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Co-President’s Message 

By the time you will be reading this, Contra Costa County will have moved into 

the yellow tier, which means….people are starting to resume their regular 

activities, weddings are beginning to happen, and we are actually able to give our 

friends hugs and shake hands.  This is largely in part to most of us being 

vaccinated.  In May the board had our first in person meeting in over a year. 

What a wonderful sight it was to see everyone’s faces sans a mask!  June 12, 2021 

was the first wedding of the year held in the beautiful backyard at the Shadelands 

Ranch Museum.   

The Walnut Creek Historical Society kicked off the year with the Shadelands Classic Car Show featuring “100 Years 

of Ford” and a Grand Re-opening of the museum.  And boy, there were some beautiful automobiles.  We had 75 cars 

registered with 30 more showing up to display their amazing classic cars!  There was live music, Heritage Eats (The 

Best Food Truck Ever) raffle prizes, and trophies made from Ford parts.  Thank you to our Mayor, Kevin Wilk, for 

presenting the Mayor’s Choice Award along with City Councilwoman, Cindy Darling, for helping Kevin present the 

Best in Show, Best Original Owner and People’s Choice awards.  The day was very well attended with a line out the 

door for a self-guided museum tour that featured “Fashion Through the Years” from our personal collection.  Living 

History had activities set up for the children that attended.  The thirty-foot blow up Mr. Jelly Belly was quite the show 

stopper as you drove down Ygnacio Valley Road.  He definitely could not be missed!   

We also held a special dedication ceremony for the Lawrence Family who lost their father Jim Lawrence of Lawrence 

Volvo on December 23, 2020.  The Lawrence family once owned the longest family operated business thus far in 

Walnut Creek.  Cindy Lawrence, Jim’s daughter, was there to receive a framed print of the Lester Lawrence & Son 

Volvo Dealership.  This event was very successful, raising $7,800 for the historical society.  There was so much positive 

feedback from attendees and car owners we will definitely do this very fun event next year.  The icing on the cake was 

The “100 Years of Ford” and the Shadelands Ranch Museum being featured on the 6 o’clock and 11 o’clock ABC 

local news.   

Thank you to ALL the volunteers and the NCL mother/daughter teams who manned the Walnut Creek Historical 

society table, sold raffle tickets, helped park the classic cars, sold beverages, helped with set up and clean up.  We 

would also like to thank Ally McKay for creating the fabulous logo with the house in the background!  It truly takes a 

village and our volunteers are the best! 

Our recovery from a year on hold will be gradual but we were very excited to be notified we were to receive a 

$15,000 California Relief Grant.  Thank you Mark Brown and Jackie Byrd for your diligence in getting the tedious 

paperwork completed and filed.  In 2019 we were left $5,000 from the Frederick B. Noreen Survivor’s Trust which 

we received in 2020.  These funds and the Matching Fundraising Campaign will help us recover some of the reserves 

that we spent last year to retain our valuable employees and make to improvements to the museum.   

Teresa Wenzel and Andrea Baldacci 
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100 Years of Ford Highlights... 

Thank you to our sponsors! 

Your support made it possible to host the Shadelands Class Car Show.   

 

Cindy Lawrence and Lon Williams  

The Lawrence Family  

In memory of Jim Lawrence 
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Dick with his son Parrish ! Parrish Falk drove this car in high 

school 
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Heather Farm 

John William Marchbank’s plan for the Sulphur 

Springs Ranch property continued the Walker’s 

equestrian use – with one big difference.  John was 

a self-made millionaire, so there was no immediate 

profit pressure on his ownership. He owned the 

Tanforan Race Track in San Bruno, first with a 

partner and then as sole owner by 1933.  John 

turned his newly purchased 255-acre property into 

the most important horse-breeding farm west of the 

Mississippi.  The property was named Heather 

Farm, in honor of Marchbank’s retired thoroughbred 

stallion, King Heather.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Byron Times touted his successful venture this 

way: 

“…the magnificent country estate of Colonel and 

Mrs. J. W. Marchbank, known as Heather Farm, 

which embraces 255 acres of picturesque terrain 

close by majestic Mount Diablo, near the town of 

Walnut Creek, in the resplendent Ygnacio Valley of 

Contra Costa County, California.” 

“It is the home of some of the most illustrious 

thoroughbreds in the world, a rural setting that 

equals one’s fondest dreams, and exemplifies 

country life in its most charming and modern 

aspect.” 

