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Introduction

I

CORTE MADERA,
indeed that of any town, can be contained between the covers of even the
largest book.
So while the material you will find in these pages will be informative, inter
esting, and entertaining, it is by definition incomplete. After all, much of the
history of our town is still a treasure waiting to be discovered.
This project began as a way for many long-time Corte Maderans to share
some of their treasured memories, delightful old photos, and entertaining sto
ries about the town and its citizens over the years. In these pages, you’ll learn
about challenges the town has faced, meet interesting characters, and enjoy
memorable moments through stories and photographs.
The text provides a wonderful medly of anecdotal tidbits and reflective com
ments about our town. But because this book was created more in the spirit of
sharing stories and memories — and not as a dry academic research project — there
are almost certain to be inaccuracies and omissions. Bear in mind that some events
and impressions described in this book took place many decades ago. They were
never written down, but simply passed from generation to generation.
The photographs and other images were provided through the Corte Madera
Heritage & History Group. Some are more than 100 years old. Most were
probably never intended to be archived and many of them suffer from the same
kinds of spotting or fading you’ll see in old photographs in your own family al
bum. We’ve cleaned them up as much as possible in preparing this book.
The history of our town is, and will always be, an ongoing work in progress.
Anyone with additional information, corrections, or vintage photographs that can
be shared in future publications is invited to contact the Corte Madera Heritage &
History Group through the Corte Madera Community Foundation.
And now, enjoy a fascinating look at one of Marin County’s most delightful
communities.
T IS DIFFICULT TO IMAGINE THAT THE COMPLETE HISTORY OF

RICHARD BLOCH
CORTE MADERA
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Before We Came...
Native Indians displaced by Spanish colonists

Miwok shell mounds,
called middens, have been
found in Corte Madera,
and ancient petroglyphs

T

HE FIRST INHABITANTS OF THIS AREA WERE

the Coast Miwoks living in small enclaves
at the base of the foothills along the shoreline
of the bay. Marin historian Florence Donnelly
wrote, “When the weather was cold or foggy,
they dwelt in semi-subterranean shelters, the
heat provided by open fires in the huts. In the
milder climates, the Indians lived in huts

can be seen on the rocky
outcroppings of
Ring Mountain

thatched with tules or covered by skins. Gar
ments were woven of bulrushes or made of
animal pelts.”
The Miwoks ground acorns for meal, fished
the streams, dug shellfish in the marshes,
hunted migratory waterfowl, and occasionally
brought down elk, bears, and deer in the hills.
Before the arrival of Spanish colonists who
established missions and fortifications in the
Bay Area as a buffer against Russian forays
from the north, trappers hunted otters and

BEFORE WE CAME — 11
seals around San Quentin peninsula or at the
mouth of Corte Madera Creek. They sold the
skins to traders who shipped them to the Ori
ent. A little wharf on the creek was used by
soldiers, trappers, and traders as early as 1816.
Spanish missionaries found fertile soils and
the benign climate suitable for the establish
ment of 21 missions in Alta California between
1786 and 1821, including Mission San Rafael
Arcangel in 1817.
Their Spanish longhorn cattle, horses,
sheep, and hogs grazed on the hillsides, and
meadows were planted with fruit trees, beans,
corn, or grapes. But the San Rafael mission’s
primary function was as an asistencia or
“helper mission” to heal sick Indians coming
from Mission Dolores across the bay.
Virtually all of the Indians in the area were
‘attached’ to the missions and suffered terribly
through lack of immunity to European diseases.
When the Indians were released from the mis
sions after 1832, their old way of life on the open
land could not be restored. By 1840 only ten per
cent of Marin’s Miwok population survived.
Corte Madera Ridge.
Even before the establishment of Mission
San Rafael, work parties of
Spanish soldiers from the small
fort or presidio guarding the
entrance to San Francisco Bay
were sent in small boats to cut
trees in the foothills along the
Marin shore and haul
cordwood back across the bay.
They called the place
Corte Madera del Presidio, or
“where wood is cut for the
presidio.” ❧

Ring Mountain where
ancient petroglyphs
can still be seen.
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First Land Grant
Mexican independence opens up mission holdings

Mexican
citizenship is
required to apply
for land grants
when mission
properties are
made available to
private citizens

Mission San Rafael Arcangel.

S

NORTHERN CALIFORNIA
in 1822 following Mexico’s War of Indepen
dence, and in 1828 the new government’s Acts
of Secularization forced the missions to relin
quish their extensive lands and resources.
After secularization, the Mexican govern
ment gave a series of territorial governors auth
ority to award extensive land grants to citizens of
Mexico as a means of encouraging settlements
that would solidify Mexican control of Alta Cali
fornia and protect strategic interests.
Land grants were offered first to those who
had already aligned themselves with the new
Mexican government through service of some
kind. This remote northern region attracted little
interest among citizens living in the south, par
ticularly during an era characterized by political
turmoil and civil insurrection.
However, among recent newcomers to Alta Cali
fornia were some rugged expatriates whose home
lands were beyond the seas, and they were more
than willing to assume Mexican citizenship in return
for the opportunity to obtain vast amounts of land.
One of these was a young Irishman, John
Thomas Reed (sometimes spelled ‘Read’) of
Dublin, who sailed around Cape Horn at the age
of 15 with an uncle and lived in Mexico for five
years before coming to San Francisco in 1826.
Reed built himself a cabin north of the entrance
to the bay and acquired a small boat that he used
to operate a simple ferry service, carrying fresh
PAIN LOST ITS HOLD ON
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Corte Madera Ridge, the northern part of Rancho
Corte Madera del Presidio, as seen about 1976.

water, firewood and lumber to Mexican fami
lies in the Presidio.
Reed ventured further north for a short
time and started a cattle ranch near Cotati, but
he was burned out, losing everything. He re
turned to Marin in 1831 and resumed his en
trepreneurial endeavors on the bay.
When former mission lands were offered to
private citizens in 1834, ‘Juan’ Reed applied
for and was granted Mexican citizenship. He
immediately asked for the land around his
place at El Saucelito—“the little willow.”
Mexican officials considered the area at the
entrance to the bay strategically important, so
Reed settled for the adjoining land known as
Corte Madera del Presidio.
Reed drew up a map of the land he wanted,
a rough sketch covering the area from the tip
of the Tiburon peninsula to Arroyo Holon,

several miles northwest, where a stream flowed
into a saltwater creek.
On October 2, 1834, the first Mexican land
grant north of San Francisco was awarded to
Juan Reed by territorial Governor Jose
Figueroa in Monterey.
Reed received one square league of land
within the area he had requested. It was desig
nated on the original land grant documents as
Rancho de Corte Madera del Presidio. (The
first ‘de’ was dropped later.)
Old records indicate that Reed built a small
wood hut of split boards placed upright and
covered with shakes, on a rise near the junc
tion of today’s LaGoma and Locke Lane in
Mill Valley.
Through the San Rafael mission, Reed ac
quired 400 head of Mexican cattle and 60
horses to stock the ranch, herds that eventually
grew to number in the thousands. ❧
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Rancho Corte Madera
Don Juan Reed is master of a thriving ranch

The Reed household
is entirely Mexican
in custom and
practice, with
Spanish the only
language spoken in
their home.

Hilaria Sanchez Reed,
“The Widow Reed,” in about 1850.

J

UAN REED’S RANCHO WAS RICH WITH TIMBER,

grazing lands, woodland streams, tidal
sloughs, shellfish, wild game, and sloping
meadows suitable for pastures, vineyards, and
orchards. In addition, Reed had access to
deepwater anchorage on both the Tiburon side
and at Corte Madera Creek.
Like other large, self-sufficient ranchos, the
one at Corte Madera del Presidio supported a
variety of commercial enterprises, including a
brickyard and a stone quarry. Merchant vessels
brought supplies in exchange for hides, tallow,
or other rancho products.
Juan Reed was a prominent and popular
figure, well known across the bay in Yerba
Buena, where he often visited at the home of
José Antonio Sanchez, comandante of the
Mexican presidio. Reportedly tall and well
built, with blue eyes and crisp blond hair, Reed
made a striking impression.
His marriage in 1836 to the comandante’s
youngest daughter, Hilaria Sanchez, contributed
to making Reed a romantic figure of the highest
order, according to historian Lucretia Little. Reed
had known Hilaria since she was thirteen, but
waited to choose a wife until she was of an age to
marry. Their wedding took place in Mission San
Rafael at the beginning of an era that made
rancho life legendary.
During the next few years, Don Juan Reed
and Hilaria Sanchez Reed had four children,

RANCHO CORTE
two sons and two daughters. They built
an adobe home to accommodate their
growing family, and work was begun on a
larger adobe patterned on the one that
the Sanchez family had lived in when they
were in Monterey.
At some point, under Reed’s direction,
Mexican laborers worked with Indians
from Sutter’s Fort to build northern
California’s first sawmill. They set in
place huge 48-foot redwood beams along
a creek in a valley that would fifty years
later take its name from Juan Reed’s mill.
Reed maintained a close relationship
with the Mexican territorial government,
and in 1836-37 he was appointed major
domo of Mission San Rafael, a position that
primarily involved administering the alloca
tion of mission resources to worthy converts.
Marin was sparsely populated, and its
ranchero families often came together for
rodeos, barbeques and other festivals. Docu
ments from that era indicate that visitors
were entertained graciously, despite the
harsh conditions that prevailed at the time.
Mexican rancho life was hazardous and medi
cal care was primitive. In 1843 Reed either fell ill
from sunstroke or fell from his horse. Well-mean
ing friends induced bleeding as a way to cure him.
They were unable to tie off the artery, and so Juan
Reed bled to death at the age of 38.
Hilaria Sanchez Reed was suddenly left alone
with four small children and a huge ranching op
eration to manage. In accordance with Mexican
law, she was allowed to retain ownership of the
house and livestock, but the lands of Rancho Corte
Madera del Presidio were divided among the four
minor children, with several Anglo guardians ap
pointed to oversee their interests.
The widow Reed and her extended family
struggled to maintain productivity at Reed’s
sawmill and ranch during a turbulent time
when many other grantees lost their lands.

DEL
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Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio lands, on Ring Mountain
and Corte Madera Ridge, seen here in 1976.

Two years after Juan Reed’s death, Hilaria
married her cousin, Bernardino Garcia, and
moved to San Francisco, where the Reed children
attended school. Hilaria and her second husband
had three children together, but she was still
known locally as “The Widow Reed.”
During the next few years, the volatile po
litical situation surrounding the 1846 Bear Flag
Revolt, followed by the U.S.-Mexican War and
then American statehood, destroyed the old
rancho way of life.
Stability in the region was further deci
mated when gold was discovered at Coloma in
1848 and hordes of newcomers poured into
the Bay Area seeking their fortunes. ❧
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End of an Era
Land grant ownership rights threatened

The Reeds lose the
northern portion of
their Rancho Corte
Madera lands when
the U.S. Lands
Commission rules
against them

Juan Reed’s daughter
Hilarita Reed Lyford
in about 1876.

S

1850 IMPOSED NEW KINDS OF
property laws that clouded certain Mexican
land grant titles. Even though the treaty ending
the U.S.-Mexican War in 1848 provided that the
old land grants would be respected, the burden
of proof lay with the grantees.
By 1850, squatters had occupied large sections
of rancho lands, and Hilaria was unable to maintain
control of Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio. Al
most destitute, she and her children sought financial
help and became embroiled in nearly a half-century
of costly litigation to regain title to their lands.
After numerous hearings, the U.S. Lands Com
mission ruled in 1854 that the Reed family could
keep only the one square league (about 4,428 acres)
specified by Governor Figueroa in the original
1834 grant. It was a much smaller area than that
encompassed by the boundaries of Rancho de Corte
Madera del Presidio shown on Juan Reed’s original
diseño, or map.
One league extended no further than from Rac
coon Straits to Alto Hill and San Clemente Creek.
The remaining area, whose boundaries encompass
the present-day town of Corte Madera and part of
Larkspur, became known as the Reed Sobrantes or
“lost lands” or “leftovers.”
The new California state government identi
fied the Sobrantes as “public lands” on official
maps. Although the Reeds continued to assert
their right to the Sobrantes, squatters felt free to
establish small farms on the fertile uplands near
TATEHOOD IN
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View of Mount Tamalpais across part of the Reed Sobrantes, as seen in about 1921. Christmas Tree Hill is on the left, and
Palm Hill is in the center. The wide, deep tidal slough meandered across the marshlands to a point near the present corner
of Redwood and Pixley Avenues. This photograph was purchased for 25 cents at Mahood’s Store in 1921 by a young Bud
Winkler as a gift for his mother.

the shore, confident that the federal govern
ment would uphold their claims.
During the waning days of Mexican rule, in
1845, self-appointed territorial Governor Pio
Pico had bolstered the Reed family’s claim to
ownership of the Sobrantes by granting the
Widow Reed title to 8800 acres referred to at
various times as Tamalpais, San Clemente, or
Corte Madera Sobrantes.
It included the area between San Clemente
Creek and Arroyo Holon that had been in
cluded on Juan Reed’s original map of Rancho
Corte Madera del Presidio, as well as thousands
of additional acres to the west.
However, the state and the U.S. Lands Com
mission refused to recognize the Reed claim to

these lands, citing insufficient proof of grant, since
Pio Pico’s authority to make land grants had not
been ratified by Mexico at the time.
Juan Reed’s daughter, Hilarita Reed Lyford,
hired attorneys to press the Reeds’ claim before
the U.S. Lands Commission in Washington, DC.
Litigation over validity of the Reed grants lasted
until March 1885, when Secretary of the Interior
Delano finally settled the boundaries of Rancho
Corte Madera del Presidio as including everything
up to Arroyo Holon (Baltimore Canyon).
That ruling set the stage for yet another devas
tating round of litigation that ultimately allowed
speculators to force most of the squatters and
early homesteaders off the lands of Rancho Corte
Madera del Presidio forever. ❧
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Fortunes Made & Lost
Corte Madera shoreline is rich in resources

C

COOPER WAS A BROTHER-IN-LAW OF
General Mariano G. Vallejo whose acqui
sition in 1840 of the Rancho Punta de Quentin
(Point San Quentin) gave him large holdings
that included the southern part of San Rafael
as well as the area north of Corte Madera
Creek and lands that lay north and west of the
Reed Sobrantes on the south side of the Creek.
Cooper leased the Corte Madera Creek
section of his land to a German immigrant,
Theodor Cordua, who wrote in his journal
years later about 40 or 50 whalers and many
warships visiting Corte Madera, adding:
APTAIN

One Mexican landgrant claim that does
prevail in U.S. District
court is that of
Capt. J.R.B. Cooper,
who owned Rancho
Punta de Quentin

Scow schooner on
San Francisco Bay in 1900.

The large ships could anchor about two miles
from Corte Madera. I had built a dwelling
house and a large chicken house. I had 500
chickens, 100 cows, 1000 sheep, 10 hogs, and
all kinds of implements for horticulture and
agriculture. Furthermore, I had fenced in one
square mile, 640 acres, to raise vegetables. I
could supply everything from a head of lettuce
and an egg to 1000 barrels of salted meat.
Combined with a tannery and a wagon
factory, it could have been a gold mine.

In addition to selling provisions to ships’
captains, Cordua was trying to manage proper
ties on the Yuba River, where he lived most of
the time, and he soon found the dual effort too
much for him. Later, he reflected ruefully that
he would have become permanent owner of
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the Corte Madera property with the payment
of $5,000 after ten years.
Cordua foresaw the golden opportunities
for profit in this rich region, but he could find
no one to work for him, since virtually all ablebodied men in the Bay Area had left for the
gold fields of the Sierra.
With his lessee gone, Cooper sold his huge
Marin holdings to Benjamin Rush Buckelew,
who had also bought Rancho Corte Madera on
credit from the Reeds with the idea of creating
a giant metropolis called California City.
Buckelew lost much of the property in finan
cial transactions, including Rancho Corte
Madera, which the Reeds regained on foreclo
sure within a year.

View toward the west from one of the deep channels
leading out of the hills into the bay, circa 1900.

All of present-day Corte Madera lies
within the boundaries of Juan Reed’s Rancho
de Corte Madera del Presidio, as does the south
eastern portion of old Larkspur, up to the bank
of Corte Madera Creek. The northern and west
ern portions of old Larkspur, from Arroyo
Holon to Point San Quentin, lie within the
boundaries of Capt. Cooper’s Rancho Punta de
Quentin.
The boundary between the two ranchos runs
from the head of Arroyo Holon in Baltimore
Canyon to approximately the corner of Magno
lia Avenue and William Avenue, then northward
to a point beyond today’s Doherty Drive at the
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edge of Corte Madera Creek, near the spot
where the Twin Cities Police station stands.
Everything east and south of this line was al
ways considered part of Corte Madera until
Larkspur incorporated in 1908 and annexed 55
acres of land lying within the boundaries of the

A

original Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio land
grant.
It was a move that shocked and dismayed
many people who thought that Larkspur’s
boundary should have followed the line be
tween the two land-grant ranchos. ❧

CHARLES AUGUSTUS LAUFF,
MARIN PIONEER BORN IN 1822,
WROTE MANY YEARS LATER:

It was a shame that the big timber was
ever cut at Larkspur and Corte
Madera, as in the early days it was the
grandest that one could rest eyes
upon.... The rolling hills in front of
Corte Madera and Larkspur were
brown with droves of elk, deer, and
wild cattle, and Baltimore Canyon was
alive with bear and [mountain] lion.
The bay flooded all the marsh in front
of Larkspur and Corte Madera, and it
was lined with ducks and geese....
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Plot map of Rancho Punta de Quentin as confirmed to Benjamin Buckalew in 1858.
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Taking the Big Trees
Corte Madera Creek is hub of early commerce

Ancient redwoods
are cut down and
dragged to the
mill in Baltimore
Canyon

Forest giants in
Muir Woods, about 1900.

T

CORTE
Madera Creek led the superintendent of the
Port of San Francisco in 1846 to designate Corte
Madera as one of the few places on the bay where
ships could land, discharge cargo, and load.
Whaling ships used the bay at Corte Madera as
anchorage in 1846, and steamboats were being
loaded at Corte Madera Creek with lumber, hides,
beef, produce, and fresh water for San Francisco by
1850. Manufactured goods were brought to Marin
on the steamers’ return trips.
Bricks made from clay that was dug out of the
hills along Corte Madera Creek were shipped on
barges, to build the city of San Francisco. The small
government sawmill near the creek turned out lum
ber for the U.S. Army Presidio, and scow schooners
loaded up at a wharf next to the mill.
In 1848, seven men from Baltimore shipped saw
mill equipment around Cape Horn, then went by
schooner to the Isthmus of Panama and chartered a
brig on the Pacific side to complete the journey, arriv
ing in San Francisco Bay in 1849.
As the newly organized Baltimore & Frederick
Milling, Mining & Trading Company, they leased
land at the mouth of the canyon then known as
Arroyo Holon from the widow Reed and con
structed a steam-driven sawmill whose function
was to convert ancient groves of redwoods into
milled lumber as quickly as possible.
Four hundred men were employed during the mill’s
heyday, stripping the hills of their old redwoods and
HE UNUSUALLY DEEP CHANNELS OF

TAKING
oaks. Forest giants with trunks up to ten feet across
were felled in the canyons, where logs were skidded
and dragged down to the mill by teams of oxen.
Fifteen upright saws cut the logs into lumber
that was hauled on wagons to Ross Landing and
loaded on scow schooners or barges, then
floated down Corte Madera Creek to the bay.
Eventually most of the men who worked at
the mill left for the gold fields, and by 1850 the
old redwoods and oaks were gone anyway.
After a short time, the surrounding hills were
completely denuded and both mills were dis
mantled. Cutting and shipping of cord wood for
San Francisco was a major industry for a while,
until erosion on the bare slopes filled the Creek
with silt, impeding navigation.
In 1865, the Marin Journal advertised twiceweekly travel by sloop between Corte Madera
Creek and San Francisco. But within four years
the Journal wrote of apprehensions over the
rapid siltation of Corte Madera Creek that was
making it difficult for vessels to land.
Belle Brown’s father, Sam Brown, was the
engineer in charge of the Baltimore sawmill, and
she wrote in her memoirs that lands within the
corporate limits of the town of Corte Madera
were never the scene of any ancient redwoods
being felled for that mill.
This is contrary to local belief, but might be
true, despite remnants of a few giant old-growth
redwoods. Most of the hills in Corte Madera
were grassy or studded with oaks, and there
were none of the deep canyons like those in Mill
Valley and Larkspur where huge stands of an
cient redwoods were found.
Local historian Ron Sperry did find some
evidence of logging on Corte Madera Ridge,
and he described the scene this way:
The gulches rang with the sound of axes and
hand saws, with bawling bulls, shouting
bullwhackers, sweating loggers jacking heavy

THE
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Arrow shows site of the Baltimore Sawmill,
now the first block of Larkspur’s Baltimore Avenue.

logs from stumps to skidroads, teamsters
carting logs to sawmills, and with the scream
of saws cutting logs into lumber.
Logging was crude but effective. Evidence from
Horsetrough and Springboard Gulches in Corte
Madera tell us the story. The redwoods were
big and the ground was steep, so the choppers
used springboards to get high enough on the
stump to cut. Cutting was done by long falling
saws with a man at each end. Bucking was
probably done by both one and two man
crews. After bucking, the logs were jackscrewed
from their bed down to a skid road. Logs were
yarded by teams of oxen, using wooden yokes
for collars and long chains for harness.
The logs were skidded down Horsetrough
Gulch to a landing on what we now call
Montecito Drive. The logs were probably
loaded by lines from an A frame to a horse
pulled cart and hauled to the sawmill on
Doherty Drive. Remnants of the original skid
road are still visible in the gulch. Springboard
notches are still with us up in Springboard
Gulch, if you know where to find them. ❧
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New Settlers Arrive
Homesteaders claim land for farming and ranching

Small dairy farms
are set up by
“squatters” on
Rancho Corte
Madera hillsides
and meadows

Dairy farms remained in Corte Madera
for decades. Charlotte Conow
with her cow, Daisy, about 1918.

