
                                        
History Center Is Back  
Up And Running 
 
The CCCHS History Center has returned to near normal 
operations, after a year-long closure and then a slow, month-by-
month revival. 
 
We have a smaller volunteer workforce than we did pre-
pandemic – not all of our volunteers have returned -- but those 
who come in each week are a highly dedicated, committed 
bunch who are working hard, along with Executive Director 
Mike McCarron, to get back to what we do – sorting and 
cataloging our collections of documents, reports, maps, 
photographs and newspaper clippings, and helping the public 
with research on Contra Costa County history. 
 

“..our volunteers…are a highly dedicated, 
committed bunch who are working hard, along 
with Executive Director Mike McCarron, to get 

back to what we do….” 

As this issue goes to press, the nation is beset by yet another 
variant of COVID-19 but we keep plugging along, doing what we 
can with the limited staff that we have. 

We’re taking calls and email inquiries from people who are 
researching history, and we’re still juggling our growing 
collection of archives to shoehorn it all into our limited space. 

You’ll find out the latest on these efforts in these pages.   

We hope all of you are healthy and happy, and that your 2022 is 
off to a great start.  Here’s to a better year for all of us.   

CLEARED OUT IN 
THE NICK OF 
TIME! 

At the last minute we saved 
saved maps, archives, 
shelving and other items 
we had stored in the old 
County Administration 
Building in downtown 
Martinez, which is now 
about to be demolished.    

Read about our close call, 
and the demolition 
contractor who saved the 
day for us, on page 5. 
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Contra Costa County Historical Society 
 
Board of Directors        
John Mercurio, President 
Beverly Lane, First Vice President 
John Burgh, Second Vice President 
Steve James, Treasurer 
Lisa Gorrell, Secretary 
Andrea Blachman 
Tara Weber 
John Greitzer 
Oliver Bray 
Barry Goode 
Glenn Umont 
Betty Maffei—Director Emeritus 
 
Executive Director 
Michael McCarron 
 
Newsletter 
John Greitzer 
Lisa Gorrell 
 
 
 
History Center (our office and archives) 
724 Escobar Street, Martinez CA 94553   
Phone:  (925) 229-1042     Fax: (935) 229-1772 
Email:   info@cocohistory.org 
 
Hours:  Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.     

First and third Saturdays of each month from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. 
 
If you plan to visit, please call ahead first to make sure we’re open.   
For research visits, we ask that you contact us to make an appointment. 
 
Additional Information 
Website: http://www.cocohistory.org  or find us on Facebook 
 
The Bulletin is published quarterly, in January, April, July and October. 

Mission 
To preserve, protect and provide 
public access to the records and 
heritage of Contra Costa County, 
California. 
 
Our archives include documents, 
newspapers, maps, photographs, 
obituaries, court case files, books, 
personal diaries, business records 
and other items relating to Contra 
Costa County history. 
 
“Contra Costa” means “opposite 
coast” in Spanish. It refers to the 
county’s location when viewed 
from San Francisco, looking 
eastward across San Francisco Bay.  
Contra Costa is one of the original 
27 counties in California.  
 

 

http://www.cocohistory.org/
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In The Archives… 

Newspaper Articles from the 1860s and 1870s 
 

By John Greitzer 
 

One of the largest and most fascinating collections in our archives is the Dorothy Mutnick 

Collection, which includes volumes of research compiled by Dorothy Mutnick of Lafayette over 

about 15 years.  She did her research at the Bancroft Library at the University of California at 

Berkeley.  Mutnick’s work included genealogies of mission-era families, histories of central 

Contra Costa County towns from the mission period (1769-1833) to the twentieth century, notes 

on land grants (including the ranchos granted by Mexico to prominent Californios and veterans 

of the Mexican army), and copies of articles from the Contra Costa Gazette from the 1860s into 

the 1890s.  She donated her collection to us in 1989 and died later that year at age 81. 

