Historic Guide to Modesto

Establishment Period: 1870 - 1900
In the late 1860s, Collis Huntington, Leland Stanford,
Mark Hopkins, and Charles Crocker (the “Big Four”)
planned to extend the Central Pacific Railroad down
the San Joaquin Valley, connecting northern and
southern California. Land was purchased, subdivided
and sold to pay for the railroad and establish a new
railroad town. Modesto’s original town layout is still
visible - the 640-acre downtown with numbered
streets parallel to today’s Union Pacific Railroad. The
first Central Pacific train reached Modesto on October
11, 1870, allowing local farmers to transport dry-farmed
wheat to the Bay Area and providing passenger service.
Modesto’s first post office opened in November of 1870
on 9th Street (then Front Street). Before Modesto was
established as a city, there were few institutions in
place to maintain order. Major fires in 1881 and 1884
persuaded residents to incorporate the City of Modesto
on August 6, 1884. Electric service began in 1891 and
the first hospital was built in 1891 on the site of the
County hospital on Scenic Drive; sewer and water
service followed in 1892. These advances allowed
Modesto to grow and marked the end of the
Establishment Period. Unfortunately, most of the
buildings from Modesto’s Establishment Period have
been lost.
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Establishment Landmarks
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Landmark 45: Wheat
Barge Tree, Tuolumne
River Regional Park
This magnificent valley
oak is more than 150
years old. Folk history
suggests this tree is
where barges tied up on
their way down the
Tuolumne River,
transporting wheat to
market from
Waterford. The tree
may have been in use as
early as the 1860s and
1870s.

Luke Church House, 302 Burney Street,1868
Built in the abandoned town of Paradise, this house
was the third moved from Paradise to Modesto in 1870.
The oldest known house in Modesto, it was built with
lumber salvaged from a Don Pedro Bar hotel dismantled
in 1868. The gold mining town of Don Pedro Bar now
lies beneath Don Pedro Reservoir.

Hatton House, 909 14th Street, 1880
This Queen Anne Victorian was built by Irish
immigrant W.H. Hatton. A school principal from 1879
to 1882, Hatton earned a law degree in 1883. He formed
a law partnership with L.W. Fulkerth and became one
of the county’s most prominent attorneys. His wife, Ora
Davis, was the daughter of Franklin C. Davis, who was
president of the board of the Modesto Irrigation
District.

Bishop House, 612 16th Street, 1882
Several members of the Bishop family lived here in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. The house’s
pyramidal roof, and shiplap siding give it this modest
house a tidy appearance that has changed little since it
was built.

Landmark 12: McClure Country Place,
1500 N. McClure Road, 1882
Bailey Peyton Hogin, a Confederate army veteran,
built the house which was also the birthplace of
Grafton Hogin, Stanislaus County sheriff from 1922 to
1949. Ernest McClure purchased the property in 1904,
lured to the area by advertisements that promised
water and plenty.

Landmark 1: McHenry Mansion, 906 15th Street,
1883
Robert McHenry was a notable pioneer who arrived in
the northern San Joaquin Valley following the Gold
Rush. He eventually purchased 4,000 acres of farmland
north of town, known as the Bald Eagle Ranch. In 1878
he moved to Modesto and entered the banking
business. He built this ornate Italianate mansion in 1883
and by 1884 had become the president of the First
National Bank of Modesto. McHenry was also the first
president of the Modesto Irrigation District Board. It
was recently discovered that Robert McHenry was
born Robert Henry Brewster, and deserted the army
when his regiment was assigned to fight in the Mexican
-American War.

Perley House, 704 12th Street, 1887
This house was built by George Perley as a private
residence. It was purchased by George Sovern in 1921,
who made it one of the first mortuaries in Modesto. It
was sold to Lewis Franklin and Saxon Downs in 1946.

Wootten House, 4525 Yosemite Boulevard, 1890
The Wootten family farmed hundreds of acres of land
east of Modesto in the late 19th century. This house is
representative of prosperous farmers of the period. The
house has been modified many times, retaining some of
the original look, and the property retains some of the
outbuildings from its days as a farmhouse.
Landmark 10: Modesto Herald
Newspaper Office,
726 10th Street, 1894
Built by J.D. Spencer, editor of the
Daily Evening News, this twostory cut stone building with
marble steps leads to a marble and
stone landing. In 1924, J.D.
Spencer’s paper merged with the
Morning Herald to become the
Modesto News - Herald. This
newspaper was purchased by the
McClatchy Newspaper
Corporation in 1927.

Landmark 15: Fire Bell,
1894
Originally installed in the
tower at the old 10th Street
fire station, the fire bell
once called volunteer fire
fighters to the station. The
bell has been moved several
times and is currently
displayed in front of Fire
Station 2 on Chicago
Avenue.

Landmark 30: Acacia Memorial Park, 801 Scenic
Drive, 1872
Originally laid out as a Masonic cemetery, the first
graves were moved from the Westport area.
Landmark 31: Modesto Pioneer Cemetery, 905
Scenic Drive, 1852
This land was originally part of a land grant signed
by President Abraham Lincoln and was originally a
family cemetery. In 1872, the Wildley Lodge, I.O.O.F.
purchased five acres for its use.
Landmark 32: Modesto Cemetery, 1001 Scenic
Drive, 1855
An 11-acre cemetery, this is the burial site of many of
the County’s first settlers. It contains 70 Civil War
veterans’ graves.
Landmark 33: St. Stanislaus Catholic Cemetery,
1141 Scenic Drive, 1870
The cemetery now known as St. Stanislaus Catholic
Cemetery was renamed in 1875, after the St.
Stanislaus Parish was organized.

