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For I dipt into the future,
far as human eye could see;
Saw the vision of the world
And all the wonders that would be
Saw the heavens fill with commerce,
Argosies of Magic sails,
Pilots of the purple twilight,
Dropping down with costly bales
Heard the heavens filled with shouting
And there rained a ghastly dew
From the Nations’ airy navies
Grappling in the central blue.

Alfred Lord Tennyson, "Locksley Hall"™



INTRODUCTION

A verse from Tennyson’s "Locksley Hall" is an apt
beginning for a discussion of Laura Thane Whipple, a woman
with uncanny foresight who visualized a giant air base to
replace a thousand acres of hay and broccoli crops near
Sunnyvale in the late 1920s. A tiny bit of newspaper with
Tennyson’s poem on it, probably clipped by Whipple herself,
is among the personal papers and other clippings in the
Whipple Collection at the California History Center Library.

Whipple was a real estate agent from Alameda County and
it was her idea to try to convince the United States Navy to
build their dirigible air base on the site of the former
Ranch Ynigo, present-day Moffett Field. She helped broker
the sale and option of properties and thus transformed her
idea into action which culminated in the transfer of 1,000
acres to the Navy in 1931. This paper discusses Laura Thane
Whipple and her participation in the establishment of
Moffett Field, thereby giving her the status she deserves in
Santa Clara County’s history. In addition, aspects of the
complicated real estate transaction will be discussed,
naming property owners and others important to the overall
plan. The establishment of Naval Air Station Sunnyvale,
subsequently named Moffett Field Naval Air Station, was a
pivotal point in the county’s history where the economy
turned away from agriculture toward military procurement,

defense department contracts and high technology



development. Laura Whipple’s role at this crucial Jjuncture
deems her worthy of consideration by Santa Clara County
historians.

Primary sources consulted for this work were collected
in pamphlet and clippings files at the Alameda County
Library/Fremont Main Library and the California History
Center Library. Both facilities have designated "Whipple

Collection" files. In addition, the Mountain View Register

Leader, the Sunnyvale Standard, and the San Jose Mercury

News had numerous articles identifying Whipple’s role in the
base’s beginnings. Supporting evidence came from the Santa
Clara County Recorder’s office records of real estate
transactions in the 1920s and 1930s.

Some secondary sources give cursory mention of Laura
Whipple, although they have not afforded her the prominence
that this paper claims she deserves. They include Spencer

Gleason’s Naval Air Station Moffett Field California: Silver

Anniversay 1933-1958 (1958), Moffett-1989 published by the

Times Tribune (1989), and Signposts II (1985) by Patricia

Loomis. Examination of original and secondary records sheds
some light on the heretofore clouded presence of Laura Thane
Whipple.
Biographical Background
Laura Maybelle Thane was born on February 9, 1875 to
Lida Tilden Thane and Joseph Thane in Oakland, California.
Among several prominent family members was Laura’s uncle,

Major Charles Tilden, the head of the East Bay Regional



Parks, for whom Tilden Park in the Berkeley/Oakland area is
named. In 1883, shortly after a Thane family outing through
Niles Canyon, Lida and Joseph Thane bought property and
resettled there. Joseph commuted daily on the Southern
Pacific line to his insurance company in Oakland. Laura
attended Union High School in Washington Township (present-
day Fremont) and later enrolled in the University of
California at Berkeley. At some point during Laura’s
childhood, she was thrown from a buggy and suffered a severe
back injury for which she wore a brace for the rest of her
life.l

While a student at Cal, Laura met James Ray Whipple, an
engineering student and football star. In 1898 the two were
married in Niles, and shortly after the turn-of-the-century
they went to Juneau, Alaska where James worked as a civil
engineer for mining companies with Laura’s brother, Bart
Thane. The Whipples lived just outside Juneau, until James’
accidental death in a mining mishap in 1914. During the
next two years Laura attempted to recover from the shock of
the death of her young husband by traveling and ultimately
left Alaska to return to her parents’ Alameda County home.