I

N ADDITION TO THE SQUATTERS WHO OCCUPIED

the Reeds’ lands on the heels of the gold rush,
homesteaders took over 160-acre sections of the
Reed Sobrantes that were designated as “public
lands” by the U.S. Lands Commission in 1854.
Under the National Homestead Act of 1862, half
a dozen settlers established small dairy farms on
the sloping uplands and grassy hillsides.
Confident that the federal government would
uphold their claims, they spent years working the
land, only to find in 1885 that the Secretary of
Interior had upheld the Reeds’ rights to the
Sobrantes, in effect turning the land over to the
speculators who held quit-claim deeds they had
obtained from the Widow Reed decades earlier.
Although settlers were offered the chance to
buy deeds to the land they had improved, most
could not pay the speculators’ prices and there
fore lost their homesteads. Reed heirs or the suc
cessors of the law firms who financed their legal
battles were eventually able to take back most of
the land.
The area at the eastern end of the Reed
Sobrantes had been settled by the Dowds, and the
first native Marinite to be elected County Supervi
sor was Charles J. Dowd, born on land home
steaded by his father near the head of San Clemente
Creek.
Their claim was taken over by Thomas
Collins when Dowd died, and the area today
known as Alto Hill was shown on old maps as
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Dairy cattle grazing on the hillside pastures that were
part of the Gardiner homestead fifty years earlier.

Collins Summit. However, Collins later lost the
land to Thomas B. Valentine, one of the specu
lators who, along with William T. Coleman
and Alexander Forbes, took title to many hun
dreds of acres in the Reed Sobrantes.
West of the Dowds’ place was the Gardiner
farm, which became Meadowsweet. Above that
was the Irish-born Commins brothers’ home
stead, stretching from Alto Hill toward Corte
Madera Ridge. Below that was the dairy farm
of another Irishman, Peter Dolan. Dolan’s
lands were eventually developed by others as
Chapman Park and Madera Gardens.
Mathew Tierney migrated from Canada
and farmed the lands known now as Chapman
Meadows and the Colony Park tract, along the
base of Christmas Tree Hill. Between Tierney’s
farm and Arroyo Holon was the Van
Reynegom ranch, later known as Owl’s Wood,

encompassing the lands around today’s Old
Corte Madera Square and Christmas Tree Hill.
All of the homesteaders’ small farms and
dairies were on lands that became vulnerable
to takeover when the railroads, financed by
land speculators, pushed through Marin on the
way northward to the profitable timberlands
along the Russian River in Cazadero.
The Reed family still held extensive lands
on the Tiburon peninsula that eventually
passed through John and Hilaria Reed’s daugh
ter Inez Reed Deffebach to her son, Thomas
Deffebach.
Several hundred acres on Ring Mountain
were sold to the Nature Conservancy in 1977
by Thomas Deffebach’s heirs. The property
had been used for cattle grazing until the
1960s, when urbanization and neighborhood
dogs proved an insurmountable hazard to the
livestock, and another era came to an end. ❧
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Homestead Saved
Gold coin ransom secures Van Reynegom ranch

A sea captain and his
family build a home
and a ranch on
wooded foothills
overlooking the bay at
Corte Madera in 1848

A

LTHOUGH OTHER HOMESTEADERS LOST THEIR

lands, one settler’s heirs eventually ob
tained clear title to their family homestead by
settling with the speculators for $2,000 in gold
coin.
That homesteader was John L. Van
Reynegom,* a trader and sea captain from Bos
ton, who brought his sailing bark, the “Linda”,
around Cape Horn in 1848. Once inside San
Francisco Bay, his crew jumped ship and headed
for the gold country.
With his wife, Margaret, and their daughter,
Amelia, Van Reynegom beached the “Linda” on the
Tiburon Peninsula, near the place now called Para
dise Cay.
Seeking a more sheltered spot, the three of
them walked westward to the wooded hillsides,
where they discovered a live spring at the foot of
a ridge. There the captain built a simple dwelling
and established a small farm.
In 1861 he filed a claim for 160 acres between
Mount Tamalpais and the bay, reaching from what
is now Chapman Meadows to Baltimore Canyon.
It is shown on an old map of the area as “Van
Reynagan Ranch.”
John Van Reynegom planted vineyards and
orchards, and had a stock farm large enough to

*The name is shown as Reynegon, Reynegom, and
Reynagan in various official documents.

A HOMESTEAD
have his own registered cattle brand, the Lazy
5. He built a reservoir that was subsequently
expanded to hold 85,000 gallons of water
drawn from the spring on his land.
Later, the captain owned and operated the
steamship “Ida”, carrying milled lumber,
freight, and a few passengers between Corte
Madera Creek and San Francisco three times a
week in 1860.
But earlier, in the years immediately after
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the Van Reynegoms’ arrival, American settlers
were still relatively few in the Bay Area, and
the well-bred Van Reynegoms quickly became
part of the social and cultural life centered at
the U.S. Army Presidio. It was there that the
captain’s daughter, Amelia, met a 24-year-old
newspaperman named Frank Morrison Pixley.
Writings at the time hint of a long but rather
romantic courtship, and they were married
in 1853. ❧

Corn fields at Owl’s Wood, the Van Reynegom ranch, about 1890.
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Gentleman’s Estate
Owl’s Wood is peaceful retreat for Pixley

When Amelia Van
Reynegom marries
Frank Pixley, she
sets the course for
the history of
Corte Madera

Historian Bailey Millard said:
Pixley probably exerted a more
commanding influence upon the public
mind of California in his time than any
other man. In his turn he was a lawyer,
miner, journalist, politician and capitalist.
His voice was heard afar. He made
and unmade men.

Catharine Pixley Robson wrote:
In an age when San Francisco
was known for its many superlative
personalities, Frank Morrison Pixley
still stands out as a man of
exceptional wit, intellect,
and sophistication.

F

M. PIXLEY, A YOUNG JOURNALIST WITH
a law degree, rode into the west from up
per New York state on a mule in 1848, travel
ing with a wagon train out of Independence,
Missouri. He prospected for gold on the Yuba
River for a year, then came to San Francisco to
practice law.
During vigilante days, Pixley was elected
San Francisco City Attorney and then elected
to the State Assembly before advancing to the
office of State Attorney General in 1862. He
held a seat on the first San Francisco Stock Ex
change Board, served as Regent of the Univer
sity of California, and was a member of the
Yosemite National Park Board, as well as a
Trustee of the State Mining Bureau.
At the age of 53, Pixley founded a literary
magazine, the San Francisco Argonaut, which
carried the writings of Mark Twain and
Ambrose Bierce among others. He published
and edited the Argonaut for the next eighteen
years, until he died, and the magazine contin
ued to be published until 1958.
Although the Pixleys lived in a fashionable
mansion near the Presidio, occupying the block
bounded by Union, Steiner, Green, and Pierce
Streets, they often retreated to the tranquility
and ambience of the rustic Van Reynegom
ranch in Corte Madera.
In 1871, land speculators representing the
Reed heirs sued to force the Van Reynegoms
RANK
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off the family homestead. Pixley paid $2,000
in gold coin to buy title to the property, and he
also acquired an adjacent parcel of 30 acres.
After Capt. John Van Reynegom died in
1878, Amelia and Frank took over the ranch,
and they gave it the name of Owl’s Wood.
There were several other families living on the
property, most of them employed in farming
and taking care of the livestock.
Amelia usually stayed in the Pixleys’ San
Francisco mansion, while Frank Pixley enjoyed
Owl’s Wood as a retreat where he composed
salient commentary for the Argonaut.
The serenity of Owl’s Wood would not last,
however. The North Pacific Coast Railway had
gained permission to lay tracks across the land
in 1873, and the County of Marin obtained a
public easement to legalize the long-existing
Frank Morrison Pixley in his later years.
Amelia Van Reynegom Pixley.

dirt road linking Sausalito to San Rafael, which
crossed through the fields of Owl’s Wood.
Increased use of the road created deep ruts
that filled with mud, and the Pixleys’ pasture
fences were repeatedly taken down by recre
ation seekers. Frank Pixley’s niece, Catharine
Pixley Robson, wrote:
Picknickers, being hauled through the farm on
flatcars for cheap railroad excursions, pelted
Amelia’s stock with rocks and bottles. Amelia
struggled, sometimes almost consenting to
sell, but always pulled back.

But by 1891 the aging Pixleys were finding
it difficult to manage their rustic country es
tate. Frank Pixley offered Owl’s Wood for sale
in 1891 at the price of $75,000. There were
no takers, and Pixley died four years later
without having made a sale and without a child
to inherit the estate. Before his death, Pixley
transferred the title to Owl’s Wood to his wife,
“to safeguard it from lawyers and unexpected
heirs.” ❧
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MY COUNTR
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OWL’S
WOOD
Corte Madera, Marin County
County,,
Containing about 190 A
cres,
Acres,

IS FOR SALE

water, capable of being increased at small expense
to ten times that amount, and distributable in pipes
already laid through the grounds, to supply the
main dwelling, farmhouse, carriagehouse, vineyard,
orchards, and nut-bearing and olive-bearing trees.
Upon the farm are an old-fashioned, broadporched farmhouse, embowered in groves and
surrounded with vines and fruit-bearing trees, a
comfortable farm-cottage, with one hundred olivetrees in full bearing, a spacious barn, a new and
modern coach-house, corrals, dairy-house, with
inclosures for cows, pigs, chickens, etc. Vineyards,
orchards, shade and fruit-trees, embracing about
twenty-five acres, located upon the extreme border
of the place, at the mouth of one of its most
attractive glens, may be negotiated for separately.
In point of soil, climate, water, view, and vicinage
to San Francisco, there is no place in the State more
desirable. It is thoroughly protected from winds and
fogs by intervening hills that guard it from the ocean.
The whole farm is well fenced and covered with
ornamental shrubbery. Title perfect, with Spanish grant,
and has been in the possession of the family of the
vendor for a period of over forty years, and is for sale as
an entirety or in subdivisions. If sold as an entirety ,the
price is $75,000, which will embrace everything except
the live stock and the household furniture. This makes
the cost of the land about $400 per acre. Lots are selling
at Larkspur, in the valley of San Anselmo and in the
vicinity of San Rafael, at prices far in advance of this
amount; while lands the same distance and time from
San Francisco, in Alameda County, are worth not less
than $4,000 per acre.
This whole property is for sale on easy terms that
shall net the seller five per cent interest per annum.
Only sufficient money will be required in advance to
secure the faithful carrying out of the terms of the sale.

It is timbered with oak, madrone, bay, eucalyptus,
laurel, and redwood trees. It lies on the east side of the
Coast Range Mountains, embracing the foot-hill and
valley lands lying between Mt. Tamalpais and the bay
of San Francisco.
The soil is a rich alluvial, capable of the highest
cultivation, and is watered by springs that rise upon the
land and form living streams that empty into the bay of
San Francisco. Water is abundant, and catchment may be
made and reservoired to the extent of millions of gallons.
The place commands a view of Mt. Tamalpais,
the bay, and the opposite shores of Contra Costa. It is
traversed through its centre by the North Pacific
Coast Railroad. The station (Corte Madera) is
twelve and one-half miles from San Francisco, and is
located upon this land. The distance from San Rafael
is four and one-half miles, on the road toward San
Francisco. The village of Larkspur, with twelve new
houses and an eighty-room hotel in process of
erection, is within one-half of a mile of the farm,
while the village of Mill Valley is less than three miles
FRANK M. PIXLEY
from the place. The Donahue railroad passes along
Argonaut Office
the entire water-front. The time of transportation is
Apply to
forty-five minutes from San Francisco, every hour.
GEE
MAGEE
THOMAS MA
For the accommodation of the farm-house,
Real-Estate Agent
At 20 Montgomery Street, San Francisco
there is a stone reservoir, holding 85,000 gallons of
Description of Owl’s Wood, 1891
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Looking toward Larkspur across the fields of Owl’s Wood, about 1894.

Looking north from train crossing at Owl’s Wood in about 1895.
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New Boundaries
Old Corte Madera is carved from Owl’s Wood

Amelia Pixley gives
the largest share of
Owl’s Wood to
her widowed
sister-in-law

A

T OWL’S

WOOD THERE WAS A HOME BELONGING
to Frank Pixley’s brother, William Pixley. In
September of 1881, that home was destroyed
and William Pixley burned to death in the worst
fire that ever occurred in Marin County.
It started while William Pixley and a friend were
clearing brush, burning blackberry bushes and briars
near Baltimore Canyon. The wind caught the
flames and quickly swept them up the slopes of Mt.
Tamalpais, burning the whole mountainside. The
fire burned for a week and devastated 50,000 acres.
Fourteen years later, following Frank Pixley’s
death in 1895, Amelia Van Reynegom Pixley
deeded 136 acres of her Owl’s Wood estate to
William’s widow, keeping just 55 acres surround
ing the old home place for herself. The main

Corte Madera as seen from Redwood Avenue and Merry Lane in 1913. The large knoll was graded for a
water tank that would be connected to the Chapman Water Works, but the plan was never mplemented.
A large Spanish-style home was later built on the site and stands there today.
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This 1900 view from Palm Hill over the pastures of Owl’s Wood shows the back of the Corte Madera School built in 1895
on land donated by Amelia Pixley and Mrs. Alexander Forbes. Railroad tracks go across the land at center.

house was located near today’s WiltshireArdmore intersection, near the Larkspur-Corte
Madera boundary.
The land Amelia gave to her widowed sis
ter-in-law, Emma Catharine O’Reilly Pixley,
was that portion of Owl’s Wood lying south of
a line that ran from the top of Christmas Tree
Hill to the northeast corner of the homestead,
near the present intersection of Baltimore and
Walnut Avenues on Palm Hill.
When Larkspur incorporated in 1908, it
designated the line dividing Owl’s Wood as the
Larkspur boundary. Corte Maderans were in
dignant that Larkspur had ignored the old

land-grant lines by annexing a part of Owl’s
Wood, which had always been considered part
of Corte Madera.
Further resentment centered on the Corte
Madera School site given by Amelia Pixley,
across the road from Owl’s Wood. Larkspur in
cluded the school site in its newly-drawn
boundary. Corte Madera residents threatened
to withhold their school funds unless the
school kept the name Corte Madera.
Later, financial pressures forced Amelia to sell
off her part of Owl’s Wood in bits and pieces.
Childless, she had adopted several children after
Frank’s death, and they sold the remainder of
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Owl’s Wood to Abe Ruef, a former political kingpin from San Francisco. Ruef was a notorious figure who had served time in San Quentin for collecting payoffs from gamblers and brothel keep-

ers. In 1922 and 1923 he tore down the old
Pixley house at Owl’s Wood, built roads, surveyed
lots, and called the tract Chevy Chase. It is now
part of Larkspur. ❧

Old Corte Madera was built on the lands of Owl’s Wood that were given by Amelia Van Reynegom Pixley to her
widowed sister-in-law, Emma Catharine Pixley. The E.C. Pixley tract near the train station contained the first lots sold by
Emma and her sons, with other tracts on the hill developed soon afterwards. This photograph was taken from a point
near the water tank high on Redwood Avenue about 1913. Corte Madera Creek can be seen near the top of the photo.
The wide, deep channel that meandered across Corte Madera’s marshlands terminated at a point near the northwest
corner of the present Town Park. Small boats were often tied up there, and during high tide the channel was navigable.
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Map showing the location of original homesteads, with spelling variations that were commonplace.
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Colorful Characters
McCue, Adams, Pixley and Bradbury

Some of Corte
Madera’s earliest
residents have
colorful histories
and wild
reputations

Illustration of McCue’s
trained circus horse.

T

CALIFORNIA
joined the Union listed only a handful of
people living in Corte Madera in 1850. By the
time of the 1860 census, there were several
dozen settlers of various nationalities living
within the area designated as Corte Madera
Township.
However, they were outnumbered many times
over by the 504 prisoners and nearly 100 guards or
other prison staff residing at San Quentin Prison,
who were included in the township of Corte
Madera. The 1860 census even lists the crime com
mitted by each prisoner, with “highway robbery”
and “assault” appearing repeatedly.
By the time another ten years had passed,
Corte Madera had gained more new residents
with colorful histories, but these men were pros
perous property owners rather than prisoners in
the state penitentiary.
HE FIRST CENSUS TAKEN AFTER

James McCue
Dr. James McCue was a self-made man who
came to California from Ohio as a youth, shortly
before the gold rush. He became a stage coach
driver, a horse doctor, a circus man, and a
Klondike prospector, among other things. He
also published a newspaper and owned a whole
sale liquor business, in addition to peddling his
specially concocted “Chinese liniment” that was
said to cure both man and beast.
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James McCue was drawn to Corte Madera
in 1871 and bought what he described as “a
couple hundred acres for a country home,” in
cluding the 167 acres of dairy lands that had
been farmed by Peter Dolan between Alto Hill
and the bay. Dolan had drowned four years
earlier in Corte Madera Creek, and his widow
may have lost the property to speculators, who
perhaps then sold it to McCue.
McCue’s country estate in Corte Madera
boasted a seven-foot “bathing place,” a salt
water slough, bountiful orchards, and pastures
for grazing cattle. It also featured a half-mile
race track for exercising the horses in his
“Westman’s Equestricurriculum and Circus,”
which in 1884 featured three trick horses,
along with athletes and contortionists.
In a self-serving philosophical tome he pub
lished, called “Plain Talk,” McCue touted
Corte Madera as “the health and pleasure re
sort of the earth.”
Beginning in 1876, James S. McCue and
Frank M. Pixley subdivided the gently sloping
uplands above the marsh, creating dozens of
homesites on the McCue/Pixley Tracts. The
adjacent McCue Orchard Tract, developed in
later years, was named for the many fruit trees
he planted there.
McCue always bragged about having laid out
the town of Corte Madera, which is true of the
streets originally named First, Second, Third,
Pixley, Ralston, and Eastman. Those streets are
known today as Tamalpais, Manzanita, Oakdale,
Willow, Chapman (lower), and Eastman.
McCue’s own home was most likely on the
rise above the junction of today’s Eastman and
Oakdale Avenues. His famous race track lay on a
filled and graded section of marshy land that is
now the southern part of Town Park. The ground
was so well compacted by the horses’ hoofs that it
could be used afterwards as a baseball field.

McCue was politically ambitious and aspired to high office, but lost his only race for
the State Assembly in 1888.
Despite all his capabilities, James McCue was
a notoriously cantankerous man. He shot his
neighbor Jerry Adams in the face in 1897 over a
card game at the Parisian House in San Rafael,
and he succeeded in having William Bradbury
sentenced to one year in the penitentiary for perjury connected to a land deal.
Following his well-publicized misunder
standing with Jerry Adams, McCue obtained a
$1,000 stake from a friend and went to Alaska
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‘Mad-Hat Doc’ McCue’s his
tory was peppered with lawsuits
he instigated, and he bragged of
settling disputes “with guns blaz
ing” whenever the situation re
quired it.
During a particularly bitter
dispute with a Corte Madera
neighbor that arose in 1901,
McCue erected a fence blocking
passage on the old Sausalito
wagon road in front of his house.
When the neighbor removed
the fence in order to access his
pastures, McCue hired a series of
sixteen armed men to keep the
fence from being torn down.
An article that appeared in the
San Francisco Chronicle on January
11, 1903, titled “The Feud to the
Death in the Hills of Marin,” de
scribes in considerable detail the
history of the dispute and the steps
that McCue took to defend his po
sition, quoted as:
The old McCue home place, built about 1871, burned down
many decades ago.

to recoup some of the fortune he had lost, leav
ing his Corte Madera property to be looked af
ter by neighbors.
He returned to Corte Madera in 1901, hav
ing spent four years in the Klondike, where he
did hauling with dogsled teams in Dawson.
In the famous, disastrous collision of the North
west Pacific Railroad’s ferry boats San Rafael and
Sausalito on November 30, 1901, McCue lost an
ear and suffered other injuries. He fought in court
for four years before winning damages of $4,500.
His great bitterness over the experience intensi
fied his deep, long-standing resentment toward the
owners of the railroad and ferries, whom he
blamed for various other injustices as well.