Marchbank invested $1 million and built a Spanish-

style mansion, a half-mile track enclosed by a white 

fence, paddocks, barns and a 48-stall stable. His 

horses raced at tracks throughout North America 

from Vancouver, British Columbia to Agua Caliente, 

Mexico.  He was part of the movement by the 

Pacific Coast Breeders Association that sought to 

expand the breeding of thoroughbreds here in 

California.  The organization also sought the 

establishment of a county fair in the Richmond-San 

Pablo district complete with a racetrack for year-

round gaming.  The county fair was never realized.  

Golden Gate Fields was established in Berkeley in 

1941. 

The operations at Heather Farm caught the 

attention of the Hollywood set.  The outdoor scenes 

of the movie “Sporting Blood” were filmed at 

Heather Farm.  A dust storm in the film was created 

by someone pulling a tractor and a drag.  The local 

firemen made it “rain” for certain scenes.  But the 

most memorable “special effect” of the film was 

Clark Gable in his first starring role.  Gable was 

sufficiently unknown at the 

time that the Courier-

Journal misspelled his 

name “Goble.”  The film 

played at the Ramona 

Theater on Main Street on 

September 4-5, 1931. 

John Marchbank led a most interesting life.  He was 

born on Prince Edward Island (Canada) in 1868 

and was known as Peg-leg Jack after an accident 

resulted in his leg being amputated in 1889.  He 

joined the rush for Klondike gold and became 

fabled as the one-legged man who climbed the 

Chilkoot Pass on crutches and struck it rich.  

Marchbank struck it rich, however, by emptying the 

pockets of his fellow miners who frequented his 

several saloons and gambling halls in the Klondike 

district. He brought this entrepreneurial expertise to 

the States in 1902, operating in San Francisco and 

Daly City.  His lively adventures continued until his 

passing in 1947 at age 78.   

(Author’s note:  The life and times of John William 

Marchbank will be the subject of its own article in a 

future issue of the newsletter.) 

SAGA of SULPHUR SPRINGS RANCH  (Part 2) 
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What We See Today 

John’s widow, Bernadette (Jones), maintained the 

estate for ten years.  She sold the property in 1956 

for $1.1 million to Atherton developer Thomas G. 

Stone.  The developer planned to build 800 homes 

on the site; however, he went bankrupt and 

Bernadette reacquired what remained of the property 

at that time. 

Catholic Parish:  The Archbishop of San Francisco 

put a deposit on a portion of the Heather Farm 

property in December, 1958.  The Diocese 

completed the purchase on August 15, 1960 from 

Metro Homes, Stone’s company. The purchase 

covered the Marchbank home, which was used as a 

convent for the Belgian nuns who taught at St. 

Mary’s Parochial School.  In 1965 the Diocese 

purchased the acreage up the hill from the home to 

build St. John Vianney Catholic Church. 

The church building is built on approximately the 

original grade of the land.  Years ago road builders 

cut off the crest of the hill to ease the flow of traffic. 

Hospital:  The growth of Walnut Creek’s population 

during the late 1950’s put a strain on its hospital. By 

1956 the Kaiser Hospital, which opened in 1954, 

was no longer able to accommodate non-members. 

In early 1957 fifty local doctors came together to 

explore building a 50-bed hospital.  Some of the 

doctors advanced $6,000 to defray preliminary 

expenses.   

The next year, 1958, forty-six doctors and one other 

citizen pledged $80,000 towards the project and a 

board of trustees incorporated the Walnut Creek 

Community Hospital. In October, 1958 the group 

purchased a ten-acre site for $31,675.  Hoping for a 

name that better reflected the wider service area of 

the hospital, a naming contest was held for school 

children in central Contra Costa County. The winning 

submission was “John Muir Memorial Hospital.” 

Park:  In 1956 Philip Bancroft Jr. petitioned the 

Walnut Creek City Council to create a city park at the 

Marchbank property. He offered five acres he owned 

adjacent to the property and asked the Marchbank 

heirs to donate a seven acre lot lying along N. San 

Carlos Drive to the west. The heirs did not 

participate, but Philip did give his property for the 

future project.  

A 1965 bond election enabled the city to purchase 

50 acres of the former Marchbank property.  On the 

combined purchased and donated land the city 

developed a park and swimming complex. Over time 

purchases with federal funds from an “Open Space” 

program and developers’ grants added to the 

acreage.   On July 4, 1970 city officials opened 

Heather Farm Park for the community’s benefit. At 

102 acres, it is now the city’s largest park. 

Residential Development:  Developers purchased 

Marchbank’s remaining acreage, where numerous 

apartments and townhouses exist today. 

On the wall in the History Room at Shadelands 

Ranch Museum is an 1894 map of Alameda, Contra 

Costa and San Francisco Counties, showing the 

original land grants to the early Californios.  The next 

time you are at the museum, pop up to the second 

floor and take a look at the map.  Find where you 

live.  Which land grant was the nucleus of your 

residence?  What stories surround the development 

of your property? 

