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"It is vita extreme pleasure and a signal honor to report to tou that 
cn Tuesday, January 27, 1987, in the nation’s capitol, Washington D.C., 
the Cnited States Supreme Court denied without comment revi ev of a peti­
tion for certiorari in the case of Wilks versus Mouton. By this act, 
this august body sent a message throughout this grand and glorious land 
of ours that EAST PALO ALTO IS A CITY FOREVER! Praise God's Holy Name!"1

-Barbara Mouton, Mayor of East Palo Alto, Larch, 1987

The Court's denial to review Wi Iks tr. Mouton not only concludes East 

Palo Alto's three-and-a-half year struggle to have fully sanctioned the legality 

of its incorporation, it also marks the beginning of a new epoch in the history 

of the city: it can now carry on the factions of self-governance without the 

threat of a sudden loss of its sovereignty loaming over it.

Before we discuss the details and importance of East Palo Alto's incorpora­

tion it is important to bring to light some of the details of the areas history 

for these will help us get a better understanding of why incorporation for the 

ci tv w .s so significant. Visitors and residents of East Palo Alto and Palo Alto, 

the citv bordering to the West, cannot help but be surprised by the large con­

trasts between the two municipalities. Palo Alto is predominantly white, middle- 

2 'u-per class while East Palo Alto is about 70,o black with a mean income of about 
3

£20,0-90, The streets of Palo Alto are smooth, well-paved, and side—walked while 

r-V ¿.f those of East Palo Alto lack sidewalks and are full of potholes and 

patches. Yet. as the saying might go, "Don't judge town bv its street cover" and 

to gain a full appreciation for East Palo Alto again we turn to history. It is con­

venient tc divide this history into two segments: from first settlement to the 

mi-1 7 r>0 ’ s . when large numbers of blacks berrán mo-vi n 7 to the ¿re-, end then from 

j’ -.¡in- until the present. Cui' treatment of the fir. t scrxrer : till be of a 

mure chror.-loL'ical n.turc, whereas with, the- second segment > < •• i 1' 1 - cut wre 

cn th diverse forces ct ting from without and within th -t si.-'e_ changed the 



community. It should be said that our treatment will be topical and far from 

thorough but that an effort has been made to focus on those events and processes 

that <ere most seminal in terms of the important aspects of East Palo Alto’s 

development and in terms of its efforts to incorporate.

Origins to the kid-1950 1 s

As we might expect, the earliest . inhabitants of the area of East Palo Alto 

were California Indians and in fact until recently^ it was the site of the old­

est known settlement in the Bay Area.^ The area was then contained in the 

Rancho de las litigas established late in the eighteenth century by the Spanish 

7
government in Léxico. The first white settler was Isiah C. Woods who, with 

the help of Adams and Company, a San Francisco bank of which he was a partner, 

purchased the south-eastern part of the Rancho and in 1848 established a town 

next to the bird-filled marshlands of the south Lay. "To pay tribute to him­

self he joined his name to that of the black birds and called San Mateo 'Coun- 
g

ty's first town 'RAViNSWOOD *." In 1849 a wharf was constructed where Bay

Road met the buy and this allowed for shipping of lumber from Searsville and 

9Woodside, where Bay Road presumably began. However, Woods had greater hopes 

for the area since the Pacific and Atlantic Railroad Company had recently made 

plans to build a bridge over the Bay through Ravenswood.^ The plans were 

abandoned and then resumed in 1851 and this time "Woods pointed out that Ravens­

wood would become the Western Terminus, another San Francisco."^ Considerable 

investment was fueled and hotels, saloons and houses sprung up. When, in 1854, 

the Railroad abandoned its plans to build the bridge Adams and Co. went bank­

rupt, and "The town of Ravenswood became a ghost town, with the wharf the only 

12 construction beine oí any use."

! j - f -.nd almost Q 9 ' or ■ of 1 ar : north-east oí the :,:ri Frnnci sr-.«i t o 



Creek (the south-vest boundary of East Palo Alto today) were purchaser1 hr two 

San Francisco land speculators, William Fox and Cornelius Peter O’Conner, in 

1854. Just previous to this, in 1852, a Joshua Leavitt had rented 1500 acres 

of land from Charles C. Bowman, one of the original purners in Adims and Ce., 

and Leavitt proceeded to build barns and establish a dairy farm the products 

of which were shipped to San. Francisco and San Jose. An additional 400 acres 

of land was purchased by Leavitt from Fox and O’Conner where more barns were 

built. The land was also used by Leavitt's son, Joshua Jr., to start a chicken 

farm. Unfortunately, Josh Jr.'s experimental "steamhead" incubation process 

failed and "helped cause the downfall of his new enterprise." Joshua Sr. sold 

13 
the land to Lester P. Cooley in 1868.