This is the contract I made with each man: I
will give you $50 a month and board to put up
the fence and keep it there. You will have to face
a shotgun and a revolver. I will furnish you with
a Winchester, a shotgun, with buckshot for men
and bird shot for women, and a six-shooter.
If any one attempts to tear down this fence I
expect you to shoot, and to shoot to kill, that
is, if the party is armed. If he is not armed I
will give you $20 for each man you lick. If
you can catch the woman who steals my
wood, I will give you $50 if you will give her
a load of birdshot without wishing to kill
except in a justifiable manner, I will say that
I would gladly pay $500 each for the pleasure
of gazing upon the corpses of my enemies.
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Yes, I have hired sixteen men in succession to
guard my fence across this old road, and each
man in succession has either been frightened
away or won over by the enemy, and now the
last of my guards has tried to kill me instead
of my enemies. Understand, I am not hiring
men to assassinate, but to kill if that be
necessary in protection of my property and
my rights.

McCue’s death in 1910 at the age of 81
was attributed to a fall from his buggy two
weeks earlier, the result of a collision with a
milk delivery wagon. His son Ralston and
daughter Etta learned after his death that he
had virtually disinherited them by leaving all
his property to his third wife, Kittie McCue.

As a result, McCue’s estate when he died
was worth only $500, consisting of a cemetery
plot and monument, clothing and personal ef
fects, a violin, and a stallion.

Jerry Adams
Jerry Adams had come to California from
Switzerland as Jieri Adami in the early 1880s.
He owned the first business building in Corte
Madera, a hotel and tavern built just south of
the train station in 1898.
When the federal government decided to es
tablish a new post office in 1902, the postal win
dow was placed in Jerry Adams’ building and
Adams was appointed postmaster.

The three-story hotel and tavern built by Jerry Adams about 1898 was the first business building in Corte Madera, as well as
the site of the post office at the time. This photograph was taken about 1900 and shows the little yellow clapboard train station
with the pagoda-style roof as well as the freight station beyond it. (The muddy terrain north and west of the train station was the
bane of local residents for many years until the Women’s Club took up the challenge of doing something about it.)

40 — COLORFUL CHARACTERS
He told postal authorities that the name of
the town was “Adams”. The rationale he of
fered to angry residents was that postal auth
orities would consider the name “Corte
Madera” too long and would shorten it on the
postmark, as they had done with other towns.
Townspeople favored the town’s beautiful old
Spanish name and were outraged by the idea of it
being changed to that of the “cross-roads saloon
keeper.” Within a short time, public opinion per
suaded postal authorities to change the name of
the post office back to Corte Madera.
One of the most outspoken opponents of
the place name, “Adams, California,” was
Morrison Pixley, nephew of Frank M. Pixley.
Morrison Pixley led the charge to have postal
authorities change the name back to Corte
Madera—or, as it appeared in his magazine,
The Golden Hinde, “Cortemadera.”
By all accounts, Jerry Adams was a genial
and conciliatory man who sought to end feuds
Jerry Adams.

between contentious neighbors. He was promi
nent in county politics and well regarded by his
peers.
Adams left Corte Madera after a few years,
selling his hotel and tavern before moving to
Olema, where he owned property and was active
in West Marin politics and ranching circles for
the rest of his life.

Morrison Pixley
One of Emma Catharine Pixley’s sons,
Morrison Pixley, could be described as both a
visionary and an eccentric man. The quaint
Castlette on Redwood Avenue served as his home,
as well as the real estate office for selling lots in the
several tracts the Pixleys created on the wooded hill
side above the train station.
It was also the place where in 1902 he pub
lished a magazine conceived as a plan for earning
money to support the new Episcopal church,
Holy Innocents, newly built on the northeast
corner of the Square.
Even though Morrison Pixley’s magazine, The
Golden Hinde, apparently made no profit, its excep
tional aesthetic quality and perceptive content make
treasures of those few copies that have survived.
Hand set, hand bound, and printed on exotic
handmade Chinese papers, The Golden Hinde gave
voice to Morrison Pixley’s very vigorous, progres
sive opinions on many subjects.
His niece Catharine Pixley Robson wrote:
It is heartening to find that the movements and
causes into which he threw the weight of his
‘typographical curiosity’...succeeded almost
without exception. But later. On almost every
page was an article in which he had just figured
out how to make something better.
He advocated making Mount Tamalpais a
public park. He wanted Mission San Rafael
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Arcangel restored, for at the time it had fallen
into such a state that even the foundation
stones were carried off by thieves.
He called upon women to come out of the
home and enter public life, for he pointed out
that the Marin towns needed women’s talent
for tidying up: a bachelor’s place always being
either untidy or starkly bleak.
He wanted a marker put at the beach where
Drake’s ships were known to have first
touched Marin shores.
He urged the formation of clubs such as today
form the Marin Art and Garden Center, for he
said they could render suburban life interesting
‘as it has always been in England.’
He derided the freedom of advertisers to push
worthless patent medicines and abuse the
freedom of the press; and he wanted
pornographic pictures and erotic stories censored.
He regularly called contumely upon litterbugs,
noisy trains, the ‘rape of the hillsides by
excavators,’ and poor railroad service.
The Castlette on Redwood Avenue at the top of Hill Path, built as a sales office
for the Pixleys, who sold small lots on the hill for middle class people to build
vacation homes. The Castlette was also the residence of F. Morrison Pixley,
publisher of The Golden Hinde magazine and nephew of Frank Morrison Pixley.

F. Morrison Pixley.

Cover of The Golden Hinde in June 1902,
block printed on handmade rice paper.
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William Bradbury

William Bradbury.

No artist, Morrison Pixley nevertheless drew and
carved on wood blocks the design for each
month’s cover page, a stylized version of Mount
Tamalpais, which he printed in several colors.
The Hinde always spelled Corte Madera as one
word: Cortemadera. Not because the editor
didn’t know better, but because he said the pos
tal authorities loved to lop off parts of names.

Millionaire property owner and pawnbroker Will
iam Bradbury specialized in loans on diamonds and
gold. He and his wife were living in San Francisco on
California Street until their mansion was dynamited
for a fire break during the aftermath of the 1906
earthquake.
The Bradburys fled to their summer home in
Corte Madera, a sprawling country house above the
square, beautifully landscaped, with cobblestones as a
garden border.
Constantly engaged in ongoing personal and politi
cal rivalries with his neighbor Jerry Adams and others,
Bradbury was a colorful character whose stubborn
streak carried him into many court battles. He had a
running feud with many men of his time, including
James McCue. Newspapers of that era contain frequent
references to his many contentious disputes.
Bradbury was also notoriously stingy. Despite his
considerable wealth, he once served 150 days in San
Quentin rather than pay a damage award of $400. He
put all of his assets in his wife’s name to keep them
from being attached by litigants. Although her hus
band was thought to be a scoundrel, those who knew
Mrs. Mary Bradbury held her in high regard as a kind
and good woman.
Bradbury’s closest companion was his race
horse, Little Albert, who is said to have been bur
ied under a granite spire on Bradbury’s property.
Many have searched for clues to the location of
the monument without success.
When Bradbury died in 1913 at the age of 78,
he left an estate valued at $900,000 which was
mostly in San Francisco real estate.
A story about his death was reported in The In
dependent on January 7, 1913, and included the
following comments:
Millionaire William Bradbury, the money king,
who struggled with Dr. James McCue and capitalist
Jerry Adams for the mayorship and political
supremacy of the village of Corte Madera for
nearly a score of years, has answered the last and
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William Bradbury’s “mansion” on the hillside above the square, east of the county road, now Corte Madera Avenue. Built
as a summer home, it became the Bradbury’s fulltime residence after their San Francisco home at 1600 California Street
was dynamited as a firebreak in the aftermath of the ‘06 quake.

silent summons and passed over the bridge of
sighs, to appear before the highest tribunal.

decision of the highest court in the land to
make him think differently.

William Bradbury began life at the bottom of
the ladder, in a sawmill in the days when San
Francisco was a baby city in swaddling
clothes. He soon grew to know the value of a
dollar, and as years rolled by he grew fonder
and fonder of its delightful jingle, until his
infatuation grew so strong that he became
wedded to the cause that produced gold. In a
few years he had sawmills of his own and
branched out as a lumber king. As he
accumulated wealth he was too cute to let it
remain idle, so he started a pawn business of
his own, and loaned thousands of dollars on
diamonds and jewelry and taxed the
borrowers all the traffic would bear.

To him the law was a sort of infatuation, and
when he would refuse money for everything
else he would pay it out stintingly to litigate.
Rather than pay a dollar more than he thought
he ought to pay, he would spend a hundred
dollars in litigation before he would give in.

After the great fire he had enough jewelry to
start in the wholesale jewelry business.
William Bradbury was a man, who if he ever
made up his mind that he was right, took the

After the earthquake, when he was head over
heels in litigation, he decided to form the
Bradbury Company, to which he transferred
all his property and issued all the stock in the
name of his good wife. Time and again he
was hauled into court and he remained that
he was execution proof.
As an enemy William Bradbury was unrelent
ing, and whenever he came in contact with
one, the feeling of sweet revenge would return
and open up the old wound. A few days after
the earthquake he threatened to evict a tenant
at Corte Madera for being in arrears for rent,
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which so aroused the people of the town that
they procured a rope and started to lynch him.
After he had served a few months in San
Quentin, his lawyer from San Francisco,
accompanied by a politician of influence, called
upon him and informed him that they were able
to get a pardon for him from Governor Gillette.
He was tickled to death over the news, and

everything went nicely until the lawyer
informed him that his fee would be $3,000.
Mr. Bradbury walked away and after taking
out his pencil began to figure. ‘Why,’ he said,
‘I have only 150 more days to serve, and as
$3,000 would represent $20 a day I don’t
see how I could make $20 a day easier than
serving the rest of my sentence.’ ❧

Bradbury home is just below center, about 1913. Old highway is behind it, with Redwood Avenue on the hill above.
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The “Iron Horse”
Railroads are only the link to the north

At a time when
roads are few,
boats and trains
are the main way
for people and
goods to get from
one place to
another

North Pacific Coast Railroad’s ferry Tamalpais on
its run between Sausalito and San Francisco.

C

NORTH PACIFIC COAST
Railroad in 1875 was a major turning
point in the history of Corte Madera and had
more impact than either the establishment of
the old Mexican land grant ranchos or subse
quent settlement by early homesteaders.
At first, the trains were mostly flatcars
loaded with redwood lumber milled along the
Russian River and headed for San Francisco.
Soon, however, pressure began for passenger
service to the city as well.
By opening the way for San Franciscans to
come to Sausalito by ferry and ride the rails all the
way through Marin County to Tomales Bay, the
railroad also opened the door to development of
the old ranches and farms in its path.
The North Pacific Coast’s original narrowgauge railroad, financed by San Francisco land
speculators, was constructed by six hundred
Chinese laborers along a route linking Sausalito
and Tomales, beginning in 1872.
The NPC train wound its way from the
Sausalito ferry terminal north along the shore of
the bay to a point near Gate 5, where it crossed a
4,000-foot wooden trestle to Strawberry Point,
then climbed up and over Alto Hill, which was
called Collins Summit at the time.
When it reached Corte Madera, the train
rolled through the Meadowsweet area, wind
ing around the hills and knolls, then traveled
over tracks that lay between today’s Manzanita
OMPLETION OF THE
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and Oakdale Avenues, arriving at Corte
Madera station by crossing a trestle where Wil
low Avenue is now.
The second line to serve Corte Madera was
the San Francisco & North Pacific Railroad, built
by Peter Donahue. It extended
from the Point Tiburon ferry
terminal through a tunnel un
der Ring Mountain. Donahue
supplied rail service to Corte
Madera at Meadowsweet sta
tion, in the area near San
Clemente Creek, and north
ward to San Rafael by laying
tracks on top of a dike he built
across the marshlands.
Donahue’s railroad dike today
separates The Village shopping
center from the Muzzi Marsh
on the east.
Chinese work crew loading ballast
at Corte Madera, about 1898.

Competition from Donahue’s SF&NP
spurred the North Pacific Coast Railroad to
meet the challenge of providing faster com
mute service by tunneling from the Alto Bowl
in Mill Valley through Corte Madera Ridge,

Yachts near the mouth of Corte Madera Creek, opposite Wood Island, in 1898.
The existing bridge is visible in the background, with a train at the right.
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Chinese section crew loading ballast at Corte Madera about 1898.

dramatically reducing the transit time on the
run to San Rafael.
Chinese laborers dug the mile-long tunnel
under Corte Madera Ridge, and the comple
tion of a newer and faster railroad route in the
summer of 1894 marked the real beginning of
Corte Madera as a community.
The NPC also owned the fleet of ferry boats
that carried passengers from Sausalito to San
Francisco. The collision of two of its ferries near
Angel Island one night in 1901 brought a deluge
of lawsuits. It was only one of a series of accidents
and lawsuits that caused an owner of the NPC

system to complain that “broken bones and funeral
expenses” were destroying the company.
The result was a takeover of the North Pacific
Coast railroad at the turn of the century by a newlycreated syndicate that named it the North Shore
Railroad and added an innovative electric rail sys
tem to the existing steam line on the same tracks.
In 1907 both the North Shore Railway and
the Donahue operation were absorbed by the
Santa Fe and Southern Pacific railways and were
merged into a subsidiary named Northwestern
Pacific. After the merger, broad-gauge electric
trains ran simultaneously with the narrow gauge.
All passenger service shifted to the line coming
from Sausalito via the tunnel under Corte Madera
Ridge. From that time on, only freight service ran
on the tracks across the Corte Madera marsh.
The once-a-day stage continued to run on the
old wagon road between Sausalito and San
Rafael, through the hidden valley, even after the
trains came. ❧
“Gentleman’s” commute ticket for round trips
between San Francisco and San Rafael on the
North Pacific Coast Railroad in October 1880.
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Illustration in a San Francisco & North Pacific Railroad brochure, 1896.
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Cheap Lots for Sale
Cottages and bungalows sprout all around

Lots near the
train station are
sold for as little as
$50 by the Pixleys
and McCues

Home being built
on Crescent Road in 1920.

T

HERE WERE ONLY THREE HOMES IN CORTE
Madera in 1887 — the Pixley estate at Owl’s
Wood, the William Eastman home at the west
edge of the marsh, and the James McCue estate
with its apple and pear orchards east of the train
station.
The Pixleys’ Owl’s Wood home place sat near
today’s junction of Ardmore and Wiltshire, across
from LCM School. The Eastman home was just
north of the present-day Post Office building on
Pixley Avenue. The McCue home, completely de
stroyed in later years by fire, was probably located
just south of the point where Eastman and Oakdale
Avenues intersect.
McCue began the process of subdividing his
lands by having them surveyed in 1876. Frank
M. Pixley owned the adjoining lands, and they
developed the McCue/Pixley tract east of the rail
road tracks together. Dozens of homesites were
sold on streets now known as Willow, Chapman,
Eastman, Manzanita, and Oakdale.
James McCue wrote:

The railroad came along, and the herd followed
them; they were bound to have small homes here.
I laid out what I called the town of Corte
Madera. It is now [1910] nearly all occupied with
homes. It is the health and pleasure resort of the
earth ... and it will not be twenty years until
Corte Madera will be the favorite spot of the
whole world as a home for health and pleasure.

CHEAP LOTS

FOR

SALE — 51

View looking southwest from Palm Hill about 1913. Home in foreground is at 219 Baltimore Avenue. Holy Innocents
church and the old livery stable are at right center, with top floor of Rea’s Hotel and Rea’s Pavilion showing above.

As soon as the widowed Emma Catharine
Pixley received the 136-acre southern portion
of Owl’s Wood lands from her sister-in-law
Amelia in the 1890s, she and her sons began
subdividing and selling it. They created tracts
of small lots expressly designed for people of
limited means to have summer residences.
Close to transportation, their land on the
northern slopes of Corte Madera Ridge was
cut up into tiny parcels that were sold for as
little as $50. Payment of dollar a week could
get someone a place to set up camp.

Tent cabins were common at first, eagerly oc
cupied by San Franciscans who came across the
bay on ferries and trains to enjoy Corte Madera’s
balmy weather during the summer months.
Emma and her sons were remarkably pro
gressive in their vision for the community.
They set aside a portion of the payments to
build roads and supply water, as well as con
struct an amusement and dancing pavilion and
tennis courts. No one here today can say
whether all of these proposed amenities were
actually constructed.
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Old parcel maps show the original layout of
early subdivisions named Morningside, Merry
Colonists, Pixley Homestead, McCue Orchard,
McCue/Pixley, and E.C. Pixley tracts.
Some lots are marked with names of original
purchasers. A morning spent at the county
recorder’s office allows a present-day property
owner to trace his or her particular site back to
the original subdivider
of lands once farmed by
early homesteaders and
long ago designated as
part of Juan Reed’s
Rancho Corte Madera
del Presidio land grant.
Bessie Pingree learned
about selling real estate
when she was asked to
help a friend market some
property in Turlock.
Bessie
Bessie learned everything
Voorhies
Pingree.
she could and then set up
her own real estate office
in Corte Madera. Bessie Pingree was a leader in the
early town’s growth and development, as were her
daughter and granddaughter, Auda Bordanaro and
Jan Valk, who operated Pingree Realty in later
years — 87 years in all. ❧

William Isaac Pixley, son of Emma C.
Pixley, about 1910. Born in 1869, he
served in many positions of leadership
as Corte Madera grew and developed.

This is a turn-of-the-century view of
the home at 214 Willow that was
Corte Madera’s first schoolhouse, in
use by at least 1872. The land was
donated by James McCue on what
later became the McCue-Pixley tract.

CHEAP LOTS
The home of William I. Pixley on
Edison Avenue. The home was
originally his mother’s art studio,
nicknamed “the macaroni box,”
and was given to him along with
an acre of land as a wedding
present. He had it moved from
his mother’s place to this site.
William I. Pixley and Ethel Allen
Pixley had four children —
Catharine, California Jewel, Carol,
and Barrington. Catharine and
Jewel are pictured here, in front of
the house, at the lower edge of the
photograph, around 1910.

The home of Albert and Lula Taylor
Horne on Taylor Lane, near the
home of her parents, about 1901.

Snowfall in Corte Madera on January
9, 1913, covered the ground and
rooftops of homes and the train station,
shown here. The palms in the foreground are on the park strip planted by
the Women’s Club in 1908. Note the
two figures on the slope that is now the
site of Corte Madera’s new little
bandstand, the Piccolo Pavilion.

FOR
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They Come by Train
City people eager for fun and frolic in sunshine

Weekend visitors
from San Francisco
come to enjoy the
sunshine and balmy
breezes of Marin.

Gentleman’s commute pass in 1894,
costing $4.50 for a month of round trips on
the North Pacific Coast railroad and ferry.

T

HE NORTHWESTERN PACIFIC HAD THREE
railway routes that passed through Corte
Madera — one going to San Anselmo and San
Rafael, one to San Anselmo and Manor. Still an
other, called the Flyer, went to Baltimore Park,
turned right toward San Quentin, and then trav
eled through the tunnel under California Park
Hill. Just north of the tunnel in San Rafael was
Schuetzen Park (where the main post office is,
on Bellam Boulevard.) It was a popular weekend
destination featuring an open air dance pavilion,
gardens, trees, and picnic areas.
On weekends, hordes of visitors from San
Francisco came to enjoy the sunshine and balmy
breezes throughout Marin County. Some of the
excursion trains had open-air design and seats
running lengthwise, back to back, for weekend
jaunts through the picturesque countryside. As
many as 35 cars were on a single train, with one
or two engines in front and an engine in back.
Oldtimers in Corte Madera fondly remember
sitting on a wide front porch along Railroad Av
enue (now Montecito Drive), waving to passengers
going by as the train slowed to a stop at the Corte
Madera station in the square or at the Chapman
station a half mile to the south.
For Lloyd Rea it was still a warm memory
sixty years later…
Gee, it was a beautiful sight...people full
of beer, laughing and talking.... ❧

THEY COME

The Pixley, Pingree, Faure, and Cuneo families enjoyed a day at the beach in about 1915.