 

The Gazette clippings offer a glimpse of life in Contra Costa County and the state and nation 

during those early years of statehood.  A browsing of articles from 1862 and 1863 revealed: 

 

• the Society of California Pioneers took up a fundraising program to assist General John A. 

Sutter, who had become impoverished (September 27, 1862); 

 

• the California Supreme Court declared unconstitutional the $2.50 per month “Chinese Tax” 

that Chinese residents in California had to pay under state law (October 11, 1862);  

 

• construction of a new road from San Pablo to Martinez avoided steep hills, so that San Pablo 

citizens’ desire to join Alameda County instead of Contra Costa “will.be effectually and 

forever quieted” (May 30, 1863); 

 

• the first telegraph cable was laid beneath the Golden Gate, 

extending service from Petaluma to San Francisco (October 31, 

1863); 

 

• “Last Call To Taxpayers” reminded readers that state taxes were 

due, with a five percent penalty for late payment, collected by 

Sheriff John McEwen (October 31, 1863); and 

 

• the National Thanksgiving Proclamation was made by President 

Lincoln declaring the last Thursday in November as a national 

day of thanksgiving (October 31, 1863). 

 

The clippings also included all sorts of advertisements, from medicines to private schools to 

hotels and restaurants, like the bowling-and-saloon business in Pacheco in the ad shown above.   
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Our Library Has Moved To Larger Quarters— 

One Room To The North 
 

By Lisa Gorrell 
 

With the recent very large donation of local history books, microfilm, photos and maps from the 

now-closed Contra Costa County Central Library, our own library has outgrown its location in 

Room 2 at the History Center. We have moved our library to the slightly larger room adjacent to 

it, which we formerly used for exhibits. This leaves us without an exhibit room, but we needed 

the bigger space for our library since we have added so many books from the County Library. 

 

To begin this major project, we looked through all the County Library’s books and kept only 

those that pertained to Contra Costa County history. When we integrated their books into our 

collection, we removed the duplicates, and kept the best copy of each duplicate. To assist us with 

storage, the Central Library also gave us metal shelving and bookends.  We made space in our 

library through book sales to move out some of the duplicates and books that were out-of-field. 

 

Then came the need to record the new books into our inventory system. Our first thought was to 

use the Dewey decimal system, but we decided it would be easier for researchers to locate books 

or browse the collection if we organized the books by category. We have placed the books on our 

library shelves by area of the County, so we now have library sections for East County, West 

County, Central County, and the San Ramon Valley. We went with this grouping because the 

books often deal with historical topics that involve more than one city.   

 

We also received file cabinets full of newspaper clippings, which also went into our new library 

space. Our own clipping files will remain in our old library room because we don’t have enough 

space in the new one. The newspaper microfilms, photographs, and maps all have been 

integrated into our collections in our Lesher Newspaper Room, Map Room, or Photo Room. 

 

Once the new library is complete we will announce the grand opening for visitors.  In the 

meantime, here are a couple of photos showing our library in the still-getting-together stage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Photos by Lisa Gorrell 
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Archives Saved From Demolition Of 
County Administration Building 
 
By John Greitzer 
 
We had a close call in November, with some of our archives stored off-site in the old Contra 
Costa County Administration Building.  The building will soon be demolished now that the 
County administration has moved into a new building across the street from the old one. 
 
The County had stored these archives for us for the past several years at no cost.  Knowing that 
the building will be coming down, we had been trying for months to contact County officials to 
either retrieve our archives or have the County move them to some other location for us.  
Unfortunately, we couldn’t reach them until what seemed like the last minute, when we found 
out the demolition contractor would be on site. 
 

When we finally heard back from County officials, they told us 
the contractor would remove our items and store them 
somewhere until a permanent location could be found. 
 
Our Treasurer, Steve James, met the contractor at the site (about a 
block and a half east of our History Center) and found the 
contractor, who didn’t realize how much material would need to 
be saved and stored.  Steve explained it all to the contractor, who 
really came through for us – he had Metropolitan Van and 
Storage remove the items for us and store them in a climate-
controlled facility in Benicia, across the river from Martinez.   
 