By Suzanne Hudson 

On April 17 the Walnut Creek Historical Society hosted a Community Food Drive in 

partnership with the City of Walnut Creek.  We received twice the amount 

of food donations at the Shadelands Ranch Museum compared to what we 

collected in October.  All in all, the City collected 14,500 pounds of food 

and $19,000 in monetary donations from the community.  Andrea and I would like to thank all 

our volunteers who dropped off donations.  It was great to see you and participate in a great 

cause! 
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SHADELANDS RANCH MUSEUM  GRAND RE-OPENING 

The Walnut Creek Historical Society is pleased to announce the Grand Re-Opening of 
Shadelands Ranch Museum.   

It has been a long year and a half and our docents are excited to, once again, begin public 
tours of the museum.  In celebration of our Grand Re-Opening our archivist has curated a 
special “Fashion Through the Years” exhibit.  Items from the late 1800s to today have 
been selected from our extensive clothing collection.  The exhibit will be on display until 
August 31. 

Please stop by for a docent-lead tour.  During this approximately one hour tour you will 
learn about life in Walnut Creek in the early 20th Century, the Penniman Family who 
owned Shadelands Ranch and enjoy the fashion exhibit. No appointment is necessary and we ask that all 
guests wear masks.  As always, tours are free to WCHS members.   

In addition to re-opening the museum, we are thrilled to announce the re-start of our Downtown History Tour.  
This easy, 90-minute walking tour brings to life the early times and development of what has become a Bay 
Area destination city.   

The Downtown History Tour is free and held on the second Saturday with the next tours on July 10, 
September 11 and October 9.   

For more information on the museum and walking tours, please visit our website at wchistory.org. 

Hope to see you soon.   

FINAL DAYS TO DONATE 

TO THE MATCHING DONATION FUNDRAISER 

DEADLINE JULY 15 

 

As a reminder, a generous supporter has agreed 
to match up to $5,000 for any donations received 
by July 15.  If you have already donated, thank 
you!  If not, please consider making a donation 
today.  The funds raised will go a long way 
toward our mission of interpreting and 
preserving the history of Walnut Creek. 

 

To donate, please go to wchistory.org and click 
on the Matching Fund Donation Button. 

 

Thank you for your support.   

 

 

At the Shadelands Ranch Museum 

2660 Ygnacio Valley 

Parking available behind the museum  

off Via Monte 

 

Please RSVP by July 19, 2021 

WCHS@wchistory.org or  925-935-7871 

Annual Dinner  

& Member Appreciation 
 

Monday, July 26, 2021 

6:00 PM Appetizers & Cocktails 

7:00 PM Board Presentation 

SAVE THE DATE!!! 
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LEAVE A LEGACY FOR THE WALNUT CREEK HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

Please consider naming the Walnut Creek Historical Society in your will, trust, 

or as the beneficiary of an insurance policy. The Walnut Creek Historical 

Society is a 501 (c) (3) nonprofit organization.  When you include a gift to the 

Walnut Creek Historical Society in your estate plan, you ensure your support 

will help the Society to continue its work to 

benefit our community in the future. 

 
 
 

November 27—December 12, 2021 

 
Members only reservations will begin on  Friday, September 24, 2021 at 9 AM  

 
Tickets $50/person or Champagne Teas $60/person 

Two sittings:  11:00 AM or 1:30 PM 

Champagne Teas: Saturday, December 4 & 11 at 4:00 PM  

& Friday, December 10 at 1:30 PM 

 

Go to wchistory.org for more information! 

 Reservations must be made by the  member. 

 Member must be in good standing with 2021dues paid. 

 

Reservations will open to the public Tuesday, October 1st at 9 AM 

Please call WCHS at 925-935-7871 for reservations 

Holiday Teas &  Holiday Faire 
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SHADELANDS RANCH MUSEUM 

2660 Ygnacio Valley Rd. • Walnut Creek, CA 94598 

925-935-7871  • wchistory.org 

Walnut Creek Historical Society Presents 

ART • CRAFTS • JEWELRY • HANDMADE GOODS • BAKED GOODS • FOOD         

LOCAL VENDORS • VINTAGE FINDS  • CLOTHING  •  SO MUCH MORE. 

Vendor applications available at wchistory.org 

Sunday, August 15, 2021 

9 AM - 4 PM 

An Outdoor, Open-Air market on the beautiful 

grounds of the  

Shadelands Ranch Museum  

Free Admission 

Free Hand