Cooley had come across in covered wagon in 1859 to seek gold in the Sierras 

After a successful year he managed to establish a dairy ranch in San Francisco. 

In 1867 he decided to move south and establish a new dairy. Cooley purchased 

the 400 acre lot mentioned above and proceeded to improve it by building new 

barns, drilling a water wC.ll, and by refurbishing the neglected Ravenswood 

wharf of which he had purchased the rights to half. It was re-christenec "Cool­

ey Landing", its name today. fhe farm was very successful and Cooley became 

quite wealthy, providing nicely for his wife and three sons until his death 

14 
in 1882.

curing these years railroad interest was again focused on Ravenswood when 

in September, 1872, the San Francisco hoard of Supervisors sent a bill to -.he 

mayor which he nut to a popular vote that posted a "$12,OOQ,000 subsidy neces­

sary for the completion of the San Francisco and Colorado-Ravenswood Railroad 

Bridge." similar to the proposal of 1851, this trans-bay route v .s nineteen 

pimes less expensive Phan a proposed Yerbe—Buena island route to ph : nor pl and 

.j n i n < i 1 > 1 anger . 1uh favorer gr c;.; 1 j, ¿hr< u Lout ..a:, . ' < .



San Francisco voters, fearing increased taxes, voted it down. But while the 

Railroad plan failed, a relatively successful Ravenswood venture was that of the 

Hunter and Shckleford Brick Factory opened in 1874 on five acres of land that 

these men had purchased from Cooley. At its peak in 1875 the factory turned 

out 8,000,000 bricks that year and employed 100 Chinese workers. Since the 

bricks were shipped by boat, Cooley Landing was quite active and Cooley agreed 

to keep the pier maintained In fact, the dock was so active that one Jer­

emiah Clarke built a second pier, ’’Clarke's Landing"^ in 1873 to ship what he hoped 

would be the goods of a burgeoning Ravenswood industrial center. In 1884 

partly as a result of declining sales and partly from an exhaustion of natural 

clay supplies, the factory shut down and activity at Cooley's Landing decreased 

precipitously wi th only a very occasional lumber barge stopping there to ship 

wood from Pace's Mill, itself a victim of dwindling natural resources: the de­

pletion of lumber from Woodside and Searsville by 1870. Clarke's Landing also 

deteriorated and was not improved until 1931 when the city of Palo Alto, who 

had purchased it and the surrounding land in 1921, converted it into a yacht 

harbor and the land around it into a damp, both still existing today. This 

was one of the first annexations, a process that will become more and more im- 

17 
nort .nt, as we will see.

Until around 1910 Ravenswood was relatively inactive. The two piers were 

occasionally used by their owners; the Morgan Oyster Company (est. 1874) farmed 

beds off Ravenswood with moder-te succes until large quantities of oil (from 

steamers) and refuse (from cities) mide the environment deadly to the shell­

fish; and the big Ravenswood landowners, the Cooleys and the Kavanaughs used 

their I nd to f. rm and r ise stock.however in 1910 the bumburton Train 

ri .e V a s finally opened establish i n^ a --..or t< r (by twenty-six miles) route 

, en .nd anil J..n :r..ncisc<« and c the: t and • c . ....y cities. T 11 y 



as a result of this new transportation artery, a Charles Weeks in 1909 nurcbaser 

land, part of it from the Cooleys, and "subdivided (it} into 1.5 acre farms 

and called the section 'Runnymeade' after the historic English meadow where tee 

19Knight of old wrested the Magna Carte, from King John." Weeks sold the plots 

as "family chicken farms under the concept of 'one acre and independence' 

Although, "Runnymede was one of many utopian schemes in California founded on 

the belief that rural life was superior, that small plots of land intensively 

farmed could produce the necessities of life, as well as the serenity that can 

only come from independent labor," this same source continues, "This wss hard Iy 

a utopia for the poor, however, since plots of land...had to be purchased in 

advance. A 1917 advertisement said the plots were 'especially adapted to peo-mle 

21of means who wish a pretty setting for a garden home.'"

At the same time as the Runnymede subdivisions were laid, so were new Ions 

sold and purchased in Ravenswood proper; and in 1925 a conflict erupted over the 

name of the newly settled area. A vote was held and the name East Palo Alto 

was chosen. Yet though united in name, the two communities were not sc in re— 

ality: "Separare chambers of commerce survived until the late 1930's and th.-otu.gh- 

out this neriod the Palo Alto City birectory recognized distinct municipalities.' ' 

Burins: this period, in 1935, the two towns discussed incorporation as a menus to

2 
curtail the blooming retail liquor industry affectionately called "Whiskey lulch".