Train approaching Corte
Madera station, about 1900.
Brochure promoting
passenger travel on
the San Francisco and
North Pacific Railway in 1900.
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Northwestern Pacific
Railroad map showing
lines absorbed
by the Santa Fe and
Southern Pacific railways
and merged into a
subsidiary named
Northwestern Pacific.

THEY COME
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Cover of brochure promoting
passenger travel on the scenic
routes of the North Pacific Coast
Railroad Company in 1894.

View in 1913 from the top of Corte Madera grade, looking down on the tunnel entrance and railroad tracks leading
toward Chapman station. Homes on the lower slopes of Christmas Tree Hill can be seen at upper left. At that time,
the property from which the photograph was taken had the name of Baker Hill. It was later the site of the Tam
O'Shanter tavern. After Jake Ehrlich bought the land, it was called Tara Lara. Bill Graham renamed it Masada when
he lived there. The current owner has replaced the existing house with a new and larger home on the ten-acre site.
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TRAIN
Train approaching Corte
Madera station, about 1900.

The Scanlon and McDevitt families gathered for a weekend
of camping and hunting in Corte Madera, about 1900.

THEY COME

BY
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Weekends spent in Corte Madera meant hiking the trails and enjoying a picnic and the hilltop view on a sunny afternoon
in 1915. When the land above the water tank on Summit Avenue was sold to Earl Doherty, he built trails to reach many
of his tiny 20x50-foot lots. As John Todd wrote, “It was considered to be great fun to come over from the city and buy the
lots for as little as $25 and be Bohemians with tents pitched under the open stars.”
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Weekend Cottages
Fast commute service creates demand

Bohemian
weekends in
the country
appeal to many
city folks

Summer cottage on Corte
Madera Ridge, about 1913.

G

OOD WEATHER IN CORTE MADERA DURING
at least six months of the year created a
resort atmosphere that drew San Franciscans
and travelers from points east who could afford
to reserve seasonal accommodations. For some,
that consisted of tent cottages on 25 x 50-foot
lots under the redwoods and madrones, with
spring-fed creeks trickling alongside. A beauti
ful year-round stream ran down Redwood
Avenue and waterlilies grew in it.
Huckleberries grew all over the hills and
people could go berry picking from late sum
mer through October. “You could pick them
by the bushel,” said Bill Brenner.
The marsh came up to the back of the cot
tages on Second Street, now Manzanita.
Corte Madera’s usual population doubled
in warm weather months. In 1913, there were
about 500 permanent residents. But on week
ends and during the summer as many as 1,000
people were staying in town. Some vacationers
rented guest cottages. Others rented rooms in
private homes or camped out.
Summer dwellings of all kinds soon dotted
the lands within easy walking distance from
the train station in the Square. For a dollar
down and a dollar a week, anyone who
stepped off the train could own property in
Corte Madera.
By then, the area around the train station
was filled with buildings, including a three
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story hotel, a livery stable, and a church. Each
of these buildings still stands in Old Corte
Madera Square to this day.
Dirt-graded streets and roads became dusty
cowpaths in summer and muddy trails in win
ter. Wooden boardwalks helped people run
their errands without sinking into the mud,
while concrete steps and paths throughout the
hills allowed them to walk from the train sta
tion to their homes with relative ease — in
good weather, at least.
Two of these paths, Tainter Steps and Hill
Path, remain in relatively good condition a cen
tury later. They are both used today, along with
several other designated paths, as shortcuts be
tween the winding roadways in the hills.

Not until years afterward were the streets
on the slopes of “Little Tamalpais” paved. The
configuration of the streets (and street lamps)
created a triangular pattern of lights that in
spired the name “Christmas Tree Hill.”
Before that, it was known locally as “Tank
Hill” because of the large water storage tanks
located about halfway up, although promo
tional publications usually referred to it with
the more endearing name of “Little Tam.” ❧

View toward Christmas Tree Hill from Palm Hill in 1913.
Homes in the center of the photograph are on
Palm Avenue, with the railroad tracks running behind them.
The old county highway shows above the tracks, and
Edison Avenue cuts across the grassy hillside near the top.
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The old dirt road over Corte Madera Ridge, later called the County Highway,
then State Highway One, now known as Corte Madera Avenue.
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Women
enjoying an
afternoon in a
hillside garden,
about 1915.

The first train station at
Corte Madera, a small
yellow clapboard
building with the
pagoda-style roof, seen
beyond the freight shed
in this photograph,
taken about 1898.
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An Influx of People
City dwellers flee to Marin after the ‘06 quake

Many new
residents are
drawn to Corte
Madera by its
scenic beauty and
fine climate

Weekend crowd
in the Square, 1908.

T

HE SAN FRANCISCO EARTHQUAKE AND FIRE
of April 1906 provided an impetus for
thousands of fearful San Franciscans to relocate
in the relative safety and security of Marin
County.
The weeks immediately following the
quake brought at least 10,000 refugees from
the city to the little villages of Marin, many of
them committed to establishing permanent
homes on this side of the Golden Gate.
Entrepreneurs hawked lots on the hill for as
little as $1 per week. The area around the train
station was filled on weekends with people
gathered to greet friends arriving from the city.
Children came along to share the excitement of
the shiny black steam locomotive chugging to a
whistling stop.
Extolling the virtues of Corte Madera’s be
nign climate, the Marin County Journal noted
at the time that:

There is perhaps little that would attract an
eastern visitor looking for a villa site until we
have crossed the divide, and entered the valley
of Corte Madera...when the traveler by rail
emerges from the tunnel, which pierces the
spur of Mt. Tamalpais, or descends the
northern side of the grade over this ridge, and
has entered Corte Madera Valley, he
experiences an entire and very pleasant
change in the climate.

AN INFLUX

OF
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Again, with food in variety and
quality unsurpassed, ranging from
the richest and most dainty wild
meats to the most choice and rarest
of fruits, with an abundance of
fresh, pure mountain water; with
all the resources of San Francisco
within easy reach, there is no reason
why the most capricious, as well as
the most peculiar and exacting of
appetites, would not be fully
satisfied.

Marin County Journal,
1921 ❧
The Hummel family, who made their Corte Madera
vacation cottage their permanent home
after the San Francisco earthquake.
The wife and children of B. Y. Morris near
their home on Oak Lane in 1920.
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Homes & Families
Neighborhoods are filled with children

Memories of
idyllic life in the
early part of the
century are held
dear by those
who grew up in a
golden era

Georgie Parks on the porch of her
home in Corte Madera, about 1910.

W

ITHIN A FEW YEARS, MANY MORE FAMILIES
were drawn to Corte Madera, attracted
by its beautiful setting, fine weather, and easy
access to San Francisco, where most of the
wage-earners were employed.
Newcomers built homes along the streets
laid out around the train station in the E. C.
Pixley Tract. Many young couples had parents
or grandparents living nearby, and close-knit
families were the rule. Neighborhoods were
safe places for children to play and roam freely.
Oldtimers have many nostalgic reminis
cences for this “golden era” — of balmy eve
nings on porches festooned with colored paper
lanterns, and of singing sweet songs to the mu
sic of banjos.
The favorite melody in Corte Madera at
the time was “La Paloma.” As one observer
wrote in 1906:

The cornet soloist plays it over and over, and
the small boy on the street whistles the sweet
refrain.

There were dances, ball games and after
noon picnics in canoes on the creek. It was an
innocent time, filled with hope and promise.
Community life engaged people of all gen
erations in a wide range of civic and social ac
tivities, often with a focus on upgrading the ap
pearance of public and private property or rais
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ing the funds needed for some worthy im
provement project.
Amenities such as street lights and paving
were financed by an endless series of festive
fund-raising ‘socializers,’ and the community’s
motto was:
Pull Together, Boost Together,
Stick Together. ❧
The Sims and Parks families lived next door to one another on Redwood
Avenue. The Parks’ son Larry married the Sims’ daughter, and lucky
Wendell Parks had both sets of his grandparents living side by side. Here,
the extended family prepares for a Sunday outing with horse and buggy in
1902. The oversize wheels were supposed to make the ride less bumpy.

Wendell Parks,
about 1904.
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Jan and Joanne Bordanaro,
daughters of Auda Bordanaro
and granddaughters of Bessie
Pingree, about 1926.

The Henry C. Hall
family, about 1917.

Lloyd Rea, about 1908.
His mother wrote on the back of this
photograph, “He never missed a ball.”
The James Stevens home, about 1910, later known as the Mahood home
after the Stevens’ daughter Maude married Del Mahood. The home stood
on the corner of Tamalpais Drive and Pixley Avenue until 1966, when the
Corte Madera Public Safety Building was constructed on this site.
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Lula Horne in 1908.

Percy Richards and his children, Harry, Robert, and
Dorothy, on the family’s Harley-Davidson motorcycle,
about 1922. Their home on Baltimore Avenue at the
end of Willow was built by Percy Richards.

The Louis Rea family in 1907.

Maude Stevens in her May
Day finery, about 1900.
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An Early Classroom
Corte Madera has region’s only school in 1872

A little
schoolhouse is
built in Corte
Madera for the
children of farmers
and ranchers in
Southern Marin

The second school in Corte Madera
was this two-story school built in 1895
on the old county road, across from
Frank and Amelia Pixley’s home.

T

HE FIRST SCHOOL IN THE REGION WAS A

small one-story building with rough,
unplaned redwood floors, built in 1872 on a
site donated by James McCue at the western
edge of his property. About 30 children from
all over the southern part of Marin came to
Corte Madera’s little schoolhouse. At that time,
Marin was divided into five districts, and Corte
Madera was included in the Sausalito school
district.
When a larger school was needed in 1894,
Amelia Pixley donated a half acre of land across
from her home at Owl’s Wood, and an adjacent
half acre was donated by Mrs. Alexander Forbes,
with the proviso that the land should always be
used for a school. Otherwise, it would revert to
the original owners or their heirs.
A new two-story frame schoolhouse with
four classrooms — two up and two down —
was designed by local architect Gustave Nagel
and constructed at a cost of $5,000 in 1895.
A wide hallway led from the front door
to a stairway at the far end. The upstairs class
rooms were separated by a long, narrow room
that served as a library. Outside, a picket fence
with a turnstile at the entrance enclosed the
schoolyard.
Amelia Pixley felt strongly that the new school
should carry the name of Corte Madera, and she
insisted upon it throughout the remaining years of
her life. When the school property was annexed
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by Larkspur, Corte
Madera residents stipu
lated that the name
Corte Madera must al
ways be included in or
der for the district to
keep receiving Corte
Madera’s share of
school funds.
By 1916, an even
larger school was
needed to accommo
Henry C. Hall.
date the growing number of
students, so a two-story stucco structure with
castle-like towers was attached to the front of
the older building. It had four classrooms
downstairs and two upstairs, as well as a sec
ond-story assembly hall. The hall served the
needs of the school as well as the growing
communities of Larkspur and Corte Madera.
Within five years, more classrooms and a
cafeteria were added in a separate structure
across a courtyard from the main building.
The original old two-story
schoolhouse was torn down
around 1929, and in about
1939 the towered stucco
structure was also taken
down for safety reasons.
The present LCM school
includes the classroom and
cafeteria structure, along with
an addition built after World
Corte Madera's second schoolhouse, built along the old county
dirt road that crossed Owl’s
Wood. The train behind the
school is approaching the
Corte Madera station. Corte
Madera Creek is visible in the
upper part of the photograph,
with the hills of Greenbrae
beyond, as they looked in 1896.

The towered stucco addition to the front of the school building was constructed in 1916, giving it a more urban look.
By then, the pastures of Owl’s Wood that once surrounded
the old school were gone, subdivided for homesites.

War II to meet the needs of the baby-boom
generation.
Two of the most outstanding early teachers
became principals and had long tenures as the
district’s educational leaders.

72 — AN EARLY CLASSROOM
Dr. Henry Clay Hall, known as “Professor
Hall” and affectionately called “Pop Hall” or
“Pops Hall,” lived on Christmas Tree Hill with
his wife and children.
Dr. Hall began teaching at the Corte
Madera school in 1906. He was considered a
strict disciplinarian, but he was also a man of
great humanity who was devoted to his stu
dents. For twenty years, Henry C. Hall in
spired them and won the gratitude and affec-

Neil Cummins and a
1926 class at LCM School.

tion of the entire community with his progres
sive approach to teaching.
Henry C. Hall retired in 1926 and was suc
ceeded by his assistant, Neil Cummins, who
served the district well for more than thirty
years until his own retirement in 1956.
In honor of these early educators, the
district’s middle school is named for Henry C.
Hall, and the elementary school is named for
Neil Cummins. ❧

AN EARLY CLASSROOM — 73

1920 Class at
LCM School.
One of the early classes at the
first school built at Owl’s Wood.
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Railroad Square
Train station is central to everything

The town
grows up
around the
train station
Waiting for the train at Corte Madera
station, about 1899. The horse and
buggy may have been there to carry
baggage. This little yellow clapboard
station was the first one built in Corte
Madera. It burned down about 1904,
when a tramp apparently started a
fire inside the building one night.

T

HE TRAIN STATION’S OLD CEMENT PLATFORM
could still be seen in the Square until
1994, when the park was renovated. Railroad
tracks ran on the flat strip that is today a land
scaped area just east of the paved parking lot in
Menke Park.
The first train station, a small yellow clap
board building, burned in 1904, and the newer
20x40-foot brown Craftsman-style train station
that replaced it also disappeared many decades
ago.
In the old days, there was a paid station mas
ter, with a telegraph machine chattering away, a
waiting room heated by a coal stove, and an
open-air waiting room for the summer season.

RAILROAD SQUARE — 75

Passengers in 1907 await arrival of the train at Corte
Madera Station, rebuilt in 1905. Both narrow gauge and
broad gauge tracks are visible in the foreground. A
wooden platform between the tracks is where passengers
taking a narrow-gauge train stepped on and off the train.
Notice the line of trees planted along the old county road
that would later become the state highway and is now
Corte Madera Avenue.

The old green wooden passenger cars had
velvet seats; later there were wicker chairs for
the passengers’ comfort. New steel trains had
red coaches with big sliding doors, and they
seated six people across — two on one side
and four on the other.

The Marin County Journal reported in
1906 that the train station at Corte Madera is
now the finest, cleanest, and most
comfortable waiting room and depot on the
whole line. The sides of the waiting room are
purposely left wide open so that there is a
current of air circulating on the warmest days,
a broad roof surmounts the whole, sheltering
people from heat or rain.

76 — RAILROAD SQUARE

During the 1920s, as many as twenty pas
senger trains a day and ten freight trains rolled
through town at all hours. The trains ran every
hour during the commute period and every
two hours at other times. A commute book,
good for each day in the month, cost $5.90.
The trip from Corte Madera to Sausalito took
10 to 12 minutes, and the Northwest Pacific
ferry boats took 30 to 35 minutes to reach San
Francisco from Sausalito.
Originally, only four or five automobiles
could be carried on the ferry, since fire regula
tions required that they had to be on the back
of the boat so they could be pushed overboard

Looking south across the Square about 1907.
The three-story building at the right has a sign that
says Jerry Adams Building on the front, and one
that says Madera Tavern on the side, just under
the roof line. The gentle slope seen surrounding
the station was graded and terraced when
Railroad Avenue (now Montecito Drive) was
constructed a few years later.

in case of fire. Later on, Golden Gate car fer
ries accommodated as many as twenty automo
biles at a time.
Even after all the passenger service was ter
minated in 1941, freight trains continued to
use the rail line through the tunnel once a day
until about 1970.
The engine’s whistle could be heard blocks
away as the train approached the crossing at
Redwood Avenue. Long wooden arms that
guarded the crossing would drop down to pre
vent cars from crossing the tracks until after
the train had passed.
To ensure that no car was caught on the
tracks when the barriers came down, a threeway stop at the intersection of Redwood Av
enue and Corte Madera Avenue allowed west
bound traffic to move ahead freely without
stopping.
Although the trains are long gone now, the
three-way stop still exists and is a source of
puzzlement to many drivers. ❧

RAILROAD SQUARE — 77
Stationmaster
Del Mahood at the
new Corte Madera
station in 1907.

Freight wagon awaiting the train at Corte Madera station, about 1898. In those days, the old
stage road linking San Rafael and Sausalito crossed the tracks at this point, where the end of
First Street is today. After a new crossing was established a block further north, this crossing
was closed because it was deemed dangerously steep, with poor visibility. The road that is
seen running eastward in this photo is now Tamalpais Drive.
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Historic District
Buildings to last 100 years go up around station

Livery stable,
hotel, and
churches are
the first to
be built

Local Episcopalians built Holy
Innocents church in the square, on
land donated by Emma Pixley. The
building was completed in 1901.

A

MONG THE FIRST COMMUNITY PROJECTS

were the building of churches, one Epis
copal and one Presbyterian, on land donated
by Emma Catharine Pixley.
Holy Innocents was built in 1901 and still
stands prominently to this day at the north
eastern corner of Old Corte Madera Square.
Until the 1980s, a large evergreen tree at the
church marked the Christmas season with
thousands of colorful lights.
The Presbyterian church was also built in
1901, on the old road above the Square. It was
converted several decades later into a multi
family dwelling after the Corte Madera and
Larkspur congregations merged.
The first business building in Corte Madera
was Jerry Adams’ three-story hotel and tavern
near the railroad station, known at various
times as Madera Tavern and Inn, Rea’s Tavern
and Hotel, and the Parkside Hotel. For the
past fifty years or so, retail shops or restaurants
have occupied the ground floor, with apart
ments above.
In about 1898, an amply-proportioned barn
was built facing the railroad station. It was used
until 1911 as a livery stable by John F. Allen, who
did heavy hauling with the horses he had brought
from the mines around Sutter’s Creek.
All of the freight brought in by train had to
be hauled by wagon to its specific destination.
Freight delivery was provided by Allen and his
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neighbor, Charles Wohlgamuth, owner of a
smaller barn around the corner.
Mr. Wohlgamuth also graded and sprinkled
the unpaved streets and collected the trash.
On the site of Mr. Wohlgamuth’s barn today
is a little cottage constructed with wood from the
barn that stabled his horses and wagons.
After horse and buggy days were gone,
Allen let several early automobile owners park
their shiny new vehicles in his big barn. At
some point he had the floor boarded over and
allowed local kids to use it for roller skating.
The barn’s loft was also home to Sam Sha’s
printshop for a long time.
The old barn became known by everyone
as simply “the store” while Buckley & Com
pany occupied it, from 1906 to 1956.

The first Presbyterian Church in the area was this one built in
1901 on the old county road, one block above the square.

When it closed, Buckley’s general store was
replaced by Corte Madera Hardware and a
laundromat. Today, the onetime livery stable
has been transformed into a luxurious spa facil
ity where Marin matrons enjoy beauty treat
ments in a ‘silk purse’ setting.
The undisputed hub of activity and impor
tance in the early days was Mahood’s store, ad
jacent to the Episcopal church. Del Mahood
came to Corte Madera in 1905 as the railroad
agent and stationmaster. He was also a tele
grapher, and after his brother Foster Mahood
joined him in town, the two of them operated
the local telephone agency, the post office, and
a sweet shop in their building.

