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     A teenaged mother and her 31-year-old husband were the unlikely 

founders of Hillsborough, California, one of America’s wealthiest towns, 

located approximately 20 miles south of San Francisco.  In 1850, 

newlyweds William Davis Merry (W.D.M.) Howard and Agnes Poett 

Howard became the sole owners of Rancho San Mateo, 6,500 acres 

of rolling hills, creeks, and prairie grass that covered all of today’s 

Hillsborough as well as northern San Mateo and southern Burlingame.

The mid-Peninsula rancho wasn’t the couple’s only property.  Howard, 

who possessed the successful businessperson’s instincts to foresee 

the future, as well as the daring to act on his instincts, had been buying 

property on the continent’s west coast for years. Thus, in the summer 

of 1849, after the start of California’s Gold Rush, W.D.M. was already 

well-to-do when 16-year-old Agnes stepped off her ship onto a San 

Francisco pier.  Howard liked to meet the ships at the pier, ever alert for 

new business opportunities.  When he first saw Agnes, however, he saw 

opportunity of another sort.  Within one month, they married, and within 

a year, Agnes gave birth to a son, William H. Howard.
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The Howard-Poett family picnic at El Cerrito.

Joanne Garrison
One Hundred Years of Gracious Living

Hillsborough, California:

Rancho San Mateo comprised about 6,500 acres.  
By way of comparison, Golden Gate Park is 
approximately 1,000 acres.

During the summer of 1849, Dr. Poett and his 
family, residents of Chile, were en route to 
England accompanying his son, Alfred Poett, 
who was about to begin an apprenticeship 
in civil engineering.  The ship captain took 
a detour to San Francisco, hoping to drop 
off provisions for a quick profit at Gold Rush 
prices.  This proved to be a big mistake.  The 
entire crew jumped ship, stranding the entire 
family, including oldest daughter Agnes, and 
her younger siblings.

Joanne Garrison

Joanne Garrison is the author of Burlingame 
Centennial: 1908-2008.



     During Agnes and W.D.M. Howard’s brief seven-year marriage, they 

contributed extensively to San Francisco’s nascent institutions, including 

the police and fire departments, schools and hospitals—enough so that 

a street south of Market was named after them.  However, it was during 

Agnes’s second marriage, to W.D.M.’s younger brother George, that 

the newly configured Howard family left its biggest legacy on the mid-

Peninsula community they helped create.

     From 1856 until Agnes’s second husband George died in 1878, 

George and Agnes turned their mid-Peninsula ranch home, El Cerrito, 

into an epicenter of local society life and philanthropy.  Their home 

was the gathering place of Agnes’s extended family.  Her father Dr. 

Joseph Henry Poett, her brother Alfred Poett, and her sister Julia Poett 

Redington and their families all lived in what is now Hillsborough.1  The 

extended Howard family became pillars of the growing community 

of wealthy estate holders on the Peninsula.  The Howards donated 

the land and construction costs for St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church, 

where both W.D.M. and George are entombed.  Later, George and 

Agnes also donated land for the formation of the Congregational 

Church of San Mateo on Tilton Avenue and San Mateo Drive.  Among 

other philanthropic activities, they also helped finance the San Mateo 

Young Ladies Institute (Laurel Hall), an early Peninsula school for 

educating young women.2  Agnes’s brother Alfred, a civil engineer, laid 

out a number of roads still in use in Hillsborough, as well as St. John’s 

Cemetery in San Mateo where Agnes is interred.3  

William Davis Merry (W.D.M.) Howard and Agnes Poett Howard Howard Bowie.
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W.D.M. died in 1856 at the age of 36.  Within a 
year, Agnes married W.D.M.’s brother, George.  
George was only five years older than Agnes, 
compared to W.D.M., who was almost 15 
years her senior.

George Howard, Sr.

El Cerrito means “little hill” or “mound” in 
Spanish.  Today, pillars mark the entrance to 
De Sabla Road (off El Camino Real across from 
St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church in San Mateo).  
They bear the name of the old estate El Cerrito 
once located there.

San Mateo Young Ladies Institute, c. 1860s.



     Perhaps the Howards’ most lasting legacy, however, resulted 

from their decision to hire John McLaren as El Cerrito’s landscaper.  

For fifteen years, from 1872 to 1887, McLaren planted hundreds of 

thousands of Monterey pine, Monterey cypress, blue gum eucalyptus, 

as well as many other genera and species of trees and shrubs, literally 

transforming the native barren, dry grasslands of this area into the lush 

landscape of mature trees and beautiful plantings that mark the mid-

Peninsula today.  In addition to landscaping the Howards’ estate, El 

Cerrito, McLaren also provided landscaping services to other estate 

owners, including the Mills Estate in north Burlingame/Millbrae and the 

Eastons’ Black Hawk Ranch in north Burlingame/Hillsborough.  The 

signature groves of eucalyptus trees that line El Camino Real from San 

Mateo Creek north to Millbrae are McLaren’s handiwork.