24 It came to nothing. In addition, the chicken farms, as a result of the re­

pression, declined during the 1930's. "By the early 1940's, neither chamber 

of commerce existed and much of the poultry colony was beinrr divided into hot- 

25 ing tracts."

/or some rea sc n de tai led sources for the period cl the li'3''» arz ltd 

are l':r:.i” but * e do learn the following: As a resile of t:ic decline c:

• : i ; , f._r».s - :°>civi sinus were lai in t... o..r ly 194) ' s t;.w u t r



27 very little economic growth until the end of t-or'd bar II. After the war 

the influx of veterans into inexpensive homes ^"lower-middle class") caused 

the population in the area to increase sharply to 8-000 by the late 1940’s. 

28 
Large tracts were used for flower growing.

What can we interpret from the first centary of the area’s history? Rob 

Lowe says that,

"Even hud tn er e been greater continuity in population and leadership, 
the historic organizations, devoted mostly to rural pedestrian con­
cerns...had little of valuggto impart about the preservation and dev­
elopment of urban wealth."

This is only a partial and, in a sense, misleading explanation because we have 

seen, clearly, various attempts in the area to establish a healthy economic 

base. We saw, for example, rapid growth at the comaunity’s inception in the 

1850*s that might well have continued had I si am -oods’ prayers for a railroad 

line been answered. We also noticed th^t Jeramiiah Clarke’s construction of a 

second pier in 1873 anticipated the growth of an industrial area started with 

the founding of the successful hunter and Shackleford Brick Factory. As it 

hannened, it never came. We might even hypothesize th -t had the poultry farms 

not been victim of the depression, early incorporation efforts might have been 

fruitful. Lowe's statement leaves out the fact, therefore, that genuine efforts 

were made to create a stable economic base, anu of an urban nature in the case 

of our first two examples. If, as he implies, "-.he preservation and develop­

ment of urban wealth” are crucial to the- success of t. city, then certainly we 

see historic evidence that whole-hearted efforts were made to accomplish this.

However, despite his failure to make ligh-. of this aspect of the area's 

history, Lowe’s interpretation seems to be core er t 'ccause the fact is these 

efforts did fail and the area did remain lar.'eu rir I without any lonrr-standin? 

inda, '.rial growth. Vet iris s ti 11 on ! v u r .roil cr l:tn .ti mi, because we find

other reasons for inc area’, nan-growth. may have been the foot



that much of the land remained in the hands of different wealthy families who

did not reside in the area and probably had no concern for its fate other than 

to make the most of their land, for example by subdividing it and selling lots 

rather tian encouraging business growth. In addition, the tension, whatever 

its reason, between Runnymede and Ravenswood, as we saw, made their unity in 

1925 only nominal. The depression did not help matters either since what in­

dustry there was only further declined. All in all, it is a bit narrow to at­

tribute hast Palo Alto's failure to establish urban development simnly to its 

devotion to "rural pedestrian concerns" for we witness a number of other reasons.

Since the 1949's

During the 1959' s two processes occured that explain why the city of East 

Palo Alto is the way it is today; one was the movement of large numbers of blacks 

into the area, the other was a voracious consumption of its lands by stronger, 

surrounding communi ti es, (though we have seen this before the 1950's, see parre 

four). The growth of shipbuilding industries in Oakland and San Francisco 

during World War II attracted many blacks the South to these areas where jobs 

had become available. Put the enJ of the bar meant hard times for many of these 

blacks since the industries slowed greatly and these newer workers were the 

first to co. Diack post-war unemployment rose to JOp in the Bay Area. As we 

noted before, housing in East Palo Alto was inexpensive and so it therefore 

w1s proba’ly attractive topoorer blacks desiring a home ("a small piece of the 

'.American dream'") in a sunny, semi-rural area. Even so, initially blacks v“re 

barred entrance from the area. In 1949 the Louncil for Civic Unity of Redwood 

Ci tv began to help slacks out. "This interracial civil rights or.g.ni ration en- 

conri rd unite, to 'front' for blacks in the- purchase of homes." Cnee blacks 

’ rr .rulin' 7 n - - the notorious • 1 oc r-'>u -1 i n" tnc t i c s of rort'.ir.

re! tor beg u • -to families wore encuur.; -cd to s<-11 their neme • to 



these realtors who then resold them to Slacks at much higher prices. Whether 

fueled hv racism or greater opportunity elsewhere, or -oth, in any case large 

3 o numbers of whites were leaving the area by the mid-195?’s.