80 — HISTORIC DISTRICT
When the Mahood brothers retired after de
cades of serving the townspeople, their building
became a cafe and the place to buy tickets for the
Greyhound bus. Its more recent tenants include a
custom-drapery business, coin shop, video store,
and archival supply shop and studio.
The former Parkside Market building, now
Corte Madera Cafe, was built about 1935 and
can be seen in many of the early photographs
of the Square.
The two-story stucco building in the next
block belonged to Bessie Pingree, who oper
ated Pingree Realty in the small cottage to the
Mahood Brothers built a new stucco facade on their
store adjacent to Holy Innocents church in about 1928.
The tile awning and ceramic tiles set at the sidewalk
level also gave the old building a modern look.

east, which has been a beauty parlor since the
realty office was closed in 1987.
The tiny building immediately west of the
hotel on First Street has been a butcher shop, a
coffee shop, a beauty shop, a florist’s, and is
now a consignment shop.
The small barn behind the hotel became a
hardware store, a mattress place, an antique
shop, a design studio, a gallery, and is currently
a video rental store.
Behind that on Montecito Drive (formerly
Railroad Avenue) stands a tall building once fa
miliar as the Ice and Coal Company, whose
owner made daily deliveries to local shops and
homeowners.
For a few years, the Square had an outdoor
dance platform, built by a Mr. Kemmerer shortly
after World War I in Railroad Park (now Menke
Park), on the Redwood Avenue side.
Around the corner and further up the old
highway, where B&B Auto Parts occupies a
building that has been there for seventy years,
was Broad’s Hall, a place often enjoyed for
dancing and roller skating.
In the small stucco building across Red
wood Avenue from Holy Innocents was the
Nelson Creamery, featuring fresh cream deliv
ered to the door of Corte Madera households
by the Nelson boys. Anton Nelson had a dairy
at Owl’s Wood, and around 1908 he built a
home behind the Creamery that remained in
the family for more than ninety years.
The larger stucco building housed the Com
munity Garage, established by Percy Richards
in 1925 for automobile storage, since no one
had garages. Due to popular demand, it soon
expanded to a full-fledged repair shop and ser
vice station. The McLeran Roofing Company
purchased the building and had their office in
part of it for many years. A yoga studio now
occupies the entire premises. ❧
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The barn across from the railroad station was built by James Allen about 1890 and was operated as a livery stable
business and a place to board horses. Allen delivered freight and did heavy hauling using horses brought down from
Sutter's Mill. The first automobiles that came to Corte Madera were kept in the old barn. In about 1908 the barn was
sold to Buckley & Company and operated as a general store for half a century. It has had several other tenants since
then, including Corte Madera Hardware, and the old barn has been recently renovated for a spa business, with artists’
studios above in the loft.

82 — HISTORIC DISTRICT

The old real estate building at the corner of Corte Madera Avenue and Redwood Avenue got an updated look with a
new stucco facade and tile roof trim about 1930. In those days, the business was operated by pharmacist Rosa
Shapira, who developed and patented her own special brand of tooth powder. Tony Graf’s barber shop and soda
fountain occupied the adjacent building until he built the new barber shop next door.

HISTORIC DISTRICT — 83

Bates Brothers Garage has been at the same location for more than seventy years, on the old highway north of the
square. The top view was in 1928; at bottom is the newly roofed building, now B & B Auto Parts, in about 1939.

84 — HISTORIC DISTRICT

The business district around the square in about 1935, as seen from Redwood Avenue. Holy Innocents church, the
Mahood Brothers’ remodeled store, the Parkside Market, and Buckley’s can all be seen in the middle of the photograph.
The palm trees that are today quite tall in Old Corte Madera Square are low enough to barely hide the cars parked near
the railroad tracks. Corte Madera Avenue, the old highway, crosses at the bottom of the photograph. At the upper left is
Palm Hill, still a grassy and mostly undeveloped area sloping down to the marsh. The tidal channel seen at the base of
Palm Hill inspired a potential developer to propose that an adjacent street be called Venice Avenue.

HISTORIC DISTRICT — 85

The Parkside Hotel is on the right, with the small
barn behind it, and the two-story building that
housed the ice and coal company at the far left,
about 1935. The concrete bollards above the
train track prevented cars from driving onto the
tracks, and the fence in the foreground
protected the electrified third rail.

The hotel building as
it looked in 1986.
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Built to Last
Century-old homes are still recognizable

Heritage homes
go up on
hillsides and
around the
square

Grace and Edgar J. Malmgren bought an acre
of property below the old highway (Corte
Madera Avenue) and built this house in 1909.
Members of the Malmgren family lived here
until the 1980s. The property included a barn
for the cow, the horse, and the buggy, as well
as a milk house and many fruit trees.
Grace Malmgren produced Gilbert and
Sullivan operettas throughout the county.

S

EVERAL DOZEN VENERABLE HOMES NEAR OLD

Corte Madera Square date from the turn of the
last century. The four two-story shingled homes on
the first curve of Corte Madera Avenue and two
others on the hill behind them were built more than
ninety years ago. Three have been extensively re
modeled, but one is carefully preserved just as it was
built and is still owned by the family that bought it
in the 1920s.
A little further up the old highway stands the
Bradbury “mansion,” built about 1900 by million
aire pawnbroker William Bradbury. The old home
was outfitted for use as a field hospital during
World War II, then divided into several apartments
more than fifty years ago.
Beyond that, standing prominently on a small spur
ridge, is the Hanseatic castle built by San Francisco at
torney Edgar C. Chapman in 1898. Chapman subdi
vided the property he owned on the hill across the
valley from his home, creating parcels billed as “villa
sites for people of quality”. Lots in his Chapman Park
tract were laid out along a narrow, winding road he
called Summit Avenue (later renamed Chapman
Drive) and the development had the distinction of be
ing served by its own train stop, Chapman Station. At
the same time, in other parts of town, cattle and
horses were run in open areas behind backyard fences,
and there were no sidewalks or paved streets. East of
the train station were only meadows and hayfields,
with a few homes along the old stage road leading to
Sausalito or scattered on the lower slopes. §
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Wendell Parks,
about 1910.

About 1900, Frank Voorhies built this house on First Street
(now Tamalpais Drive) for Mr. and Mrs. Arthur M.
Pingree. Bessie Pingree was an original member of the
Corte Madera Women’s Improvement Club and also
founded Pingree Realty in 1913.

The Pingree house as it looked in 1976. The huge palm
tree, now in the front yard, was once a small container
tree on the front porch railing.

William Bradbury built this home below the old highway
(now Corte Madera Avenue) as a summer residence,
then lived in it year-around after the 1906 earthquake.
With its large dance floor, the Bradbury mansion was the
scene of galas and weddings.

The Bradbury home looked much the same in 1976,
although it had been divided into several apartments
many years earlier.

88 — BUILT
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Wendell Parks,
about 1910.

The Rea family lived in this home on Montecito Drive built
in 1900 by the Wilson family and bought by San
Francisco Supervisor Louis Rea for his family of five in
1907. The Reas had a cow, two horses, a fine vegetable
garden, chickens, pigeons, and rabbits, and a
playground for the children. There was also a gas house
where the Reas made their own gas lighting, a wash
house with two big cement tubs, and a tool shop.

Lloyd Rea lived in the family home until 1985, when he
moved to a retirement center. This is how the Rea house
looked in 1987, after renovation by a new owner. Since
then, it has been even further renovated and restored.

Called “The Castlette” by townspeople, this home on
Redwood Avenue was a real estate office in the early
1900s for the sale of Christmas Tree Hill lots, as well as
the home of Morrison Pixley. During this period, he also
published an extraordinary magazine here, The Golden
Hinde, on handmade paper with handset type.

This home on Willow Avenue was once Corte Madera’s
first schoolhouse. It was remodeled and converted to a
home about 1895. Mr. and Mrs. J.C. Perry and their son
lived in the house during Corte Madera’s formative years.
Since the 1930s it has been the home of the Ferrera
family. This is how it looked in 1976.
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Wendell Parks,
about 1910.

On five acres of property that were part of the original
1834 land grant to John Reed, Clyde Simon built this
cottage in the 1930s and called his place the Hidden
Valley Ranch. This is the oldest residence in the bayside
part of town, and the Simon family continues to live on
the ranch, in a newer home, amidst meadows and
sloping hills.

This home on lower Redwood Avenue, near the Town
Park, was originally known as “Moore's Hall.” Town
meetings were held here in the early days of Corte
Madera, and groups such as Woodsmen of the World
met upstairs in Moore's Hall. This view was in 1976.

One of a group of six substantial homes built shortly after
1900 above the square along what is now Corte Madera
Avenue, this home looked much the same in 1976, when
this photo was taken, as it did then.

Ivan Sponseller grew up in this home on lower Redwood
Avenue, behind the square, during the 1920s and 1930s.
It has been remodeled since then, but is still
recognizable, shown here as it was about 1936.

90 — BUILT
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Overmarsh (now Villa Madera)
shown in an early rendering.
Villa Madera is regarded as one of the finest residential
examples of Arts and Crafts architecture in Marin County. The
house was built before 1905. The grand design and
architectural details suggest that it was designed either by
Bernard Maybeck or someone close to him, but the original
records have been lost. Once called Overmarsh, it was first in
the Sherman family and then owned by Frank Keever and his
wife, Hazeltine Sherman Keever, when it was the manor house
for Meadowsweet Farm Dairy. The house was owned by Hugh
Porter for a short time after the dairy closed in 1936, but has
been the home of the Sanford/Dunn family since 1940. For
the past sixty years, it has been known as Villa Madera. The
photograph shows the house as it looked in 1976.
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The home of Benjamin Scouler, Corte Madera’s first mayor, still stands at the corner of Baltimore Avenue and Walnut
Avenue. His daughter Clara Scouler is shown here on her horse, about 1916.

A walking tour of the old town area around the
Square was written up by Harry Richards in 1988.
Recent remodeling changes may have made some
buildings hard to recognize, but it is a pleasant walk that
gives more than a hint of what old Corte Madera was like.
His reminiscences of familiar places and events
add much enjoyment to the experience.
A guide to the walk is available upon request
from the Corte Madera Community Foundation.
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Cars Come to Town
Parks and roads are established

Corte Madera
is on the
main road to
everywhere

Paving Crescent Avenue, about 1915.
Until then, there were few roads on the hill,
and none were paved.

T

HE HEART OF CORTE MADERA WAS THE
square around the train station, enhanced
by efforts of the Women’s Club, which planted
and maintained a graciously landscaped park
known for decades as Railroad Park. It was
designated as Menke Park in the early 1950s,
after the Town leased the land from the rail
road and took over maintenance of the area.
At the time that the ladies began trying to
dress up Corte Madera’s front doorstep, the
north-south county road did not go over Corte
Madera Ridge as it does today. The old wagon
road between San Rafael and Sausalito came
through San Anselmo and Larkspur to Old
Corte Madera Square, where it traveled over
Park Street (now Tamalpais Drive) in front of
the businesses facing the train station.
This dirt road then turned eastward, ambling
along a course that turned south at today’s
Sausalito Street, winding over the saddle of the
hill into Alto Bowl. From there, it edged around
Richardson Bay and into Sausalito.
“Travelers going over Old Sausalito Road
often rested their horses at the summit after
leaving Corte Madera via the hidden valley,”
wrote William I. Pixley. “There they enjoyed a
magnificent vista of trees nestling in gulches,”
wide grassy meadows, and the bay beyond.
Not until 1909 did the County lay out an
official road crossing Corte Madera Ridge at
Camino Alto. A well worn horse trail leading

CARS COME

into Mill Valley had been established decades
earlier in that area. Today’s hikers can find it
by following the Harvey Warne Trail.
The County’s new dirt road was a sea of mud
in the winter, nearly impassable for weeks at a
time. It was paved in 1914, when the County
constructed a 16-foot-wide concrete and mac
adam highway over Corte Madera Ridge to
Sausalito, at a cost of almost $15,000 per mile.
After the state financed paving project was
completed, this steep, winding road served as
State Highway One. Oldtimers remember
heavy truck traffic from northern California us
ing it, as well as thousands of motorists return
ing to San Francisco following a weekend in
the country. On Sunday nights, cars were often
backed up as far as Kentfield on the old high
way, waiting for hours to get on the Sausalito
ferry to San Francisco.
Many travelers in those days stopped off
for rest and refreshment at the Tam O’Shanter

TO
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Old highway (now Corte Madera Avenue)
before it was paved, with the Bradbury home
at center of photograph.

“tavern with a view,” located at the top of
Corte Madera grade on land where famed at
torney Jake Ehrlich subsequently built a week
end retreat that was later owned by rock im
presario Bill Graham.
Mary Schwerdt remembered how much
young people enjoyed stopping for fresh straw
berry waffles with whipped cream on top at
the Tam O’Shanter after a night of dancing at
the Rose Bowl in Larkspur in the 1920s.
The town’s speed cop in those days was
Tommy Wentworth, who clocked the traffic at
the corner of the state highway in a Model T
Ford with a brass radiator and yellow wheels.
The coming of the railroad brought the first
great change to Corte Madera near the end of
the nineteenth century, enabling San
Franciscans to make an easy commute from

94 — CARS COME
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Looking west from upper Chapman Drive about 1913, with railroad tracks and Chapman Station at bottom of
photograph. The Malmgren home and Chapman “castle” can be identified just left of center, and homes along the old
highway (now Corte Madera Avenue) and Redwood Avenue are seen at right.

their summer cottages in Marin to their work
places in the City.
The railroad tunnel under Corte Madera
Ridge spurred growth and development by
providing a fast connection with San Francisco,
where most residents were employed, and the
new state highway over Corte Madera Ridge
made automobile travel feasible.
The next great change came with construc
tion of the Redwood Highway across Corte
Madera’s marshland in 1929. This replaced the
old state highway over Corte Madera Ridge

that was until then the only north-south route
on this side of the bay.
Tidal waters sometimes rose up on both
sides of the highway crossing the marsh, giving
motorists a sense of trepidation as they drove
atop the dike that formed the roadbed.
The opening of the Golden Gate Bridge in
1937 marked the beginning of the third
great change, but the intervening war years
that followed brought a pause before the full
impact of a direct San Francisco-Marin link
was felt. ❧

CARS COME

Bates Brothers Garage in 1928, the only garage
between Sausalito and San Anselmo when Harold
Bates started it in 1919. There were only six
automobiles in Corte Madera then, and business was
virtually nil between October and March. Bates
remembered being called at least once a month
during the winter to haul a car off the road that
climbed over the ridge. He charged $25 to pull out a
car that had gone over the side or conked out while
laboring up the steep grade. Those jobs kept the
business going for the rest of the year.

Harold “Bingo” Bates with
Mary Connolly during their
engagement. Harold and Mary
Bates raised their children in the
house next to the business
and lived there for 75 years.
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Prefabricated garages brought in by Percy Richards in 1928
and installed alongside the railroad right-of-way, just north
of the square. Few homes had garages, and he was able to
rent the prefabs out by the month.

Newly paved Crescent Road in about 1915. A few lots
had been developed, but others remained for sale at prices
ranging from $50 to $200, usually payable at $1 a month.

CARS COME

Families without a car sometimes hiked to Paradise
Cove for daylong outings. Around 1910, this Corte
Madera family brought along kids’ coasters, and they
dug clams, making chowder in five-gallon milk cans.

Frank Parks took his
family out for a
Sunday ride in his new
1912 Premier, driving
past the orchards
on the McCue property.
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Getting Organized
Rustic life becomes more suburban

Residents moving
over from the
city clamor for
up-to-date public
safety services and
better utilities

Hose carts for firefighting,
stored in garage on the hill.

S

UMMER COTTAGES WERE EVENTUALLY JOINED

by new homes built for year-around use.
Permanent residents were eager to have the
same amenities they had enjoyed when they
lived in San Francisco.
Before long, some of Corte Madera’s rustic,
rural qualities gave way to the impetus for
street lights, sanitary sewers, graded roads, and
water mains for household and fire protection
use.
Utility services, opposed by those who were
against taxation and/or urbanization, had
enough support to win approval at special elec
tions held to set tax rates and elect residents to
run the various service districts.
Up to this point, household water came
either from wells, springs, or was purchased
when the water wagon came around. In fact,
the notorious James McCue’s first entrepre
neurial endeavor in Marin County involved
selling water from his wagon in 1863.
By 1910 there were enough year-around
residents to make it profitable for someone
who owned a source of water to lay pipes and
sell it through a local distribution system.
Several major landowners had established
private water companies, channeling springs on
their properties into large reservoirs. Springs
filled these reservoirs with a sufficient supply
to serve all those residents not fortunate
enough to have their own wells.

GETTING ORGANIZED — 99
The Chapman Water Works produced a
flow of 10,000 gallons a day from a tunnel
Edgar Chapman had dug in the hills behind his
home on Corte Madera Ridge. William
Bradbury also built a large reservoir that was
fed by a spring coming off the hill.
The purity and quality of Marin’s water
was so cherished by San Franciscans that they
transported it across the bay in waterboats.
Eventually the Marin Municipal Water Dis
trict took over all the smaller companies, ex
tending pipelines throughout the region.

Members of the Corte Madera Volunteer Fire
Department in front of Station No. 1, between
Mahood’s and Holy Innocents church, about 1916.

A vigorous volunteer fire department was
formed in 1908 and provided fire protection
with a chemical engine and two hosecarts. One
of the hosecarts was stationed adjacent to
Mahood’s Store, in a station erected for $214,
and the other one was kept at Roberts’ Garage
on Redwood Avenue at Morningside.
Corte Madera’s first fire truck was a small
Chevrolet Pope Hartford acquired in 1916.
Twelve years later, voters approved a bond is
sue to purchase an American LaFrance pumper.
At 500 gallons per minute, it was the pride and
glory of the volunteer fire department in 1928.
The volunteers incorporated in 1930 and
raised funds to build a new fire station to
house the truck on the corner of Willow and

100 — GETTING ORGANIZED
First Streets (now Tamalpais Drive). For the
next forty years, they provided virtually all of
the fire protection to the town.
Community needs at this time were overseen
by elected directors of the local sanitary district,

fire commission, road district, and school board,
as well as by members of church groups and the
many public spirited citizens who comprised the
Corte Madera Improvement Club, the Women’s
Club, and the small business community. ❧

The Corte Madera Fire Department team had new baseball uniforms when this photograph was taken in 1913. Members
of the department played teams from other towns on a field at the corner of the marsh, now the corner of Tamalpais Drive
and Pixley Avenue. That was once the spot where Dr. James McCue had a race track where he exercised the trick horses
featured in his traveling circus.

GETTING ORGANIZED — 101

Bill Nelson, shown here in 1966,
was a member of the Corte
Madera Volunteer Fire Department
for fifty years. He contributed to the
life of the community in many
ways, including leading the way
toward getting Town Park
established. Both Bill Nelson
and his brother Frank served as
chiefs of the police and fire
departments in Corte Madera.

Cards like this were distributed to
every household, so that when the
fire whistle blew, everyone would
know what part of town was involved
and could respond appropriately.
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Volunteer firemen in
1931, at ceremonial
groundbreaking for
new fire station.

First fire truck at
Station No. 1,
with town dog Laddie.
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Corte Madera
Volunteer Fire
Department
members at
groundbreaking
ceremony for new
fire station at corner
of First Street and
Willow Avenue
in 1931.
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Former fire station, sold by the Volunteer Fire
Department to the Town in 1966. Since that time,
it has served as the Corte Madera Town Hall.

New fire station at the corner of Willow Avenue and First Street
(Tamalpais Drive), constructed in 1931 with funds raised by the
volunteer firemen. The elected fire chief was a Town employee, and
the Town leased office space for the chief from the volunteers. The
building housed the Town’s fire engines until 1966, when a new
public safety building was constructed at Tamalpais and Pixley.
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Frank Nelson joined the 20-man volunteer fire department in 1934 and served
Corte Madera with honor for forty years, retiring as the town’s fire chief in 1974.
He was appointed chief of police and tax collector in 1943, and served at
various times as town clerk, building inspector, plumbing inspector, electrical
inspector, street superintendent, and poundmaster, as well as being chief of
volunteers for many years. In 1969 he became the town’s first fulltime paid fire
chief. Here, Chief Frank Nelson is shown accepting a commendation from the
State Senator Peter Behr.
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Ladies Take Charge
Women’s Club makes Corte Madera a better place

Street lights
are paid for with
women’s gold

Mary Eastman, shown
here about 1900, was
a community leader in
early Corte Madera.

O

VERALL, MOST OF THE FUNCTIONS NOT
relegated to the various boards and commissions seemed to fall to the Women’s Club.
Founded in 1906, the Women’s Club undertook a
wide range of community projects to benefit the
town.
Nothing escaped the attention of the Women’s
Club, whose members pitched in to supply hot
food for weary firefighters, circulated petitions in
favor of women’s suffrage and a better road system, planted landscaping along public thoroughfares, garnered plots of land for park use throughout the town, and sustained the residents’ social,
cultural, and philanthropic activities for many
years.
On Christmas Eve in 1907, the town’s first 32
street lights, proposed and paid for with $250 in
gold raised by the Women’s Club, were lit. It
brought a major improvement in safety. The
Women’s Club also paid the town’s electric bills to
keep the streetlights shining.
Determined to make Corte Madera cleaner and
healthier, the Women’s Club also took on the task of
improving sanitary conditions. Issues that commanded their attention included proper disposal of
rubbish, sanitation at the livery stable and cow corrals, mosquito abatement, and removal of poison oak.
The women were also watchful of broken
boards in the town’s boardwalks, and were willing
to supply the materials and hire young boys to do
the repairs.
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Leading ladies of the Corte Madera Women’s Club on
Park Day, 1908: from left: Unknown, Mrs. Darling,
Charlotte Rude, Mary Hart, Mary McDonald, Mrs.
Sammy Woods, Mary Eastman.

