

• In 1914 the Hespes bought lot and moved there about 
June 1915.

• Later they bought 2 ½ acres on Old Redwood Road. Then 
they  traded with the Irwin company for 2 ½ acres in Valle 
Vista on the east side of the creek between the two 
bridges.

• The Hespes farmed, had cows, delivered milk to Moraga 
Valley residents. Mrs. Hespe worked for PG&E in 1917-
18. They also had dry beans. The planted hay with shares 
(sharecropping?) with the Moraga Company. The rain 
damaged the hay and there was no place to store it. 

• The Hespes quit their work and moved to Southern 
California in 1920. Later they sold the property in Valle 
Vista to the Water Company.

Vertical Files 
Biographies and 
Letters









Trace Roots of Early 
Settlers

Utilize vertical file biographies and photos, census records, local histories, newspapers

Begin with the known and work towards the unknown

ORIGINS SETTLEMENT MIGRATION 
ROUTES



Migration Patterns

Westward travelers often went in groups.
Find migration routes in
• overland wagon train lists (many are 

online) and publications
• ship lists (some went around the Horn)
• diaries

Identify groups that settled together by 
tracing them to earlier records and by noting 
affiliations, such as shared religion or 
language background.



1880 Census Value for Migration 

“1880 United States Federal Census,” Ancestry.com, 
accessed November 2024



1880 Census Moraga Family

Source: Ancestry®



1870 Census Olive Family

Source: Ancestry



1860 Olive Family 

Source: Ancestry



Great Register 1873 San Joaquin County

Source: Ancestry



Lamson Diary published as Round Cape Horn: Cattle Stealing 
in Contra Costa

Source: Lamson Diary, Gutenberg.org; image from Moraga 
Historical Society

“August 17, 1854. My neighbor, Mr. R., has lost an ox. It was stolen; and a horse stolen 
also. Another neighbor, Mr. A., has lost three valuable oxen in the same way.

The great facilities for concealing oxen, horses, and other property in the innumerable 
deeply secluded valleys and hiding-places that occur in every direction in the 
mountainous country, which, commencing at these Redwoods, extend to the valley of 
the San Joaquin, offer too many inducements to the numerous idlers and vagabonds 
that prowl about the land to be visited; and consequently theft, robbery, and I may 
almost add, murder, are but every day occurrences.”



Wagon Train Settlers
Elam Brown, prominent Lafayette settler, was born in 1797 in 
Herkimer County, in Northern New York. 

His overland journey from Missouri to California has been 
well-documented in many publications, and by the Lafayette 
Historical Society.

This exhibit was placed in the Lafayette Library and learning 
Center by the Lafayette historical Society in 2024.

Compilations of firsthand accounts of overland journeys can be 
found at Brigham Young University Digital Collections and other 
websites.
 Lists of travelers on wagon trains can be found in books and 
overland journey websites.

Photos Source: Facebook



Strategies and 
Resources for 
Successful Searches



County Clerk Records in Contra Costa County

Most records are for current-day residents. 
However, there is an “old book” property index going back to 1849. 
It is not easily searchable. 

Alternatives: 
• Contra Costa County Historical Society
• Holdings at FamilySearch



FamilySearch: 
Catalog Search

FamilySearch, accessed November 2024.



FamilySearch: DGS Number Search

“Ohio, U.S., County Marriage Records, 1774-1993,” 
Ancestry.com, accessed November 2024. 



FamilySearch: DGS Number Search

“Ohio, U.S., County Marriage Records, 1774-1993,” 
Ancestry.com, accessed November 2024. 



County Records
Brands and marks, 1850-1917

Source: 
FamilySearch



Brand of Joaquin Moraga



Squirrel Lien Inspection

Source: FamilySearch



Wives property book, 1851-1916

Source: FamilySearch



Pre-Statehood

Spanish Government 1769-1821

1769–1821

Mexican Government 1821 to 1847

1821–1847

Gold Rush Era 1848 to 1855

1848–1855

California became a U.S. State

1850



Initial Settlement by the Spanish Crown and then 
by the Mexican Government.

Source for image of mission: Wikipedia 

Source for image of map: Study.com



Lamorinda communities developed under two federal government 
systems: 
Mexico (Alta California from 1821 to 1850)
U.S. (from 1850)

Prior to that time the Saklan were the main 
inhabitants of the area, and their 
communities overlapped with the settling 
Mexican and U.S. families.