As we noted (see endnote four), the East Palo Alto of today is only a 

tiny fraction of its former self. Here is a summary of trie various processes 

that have shrunken East Palo Alto. In 1947 Bayshore Hitrlrvay was widened into 

the Bayshore Freeway of today. Unfortunately, almost all East Palo Alto busi­

nesses were located along the highway and "Of the 53 businesses that were forced 

33to relocate, only five chase to remain in the communi ty.”'’ In addition, the

Freeway created a kind of natural division between tr.e "East of Bayshore" and 

34".Vest of Bayshore" communities, a division that we will see was important in 

relation to incorporation. Next, in 1949 líenlo Park annexed Belle Haven and 

with it one-fourth of East Palo Alto’s population. Soon after Menlo Oaks 

was annexed to Menlo Park, and North Palo Alto to Palo Alto. In 1954 the Bo­

hannon development was annexed to Menlo Park as was a large industrial area in 

1960.35 Other annexations have included: the area presently comprising the 

Palo Alto Golf Course, the Palo Alto Bump (see page four), and the Leslie Salt 

Flats.30 \ye are not so concerned with the exact details of these losses of 

land as with the fact that because East Palo Alto was a non-incorporated area 

of San Mateo County and so under the governance of the San Mateo County Board

37 
of Sunervisors, it therefore was powerless to step these annexations.

Before looking at incorporation it might be worthwhile to look briefly at 

a project that happened in East Palo Alto after the annexations but before in­

corporation that is evidence of the community's concern with helping itself: 

he East Palo -.Ito Community Farm. For thou?:: in t: : s reriod Last rulo Alto 

3B .was subject to the will of the capricious Board o: ■ r or vi«ors m nonethe­

less did not 1y i.le. In fact, the F «rm v . > j u : nc . : many projects and 

.evelo ::.ents of self —emhet torment in this pe rio: . included the nt oto



Project (1968) - a law project, the Community Youth Responsibility Program (197°) 

39- it helped problem juveniles, the construction of a Municipal Center (1972) - 

to consolidate and centralize city services, and the list goes on. But the

Farm is of particular interest, it seems, because it reflected many of the same 

values embodied in East Palo aIio's rural past and especially in the RunnymecLe

Colony half a century previous. Forty acres of open land at the end of Univers­

ity Avenue were donated by the Kavanaugh family in 1975 to the project, brain­

child of Ida Berk, then Chairperson of the East Palo Alto Economic Opportunitv 

Commision. Twenty-five of it were farmed co-operatively while the rest w.is 

divided into 20x40 foot family plots "designed to provide a family of four with 

40
all the produce they would need for one year." The Farm got money and heln 

from a number of ouside agencies: San Mateo County ihgineers, Webb Ranch, the 

University of California, seed companies, local nursuries, and others as well. 

Many of East Palo Altos’ older residents coming from rural areas of the U.S. 

such as Oklahoma (see page seven) were experienced farmers and could teach as 

41well. The Farm was quite successful but in 1980 the Kavanaughs decided to 

sell the land to a developer who planned to build warehousing. Interestingly, 

the farmers opposed the develoners' plans but not the sale "because it would 

(have) hurt Kavanaugh to whom t:.ey said they (were) grateful." “ The Farm w. - 

inspiring to East Talo Al tans and was, according to Berk, "being called the 

43'best thing that ever happened here’." But again we see the effect of being 

a n on-in corpora ted area rather tnaná. city since it is quite nossible that a 

city council could have zoned the land 'Agricultural" or simply have purchased 

the land flat-out and thus maintained the project.

I- - 'rnor. tion

in- hi tert refer, suecos, to i nc oriwr • t <



fill a book and we will here try only to point out the themes that made

un the issue, in particular those that bear some relation t7 i.he area’s past. 

Last Palo Alto has made several attempts to incorporate as a Titv: in 1935 as 

a result of liquor store proliferation (see page five), in 192 - because of the 

annexations, in 1958 for the sake of self-governance and ix?r®vements, and the 

issue was talked about almost incessantly during the 197O'r. Final, legal 

incorporation cane after a major effort mounted by the Las'. Palo Alto Committee 

for Incornoration begun in kite 1980 and finally accqnli shei x>n June 14, 1983, 

the voter measure passing by a slim fifteen votesl^ Throag:;ut the process 

legal challenges have been make by opponents, the last of vnieh claiming that 

votes were cast illegally in tne June 14 election. As we rsted (see page one), 

the U.S. Sunrerne Court refused to hear the case.