It was a close call, but it seems to have worked out in the end. 

Photo by John Greitzer                    Our archives escaped in the nick of time.        
 
The complex shown in the photo – the tall building and the shorter building attached to it – will 
be demolished.   Known as the Joseph P. McBrien Administration Building, it opened in 1964 
but became obsolete due to its design, which cannot easily handle modern electronics or 
ventilation systems.  Our archives were stored in a large room in the shorter building. 
 
The building cannot be imploded, like the demolitions sometimes shown on television and 
online, because it contains too much asbestos and the resulting cloud of dust would be too 
hazardous to the surrounding community.  The building will be carefully demolished floor by 
floor.  Thankfully, that will happen without our archives in it. 
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Colton’s Journal: A Yankee’s View Of California 

 

By Donald Bastin 

 

Editor’s note: This is the second in a series of articles based on the fascinating journal, Three 

Years In California by the Reverend Walter Colton, the first American alcalde, or administrator, 

of Monterey, prior to California statehood.  This series of articles is written by former CCCHS 

Board Member Donald Bastin, who also is the former editor of this newsletter. 

 

In the Fall 2020 issue of the Bulletin, we introduced the journal written by the 

Rev. Walter Colton, the alcalde of Monterey from 1846 to 1849.  The alcalde 

was a combined judge, mayor and sheriff.  Colton’s virtually unlimited 

authority covered an area of over 300 miles.  His journal, published in 1850, 

covers many aspects of California life.   This article looks at his observations of 

native Californians (descendants of Spanish/Mexican immigrants and American 

transplants, not Native Americans, who we will cover in a future article). 

 

Colton was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the California farms, or ranchos, 

as the following paragraphs show.                                                                             Photo: Wikipedia 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

“It sounds strange to an American, and much more so to an Englishman, to hear Californians 

talk of farms.  They never speak of acres, or even miles; they deal only in leagues [3 miles]. A 

farm of four or five leagues is considered quite small…Capt. Sutter’s farm, in the valley of the 

Sacramento, is sixty miles long.   

The Californians speak in the same way of the stock on their farms.  Two thousand horses, fifteen 

thousand head of cattle, and twenty thousand sheep, are only what a thrifty farmer should have 

before he thinks of killing or selling. They are to be his productive stock, on which he should not 

encroach, except in an emergency.  Only fancy a farm covering sixty miles in length!  Why, a 

man would want a railroad through it for his own private use.  Get out of the way, ye landlords 

of England and patroons of Amsterdam…and give way to the Californian with his sixty mile 

sweep!” 

Perhaps the sheer size of California ranchos affected the Californian’s concept of distance.  

“It is singular how the Californians reckon distances.  They will speak of a place as only a short 

gallop off, when it is fifty or a hundred miles distant.  They think nothing of riding a hundred and 

forty miles in a day, and breaking down three or four horses in doing it, and following this up by 

the week.  They subsist almost exclusively on meat, and when travelling, sleep under the open 

sky.  They drive their ox-carts, loaded with lumber or provisions, two hundred miles to market.  

Their conceptions seem to annihilate space.”  
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Colton expands on the eating habits of the Californian:  

“The Californians breakfast at eight, dine at twelve, take tea at four, supper at eight, and then go 
to bed—unless there is a fandango.  The supper is the most substantial meal of the three ,and 
would visit anybody but a Californian with the nightmare.  But their constant exercise in the 
open air and on horseback, gives them the digestion of the ostrich.  
 
The only meat consumed here to any extent is beef.  It is beef for breakfast, beef for dinner, and 
beef for supper.  A pig is quite a rarity; and as for chickens, they are reserved for the sick.  The 
woods are full of partridges and hare; the streams and lagoons are covered with ducks and wild 
geese; and the harbor abounds with the most delicious fish.  But no Californian will angle or 
hunt, while he has a horse or saddle left.” 
 