Types of Key Land Records in California

• Spanish and Mexican Land Grants: Expedientes
• United States Public Land Survey System: Deeds, 
Surveys, Warrants
• Homestead Records and Preemption Claims: 
Deeds, Applications
• Land exchanges by individuals in counties and 
estate sales by sheriff: Deeds
• Mining claims: Deeds, Labor Books



• Where to find land records from 
1850 on:
• U.S. Department of the 

Interior, Bureau of Land 
Management Website

• County Clerk Records



Value of Land Records for California 
Genealogy Research

Finding

Finding support for 
family relationships 
when direct 
evidence is not 
strong

Documenting

Documenting 
property ownership 
and residences

Adding

Adding key details 
to biographies

Tracing

Tracing migration 

Determining

Determining 
occupations and 
economic status

Providing

Providing leads for 
locating other 
records, such as 
probate records, 
census records, 
newspaper articles, 
vital records, and 
court documents.



Alta California
Sources: Rancho Canada photo, Wikipedia; Hide Droghing painting by E. Boyd 

Smith, NYPL Digital Collections (https://digitalcollections.nypl.org)



Californios and Land Grants

Places to Start for Research Online:
• Historical Society Websites
• Californios Website
• Online Archive of California
• Bancroft Library (hard copy items and online records)
• California State University Monterey Bay
• History San Jose
• California Early Population Project, Huntington Library 
• Ancestry® and FamilySearch
Hard copy sources of  mission records include books and binders of family 
groups compiled by Dorothy Mutnick. The Moraga History Center is one 
resource for her collection of mission records.



Diseños and 
Expedientes
• The main legal documents for 

land grants in Alta California 
were diseños and expedientes.

Digital Commons at 
California State University 
Monterey Bay, California 
State Archive, and Online 
Archive of California, and 
National Archives are 
good resources for lists, 
documents, and leads on 
other records.



Diseños- Legal Documents

Source: Online Archive of California



Testimony of Salvio Pacheco, artist of the Rancho Laguna de los Palos Colorados 
Diseño.

Source: Expediente at U.C. Berkeley Bancroft Library 

online.



Land Claim Files

• Land claim files for the land grants awarded by the Spanish and 
Mexican governments in California pre-statehood include multiple 
records documenting the original award, the chain of title and property 
disputes, maps of the land claim made in different eras, and affidavits 
regarding boundaries, residence, land sales, and more. 

• The extensive files can be mined for many details of the families who 
claimed the land or who lived on the land grant.

• The land claim files at Ancestry can be found under the catalog entry 
“California, U.S., Private Land Claim Dockets, 1852-1858.” 
At FamilySearch the catalog entry is “California, land records: private 
land claims dockets, 1849-1895.”

Sources: Ancestry.com

FamilySearch.org



Source: Ancestry.com



Religious Records for Alta California

Photo: Moraga 
History Center

Source: Early California 
Population Project, 
Huntington Library





Estate Files Connected to Joaquin Moraga





Juan Bernal Probate files





Gold Rush Era:1848 to 
1855

• During the Gold Rush Era many new settlers came to 
the West. 

• The new California residents needed places to live for 
the evolving gold rush-centered economy.

• Land grants were sometimes occupied by settlers, 
boom towns evolved, and money changed hands in 
different ways than before.

• The economy changed, the culture changed, the 
government changed, and land use and land 
recording processes changed.

Image source: “Panning on the Mokelumne River; Wikimedia  Commons



California 
as a U.S. 

State

California Statehood in 1850 is a significant 
turning point for land records.

Changes include:

U.S., State, and County courts and land survey 
systems 

Mapping

Land Use

Land Owners



Mapping Land 

Spanish and Mexican Maps U.S. Survey Maps

Source for images: Online Archive of California.

Maps define property boundaries but the way the boundaries are 
described in California is not static. Mapping has changed with different 
cultural influences, different governments, and different interests. Below 
are examples from Alta California and from early years in California under 
U.S. government.





Map from 1878 in land 
claim docket



Map by Ferdinand  Von 
Leicht in land claim 
docket
The Moraga and Bernal adobes are is 
clearly marked on the Canyon road. 
Phineas Harrington stated the Moraga 
residence was one and a half miles  further 
west from Walnut Creek than shown here.



Bureau of Land Management Records

Source: U.S. 
Department of the 
Interior Bureau of 
Land Management



General Land Office Records at 
the U.S. Bureau of Land 
Management.

Source: B
ureau of Land M

anagem
ent (https://glorecords.blm

.gov)

Land Patents are searchable by State and 
county and name of patentee

The image of the patent document as pdf. 
can be downloaded

The record includes the residence of the 
applicant and the date of the patent

For some entries it is possible to see 
exactly where the land was located on a 
map



• Property deeds indicate the names of the grantor and grantee, the date 
of the transaction, and include a description of the property. 

• Many property deeds have indexes but the pages of the deeds 
themselves are not accessible via indexes and must be found by browse. 
Review the indexes to narrow down the results. 

• Property deeds for California are sometimes listed in the county 
catalog index at FamilySearch. 