While the legal aspects of East Palo Alto’s incorporation are of interest, 

we are more curious about what the underlying motives cf e-:h side were. Clear- 

Iv, the most pressing reason for the proponents of incorz>or-.tmon is that a 

citv is sovereign and able to control its lands and to a lurgt extent how those 

lands are used and serviced. We have seen numerous examg 1 r - ®f how non-incor- 

norution has hurt the area in the past: shiftless realtor ~rae tices, extensive 

annexations, loss of the Farm. Another reason for incirnor.tacn were the numer­

ous code violations of city structures. The location cf tee County Services in 

.Tedwood City, fifteen miles to the North, made inspection, rire and in general 

’ 46landlords did little to improte buildings; nor could rent i-veis be controlled. 

An incorporated city could much more effectively enforce coie violations and 

47
allow for rent control, proponents argued. Along wit.: ti: s . Proponents of 

mi orpor : lion worried about the possibility of g oner i f i c -n and other harm 

t ■.•¡it be tone to residents by landowners as a re; f-ct th . t the

’ . ■ ; , .. Flo .-.Ito is verv valuable : a < i - v tea. . 7 •: - "cvi nt V ■ .is- 



placement of residents. Another issue surrounded nolice services since the 

area had always been patrolled by the San Mateo Count Sherrif's Department, 

whose officers were not East Palo Alto residents and hud "extremely poor stand- 

49
ing in tae community."

Perhaps the biggest controversy surrounded financing the new city. We 

examined Lowe's idea that cityhooc had failed historically partly because the 

area never developed a stable, healthy economic base, and we concluded, with 

some qualifications, that tnis was more or less correct. One of the reasons 

people opposed incorporation w„s vr.it they feared increased taxation. Most 

of the residents west of the Freeway also opposed incorporation because they 

feared their mostly white area would be ignored by the larger west of the Fre“-

5 0 way, minority part of East Palo Alto. Most of the former wanted annexation

to Menlo Park. They also argued that East Palo Alto simply did not have enough 

of a tax-base to finance the new city although this does not seem to have been

51 the case. However, it is fairly clear that the members of organizations such 

as AARPO (hoodland Avenue Residential Property Owners) 'feare^i "more\ potential 

rent control and zoning measures and more thorough enforcement of building code 

52 
all of which would mean a loss of money for them in one way or another.

Also included in Lowe's hypothesis was the suggestion that, hi stor i ca 1 It , 

a focus on "rural, pedestrian concerns" by city leaders led to ineffective 

governing. Likewise, opponents to incorporation pointed out that East Palo 

Alto's government had been ineffective and even corrupt in the recent nast, 

(though not, of course, because it spent too much time on rural issues). It 

was claimed, for examnle, that t e Municipal Council had been turned into an 
K n 

"i nr-.rum out for inc or por. -ion" rat :.?r th n r.evelonin^ nrorrrams for the citv?'

L-.st 1) . -..(.re i > tiic i- u • c . r .cc, w::i ch throughout t.ie incorvor .lion

,, , I, . •„< r j....'."r < .-nt- . i • sur i ucc. j i is i ii i c ■: 1 t to assess '.sth.

t;.o ext e;t . nd virulence of ti. ■ r . i s.u involved ex co t to say that it was not 



blatant and viscious as in Burmingham, for example, but nor v_5 it not a factor. 

Perhaps a good gauge of the kind of racism involved is contained in a statement 

made by one of the vest of Bayshore residents, lorn Fitzsimmons: "I don't have 

anything against them (bast of Bayshore residents) wantin-r a vcice in government...
54 b '*'■

But if they incorporate, ve vould be losing ours." Fitzsimmons feared, as vas ’<< 

metioned, that the minority majority to the vest vould simnly never elect a 

candidate from the east side and that the east's vhite population vould have 

no say in the nev government. The racism, then, seems to have existed on both 

sides of the tracks, so to speak: whether it is simply of a ē enugranhic nature 

as Fitzsimmons suggests, and not a deeper kind, is anybody’s guess. In the 

end, the vest part vas incorporated with the east.

Conelusi on

East Balo Alto is finally a legally incorporated city and is in the clear, 

no longer victim of legal challenges to it sovereignty. We have seen how eco­

nomic, political, social, and ideological factors have affected the development 

and composition of the community, and how some of these factors have accounted 

lor its repeated failure to "get it together" as a city. It seems appropriate 

to conclude that the citizens of East Palo Alto, though net free from the burden 

of their history, are at least now finally capable of dealing vith its legacy 

by means of their own, collective will.
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