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The meeting will be held at the San Ramon Golf Club, 9430 Fircrest Lane in San Ramon.
We will gather at 6:30 pm, eat at 7:00 pm, and enjoy our speaker.  We hope to see you there!

Highway 21 was the Subject at the September 15th Meeting

Learn About Bay Area Iron Master Al Zampa:  A Life Building Bridges
at the November 17th, Meeting 

To move around the San Francisco Bay Area, you have to cross either the bay or a river.  Until the 
bridges were built starting in 1936, you could not drive your car unless you boarded a ferry.  A 
major character in the building of the bridges was Al Zampa.  Our November 17, 2016 meeting 
looks back at the life of a master iron bridge builder, Al Zampa. He even survived the collapse of 
the safety net on the San Francisco Bay Bridge project and is immortalized as a founding member 
of the “Half Way to Hell Club”.

Professor John Robinson, who teaches both at CSUEB and Los Positas College, shares highlights 
of the life and exploits of Al Zampa for us.  It is a fascinating story about a local man that helped 
change the driving habits we rely on today.  Make sure you come and hear him.

Highway 21  (Continued)

     As auto and trucks displaced the Southern Pacific’s San Ramon Branch Line Railroad, California 
Highway 21 became the critical artery linking Pleasanton to Martinez and everything between and 
on to the larger San Francisco Bay world. 

     The October California Conference of Historical Societies focused on “Highway 21 in Two 
Counties”.  As a preview to the three day event, local historians John Mercurio and Steve Minnear 
presented a review of the life of Highway 21.  Starting in the north, the route stretched from 
Martinez down Pacheco Boulevard, along today’s North and South Main Street in Walnut Creek 
though the Alamo orchards on Danville Boulevard and the small hamlet of Danville.  South of 
Danville it became San Ramon Valley Boulevard through San Ramon to Dublin and then became 
Foothill Road until its terminus in Sunol.  

     John Mercurio, Vice President of the Contra Costa County Historical Society, spoke about the 
history of the northern section of Highway 21.             (continued on page 2)

if the Japanese vessels were successful in entering the San Francisco Bay, Dublin would be a safe 
distance.  A location with highways to the Bay, cheap land, and a population of only about 200 
people as well as a  distance safe from shelling, were probably the selling points.  Between 1942 
and 1946 there were about 350,000 sailors in Dublin. The 350,000 Navy personnel were moved by 
vehicles on Highway 21 and Highway 50 as well as by railroad cars.  Sailors used Highway 50 to 
San Francisco but also Highway 21.  The Navy used Highway 50 to bases on The Bay but also 
Highway 21. Never ending caravans of trucks took sailors up Mount Diablo for training exercises.
  

     Steve believes that the last remaining bit of the original Highway 21 is Old Foothill Road behind 
the Meadowlark Dairy.  The Meadowlark Dairy was one of the stops on the California Conference 
of Historical Societies event.

     Today the view from Foothill Road just north of Sunol shows the Foothill Road of yore, Foothill 
Road of today, and today’s I-680.  History finds its way to be preserved in many ways!
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The Sales Table ̶  ~~  Nancy Ramsey 

Packets of cards depicting Mount Diablo, Front Street, Southern Pacific 
Depot, Tassajara School,  “Grand Dames” of San Ramon, Alamo 
Grammar School 1876, and a collection of assorted historical scenes 
are available.  Each packet contains 8 cards and 8 envelopes.  Member 
Price - $3.50 per packet.  Historic scene postcards are $0.20 each. 

Dinner Reservat ions

$23.00 per person

MAKE CHECK PAYABLE TO S.R.V.H.S.  (Deadline November 15, 2016)
Mail to:  S.R.V.H.S., P. O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526

   NAMES: ______________________________________________

                    ______________________________________________        

San Ramon Royal Vista Golf Clubhouse
9430 Fircrest Lane
(North off Alcosta Blvd., San Ramon)

T h u r s d a y
N o v e m b e r  1 7 ,  7  p . m .

Do stop by the Sales Table Need a Ride
To The Society Meeting

November 17th?
Contact Bill Lloyd

Visit̶ ━  SRVHistoricalSociety.org

Member’s Memorial Gift
NAMES HONORED BY MEMORIAL AND COMMEMORATIVE GIFTS, AND NAMES OF DONORS, ARE 

ENTERED IN A BOOK OF MEMORY AND WILL BE PLACED IN OUR MUSEUM.  For tax purposes, we are
a non-profit organization.  You may make your donation to the society or to the Museum - Please check box below.