Finally, we have this extensive description of the typical Californian: 
 
“A Californian is most at home in his saddle; there he has some claims to originality, if not in 
character then in costume.  His hat, with its conical crown and broad rim, throws back the sun’s 
rays from its dark, glazed surface.  It is fastened on by a band which passes under his chin, and 
rests on a red handkerchief … from beneath which his black locks flow out upon the wind. 
 

His buckskin shoes are armed with heavy spurs, which 
have a shaft some ten inches long, at the end of which 
is a roller, which bristles out into six points, three 
inches long, against which steel plates rattle with a 
quick, sharp sound.  His horse, with long flowing 
mane, arching neck, broad chest, full flanks and 
slender legs, is full of fire.  He seldom trots and will 
gallop all day without seeming to be weary.  On his 
back is the Californian’s home.  Leave him this home 
and you may have the rest of the world.” 

Photo from Three Years In California 
 
 
 
Walter Colton, born in 1797, was a Navy Chaplain who arrived in Monterey in 1846 with the 
Navy and was appointed alcalde of Monterey by Commodore Robert Stockton as part of a 
transitional government bridging the Mexican and American administrations.  Colton built a 
town hall-and-schoolhouse building that still stands at Monterey Harbor and is open to the public 
(it also was the site of California’s first constitutional convention in preparation for statehood).  
He served as alcalde until 1849 when his transitional duties were completed.  Colton then 
returned to his home in Philadelphia, published his journal in 1850, and died in 1851.    
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Long-Time Board Member Retires, A New One 
Joins 

 
By John Greitzer 
 
The CCCHS Board of Directors has lost one of its longer-serving members, with the departure of 
Donald Bastin after eleven years on the Board.  Donald not only was a valued member of our 
Board but served as editor of this newsletter for almost the entire time he was on the Board. 
 

Donald has a long engagement with history, starting with his Bachelors 
and Masters degrees in the subject from California State University at 
Hayward (now Cal State East Bay).  His Master’s thesis was on the Civil 
War in the San Francisco Bay Area.  After retiring from his career at the 
California Employment Development Department, he served for seven 
years as executive director of the Richmond Museum of History in 
western Contra Costa County.  He has written two books on local history 

published by Arcadia Press (on Richmond and El Sobrante) and is a founding member and 
current President of the El Sobrante Historical Society.  He joined our Board in 2010. 
 
We wish Donald well in all his future endeavors and we are grateful for the influential role he 
played in the Society and his stellar work on this newsletter for these past eleven years. 
 
With Donald’s seat vacant, and another vacancy on the Board as well, the Board has appointed 
Glenn Umont as our newest Board member.  Glenn is a resident of Alamo and comes to us with 
varied experience in the non-profit arena, after a long and successful career in engineering. 
 
His non-profit and public service efforts include the Friends of San Ramon Creek, the Contra 
Costa County Bicycle Advisory Committee, the Contra Costa County Civil Grand Jury in 2019-
2020, and the Board of Directors of the San Ramon Fire Protection District. 
 
Glenn worked in the engineering field for a wide variety of firms including Morrison-Knudsen, 
Carlos Abrams Associates, and North American Philips, among others.  He is a graduate of San 
Ramon Valley High School in Danville, has a Bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering from 
the University of California at Santa Barbara, a Masters degree in liberal studies from Mills 
College, and a PhD in mechanical engineering from the University of California at Davis.  He 
was a visiting professor at Bir Zeit University in Palestine in 2018. 
 
We look forward to working with Glenn. 
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The Contra Costa County Historical Society 
Annual Membership Meeting and Luncheon 

featuring 
Claudine Wong 

 
Please note the date change! 
Saturday, March 26, 2022 
11:45 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. 
Orinda Masonic Hall, 9 Altarinda Road, Orinda 
 
Join your friends in history for a special presentation from 
Claudine Wong.  Weekend news anchor, general assignment reporter, and host of 
the podcast “Bay Area People” for KTVU. 
 