     During the last half of the nineteenth century, portions of the vast 

El Cerrito estate were sold to other wealthy San Franciscans, who fled 

San Francisco’s fog each summer to enjoy the rural, equestrian lifestyle 

available on the mid-Peninsula.  Thus, by the time of Agnes’s death 

in 1893, a second generation of mid-Peninsula residents had reached 

adulthood.  Born into wealth, this group was closely connected socially, 

frequently intermarried, and often followed their parents’ example by 

engaging in philanthropic and civic-minded pursuits.4 

     In 1893, one of these second-generation men, Francis Newlands, 

decided to market a portion of his mid-Peninsula property to his 

prosperous peers.  Newlands hired a respected architect, A. Page 
5

Tree-lined Robla Avenue (now Roblar Avenue), 1915.  Photograph by A.G.C. Hahn.

By some accounts, John McLaren, the 
Howards’ landscape gardener, planted two 
million trees in his lifetime.  After leaving 
the Howards’ employ, McLaren became the 
superintendent of Golden Gate Park and is 
responsible for the plantings there as well.

The dramatic tale of Adeline and Ansel 
Easton’s 1857 honeymoon shipwreck aboard 
the Central America is retold by Gary Kinder 
in his book Ship of Gold in the Deep Blue Sea.  
In 1986, almost 130 years after the Central 
America sank, an adventurer-explorer found 
the ship on the ocean floor, 200 miles off the 
Carolina coast.  The sunken ship contained a 
well-preserved trunk loaded with the Eastons’ 
wedding gifts and articles of clothing that the 
couple had packed for their honeymoon.  It 
also contained a wealth of California gold 
headed for the safety of New York bank vaults.

Adeline Mills Easton.
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Brown, to build five summer “cottages” on a large block just north of 

where St. Paul’s Episcopal Church is now located on El Camino Real 

and Bellevue Avenues.  When the cottages did not sell, he decided to 

form a country club, with the hope that the club amenities would attract 

future homebuyers.

     Newlands convened a group of influential local men and the 

Burlingame Country Club was born, the first country club west of 

the Mississippi.  Not surprisingly perhaps, Agnes’s first child, William 

H. Howard, then 43 years old, was a founding member.  Among the 

other founding members were second-generation wealthy men, such 

as William H. Crocker, John Parrott, Captain A.H. Payson, Richard M. 

Tobin, Joseph M. Tobin, and J.B. Casserly.5  The Peninsula residents in 

the 1890s were, by and large, sons of early California titans of industry—

men who made their money by finding gold and silver, by providing 

supplies or financing to those who did, or by constructing transportation 

systems to connect the new State of California with the rest of the 

country.

     For the next two decades, from 1893 until the start of World War I, 

an active club and social life developed on the mid-Peninsula, centered 

around the Burlingame Country Club.  In 1894, the club members 

helped finance a stylish new train station, at the base of what is now 

Burlingame Avenue, to receive their San Francisco guests in style.

Walter S. Hobart, Jr., heir to a large silver-mining fortune, introduced fox 

hunting to the club.  For a period of time, the club kept a pack of hounds 

for its members’ use.  Twice a week, parties in full English riding gear 

assembled at the train station to chase fox—or when fox were in short 

supply, the hounds were sent to chase coyotes.  If coyotes were in short 
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For reasons that remain unclear, almost one 
third of El Cerrito was given to Agnes’s father, 
Dr. Joseph Henry Poett, upon the death of 
her first husband, W.D.M. Howard.  In 1866,  
Agnes’s father sold approximately 1,000 
acres to Anson Burlingame.  Eventually, this 
property passed to William Ralston and then 
to William Sharon.  After Sharon’s death, 
Francis Newlands (Sharon’s son-in-law) began 
to develop it.

The wealthy families on the mid-Peninsula 
frequently intermarried.  For example, Agnes 
chose her second and third husband from 
those she knew well.  Her second husband 
George was the younger brother of her first 
husband, W.D.M. Howard.  Her third husband 
Henry Bowie was the son of the doctor who 
delivered Agnes’s son, George Howard, Jr.   
Whereas Agnes’s first husband was 15 years 
older than she, her third husband was 15 years 
younger than Agnes. 

Henry Bowie at El Cerrito.

William H. Crocker was the son of Charles 
Crocker, one of the “Big Four” of the Central 
Pacific Railroad.  John Parrott II was the 
son of Gold Rush millionaire John Parrott.  
Captain A.H. Payson was the son-in-law of the 
elder Parrott.  The Tobin brothers were sons 
of Richard Tobin, a co-founder of Hibernia 
Savings and Loan Society.  Attorney John B. 
Casserly married Cecilia Cudahy, member of a 
Chicago meat-packing family (who were close 
friends with the parents of Harriett Pullman 
Carolan).

The train station’s architects were George 
Howard, Jr., Agnes’s second son, and his 
colleague, Joachim B. Mathisen.