From the first, members of the Women’s
Club were interested in beautifying the town.
They decided to clean up the muddy blight
around the train station and replace it with a
park. M.F. Pixley donated a strip of land for
the park, and William Bradbury agreed to furnish sufficient water for irrigation.
Impossible as it may be for today’s readers
to imagine that anything could be done at
lightning speed, the ladies managed to make it
happen. The initial meeting of the Women’s

Club and the more business-oriented Improvement Club to discuss plans for the project took
place on February 11, 1908. On the next day,
the site was plowed and graded, with posts set
for fencing. Within another day, rock was
hauled in for the retaining wall that would
form the base of the iron fence to enclose a
100x300 feet area directly opposite the depot.
Photographs of the festive dedication ceremony on Park Day, February 22, 1908, confirm that the entire project was completed
from start to finish in less than two weeks.
Widening and beautifying the main street
between the railroad station and the stores was
another longtime priority for the Women’s
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Club. With help from the Improvement Club
and other local groups, the project was finally
organized in 1914. Supervisor Burke promised
the use of County horse teams. Rock for the
roadbed was donated. Labor and teams were
offered from various sources. The railroad
company promised dirt and gravel.
Finally, the street was graded and rocked,
On Park Day, February 22, 1908, members of the Women’s
Club flanked a local dignitary at the dedication of the new
Railroad Park that was planned, sponsored, and created by
the ladies. It was a linear park that ran parallel to the
railroad tracks, on the east side. The park was later moved
to the west side of the train station so that Park Street (now
Tamalpais Drive) could be widened to its full 40-foot width.

with the right of way graded down to the sidewalk. The narrow parkway was edged with
palms and flowers along the entire one block
length on the station side. A post and wire
fence was installed to protect the plants from
being trampled.
All this was just the beginning of what the
Women’s Club had in mind.
The ladies petitioned Congress on behalf of
women’s suffrage until women finally obtained
the right to vote in 1920.
They worked tirelessly to raise money for
town improvements by doing fine stitchery and
other handwork, holding bake sales, and organizing cultural or social events.
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When fires occurred, they took care of the
stricken families until they could be reestablished. If there were forest fires in the area, the
ladies worked around the clock to feed teams
of weary firefighters.
During the Depression, the club collected
donations of food, clothing, furniture and
wood for neighbors in need.
In later years, the Women’s Club adopted
elementary school classes at local schools and

provided support for wounded veterans.
When the Recreation Center was built in
1951, funding was donated by the Women’s
Club from the sale of a lot purchased for their
own building. The club then raised funds each
year to add amenities to the Rec Center.
To this day, members of the Women’s Club
continue to work with other town organizations on many local causes. ❧

Railroad Park in Old Corte Madera Square was landscaped and maintained for many years by members of the Corte
Madera Women’s Club for the enjoyment of the community. This view of the Square shows the park in 1926.
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Growing Pains
Corte Madera “Booster” stirs things up

The Corte Madera
Booster promotes
growth and
civic pride

S

EVERAL INDIVIDUALS WITH INDOMITABLE PER-

sonalities took charge of the yet-to-be town,
organizing and upgrading everything and everyone in good fashion. By 1913, community
consciousness was at its zenith.
Although special purpose districts with
elected directors were sometimes in contention
with civic groups bent on a different mission,
everyone in town seemed to be involved in
some kind of civic improvement.
That year, the Corte Madera Improvement
Club published a charming little monthly bulletin entitled The Corte Madera Booster, which
gives a vivid and appealing picture of the community, its personalities, issues, and activities as
they were in 1913.
Filled with admonitions intended to galvanize support for upgrading the town’s appearance and improving private property, the
Booster enthusiastically promoted those local
groups and individuals who were most industrious about doing their part.
Especially interesting to present-day readers
are candid accounts of efforts to diminish apathy, generate civic pride and unity, and reconcile the age-old conflict between pro-growth
and limited-growth factions of the community.
Even the vote authorizing extension of
sewer mains to carry effluent out to the bay
was seen by some civic leaders as a threat to
the smalltown character and quality of little
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Corte Madera, resulting in the resignation of
such notables as William Eastman from office.
“Why should the people of Corte Madera be
so divided?” asked W. R. Trusty in the Booster
of October 1913.
Much of the local acrimony was sparked by
conflict over proposals for civic improvements
that required local funding, such as road building assessments.
An article in the Booster admonished residents for their shortsightedness:
There are still a few who are actually
opposed to making any improvement at all
on the ground that we cannot afford it
because property is cheap, rents are low, and

Corte Madera
townfolk rally
in support of
the “Vote Dry”
campaign
in 1917.

many of our houses are vacant during the
winter months. But these conditions are
mainly due to our unimproved roads and
streets, and therefore they are the very reasons
property and rents will advance to a
reasonable figure and our people will not
migrate to San Francisco when the wet
weather sets in. While Corte Madera is
endowed with much natural beauty and a
balmy climate, yet these are more than offset
by the fine streets, sidewalks, and public parks
of dozens of other suburban towns.
... That accounts for the phenomenal growth
in other towns such as Berkeley and Palo Alto,
and the equally phenomenal lethargy of Corte
Madera.
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The local Improvement Club, under the
leadership of an exceptionally capable, civicminded attorney, John J. Mazza, mounted a
clean-up crusade. Everyone got into the act.
The editor of the Booster contributed fifteen
gallons of first-grade green paint to be used on
board fences, sidewalk rails, etc.
Each of the eighteen issues of the Booster published in 1913-1914 (before editor B.Y. Morris
died suddenly of a heart attack at his desk) contained a plethora of plaudits for those civic minded
citizens who were enthusiastically sprucing up their
property and boostering the town.
Those who were neglectful of their property’s appearance or apathetic about participating in efforts to improve the tiny community
were admonished in no uncertain terms.
“We have too many cheapskates,” wrote Morris, “too many people who will not come out and
fraternize, or work, unless we advertise on every
body’s fence that we are going to touch their pocket
books. Then it’s come early and avoid the rush.”
Frustrated by the general lack of interest in
attending meetings organized to educate and inform, Morris said to his readers:
A few — a very few of the best of us, attended
the Improvement Club meeting on August 7th,
The Louis Rea family goes riding.

and listened to an interesting talk on Home Rule
in Taxation by Mr. Ames of San Rafael. There will
be at least eighteen intelligent votes on the subject
in our precinct. We apologize for the Improvement
and Women’s Clubs and our citizens in general.
We seem to be always apologizing for something
in Corte Madera.
It was a pleasant evening, no other social event
was on, Mr. Rea had kindly donated his hall (a
kindness shown to the Club for all their regular
meetings) and you were offered something for
nothing and you were too lazy to accept it.
The hook-worm has a good firm grip on the
majority of our townspeople, and they seem
about ready for that ten feet of earth, where
the earth-worm may feed upon them and
disturb them not.

The ongoing conflict between several groups
with different interests was apparent in articles that
appeared in the Marin Journal as well.
Residents who had vacation accommodations
to rent were sometimes aligned with those who
had property that could be developed if a strong
real estate market was created. They were both interested in getting amenities that would be appealing to vacationers and newcomers.
Other residents whose time and attention
were directed more toward caring for their livestock and their vegetable gardens were not as
willing to be taxed for public amenities that they
felt were unnecessary.
The debates raged on within the town,
sometimes bitterly, as strong-minded individuals
dug in their heels on issues requiring voter approval to raise taxes.
However, there was as much concern about
the philosophical implications of growth as
there was about its cost. That conflict would
emerge again and again in Corte Madera in the
years to come. ❧
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A Real Town Emerged
Corte Madera grows into being a municipality

Property
owners’ desire
for growth and
improvement
overcomes

View of old Corte Madera from
the railroad dike across the
flooded marsh, about 1920

T

PANAMA-PACIFIC EXPOSITION OF
1915 brought much excitement and publicity to Marin County, which was touted to
international visitors as “the Switzerland of
America.”
Corte Madera hoped for its share of Exposition visitors, boasting that:
HE GREAT

Nature has given us a magnificent setting.
Grand old Tamalpais in the extreme back
ground, the semi-circle of beautiful hills
nearby, and in the foreground the beautiful
waters that gleam like silver at night and
range from gray to blue in the day time....

Around that same time, the Tamalpais
magazine featured Corte Madera, stating,
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In no other part of the whole world do all the
prerequisites to an ideal suburban community
combine so fully and so appropriately as they
do in this charming locality. Nature has been
unusually generous in giving us a most lavish
and picturesque combination of marine,
mountain, and sylvan landscape and scenery....
The climate is ideal.... Transportation facilities
are unexcelled.... The school facilities are
among the best in the state....

The author speaks of factory sites to be occupied on the lands toward the bay and predicts that
it will be only a matter of a few years before deepwater dockage will be provided along the bay shore.
Fifty years later, those plans were yet to be
realized. In the same 1913 article, a prediction
was made that Corte Madera would not incorporate, preferring to await the day when all the
Marin communities would band together as a
single city. In fact, a resolution favoring the consolidation of Corte Madera with Larkspur and
Kentfield was unanimously adopted by the Improvement Club in January 1914.
However, less than three years later, the citizens of Corte Madera voted 140 to 46 in favor
of incorporation and, on June 12, 1916, a man
whom some considered a no-growth advocate,
Benjamin Scouler, became the first mayor of
Corte Madera.

“At least ninety percent of the letters received
indicate a strong sentiment in favor of cleaner
streets and gutters, more and better side-walks, better roads, shade trees on the streets, public waste
cans for paper. The above improvements are much
needed and can be done with a small amount of
money and labor, if the right spirit prevails. It is the
opinion of the writer that Corte Madera’s most urgent need is more of a ‘get-together’ spirit; more

Corte Madera’s first mayor,
Benjamin Scouler in 1913

“For the next thirty years, the various public
offices were rotated among the residents who
laid the groundwork for future development as
a small, conservative residential community,”
wrote Catharine Pixley Robson.
Intentional or not, the population of Corte
Madera did not increase significantly during
the next 30 years. ❧

unity of thought and purpose; more concentration
upon the particular work to be done; more of a
‘give-and-take’ spirit; that is, more willingness to
forget ourselves and our old opinions, and yield to
the opinion of our neighbor at times; less working
for credit and self-glorification, and more working
for the good of all.”

(Letter in the Booster — 1913)
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On a Fast Track
Commuting to the city, where the jobs are

Rail and ferry
system excels in
getting people
to and from the
city quickly

Morning commute run on
the tracks near Willow Street
as it approaches Chapman
station, about 1935.

D

ESPITE THE EXTRAVAGANT RHETORIC USED

to describe Corte Madera, its population was
composed principally of working people. From
the beginning, this was a suburban community
whose residents held jobs in San Francisco, for the
most part.
Ferry boats were virtually the only mode of transportation between San Francisco and Corte Madera
in the early days. In terms of today’s transit timetables, the 45-minute trek between the two points via
ferry boat to Sausalito and the 1902 electric suburban train to Corte Madera for $5 a month is not to
be scoffed at. Ladies, it should be noted, were transported at a discount price of $3 a month.
By 1920 railroad ferries and trains carried 18,756
passengers a day between Sausalito and San Francisco, and at the end of the decade, diesel auto ferries
left Sausalito every 15 minutes, 24 hours a day.
People had to walk on muddy streets to the train
station. When they got there, they would stick their
muddy shoes beneath a seat and change into a clean
pair for the trip to San Francisco. On return, their
muddy shoes would be waiting for them under the
bench.
A 1915 sales brochure for Corte Madera
homesites boasted:
A delightful ride across the bay on one of the fast
Sausalito boats and a five-minute trip on one of
the North Shore electric trains, which connect
with every boat, and you are at Chapman Park.
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Passengers parked their cars at the station in 1928
when they caught the morning commute run.
Transfer of express and mail at the Corte Madera station,
where local boys picked up San Francisco newspapers
early each morning for home delivery.
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Sonia Brandt lived in one of the homes just above the
square. She remembers riding The Special to Tam
High in the late 1920s. Sonia, shown here in 1927,
later came back to live in the family home with her
husband, Dick DeLew, and their son Richard.

Students in those days rode The Special to
Tamalpais High School, which was the only
high school in the district, until passenger service was discontinued in 1941.
The Special consisted of five cars — a boys
car, a girls car, and three mixed cars. Its morning run began each weekday in Manor, picking
up students at every station along the way to
Almonte, where the train backed onto a siding
behind Tamalpais High School and remained
there until school was out. Another Special
came from Sausalito each morning, picking up
students from southern Marin.
Most Corte Madera kids rode The Special
although a few of the boys chose to hike over
the hill and back, instead. Woe to any student
who was kept after school for some infraction,
since he or she would miss the return trip of
The Special and have to walk home, a distance
of several miles. ❧

The Special at the
Corte Madera station in 1937.
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Commuter special leaving Corte Madera station
on the tracks behind Palm Avenue, about 1935.

Train coming out of the tunnel under
Corte Madera Ridge, about 1968.

Entrance to tunnel under Corte Madera Ridge being
plugged with truckloads of concrete in 1980.
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Northwestern Pacific
route map, 1910.
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Around the Square
Local merchants are important to everyone

Personal service
and friendly
relationships
are the rule

R

ESIDENTS AND VACATIONERS ALIKE DEPENDED

on local merchants near the railroad station. People shopped each day for fresh meat
and produce in the days before electric service
and refrigeration changed household routines.
Corte Maderans were loyal customers of
their neighbors who had businesses in town.
Some of the most memorable local businesses
were:

Buckley & Company

“Buckley’s was a huge barn of a
store where you could buy a penny’s
worth of cinnamon bark or a tube of
beebees for your air rifle, and some
staples like food,” Dudley Key
remembered. Buckley’s as it
looked in about 1928, below.

For generations, Corte Maderans shopped
at Buckley & Co., the store extraordinaire
located in the former livery stable building at
the corner of today’s Tamalpais Drive and
Serra Street.
From 1911 until 1957, Mert Bain and his
sister-in-law, Eda Nagel, served the families of
the town at Buckley’s. For many years, Mert
Bain himself delivered groceries to the town’s
200 winter residents and 500 summer residents, first with a familiar horse and wagon,
later with an International Harvester truck that
had a shining brass nameplate.
Folks bought groceries mostly on credit,
and during the depths of the Depression, a
number of local families were carried through
lean times by Mert Bain, who continued to
supply food as it was needed.
A description of this fine old Corte Madera
institution was written by Catharine Pixley
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Robson when the store closed its
doors for the last time on New
Year’s Eve 1957:
It was always ‘The Store’ and
its wide aisles were lined with
deep bins of flour, raisins,
sugar, grains, crackers, and
cookies. Out in back were
sacks of coal, bags of chicken
feed, bales of hay, stacks of
wood, jugs of vinegar, and
spigots that let either
turpentine or coal oil into
your empty jar. Each year
there were Christmas trees
out back and, in good
weather, the shelves of a bake
sale or rummage sale were
moved in there for free.

Upstairs, a printer’s shop
housed Sam Sha’s hand presses. In
early days, the livery stable’s horse Mahood Brothers’ store
stalls held the town’s two horseless looked like this in 1915.
carriages, whose owners couldn’t
or wouldn’t drive them up the
muddy roads to their homes.

Mahood’s
and Other Stores
Oldtimers remember other
popular businesses in the Village
Square, especially the Mahood
Brothers’ store, which housed
the post office and the telephone
exchange, as well as ice cream,
sweets, tobacco, and other sundries. Beginning in 1905 and
lasting until 1950, Mahood’s
was the place everyone in town
went at least once a day.
For more than fifty years,

Mahood Brothers’ first store, called the
Central Bakery and Delicatessen when
this photograph was taken around 1905,
faced the railroad station. Holy Innocents
church is visible on the left.
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residents picked up their mail at
a postal window. It was located
most of that time in Mahood
Brothers’ store, and for a
shorter time after that at the
Parkside Hotel.
Home delivery didn’t come
to town until 1953-54, when a
U.S. Post Office building was
built on First Street to the west
of the old hotel.

Parkside Hotel
In 1911, Louis Rea bought
the hotel, then called Hotel Madera, from
Jerry Adams. Built just south of the railroad
station, the hotel had a porch all around the
building, a restaurant and bar with a fireplace,
and a pool table.
Louis Rea helped prepare many delectable
dishes in Madera Tavern, the hotel restaurant,
where 35 cents was the cost of a full dinner.
The hotel’s top floor consisted of many small
rooms for single men.
Baseball was a favorite pastime around
1914, and during the dry season, Corte
Madera’s volunteer fire department team
played every Sunday on the field in the marsh,
where there was a little grandstand.
Louis Rea put two or three showers in the
hotel so that visiting teams would have a place
to wash up and dress. After the game, all the
boys would come in for a drink or two.

Rea’s Pavilion
Rea also built a large hall known as Rea’s Pavilion at the other end of the block. It had a set of
stairs going up to the front door from each side.
Rea welcomed the use of his hall by community
groups, and town meetings or ‘mass meetings’

Louis Rea’s hotel, built by Jerry Adams in 1898,
was at the corner of First Street and
Railroad Avenue, facing the train station.

were held there. The Corte Madera Improvement
Club met regularly at Rea’s Pavilion, performances were presented on the little stage, and
dances were held there, too.
By 1914, Louis Rea had arranged for a Mr.
LaBorie to show moving pictures at the Pavilion on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday nights,
with tickets at 5 cents for children and 10 cents
for adults. Yesterday’s idols, Charlie Chaplin,
Theda Bara, and Wallace Read appeared on the
silver screen at Rea's Pavilion before an audience seated on folding chairs.
The theater was run by Mary Hart in the
1920s, when Del Mahood had the ice cream
Louis Rea’s Parkside Hotel and Rea’s Pavilion in 1913.
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concession and sold ice
cream out of a bucket to
moviegoers. Elsie
Thierbach remembered
that “five minutes before
the movie started, they
blew a bugle to get you
down there.”
Rea sold the hotel and
pavilion about 1919, and
the hall was later torn
down. The site of Rea’s
Pavilion was empty until
occupied by a U.S. post office building in 1954, but
the hotel is still in use as a
shop and apartments.
Other favorite business establishments included Bill Wyatt’s fruit
and vegetable stand next
to Buckley’s, Chris
Spiegel’s grocery and
then C. Grosjean & Co.
grocers on the corner at
Serra Street. There was
Schneider’s butcher shop
by the hotel, Nelson’s
Creamery at Palm and
Redwood, Peter
Epidendio’s field-ripened
produce store at Corte
Madera Avenue and Redwood Avenue, and Bates
Garage around the corner on the old highway.
C. Leonard’s Ice and
Coal Company behind
the hotel was essential to
every local household.
After Bill Wyatt retired,
the Schenone family
opened the Parkside

THE

SQUARE — 125

126 — AROUND

THE

SQUARE
Market in the same block, selling fresh produce
and groceries for half a century afterwards.
Behind the somewhat modern facades attached to many of these buildings in the 1930s,
the old, original structures with their peaked
rooflines can still be seen.
In the past, several automobile service stations
were located in the block surrounding the square,
one on the northeast corner of Corte Madera Avenue and Redwood, and two on opposite sides of
Tamalpais Drive at Willow. All of them have been
gone for many years now. ❧

Luella Parks and a
friend pose in front of
Spiegel’s Grocery
truck, which was used
to deliver groceries to
homes all over Corte
Madera in the 1920s
and 1930s.
Mahood Brothers’ sstore
and Parkside Produce
Market, about 1935.
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A Chinese produce vendor
brought his wares to Corte
Madera with a horse and
wagon. He carried fresh
produce from house to
house in baskets on a pole,
and later transported his
produce in a small truck. At
holiday time, he sold
special treats such as lichee
nuts and coconut candy.

The Nelson family's Corte Madera Creamery was at the northeast corner of
the Square, with a soda fountain, dairy products, eggs, and delicious cream
puffs. The Nelson boys delivered milk and cream in a shiny white truck.
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Long Remembered
Hometown traditions endure for decades

Longtime residents
remember the
good old days
with affection

May Day celebration
at the school in 1933.

O

LDTIMERS HAVE MANY FOND RECOLLECTIONS

of participating in traditional events and
activities that were important parts of community life in days past.
May Day had special significance in the lives of
Corte Madera children when it was celebrated as a
gala festival with Maypole dances intricately performed by costumed youngsters at the schoolyard.
Oldtimers recall memorable countywide May Day
celebrations at the Kent Estate in later years.
Operettas were staged in the Assembly Hall
at the school, with local talent contributing to
all aspects of the productions.
Socials, dances, card parties, whist tournaments, and other such pastimes were popular
with the grownups, while kids in those days
rolled hoops around the neighborhood, played
stick ball, and hiked in the hills.
Mushrooms grew in the train tunnels, and
boys would sometimes dart in to pluck them.
Lots of kids hunted jackrabbits in the marsh.