Make check to: San Ramon Valley Historical Society Memorial Fund.  Please ✓ for:  ☐ SRVHS     ☐ MSRV
Mail to:  SAN RAMON VALLEY HISTORICAL SOCIETY  P. O. Box 521, Danville, CA 94526
This contribution    ☐ REMEMBERS      ☐ HONORS      ☐ EXPRESSES APPRECIATION      ☐ OTHER

          NAME ____________________________________________________________________

          DONOR Name(s) ____________________________________________________________

                          Address ____________________________________________________________

          PLEASE NOTIFY   Name _____________________________________________________

                                          Address ____________________________________________________ 
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Highway 21  (Continued)

     Highway 21 began as a path used by the local Indians.  The Spanish explorers with their horses 
followed the route.  It was the same route used by the Spanish Missionaries traveling from Mission 
San Jose to Martinez as they continued northward to establish the Sonoma Mission.  Wagons and 
carriages used the route as the local population grew.

     Contra Costa County was formed in 1850.  The Board of Supervisors, the original Court of 
Sessions, was comprised of judges.  The group created seven road districts.  What was to become 
Highway 21 was District 2.  The Board authorized the collection of taxes for road development.  
The local road district extended from Alamo southward.  The road overseer was responsible for 
organizing those who were the able bodied men between the ages of 18 and 45.  Each man was 
required to give five days of work a year or provide a substitute.  The overseer assigned the work 
and supervised the work and was responsible for getting the needed equipment and supplies.

     The road was used to get crops to market, children to and from school, and to carry the mail.  
The first area post office was in Alamo where mail was delivered once or twice a week.  Between 
1900 and 1910 automobiles were becoming available and the Sunday drives in the area were 
popular.  The 1910 road was surfaced with crushed rock and gravel.  Sometimes oil and asphalt 
were used in important sections of the road.  The roads became rutted as cars put more load on the 
roads than did wagons. Maintaining the road became difficult. Taxes had to be raised to pay for 
needed improvements.

     The State of California began concrete road construction in 1913.  In 1915 concrete road 
construction began in District 2.  District 2 funded the construction from the general tax revenue.  
By 1919, District 2 had completed only 40 miles of roads.  In July of that year Contra Costa County 
became the 30th county in California to get a bond issue on a ballot.  The bond issue was for $2.6 
million, one of the biggest ever proposed at that time.  Will Sharky and Warren McBride promoted 
the issue that squeaked by at a 22 to 1 ratio.  Now there was money up front for lots of road 
construction.  People had cars and were tired of the summer dust and winter mud.

     Under the leadership of District Surveyor Ralph Arnold (Arnold Industrial Highway), divided 
highways were designed and built.  Roads were designed with an eight foot width separated by a 
four foot gravel and oil median for safety.  Contra Costa County had some of the first divided 
highways in the nation.  By 1920 miles of paved roads were completed in the county including one 
road from Walnut Creek south to the Alameda Contra Costa County line.  By 1930 the road had 
become a Sunday drive destination and was promoted in guide books.  Business establishments 
popped up to serve the weekend travelers.  In 1930 the Shady Lane Inn in Alamo opened as a fruit 
stand and grew to offer hamburgers, ice cream, drinks, and dancing.  It became a victim of the I-680 
Freeway and closed in 1965, the year after the freeway opened.

    In 1933 the California State Legislature passed legislation regarding the State Highways System.  
The method of tax appropriation and collection was changed.  Highway signage was standardized 
and 6,700 miles of county roads and city streets, in various states            (continued on page 4)
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M u s e u m  N e w s   

July 15 to November 15:  The National Park Service and Eugene O’Neill

 A special exhibit in the waiting room features centennials of the National Park Service 
 and Eugene O’Neill’s first produced play, “Bound East for Cardiff”.

September 23 to November 6: Indian Life, The First Families of California

 The first people of California migrated into California more than 5,000 years ago.  This 
 exhibition showcases California’s diverse climate zones which led to variations of diet 
 and housing, even as trade, periodic gatherings, and intermarriage led to cultural 
 similarities such as creation myths.  Tools made of stone, shell, wood and fiber as well 
 as regalia, foods, games and examples of hunting and gathering will be on display.

November 22-December:  Christmas Memories, a very Beary exhibit.