• California State Archives holds county records for the years 1850–
1987, including deeds and homesteads for 28 counties. Not all records 
are available for all counties.

• The deeds may be available at the county clerk and recorder office. 
The entries may or may not be digitally indexed. 

• Local historical societies have many types of records and may have 
deed transcripts or deeds or may have leads on where to locate the 
deeds.

Deeds and Deed Indexes



Homestead Act

• The Homestead Act of 1862 encouraged westward 
movement and settlement.

• Adult heads of families could obtain 160 acres of 
surveyed public land. 

• Requirements included living on the land and making 
changes on it, such as erecting structures, farming 
(all improvements).

• Options for obtaining land included living on the land 
for 5 years while improving it, and then paying a 
registration fee, or living on the land for a short time, 
making small improvements, and paying a fee per 
acre of the land.

Source: National Archives (https://www.archives.gov)



Homestead Records

• Homestead Files include details of when the claimant 
entered the land, what buildings were built on it, how 
the land was used, and often, the make-up of the family 
unit. The details vary from record to record. 

• Pre-1908 homestead records for California can be 
requested from National Archives in Washington D.C. 

• To order the records you need to know the name of the 
homesteader, the state in which the land is located, and 
an approximate date the homesteader entered the land. 

• These details may be found at the Bureau of Land 
Management, where you can see if a land patent was 
issued as a homestead patent. The date, place, and 
name will be on the indexed record.

• Some homestead records are available in other 
locations, including California Archives and at Family 
History Centers.

Image from National Park 
Service



Pre-Emption Act

• The Pre-Emption Act of 1841 in the U.S. 
provided for claiming land as personal 
property.

• The requirement dovetailed with the interests 
of squatters: improve the land and then 
purchase up to 160 acres at $1.25 per acre 
before the land was offered for sale to the 
public

• The applicant had to be a single man over the 
age of 21 or a woman, widowed; a citizen or 
intending to become a citizen, and had to live 
on the land for at least 14 months

Source: Wikipedia



Land Claims After Statehood: Example

Source: FamilySearch



Reese G. Thomas 

Source: U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau of 
Land Management



California’s Gold

California Birth Index covers 1905-1995
Search at:
• Californiabirthindex.org
• FamilySearch 
• Ancestry®

California Birth Index includes
• Child's name 
• Gender
• Birth date
• Birth county
• Mother's maiden name

Source: facebook



Census 1852



Census 1852



• Pioneer and Migration Files from the California State 
Library
• Search at:
• California State Library, Sacramento (not online)
• FamilySearch
• Ancestry®

More of California’s Gold

The cards are indexes of pioneer and migrant information 
for early settlers prior to 1850.

They usually include dates of birth, place of birth and any 
known family details such as parent names and spouse 
names and marriage dates.

Also included are the date of arrival in California, travel 
details, and more.



Great Register



• Best Practices For Researching Individuals of the Past
• Create a Plan

• Begin with the known and work towards the unknown
• Begin with the local region and expand searches as warranted
• Evaluate the availability of records for the region

• Research Wiki
• FamilySearch catalog: county level
• County Clerk



Research Wiki 

“Contra Costa County, California Genealogy,” Research 
Wiki, FamilySearch, accessed November 2024.



Always consult, or rule out as unnecessary:
• Census
• Voting
• Tax
• City or Region Directories
• Death records
• Birth records
• Marriage records or announcements
• Probate
• Newspapers, including obituaries
• Biographies in local histories, at GenWeb, Wikipedia, 

historical society publications or “puff pieces” in 
publications for a region

• Religious records
• Naturalization, immigration, migration
• Land records
• Court records
• Military records



Contra Costa County Historical Society

• Online records, including maps
• County records, including tax assessor books from 1850 through 

1910
• Court records
• Naturalizations from 1850, including naturalizations of residents 

of land grants
• Photographs



Holdings of Vertical Files

• Legal documents, including probate records
• Biographies
• Photos
• Family group sheets
• Vital record and church record copies
• Newspaper clippings
• Ledgers
• Letters



California Genealogical Society

• California Genealogical Society has extensive collections and a large library. 
There is a special California Room collection. The entire CGS book collection 
can be searched at WorldCat.

• The organization also has many events and special interest groups.
• A great, informative newsletter with historical articles, information on events 

and more.
• Tours to places like the Peralta Hacienda.
• Classes, including classes taught by representatives from Californios.
• The website has a CGS Names Index containing more than 410,000 records. 

Included are biographies, death records in San Francisco, cemetery records, 
probate records, church records, and voter registers from 1890.

• Additionally, you can search a manuscript collection, a vertical file index, a 
pedigree charts index, and more.



Thank you for participating!

Contact: Susan 
Skilton: 

skskilton@gmail.com

Please share your 
great finds, ideas, 

questions and 
comments!
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