Hounds and riders ready for the fox hunt.



supply, the hounds followed a trail scented with anise.  Joseph D. Grant, 

the son of a prosperous Gold Rush merchant, helped introduce polo 

to the club.  It became a very popular club sport, especially after polo 

enthusiast Frank Carolan and his heiress wife, Harriett Pullman Carolan, 

moved to the Burlingame-Hillsborough area, which was then universally 

called “Burlingame.”6  Polo was such an integral part of the social 

scene that Sunset Magazine reported that “part of a debutante’s social 

equipment [is] that she . . . recognize an off-side play.”7  Champagne-

drenched victory celebrations sometimes led to outrageous high jinks at 

the Burlingame Country Club.  Around the turn of the century the club 

and its equestrian activities ensured that the community in Burlingame 

was known as “perhaps the most exclusive hometown in California 

and here San Francisco society has its country headquarters.”8  In 

fact, before the Great Earthquake of 1906, “the name Burlingame was 

associated not with a town, for there was none yet.  It stood instead 

for the spectacular Peninsula play life of San Francisco’s richest social 

set.”9 

     When the earthquake struck, refugees fleeing San Francisco found 

small lots for sale at affordable prices just south and east of modern-

day Burlingame Avenue, in a subdivision that William H. Howard (the 

son of Agnes and W.D.M) had made ten years earlier.  The subdivision 

extended from Burlingame Avenue south to Peninsula and from El 

Camino Real east across the railroad tracks to Dwight Road.  A second 

subdivision, made in 1904, offered affordable lots north of Burlingame 

7

Polo in Burlingame.

Harriett Pullman Carolan, 1892.

Harriett Pullman Carolan and her sister 
Florence Pullman Lowden became two of the 
richest women in America at the death of their 
father George in 1897.  George Pullman made 
his fortune by manufacturing the special train 
cars that bore his name.

In his History of the Burlingame Country 
Club, Mitch Postel retells the story of 
the high jinks that occurred immediately 
following Burlingame’s win of the state 
polo championships in 1907.  Reportedly, 
eleven of the club’s polo players and their 
friends consumed 37 quarts of champagne.  
Responding to a challenge upon which a bet 
was placed, William Hobart, egged on by 
Cyril Tobin, rode his pony up a staircase at 
the club and burst into the room of “venerable 
millionaire clubman, A.B. McCreery.”  Upon 
hearing of these antics, the club’s board 
of directors differed on whether the night’s 
events were outrageously hilarious or simply 
outrageous.  In the end, they let the offending 
Hobart and Tobin off with a nominal $25 fine.

Shortly after the 1906 earthquake, lots in 
Burlingame’s first subdivision south and east 
of the train station were offered for $600 and 
up, with terms of $25 down and $10 per month 
installment payments.

Burlingame bungalow, c. 1910.
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Avenue, between Burlingame Avenue and Oak Grove, east of El Camino 

Real to the railroad tracks.

 The local population grew fivefold in one year, as refugees 

flooded into Burlingame.  Many of the wealthy San Francisco families 

who had summer homes on the mid-Peninsula decided to move here 

year-round as well.  To address the many changes occurring in the 

community, the Town of Burlingame incorporated in 1908.  Two years 

later the wealthier families, who for the most part lived west of El 

Camino Real, found that they did not share many of the same goals 

as the newly incorporated residents of Burlingame, such as paved 

sidewalks and street lighting.  Not eager to be part of the tax base 

that would fund these goals, the families living west of El Camino Real 

incorporated their own community, the Town of Hillsborough, in 1910.  

 Throughout the years, many Hillsborough residents have 

continued to practice the high level of philanthropy and civic 

engagement first demonstrated by Agnes Poett Howard.  For example, 

Ethel Crocker (Mrs. William H.) created outdoor food stations in Union 

Square immediately after the 1906 earthquake to feed hundreds of 

homeless families.  In 1919, Joseph Grant, the avid polo player, helped 

form Save-the-Redwoods League, declaring “the heritage we pass to 

our children must not be less than what we have received.”10  During 

World War II,  both Phyllis de Young Tucker (daughter of Michael de 

Young of the San Francisco Chronicle) and Jennie Crocker Henderson 

(daughter of Colonel Charles F. Crocker and Jennie Mills Easton), as well 

as many others, helped feed and entertain soldiers.  Today, philanthropic 

activities remain a large part of the Hillsborough community, whether 

it is raising money for PARCA, Stanford Children’s Hospital, the San 

Francisco Symphony Auxiliary, the city’s public schools—or more 

recently, to rebuild the historic Carolands gatehouse or to fund the new 

Burlingame Hillsborough History Museum.  

 The community in Hillsborough was formed by families who 

built summer homes to escape the fog and to enjoy gracious living and 

entertaining—far from the grit of urban living. Although the residents’ 

names and industries have changed in the last century—from mining 

and transportation in the early days to new entertainment-related 

businesses, specialty retail businesses, and biotech businesses in the 

twenty-first century—the essence of the community has not changed.  

Hillsborough continues to be the place where titans of industry enjoy 

The Good Life:  gracious country living within a generous and civic-

minded community. 

Complete issues of La Peninsula are available at the San Mateo County 
Historical Association. See www.historysmc.org for details.8
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