 This year’s Christmas Memories exhibit features Teddy Bears and dolls. There will be 
 decorated Christmas trees, model trains running, toys, a flying Santa, an antique sleigh, 
 Merry-Go-Round, and much more.

Town of Danville Tours:  To Schedule a tour, please call Eve/Donna at the museum at (925) 837-3750.

General:  When the Museum is open, a trained docent is always on duty and can provide exhibit 
tours for visitors.  Reserved tours are available during open or closed hours by appointment.  Large 
groups are encouraged to call ahead to assure that a docent is available specifically for your group.

The Museum of the San Ramon Valley is located on the southwest corner of Prospect & Railroad 
Avenues, and accessible via the Iron Horse Trail  [P.O. Box 39, Danville, CA, 94526, (925) 837-3750]

Hours: 1-4 pm Tuesday-Friday, 10 am-1 pm Saturday, 12-3 pm Sunday.

     On January 19, 2017 our meeting site will shift to the Black Bear Diner, 807 Camino 
Ramon, in Danville, CA, 94526.  The telephone number is 925-837-2737.  The ongoing uncertainty about 
the future of the San Ramon Golf Club makes planning our dinners there too unreliable.  The Black Bear 
Diner located adjacent to the Best Western Motel at I-680 and Camino San Ramon in Danville will be a 
welcome change.  Look for the same schedule of the no-host Happy Hour at 6:30 pm and dinner at 7 pm.  
The dinner price remains the same.  Now you will choose your dinner from 3 options and it will be served 
to you at your table.  Parking is 
easy.  Black Bear Diner has a very 
pleasant meeting room which a 
number of local groups now enjoy.  
Plan to join us there.

Take a look at our new logo.  
A Danville resident, Kent State 
University student, Pamela 
Schulenberg, who is a graphic arts 
major needed an internship and 
provided a series of logo designs 
to our board for their consideration.  This logo depicts Mt. Diablo which looms over all of our San Ramon 
Valley and the oak tree that has long dotted the valley.  To evoke the history of the San Ramon Valley, it 
incorporates a Southern Pacific Railroad engine that streamed through our valley for many decades.  We 
hope you appreciate the simple but clear lines of this logo.  

Make sure you plan to join us at our January 19, 2017 meeting.  Our program focuses upon “The Spirit of 
the Old West” exhibit at the Blackhawk Museums.  Susan Schaefer who is a key Gallery Guide there, will 
share the story of their Plains Indian exhibit.  Look for her as “Parker” – a stage coach driver incognito.

Bruce Marhenke passed away on August 25, 2016.  Bruce has set nearly every SRVHS newsletter since the 
current newsletter format began in September, 1995.  Newsletters are produced in January, March, May, 
September, and November.  The newsletter editor would present Bruce with words and pictures, 
and Bruce would set each newsletter in the desired format.  Bruce’s wife Nancy passed away on April 29, 
2016.  The Marhenke family had a Celebration of Life for Bruce and Nancy on October 29, 2016, at the 
Alamo Women’s Club.

In Memoriam

Bruce Marhenke
 Resident of Alamo

 

Members’ CornerHighway 21  (Continued)

Diablo Country Club was a destination for some in the 1920s and 1930s.  Phoebe Hearst’s 
Castlewood brought traffic to Dublin and south during the same period.  The Hearst Dude Ranch 
with its horseback riding, swimming, and golf was a popular weekend destination during the 1940s 
and 1950s.  California’s population in 1930 was 5.7 million, by 1940 it had grown to 6.9 million, 
and by 1950 it had grown to 10 million people.  Many service men and women had been stationed 
in the bay area and returned after the war.  Dublin’s concrete teepee became a day care center in the 
1950s.  Housing developments, business and shopping areas replaced orchards and fields before the 
I-680 freeway was completed.  Highway 21 was regarded as the most congested road in the area.  It 
could take hours to drive from Martinez to San Jose.

     The drive-in theatre in Dublin was replaced by Anea Plastics.  Dublin stopped being just an 
agricultural and local business area in 1942 when three Navy bases were built in the area.  The 
Navy located in Dublin, according to the popular story, because              (continued on page 8)
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Highway 21  (Continued)

of disrepair, were added to the State Highway System. 