Claudine will share some of her experiences as a reporter covering the 
major stories of our times and using the context of the area’s history to 
create a comprehensive view of the impact both world and local events 
have in our daily lives. A Bay Area native and Contra Costa County 
resident, Claudine is an Emmy award-winning journalist who has covered major stories from the 
terrorist attacks on 9/11 to the wildfires of northern California to the impact of COVID-19 on Bay 
Area communities. 

~ ~ ~ 
Program agenda: 

Registration and Welcome Reception 
Contra Costa County Historical Society Annual Review 

Lunch and beverages served 
Keynote Speaker Claudine Wong 

CCCHS book sales and Vault book giveaway 
~ ~ ~ 

$50.00* per person  
RSVP’s are requested by March 18, 2022 

RSVP:  email: mkting@cocohistory.org  ~  visit https://conta.cc/3nmsNjQ ~  call 925-229-1042 
 

* Ticket price includes your choice of one book from the  
County Library Vault collection. 

The Library Vault collection consists of primarily history-oriented books about Contra Costa County, the greater 
San Francisco Bay Area, and California. The collection also includes novels, reference materials and biographies, 

some dating back to the 1880s.  Some books are considered rare.  Most available books are out-of-field (non-
County related). All books have a library stamp and/or glued insert within the book cover. 

 
Accessibility:  The Orinda Masonic Hall is ADA compliant with designated parking and easy 
wheelchair access to the building. The Hall has on-site parking and is walking distance of BART. 
 
Covid protocols:  All County Covid protocols will be followed at this event.  Currently, those 
include mandatory face coverings while indoors and proof of vaccination or proof of negative test 
72 hours prior to event time. 

mailto:mkting@cocohistory.org
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President’s Message 
By John Mercurio 
 

A year ago, when it was time to rotate board officer positions, we were unable to 

follow the normal progression that we have adopted, so, to fill the term that 

became vacant, John Burgh and I decided to jump in and split the two-year term.  

John Burgh will assume the office of Board President later this month.  

We said goodbye to board member Donald Bastin this year as he has transitioned 

into new endeavors. We thank him for his insight and for his years of editing this 

newsletter.  Not missing a beat, past president John Greitzer has stepped up to carry the editor’s 

torch. John has a background in journalism, so he will be calling upon skills he developed years 

ago to bring you many pages of original research and news of the Society. 

From the historic town of Alamo, I am proud to announce a new addition to our Board of 

Directors. Glenn Umont is joining us, and we look forward to working with him. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge the first year of service by Executive Director Mike McCarron. 

He joined us in October of 2020 as Priscilla Couden ended her ten years in the job. Mike has 

been busy keeping us going and bringing in new ideas, and is ably assisted by Jennifer Apkarian.  

  

Executive Director’s Message 
By Mike McCarron 
 

I can’t believe I have completed my first year as the Executive Director of this 

wonderful organization. Tempus fugit!  There has been so much I wanted to 

accomplish, but as with everyone else these past two years, many things have 

been scaled back or postponed due to the continuing impacts of the pandemic. 

 

Despite the ongoing impacts of COVID, the History Center is maintaining its 

normal work hours. We also were fortunate to receive a generous grant from the Dean and 

Margaret Lesher Foundation as we begin our move “Back to the Future” by upgrading our entire 

IT infrastructure.  A month ago, we made a huge leap into the 21st century by having a high-

speed digital internet connection installed in the History Center. This allows us to take the next 

step by replacing our aging computers with new state-of-the-art equipment, including a new 

server that can be expanded as we work towards digitizing all of our archival records. 

 

While the new equipment is wonderful, we still need volunteers to do research and enter data so 

it’s accessible to our clients. If you’re interested in volunteering, even for just a few hours a 

week, please drop us a note or call us, or better yet stop by and talk to one of our volunteers so 

you’ll get a firsthand look at what we’re doing, how we do it, and where we’re planning to go.   

 

Here's to a wonderful, successful, and very health New Year! 
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