LONG REMEMBERED — 129

May Day performance of operetta written
and directed by Charlotte Conow in 1930.

School children gather for parade on
May Day, 1916. Henry C. Hall is at
left center, overseeing the formation.

Fred Morris remembered that there was always a 4th of July parade, too. He played baseball with the Wentworth boys on the seasonal
ballfield in the marshlands.

The ballfield was also the place where fireworks were set off on July 4th.This tradition
endured until the 1960s, when the town fireworks were launched from the old railroad
dike on the marsh east the highway.
Another tradition fondly remembered was
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Crowds watched as Christmas trees
that were piled high on the little
island at the corner of Redwood and
Tamalpais were lit for a ‘twelfth
night’ Epiphany ceremony at Holy
Innocents church until the 1970s.

the personal service rendered by Mr. Mahood
at the post office and telephone exchange.
“In the old days, there were few telephones
in town, and they were crank phones,” Elsie
Hummel Thierbach recalled. “Mr. Mahood
would ring up and say he had mail and
would offer to ask Chris Spiegel to bring it up
along with the groceries. When you went
out, you would ask Mahood to transfer your
calls to the place you were visiting. Everyone
knew each other. Years ago, we’d see a dog
come down the hill and we’d know who’d be
coming along a few minutes later.” ❧

The first time the Monterey pine tree in front
of Holy Innocents church was lighted was in
1910, when eight or ten old carbon filament
light bulbs were hung on the little tree planted
by the Tainter family. As the tree grew, so did
the number of lights. In 1964 the tree was 90
feet high, and it had about 400 colored lights
installed by a professional tree trimmer. The
tree was removed in 1983 for hazard reasons.

Boys’ church class
at Holy Innocents, 1920s.
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Tickets to early Corte Madera
social activities and fundraisers.

Gathering
ferns in the
Corte Madera
woods.

Members of the Thimble Club pose at their
annual rummage sale held in Fire Station
No. 1, about 1923. The ladies met each
week for many years to do sewing that
would raise funds for their charitable work.
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The men’s
baseball team on
the field at the
edge of the
marsh in 1908.

On Sundays, fathers got together
to play baseball on the field in the
marsh. The watermelon seen at
right was suspended with ropes in
the slough to keep it cool until
the game was over. Edgar C.
Chapman, developer of Chapman
Park, is at center top, about 1906.
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The three young children of Percy and Mabel Richards, with their neighbor
Beth James, picking wildflowers on the hill in Corte Madera, about 1920.
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Hillsides Developed
Villas for “people of quality” are envisioned

A perfect
existence is
promoted
with a home at
Chapman Park

Built in 1934 on one of the original
“villa” lots near the top of Chapman
Park, this rustic tile-roofed home was
designed by architect Gus Costigan
for the William Soule family. The
once grassy slope overlooking the
marsh is now filled with oak trees.

A

CROSS THE VALLEY SOUTHEAST OF THE

square, up past the horse pasture that used
to run east of the old Malmgren home at the
end of Grove Street, lies Chapman Drive.
There, overlooking Little Tamalpais, is
Chapman Park — its own entity in the days before the incorporation of the town.
Chapman Park was even given its own stop on
the North Coast Railway and advertised as a “high
class residential area” with villa homesites in the
optimum climate beyond the fog belt.
A 1905 real estate brochure for the tract illustriously describes the advantages of securing a
homesite in Chapman Park:
...find health and contentment and relief from
business cares...a perfect existence...from nearly
every villa tract is revealed an inspiring view of
Mount Tamalpais, the beautiful hills of Marin
County, and San Francisco and San Pablo
Bays...nature had adorned it with splendid
specimens of live-oak, madrone, bay and redwood
trees...ferns, vines, and wild flowers grow there in
profusion...picturesque roadways wander through
the park, and at every turn disclose fresh beauties
of nature to delight the eye and please the
senses...sun shines on Chapman Park, warm
breezes filter through the trees, and birds fill the air
with their music...the climate of Chapman Park is
unsurpassed in California...nothing better or more
attractive has ever been placed on the market in
this part of the State.
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Vigorous leadership by the progressive
agent of the tract, Mr. Frank Tainter, created
many amenities, such as the planting of 2,200
shade and fruit trees, including plums, pears,
and apples, in 1913.
Tainter brought in an Italian artisan to build
a cement stairway, still used today and known
as the Tainter Steps, leading from the
Chapman Station train stop to the upper terraces. Tainter also installed 1000 feet of threefoot wide boardwalk on the hill, lined with
rows of young cherry trees.
Chapman’s castle was built in about
1898 on Corte Madera Ridge. This
photograph was taken in 1976.

Edgar Chapman’s own model eight acre
hillside estate was on a wooded hillside west
of the county road, now Corte Madera Avenue, on land he purchased from the estate of
Alexander Forbes, one of the land speculators
associated with the Widow Reed.
The Hanseatic castle Chapman built in his
twenties following a tour of Europe is still a
landmark visible from many parts of town.
Constructed about 1898, the towering home
had grounds described at the time as:
Splendidly beautiful by nature...a miniature
park of rare beauty, with trees, lakes, water
supply, canyons, and the various
accompaniments of nature.
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Roadways wander through the park, and
at every turn disclose fresh beauties of nature
to delight the eye and please the sense.

Several intriguing cottages were brought to
Chapman Park by Sally Dangerfield, a southern
belle and member of the DAR (Daughters of the
American Revolution), who bought four small
cottages introduced as “Homes of the Future” at
the 1915 Panama-Pacific Exposition. She had
them shipped over from San Francisco on barges
and set down in Chapman Park, between Chapman and Stetson Drives. The little cottages with
whimsical names served as vacation rentals for a
long time before being remodeled and updated in
the 1940s as year-around homes.
Development of the large homesites in
Chapman Park was rather slow because of general
lethargy in the real estate market at the time. Not
until after World War II was the hill more or less
fully built out. Today, it is considered one of the
Passenger train rolling up to
Chapman station in 1937

most desirable locations in Corte Madera, with superb views, ‘banana belt’ weather, and scenic roadways winding through the trees.
A dramatic change in the appearance of
Chapman Park during the past century has been
the growth of the many trees planted long ago
by Frank Tainter on what was then a grassy hillside, now densely forested.
Another of the prime hillside neighborhoods
in Corte Madera is Hidden Valley, at the southern edge of the town where the old wagon road
over Alto Ridge was once the only land route between Sausalito and San Rafael.
More than a hundred years ago, Hidden Valley
was subdivided into tiny tent cabin parcels similar to
those the Pixleys created on Christmas Tree Hill.
For some reason, they were not marketed and the
hill remained undeveloped for nearly a century.
In the 1970s, a new subdivision with larger, consolidated lots was created there, and streets with the
names of Fairview, Pleasant, and Madrono were laid
out. Custom homes were built, featuring panoramic
views of scenic ridge lands and San Francisco. ❧
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Chapman station, near
the Willow triangle, 1932.

Chapman Park sales office,
the Willow triangle, Tainter
Steps, and houses on
Sunrise Terrace about 1913.

Tainter Steps
leading up from the
Chapman station to
Chapman Drive and
Stetson Drive.
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Cows on the Marsh
Meadowsweet is home of local dairy

Marshlands
are drained to
become pastures
for growing hay
and grazing cattle

“Old Jack,” prize bull of
Meadowsweet Farm, 1930.

T

HE PARTS OF TOWN THAT WE NOW CALL

Meadowsweet and Madera Gardens were
acquired in the mid-1800s from the Reed family by S.D. Valentine through a quitclaim deed
that was perhaps obtained in return for funding Hilaria Reed’s early legal battles with the
U.S. Lands Commission.
Around 1900, the Sherman family of
Sherman Oaks in Southern California bought
the property from Valentine. The Shermans
built a lovely summer retreat on the hillside
overlooking the lowlands, a home they called
“Overmarsh.” (William I. Pixley said that the
Sherman home was built on top of the roadbed
that the North Pacific Coast Railroad built
when they ran the first tracks along there in
the 1870s. That line was abandoned when the
tunnel was cut through Corte Madera Ridge.)
One of the Shermans’ two daughters,
Hazeltine Sherman, married Frank Keever, a
young engineer who saw the potential for converting the marsh into pastures for raising hay and
grazing cattle. He designed and constructed an ingenious system of floodgates to drain the marshlands and convert 1,400 acres into pastures.
Keever persuaded his wife to enter the dairy business, and they called their innovative enterprise
the Meadowsweet Farm Dairy.
Meadowsweet was a model dairy, with milk
from purebred cows processed in white-tiled
rooms. Hundreds of cows, said to produce
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Meadowsweet Farm Dairy, about 1932.
The road in front of the dairy became
Meadowsweet Drive.

milk and cream of unsurpassed quality, were
pastured in the flatlands, and many local young
men found that employment in the dairy was
a way to earn money during hard times in the
early 1930s.
The dairy prospered for ten years, but
when Frank and Hazeltine were divorced, the
cattle were shipped to the Shermans’ ranch in
El Centro and the dairy routes were sold to
Borden’s. After a short time, the abandoned
Meadowsweet Dairy property was sold to
Hugh Porter.
The Shermans’ house and surrounding land
was bought about 1940 by San Francisco businessman Fred Sanford for his family. His
daughter, Sammie Sanford Dunn, grew up
there, and the home is is still owned by the
Sanford/ Dunn family. For the past sixty years
it has been called Villa Madera.

Horse-drawn hay baler being used in the
pasture at Meadowsweet Farm Dairy, about 1930.

The creamery man’s house and the sturdy
stable built for the Shermans’ saddle horses
were converted into attractive homes on Manzanita Avenue and Grace Court, respectively.
Hugh Porter sold the town 23 and one-half
acres of pastureland for $3,500 in 1937, for a
town park — an extravagance that brought
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outcries from a worried citizenry. Town Park is
now recognized, of course, as one of Corte
Madera’s finest assets.
The old Meadowsweet bottling room still
stands, converted by Charlotte Conow into a
schoolroom sixty years ago. This structure, the
milking room, and the silo were all renovated
and restored in the 1990s by Henry Corning,
who saved them from being torn down for
construction of new homes on the site. ❧

Float in parade supporting
the National Recovery Act,
which promoted job
creation during the
Depression.

Meadowsweet's bottling room as it looked
about 1930 (left), then as it looked in 1976
(bottom), many years after it had been
converted to school and residential use.

COWS

The photograph above shows a view of Mount
Tamalpais shrouded in fog, across the pastures of
Meadowsweet, which were marshes with deep,
meandering tidal channels until Frank Keever
drained them for hayfields and cattle grazing in
the late 1920s. The spot where the photo was
taken is now in the rear parking lot at The Village.
View in the 1980s from
approximately the same spot
as in the 1920s photograph
above. The Corte Madera Inn
is seen in the background,
across the freeway.

Old Corte Madera Square as seen from
Christmas Tree Hill in the 1930s, showing
Tamalpais Drive, one of the widest and
straightest main streets in Marin — thanks
to Frank Keever, who dedicated the
land in return for a tax break when he
was experiencing financial woes.
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Brochure for Meadowsweet Dairy,
1930, “a dairy second to none in
the world...”

COWS
Hay raking
machine at
Meadowsweet
Farm, 1930.

Paul Glud, the young foreman at
Meadowsweet Farm Dairy. When
the dairy closed, he went south to
Calexico with the cattle and
established his own Glud Farms
there. He contributed these early
photographs of Meadowsweet.

Meadowsweet’s weathervane atop
the milking barn, still in place after
the building's conversion to
apartments in about 1940.
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Looking toward Meadowsweet from the highway
roadbed after it was graded, but before it was
paved, in 1929.

Construction of the new state highway across the
pastures of Meadowsweet in 1929, looking southward.

COWS

View of the bayside from
Meadowsweet, about 1930.
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Cars on the new state highway, now
Highway 101, in Corte Madera, about 1930.
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Things Slow Down
Depression years hit Corte Madera hard

Economic
hardship spurs
conflict between
citizens and town
government

Home built on Corte Madera
Avenue in 1929 by Dudley Key’s
father, viewed from the hill above.

W

ORLD WAR I HAD TAKEN CORTE MADERA’S
share of men and boys in the decade after
the Great Quake of ’06. When the war was over
and the troops came home, Corte Madera coasted
through the 1920s, only to be caught short, like
most of America, in the Great Depression.
As the decade of the 1930s began, Corte
Madera had 1027 residents and the town was
sliding downhill economically. A barrage of legal
charges and counter charges were traded between the town and property owners over street
improvement assessments and annexations during the late 1920s and early 1930s.
In 1934 a movement was organized to do
something about the town’s decline, and the local press headlined a story “Corte Madera comes
back to life; citizens unite in drive to combat dry
rot.” Recall was threatened, and so was dissolution of town government, with annexation to
Larkspur proposed.
Resolutions addressing the town’s problems
were first adopted by the Town Council, then rejected a week later. A committee on good government was called into session, and within two
weeks the mayor resigned from office.
The Depression had killed the real estate
market, and no new homes had been built for
several years when the Lambs and the Shelleys
bought adjoining lots near the intersection of
Chapman and Stetson Drives for $900 each in
1934. Two years later, the Lambs paid $5000 to

THINGS SLOW DOWN — 147

Train crossing on Redwood Avenue, about 1930.

have their house built. (That same home sold
for more than a million dollars in 2001.)
During World War II, the Lambs’ house
served as a Civilian Defense Center, where
blackout patrols and schedules were planned,
and women did bandage rolling for the Red
Cross. Frank Nelson was the Fire Chief, and
women in Corte Madera were trained to
handle fire hoses because so many of the
town’s men were away at war.
Through the efforts of the Women’s Club, the
old Bradbury home on Corte Madera grade was
converted to a community field hospital, but it
was never needed for treating the war wounded.

The economic impact of the Depression years
had hit every family in Corte Madera, and there
was continued hardship ahead. Many commodities
were rationed during the war, including gasoline,
and everyone had to make do with limitations.
Local businesses were faced with the same
kinds of shortages, and families whose breadwinners were serving in the armed forces didn’t
have much money to spend anyway.
People bartered for groceries and services. Families bought food on credit and paid their bills by the
month. Children were eager to go along when the
bill was paid, because Mert Bain always filled a paper bag with cookies that he gave to the children.
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Families often had picnics at the beach
where a small stream came out of the hillside
at the eastern edge of town, past where Marin
Country Day School is today.
Passenger trains stopped running in 1941, and
transportation was hard to find. Entertainment
had to be found locally, so when Dudley Key, Ivan
Sponseller, Ed Mossawir, and Barry Pixley were
teenagers in the 1930s, they formed a movie company and gave shows in the assembly hall behind
the Episcopal church. Barry was the resident magician, and the Conow sisters provided musical
entertainment before the movie was shown. Some
of the movies were rented from the extension division of UC, and the rest were purchased from
private sources. The boys didn’t make any profit,
but it was a lot of fun.
Tony Graf owned a barber shop and soda
fountain on Corte Madera Avenue, with two pool
tables in the back, so customers could get a haircut, have a drink, and play pool. After he built a

separate building next door for the barber shop, his
Highway Fountain also carried groceries and liquor
in the older building, which is now a wine shop.
Bill Wyatt’s cottage and vegetable stand next to
Mahood’s were replaced by the Parkside Produce
Market in a building constructed around 1935 by
Bud Winkler and his uncle Burt Baglietto for
Mario Schenone and his father, Frank Schenone.
Mario retired in 1985, and the Parkside Market
was remodeled for restaurant use.
The Parkside Hotel had post office boxes
where everyone picked up their mail each day
until 1954. The local library, once located in a
small room off the lobby, had been moved to an
annex at Bates Garage many years earlier.
Emma Bailey, who ran the hotel, had served as
both postmistress and librarian for the town. ❧

Corner of Tamalpais Drive and
Serra Street, about 1946.
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Parkside Hotel, seen at the corner of First Street
and Montecito Drive, about 1940. Large trees
stood on the site of the old Rea’s Pavilion
at the end of the block.

Harry Richards and
Margaret Miller read
their mail, about 1936.
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Hard Times for All
War years bring Corte Madera to its knees

Corte Madera
is changed
forever by
the impact
of the war

A song called “Peace Forever”
was written by Laura Lye and
published in Corte Madera
during World War II.

E

WORLD WAR II
years brought Corte Madera close to
bankruptcy, with much of the undeveloped
property having fallen off the tax rolls. The
once proud community of earlier years had become what one historian called “a conglomeration of shacks and shanties.”
Town government couldn’t even meet its
annual payroll of $12,000 and was $18,000 in
debt to the bank in San Anselmo, which finally
refused to cash the Town’s checks.
Toward the end of World War II, Town
Clerk George Menke pulled Corte Madera out
of its devastating financial predicament with an
intricate maneuver involving Town acquisition
of all the unimproved lands being sold for back
taxes. The properties were subsequently — in
the post-war boom — marketed at a price sufficient to put them back on the tax rolls and
recoup the Town’s investment.
As a tribute to George Menke’s leadership,
the Railroad Park in the Square was officially
named Menke Park in the 1950s.
The war changed everyone’s life overnight,
according to Jan Bordanaro Valk. She recalled:
CONOMIC PRESSURES OF THE

The war spirit was impressive, with everyone
working together. However, the time was
scary, too, because of the threat of attack and
invasion by enemy troops, especially Japan.
The military presence was everywhere, with
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Parkside Hotel, seen from Serra Street, about 1940.

armed troops and guard dogs on the trains.
Huge cannon were transported through Marin
to be installed on the headlands.

The smalltown atmosphere of Corte Madera
changed in the 1940s with the influx of people
who came here from across the U.S. and other
countries. The shipyards at Marinship in Sausalito
drew workers from all over the country. Housing
for shipyard workers was scarce, and they often
lived in boarding houses, hotels, or rooming
houses, doubling up while they worked in the
shipyards. Families in Corte Madera did their part

San Clemente
freight station, about 1940.
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Above and below: Marinship images from
commemorative exhibit in the 1980s.

for the war effort by renting spare rooms to
people working at Marinship in Sausalito.
Liberty ships were turned out at an astounding
rate to help America win the war. In addition to
men who were not serving in the military, the
shipyard workforce included many women.
“Rosie the Riveter” became a popular moniker
for women employed in the war industry.
During the war, several dozen small homes for
war industry workers were built in the McCue
Orchard tract on streets known today as Tamalpais, Sausalito, Manzanita, Oakdale, and Buena
Vista.The homes initially sold for $5,000. Sausalito Street was cut through from First Street to
Third Street (Tamalpais Drive to Oakdale Avenue) at that time. Until then, the lower two blocks
of Sausalito Street had not been paved, according
to oldtimers in the neighborhood. ❧
Bud Winkler of Corte Madera doing work as a carpenter
at the Marinship shipyards in Sausalito during the war.

HARD TIMES

“Caboose hop” approaching the tunnel under
Ring Mountain, near the Simon family’s
Hidden Valley Ranch in bayside
Corte Madera, in 1942.
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In 1945, marshlands still extended from the bay to the old
neighborhood around the train station. This view, looking southward
from Palm Hill, shows the homes built for shipyard workers in the
McCue Orchard Tract during the war. Trotting horses were trained in
the riding ring next to the stable on Tamalpais Drive at lower right.
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Streets Get New Names
Old neighborhoods lose some of their identity

Population
changes produce
different needs
and expectations

Menke Park’s honor roll monument
listing Corte Madera men and women
serving in the Army, Navy, Air Force,
Coast Guard, and Merchant Marine
forces during World War II was
removed in the 1950s.