     Alamo people still remember the 1938 tomato truck accident.  Suzanne Benoy Christianson was 
four years old when two trucks crashed in front of the orchards at her parents’ house.  The trucks 
were southbound to Livermore or Tracy and the Hunt or Heinz factories.  The trucks and boxes 
were cleared away, but the piles and piles of tomatoes were left.  They rotted, smelled, and attracted 
bugs and flies.  They also produced crops of new tomatoes for many years.  One tomato plant still 
lives in Suzanne’s orchard.  It had a crop of one tomato!  

    Over the years, traffic on Highway 21 through Alamo and Danville increased then decreased.  
The census point was probably the Diablo Road and Highway 21 intersection.  Data was recorded 
on a Sunday, the busier day, and Monday in July.  In 1934, the Sunday vehicle count was 3,700; on 
a Sunday in July 1949 the count was 16,000, and by 1956 the vehicle count was 27,000.

     As early as WWII, the California State Highway Department was planning future freeways.  
Considering the expected population growth, a freeway would be needed somewhere in the San 
Ramon Valley.  In 1956, President Eisenhower signed the Defense Highways Act, known as the 
Interstate Highway Act.  Construction started on highways across the United States.  The plan for 
I-680 was born.  In 1960 a section of road was built from Walnut Creek to Rudgear Road.  In 1964 
the road was extended to Sycamore Valley Road in Danville.  On September 24, 1966, the I-680 
Freeway was opened through the orchards of Danville to Dublin.  Increased traffic necessitated the 
widening of I-680 during the 1970s-1990s.  Just the past year saw an additional lane added to the 
north and south bound lanes between Crow Canyon Road and Sycamore Valley Road.  Highway 21 
was decommissioned in 1965 after 30 years of hard and varied use. 

     Steve Minnear, who is working hard to preserve the history of Camp Parks, is an active 
volunteer at the Dublin Heritage Park.  He continued the story of Highway 21, its traffic, by-ways, 
businesses, cars, and signs.  For some 300 years - from Indian trail, to a path used by the Spanish 
explorers, to a road for wagons and livestock, to the early valley settlers, to the advent of cars - the 
route of Highway 21 is full of history. 

     Bicycles were the rage in the early 1900s.  They equaled cars in popularity.  Maps included 
bicycle paths as well as roads. 

     The 1917 movie “Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm” was filmed in the Niles/Sunol area.  One 
location was by the creek near the Sunol-Pleasanton Road.  A photograph showed the scene with 
the road and the Verona Bridge.  The site is still there.  You may walk on the bridge to cross the 
creek.  It is a very pretty area.  However, it is not the original bridge.  The “new” bridge is a 1934 
bridge from Capitola. 

    A 1920 photograph of Oscar Olsson’s garage in Danville showed the cars he was selling.  Cars 
had become more popular than bicycles.  It was also the time when roads showed more 
deterioration – cars being tougher on road than horse and wagon traffic.       (continued next page)

Highway 21  (Continued)

 The 1920s saw more livestock than people on the route.  The need to move hay and food crops to 
market was the reason the roads were kept in at least a marginal condition.  Supplies and mail 
needed to be delivered to the people.

     The early roads were simply called by their destination.  Hopyard Road went to hop yards.  The 
signage on the road from Sunol to Pleasanton read “Pleasanton” where the same road from 
Pleasanton to Sunol was signed “Sunol”.  It wasn’t until 1934 that the State of California developed 
a street and highway numbering system.  The taxing of automobiles and issuing of licenses started 
much earlier.  The 1922 plate which Steve brought was white with blue characters.  New plates with 
different colors were issued each year.

     Some 15,000 people rode on Highway 21 in 1926.  The usual outing started in Hayward and 
went down by Alameda Creek.  There were picnic areas at Alameda Creek and between Sunol and 
Dublin.  The water temple in Sunol was an important stopping place.  It was a two lane dusty road 
that must have had the smell of gasoline and oil and troubles of breakdowns and wrecks.

     To celebrate Highway 21, Steve posted a picture of a hardware store in Alamo.  He hoped to 
learn the exact location.  He did not learn the location but received many ridiculous answers and 
learned to not do that again!  A member of our group was able to pinpoint the location.

     From newspaper reports, crimes and accidents were the only activities on Highway 21 in the 
1930s.  People owning property fronting Highway 21 watched the traffic go by and saw an 
opportunity.  First they had to get the driver’s attention.  In Dublin, they made concrete teepees.  
Gas stations were built.  Lunch rooms attracted customers.                (continued on page 6)

Pictured Left to Right:  Suzanne Benoy Christianson, John Mercurio, Karen Stepper and Steve Minnear