B

Y THE TIME DEVELOPERS BEGAN CARVING INTO

the hills on bayside Corte Madera and filling in the marshland where Meadowsweet’s
cows once grazed, many streets in the old part
of town had new names.
Ralston Avenue, named for Ralston
McCue, became the lower part of Chapman
Drive in 1942. Chapman Drive itself was originally called Summit Avenue by Edgar
Chapman, but later a street on Christmas Tree
Hill took the name of Summit Drive.
In 1951, when the main road leading from
the square to the state highway was improved,
its name was changed from First Street to
Tamalpais Drive. Second Street became Manzanita Avenue, and Third Street became Oakdale
Avenue at the same time.
Railroad Avenue became Montecito Drive
in 1949. Park Street, in front of the old stores
on the east side of the square, became an extension of Tamalpais Drive in 1951.
The road extending southeast past the site
of the former Meadowsweet Dairy officially
became Meadowsweet Drive in 1949.
New streets in the several tracts being developed were named by the developers.
By the end of the war, the County planning
department had generated grandiose plans for
developing unincorporated lands. County planning maps of 1945 show a regional airport to
be located on the Corte Madera marshlands
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east of the Redwood Highway, with a County
civic center and fairgrounds planned for the
town’s westside marshlands.
The only road east of the highway in early
days was a 3/4-mile long stretch leading across the
main line of the NWPRR to the plant of the
Union Salt Works. It was used during World War
II by the federal government, which built a twolane macadam strip to the Tiburon Net Depot.
That road, known today as Paradise Drive, was
turned over to local government in 1954.
Corte Madera’s first annexation of lands
east of the highway occurred in 1947. Marina
Village was soon built on the previously graded
site once proposed to be used by the government for a munitions storage facility.
When Bob and Grace Israel moved to
Corte Madera in 1948 to give their two young
children a bit of country life and purchased the
old Meadowsweet horse stable, the Highway
101 turnoff had no stop sign. Drivers just
turned left when the traffic was clear.
Tamalpais Drive, looking west, about 1950.

The town’s population then was about 900,
and the old Stevens/Mahood family home and
barn were still on the corner of Tamalpais and
Pixley, where Corte Madera’s public safety
building now stands.
The Circle Drive-In was a local landmark
near the highway where commuters caught the
bus to San Francisco for 25 cents. ❧

One of the old Meadowsweet horse stables was
converted into a home by the Israel family.
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Snapshot taken from the summit of Christmas Tree Hill in 1945 shows that the vast tidelands in Corte Madera and the
lower Ross Valley remained undeveloped at that time. The area filled in 1871 by James McCue for his ‘race track’ and
used afterwards for playing baseball is visible at right center as a light spot at the edge of the marsh, where Corte
Madera Town Park is today.
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In the post-war years, Saturday night dancing at the Rose Bowl in Larkspur continued to be a favorite pastime.
The old outdoor dance platform was finally demolished in the 1960s for development of a housing complex.
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Growth Spurts
Population boom follows the war years

Demand for
housing makes
development of
Corte Madera’s
marshlands
profitable

Children on playground at
Neil Cummins School, 1974

V

ETERANS AND SHIPYARD WORKERS WHO CAME

to California from other parts of the country
during World War II found both the Marin climate and the quaintness of its small towns very
appealing. After the war, they wanted to stay —
and they did. The problem was that there
weren’t enough places for everyone to live.
Towns like Corte Madera were under intense
pressure to allow postwar style tract development
that would meet the needs of all the people who
wanted to move in.
Reclamation, or filling, of tidelands provided
developers and speculators with a huge opportunity to make a profit. Within ten years, the tidal
sloughs and marshy pastures had been mostly destroyed.
Desperate to expand the tax base after the war
by meeting the pent-up housing demand, Town fathers in the 1950s and 1960s eagerly cooperated in
massive development schemes that involved carving
out huge chunks of earth from the surrounding hillsides to fill the marshes.
In just a few years, developers filled the lowlands
east of Pixley Avenue all the way to the railroad dike
crossing the tidelands, and then began filling the
marshes between Ring Mountain and the bay.
Jack Mason wrote in Early Marin:
Until now Corte Madera had been a hillside
town, its village square surrounding the old
depot... The departure of Meadowsweet offered
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an opportunity for land development, and it
was a [then-prosperous] Russian refugee who
seized it. ... Corte Madera saw [Jerry
Rusalem] in his prime. He built a shopping
center on Highway 101 in 1952 that put the
old village square on its uppers; created
Madera Gardens home tract on land fill in
1957 [actually 1952]; then crossed the
highway in 1962 to put up the Paradise
Shopping Center. For fill, Rusalem cut into a
nearby hill; the scar lasted for years. Then
there was the weather: his lowlands flooded
when it rained hard, until costly flood gates
were installed in the 1960s.

During the next decade, the filling, terracing,
and development of lands east of the highway,
newly annexed to the town, created hundreds of
View of bayside Corte Madera is seen from
Meadowsweet Drive in about 1948, with quonset hut at
lower right where Mr. Spenger sold fish, and lumber
yard at the far left. Highway 101 is visible, crossing
behind the transmission tower, and Meadowsweet Drive
and Paradise Drive can both be identified.

new homes in the subdivisions of Marina Village,
Marin Estates, Mariner Cove, Mariner Green,
Mariner Highlands, and Vista del Bahia.
Ranch style homes on wide streets found eager buyers, especially among families with children. Brand new neighborhood schools in Mariner Cove and Marin Estates were big selling
points, and an entire generation of children could
walk to a neighborhood school close to home.
San Clemente School and Granada Schools were
both closed by the school districts in the 1980s
and have been used to generate rental revenue for
the districts during the past twenty years.
Neighborhoods on the bayside enjoy views
of the surrounding foothills and Mount
Tamalpais, and homes along San Clemente
Creek have docks for boating at high tide.
Homes built on the west side where tidal
sloughs and pastures existed long ago also have
fine views of the hills and Mount Tam. Backyard access to boating and swimming is a prized
feature of homes adjacent to the two large lagoons developed in Madera Gardens. ❧
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Development of Madera Gardens progresses in 1952. At that time, the Corte Madera shopping center near Highway 101
consisted only of the large quonset hut that was occupied by Littleman’s grocery store.
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View shows Madera Gardens during development in 1952. The old Circle Drive-In that was long a landmark in Corte
Madera can be seen along the highway at the lower left. Passengers caught the bus to San Francisco at the Circle DriveIn. Paradise Drive can also be seen curving south at the lower left. Until the 1970s, Paradise Drive ran north as a
frontage road immediately adjacent to the freeway. The Marin Municipal Water District’s pipeline road can be seen
cutting across Corte Madera Ridge and the foothills of Mount Tamalpais.
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View of bayside Corte Madera shows Marina Village under construction around 1950. Old ranches, including the Simon
family’s Hidden Valley Ranch, can be seen at lower right. Preliminary grading for development of Marin Estates shows
along Paradise Drive. Note that the Richmond-San Rafael bridge, which opened in about 1957, had not yet been built.
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Cattle still grazed on the top of Ring Mountain when this photograph was taken in 1962. Marina Village, Marin Estates,
and Mariner Cove had all been built, but the grading for Mariner Highlands, Mariner Green, and Vista del Bahia had
just been started. The Koch factory, where fiberglass luggage was manufactured, can be seen on filled land east of the
highway in bayside Corte Madera.

Koch factory,
about 1955.
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View of Corte Madera in 1962, after the development of Mariner Cove. The Muzzi Marsh was still a tidal plain, and the
marsh on the other side of the railroad tracks, where The Village now stands, had already been partially filled by the
Corps of Engineers. The freeway overpass had been built, and the Corte Madera Center was in place at this time. Note
that the large scar where fill was removed from the hillside is plainly visible at upper left.
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Looking toward Marin Estates from an
unidentified location, about 1957.

View of Corte Madera from
Endeavor Trail on Ring Mountain in 1976.
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Suburban Changes
Community services expand to meet new needs

Commercial
development
adds value to
the tax base

The Corte Madera Shopping Center
was built in 1960, with Littleman’s
Super Market seen in the foreground.
Anchor stores were Montgomery Ward's
and J.C. Penney’s. Other major tenants
were Thrifty Drugs and Woolworth’s.

E

XPANSION OF THE TOWN BROUGHT INCREASED

demands for community services, which
prompted the subsequent growth of various local government functions.
New commercial development kept pace
with residential building, and sales tax revenue
exceeded property tax revenue for the first
time in 1961-62. The increased tax base enabled the Town to finance street improvements, develop the 25-acre Town park, and upgrade public safety and flood-control capabilities in the 1960s.
Sanford Terrace was completed in 1963,
setting a superior architectural standard for
new commercial development. The Park
Madera shopping center and the bayside car
dealerships opened in 1964, and the westside
car dealerships came in 1966. The Co-op shopping center (now the Marketplace) went up in
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1967, followed by Cinema I, Raydine’s ice
skating rink, and Handi-Kup in 1968-71.
Since the 1970s, the Town has had fulltime
professional police and fire protection, a comprehensive recreation program for all age
groups, neighborhood parks, and a full range
of municipal services including public works,
sanitary sewer service, finance, planning, engineering, and building inspection.
To give the Town some ability to regulate
new construction, the Planning Commission
was created in 1947; the Park and Recreation
Commission was initiated in 1952; and the
Board of Design was established in 1958.
Local parents established the Twin Cities
Cooperative Nursery School in 1949, using
borrowed space. They were eventually able to
acquire a permanent home for the pre-school
next to Neil Cummins School in 1955.

Volunteers nurtured hundreds of rosemary
seedlings for planting on the embankment
at Menke Park about 1950.

The Corte Madera Chamber of Commerce
was formed in 1964, and in 1989 local voters
authorized funding to support the Chamber’s
services from the Town’s transient occupancy
tax on hotel accommodations.
Youth groups such as Boy Scouts, Girl
Scouts, Camp Fire Girls, Little League, and Pop
Warner Football were established. Better facilities for recreation became a major goal.
The Corte Madera Lions Club, with financial
assistance from the Corte Madera Women’s Improvement Club, built a large recreation center
for the community in the 1951 on land within
Town Park. Both organizations have continued for
many decades to offer support for a wide variety
of community projects and activities. ❧
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In the early 1950s, the Bates Brothers operated this station
at the corner of Tamalpais and Madera Boulevard.
Corte Madera
Women’s Club quilters
at work in 1970s.

Sanford Terrace commercial buildings
were designed with a distinctive
architectural flair to dress up Corte
Madera’s front doorstep, about 1960.
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Members of the newly-formed Corte Madera
Lions Club are seen doing work on evenings and weekends
in 1951 to build the Corte Madera Recreation Center.
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Homes built in McCue Orchard Tract in foreground, Town Park and
Madera Gardens at center, with Redwood High School above, about 1976.

SUBURBAN CHANGES — 171

Bayside Corte Madera, as seen from Meadowsweet Drive, 1976.
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A Call for Change
Slow-growth goals supported by citizenry

A new
generation of
leaders take
over on the
heels of a
recall

Corte Madera Town
Council meeting, 1976.

C

ONTROL OF THEIR COMMUNITY’S DESTINY IS

strongly held by the citizens of Corte
Madera, as evidenced by the sometimes contentious debate that has characterized local government activities over the years.
Changing trends in public priorities as well as
fluctuations in economic influences put the focus on
growth and development activities in the 1970s.
A majority of the Town Council was recalled
from office in 1973 for its pro-growth stance, and an
energized citizenry charged local government with
making environmental concerns a prime consideration in any future approvals for development of the
town’s remaining hillsides, ridgetops, and marshlands.
While other suburban towns succumbed to development pressures and allowed their communities to
be overrun with high density projects, Corte Madera
retained its stability through careful planning and
courageous decisions.
For example, Corte Madera led the way for
Marin County in open space acquisition during
the mid-to-late 1970s, by:
• Obtaining State and County resources to
augment funds raised by local citizens for the
purchase of Corte Madera Ridge as the first
component of the Northridge Open Space
Preserve, now called Camino Alto Preserve
• Creating strategies to limit development of
Ring Mountain and supporting the Nature
Conservancy in acquiring it
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• Persuading the State to allocate oil spill
reparations funds to supplement money
raised by the Marin Conservation League for
acquisition of the pristine Heerdt Marsh at
Corte Madera’s northern bayside boundary
• Facilitating preservation of the town’s
remaining bayshore wetlands through
insistence on tidal restoration of the Muzzi
Marsh, which was purchased by the Golden
Gate Bridge, Highway & Transportation
District with federal funds as mitigation for
construction of the Larkspur ferry terminal
• Working with state and regional
environmental agencies to protect
sensitive ecological resources and getting
the town’s remaining marshlands
designated as the Corte Madera
Ecological Reserve.

Local environmental groups such as Marin
Audubon Society and the Marin Conservation
League provided valuable assistance in identifying precious natural resources and endangered
species on Corte Madera’s marshlands.These
organizations also helped to provide funding
for acquisition of open space lands. ❧
Standing room only at a Town Council meeting, 1976.

Friends of Corte Madera
Northridge conduct a hike to gain
support for acquisition of open
space in 1975.

174 — A CALL

FOR

CHANGE

Corte Madera Town Council
meeting, 1976.
Renowned naturalist
Elizabeth Terwilliger led
educational tours of the
Corte Madera tidal marshes.

Corte Madera environmentalists Ralph and Alice
Higgins, at left, attended the dedication of the
Corte Madera Ecological Reserve in late 1970s.
Open space lands on Corte Madera Ridge were
acquired in 1976 through the efforts of an ad hoc
citizens’ group, Friends of Corte Madera Northridge.
Audubon Society birdwatchers
did their annual count of migratory
waterfowl on New Year’s Day 1976 in the
Corte Madera Ecological Reserve.
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Trails on Corte Madera Northridge open space.

Corte Madera wildlife.

Citizens on a field trip with planners in 1976.
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Upscale Amenities
Premier shopping and beautiful parks created

Corte Madera
accepts regional
shopping centers
in exchange for
sales tax revenue

The Village at
Corte Madera, in 1997.

O

NE OF THE LAST LARGE UNIMPROVED PAR-

cels of land in Corte Madera was developed as The Village in the early 1980s, after a
decade of conflict over the size and configuration of the proposed shopping center. Citizen
pressure succeeded in reducing the size of the
project by two-thirds, as well as changing its
character and design to fit more comfortably
within the community.
The bayside property where the Village sits
was prevented from becoming the County
dump site in the mid-1960s, a proposal that
galvanized local opposition and directed the attention of many residents toward planning issues. A subsequent proposal to develop the site
as a discount shopping center was also rejected.
Today it is Marin’s premier shopping
mecca, with more than 50 upscale stores situated between Highway 101 and the Corte
Madera Ecological Reserve.
Wildlife habitat enhancement was required
of the developer by the Town, resulting in the
creation of Shorebird Marsh Park adjacent to
the northern end of The Village shopping center along Redwood Highway.
Construction of The Village was followed
by extensive renovation of both the Corte
Madera Town Center mall across the highway
and The Marketplace complex on Tamal Vista,
giving residents a broad spectrum of shopping
options and providing substantial sales tax rev-
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enue to the Town. Corte Madera’s commercial
centers give the community one of the highest
per capita sales tax revenues in the state.
Revitalization of the original business district around Old Corte Madera Square was
spurred by beautification of the landscaping in
Menke Park, new bus stop shelters, and an additional parking area for commuters, a project
completed in 1994.
In 2001, a handsome small shopping center
and an assisted living complex replaced the defunct Paradise Shopping Center, after years of local efforts to improve that important bayside site.
Completion of the Town Park was moved
forward with federal revenue sharing funds in
the late 1970s, and a new park on the bayside
was created at San Clemente School in the
Corte Madera Town Center in 1999.

early 1980s with the cooperation of the school
district.
The former railroad right-of-way adjacent to
San Clemente Drive has been transformed into
the Bayside Trail, a popular walking path with attractive landscaping that enhances the entrance to
Corte Madera’s bayside neighborhoods. ❧
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Walkway over the Low Canal
at the southeast corner
of Corte Madera
Town Park, in 1998.

Sailing classes offered at Higgins Landing
on Corte Madera Creek in 1976.
Boat dock on
Lagoon One in Madera
Gardens, 1976.

Craftsman-styled bus stop
shelters constructed in Old
Corte Madera Square, 1994.
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Corte Madera Town Park
picnic area in 1998.

Corte Madera Library, a branch of the Marin County
Free Library System, was built in 1971 on land that was part of
Villa Madera, once called “Overmarsh.” It replaced a small branch
library of one-tenth the size, located in the Recreation Center’s
annex at the time that the new library was constructed.
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View from top of Endeavor Drive in bayside Corte Madera, about 1976.
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Ducks in canal at Corte Madera
Town Park, 1996.

View down Tamalpais
Drive in 1996, from
the same spot
pictured in the 1898
photograph on
page 77.
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Today & Tomorrow
Corte Madera strives to keep its small-town charm

Citizen involvement
remains strong,
but what lies
ahead for
our town?

Town sign at Tamalpais and San
Clemente Drive was designed and
installed in 1997 by the Corte
Madera Beautification Committee.

M

UCH OF THE SAME SPIRIT AND STRONG

commitment to community goals that
characterized early Corte Maderans still prevails
among townspeople today. Town pride and active participation in a multitude of civic organizations and programs continue to be important
elements of community life for Corte Maderans.
The Corte Madera Lions Club, Corte
Madera Women’s Club, Volunteer Fire Department, Chamber of Commerce, Schools Foundation, Beautification Committee, Friends of Corte
Madera Library, Boy Scouts, well-organized
youth athletic organizations, and numerous
neighborhood associations, as well as other valued civic and service groups all have important
roles in the community.
In addition, Corte Madera’s citizens contribute their time, energy, and talents to a wide
range of ad hoc committees and service on the
Town’s official boards and commissions.
This enthusiastic can-do spirit led to the establishment of the Corte Madera Community
Foundation in 1994 for the purpose of helping
to assure that the special character of Corte
Madera is preserved, protected, and enhanced
by promoting or sustaining public facilities improvement, community support, citizen services,
and historic preservation.
With so many other geographically splendid
parts of the Bay Area desecrated by excessive bulldozing, filling, and urbanization, the relatively un-
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spoiled grandeur of Corte Madera’s natural setting represents an increasingly valuable asset.
Something of value does indeed have its
price, and lucky are those who made their way
here at a time when a home in Corte Madera
was still within the financial reach of ordinary
families, for that time is fast coming to an end.
Those humble bungalows that sold for
$2,000 when new may now cost more than
300 times that price — even after years of
wear and tear. Such is the price that those who
can afford it are willing to pay to enjoy Corte
Madera’s fine quality of life.
Soaring property values are changing the
demographics of Corte Madera, attracting inHanging flower baskets, a project of the town’s
volunteer Beautification Committee, in 1998.

Longtime residents honored at a
celebration in Menke Park in the 1990s.

creased numbers of affluent residents to the
community. It is no longer a place affordable
by people of modest means.
The quaint summer cottages that once characterized Corte Madera are quickly disappearing.
Older homes are undergoing extensive renovation
and small homes are being substantially enlarged
in every neighborhood throughout the town.
Corte Madera’s proximity to San Francisco
adds even more to its appeal, combining desirable small-town character with a quick commute that escapes much of the traffic congestion existing in the North Bay area.
Although the freeway that bisects Corte
Madera has sometimes been perceived locally
as a detriment, the convenient access it provides has become an asset to the town.
Meanwhile, large new homes featuring
21st-century amenities are being built on some
of the last undeveloped parcels of land in
Corte Madera that were once part of Juan
Reed’s Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio.
Where will it end and who will be here
when it does? One thing is certain. This fabulous and fascinating area becomes a part of our
own personal heritage just as we become a part
of its history, through the intertwining of all
the forces that people and events and nature itself weave into the flow of time and place. ❧
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View of the bay and former marshlands from
top of Christmas Tree Hill, 1982 .

Boat dock at a home on
one of the lagoons in
Madera Gardens, with
Chapman Hill seen in
the background, 1998.
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Fourth of July parades like this one in
1995 are a time-honored tradition in
Corte Madera. Crowds line the streets to
watch marching units and floats go by.
Independence Day festivities in the Town
Park include an art fair, live music, and
games for children, all sponsored by the
Corte Madera Chamber of Commerce.

Volunteers organized by Gerrie
Reichard, below, second from left,
planted daffodils at Old Corte
Madera Square each year before
it was renovated in 1994.
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Piccolo Pavilion in
Old Corte Madera
Square, 2001.

Cyclists on
Meadowsweet Drive.

Picnic time in Corte
Madera Town Park, 1991.
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View of old part of town
from top of Alto Hill in 1990s.

View of Corte Madera at dusk
from Ring Mountain in 1990s.

Corrections, additions, comments, and questions
related to this book or other aspects of Corte Madera
history are always welcome. Please contact the
Corte Madera Heritage & History Group
c/o Corte Madera Community Foundation
P.O. Box 7109 • Corte Madera CA 94976
or send an e-mail message to
CMCFoundation@aol.com

Next page
Heritage quilt designed and stitched by ten Corte Madera women who
completed it during 1991 in commemoration of Corte Madera’s
75th Anniversary Diamond Jubilee celebration. Designs are based
on vintage photographs from the Gerrie Reichard Collection.
Appliqué blocks and quilting by Betty Behel, Ella Brinton, Jana Haehl,
Vange Mercury, Betty Ralston, Gerrie Reichard, Jeri Thomason,
Helena Trares, Joanne Walker, Irene Zita.
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