Laura established the J. R. Whipple Memorial Library in
Thane, Alaska as a meaningful way to memorialize her late

husband. He had put great value on education, so she

lcladys Williamson, "Lady on the Go Given
Recognition," n.d., newspaper clipping, pamphlet file,
Alameda County Library/Fremont Main Library.



thought it a fitting tribute. She contacted people all over
the country to donate books to the new library, and paid to
have them shipped to Alaska. Booklists survive today which
indicate the diverse interests and the number of volumes
sent by the benefactors and Mrs. Whipple.2

After Laura’s return to Niles in 1916, she participated
in philanthropic and civic causes. She joined forces with
her mother, Lida Thane, and founded the Toyon Branch of
Children’s Hospital of Northern California. She started the
area’s first Campfire Girl program, and was involved in the
Child Welfare Club of Washington Township. She helped to
established a local chapter of the University of California
Alumni Association and she held several professional posts
including Director of Food Conservation for Alameda County.
She was also an outspoken advocate for the construction of
the Dumbarton Bridge.3

During the 1920s, Laura Thane Whipple sat for
California state exam for issuance of a real estate license,
and she began selling real estate. She brokered
transactions for prominent landowners in Alameda and Santa
Clara counties. One of her clients was Otto Hirsch who
owned real estate and insurance businesses among several

other enterprises in the Irvington District near Fremont.

2Typed book lists and shipping charges, pamphlet file:
"Whipple Library" at Alameda County Library/Fremont Main
Library.

30akland Tribune, August 2, 1966.




Mr. Hirsch was also the Postmaster of Irvington and owner of
Mission San Jose Water Works. Among Hirsch’s properties was
a large parcel of grazing land near Sunnyvale and Mountain

View.

Her Idea

Besides her concern for local affairs, Laura Whipple
also kept up-to-date on state and national news. The United
States Navy’s Rear Admiral William A. Moffett aggressively
lobbied the federal government to develop a fleet of state-
of-the-art dirigibles and contracts were awarded for the
construction of two airships, the Akron to be stationed at
Lakehurst, New Jersey, and the Macon, slated to be based
somewhere on the West Coast. About the same time Whipple
learned from some Army officer friends stationed at the
Presidio in San Francisco that the Army was searching for a
West Coast site for a base as well.

Newspapers chronicled the progress the Navy was making
in its dirgible fleet development, and the articles caught
the eye of the seasoned real estate agent Whipple. She
tried to think of a large enough site for a possible Bay
Area location for a military base. Otto Hirsch’s property
near Sunnyvale came to mind, even though it was smaller than
the government’s published requirements.

Whipple decided to have a first-hand look at the land
in question and, offering her elderly mother an afternoon

outing, drove out to preview the property. As she stood



there on a sunny, clear afternoon in November of 1928,
looking out over the land, her increasingly impatient
driving companion demanded to know what she was looking at.
Quite simply Laura Whipple replied, "An air base." Sshe
clambored onto the hood of her 1926 Dodge coupe, box camera
in hand, and took a series of snapshots. Her excitement
grew as she drove home, where she took her idea first, to
Otto Hirsch. After a lengthy discussion, the two contacted
Mountain View realtor William Wright and Sunnyvale’s R. W.
Pederson. Both were so intrigued by the idea that they
brought it to their respective chambers of commerce.
Pederson and Wright knew the property owners and were
instrumental aligning them to the cause. After enlisting
this local help, Whipple pasted her photos together in a
panoramic view of the site and she sent them with her
proposal to Washington, D. C. for consideration by the
United States Navy.5

Her idea was presented by the newspaper editor at a
Mountain View Chamber of Commerce luncheon, and one chamber
member laughed and said, "Sure! Go on and offer it to them,
Pop! 1If you can put that over we’ll send you to Conqress!"6
Chamber representatives went to a meeting in San Francisco

to make a case for the "Mountain View" site for the Army.

YTimes Tribune, Moffett-1989 (Palo Alto: Times
Tribune, 1989), 4.

dyilliamson, "Lady on the Go."

éMountain View Register Leader, July 31, 1931.




An Army officer pulled the Mountain View delegation aside
and suggested that they hold off on encouraging the Army to
build there, because he felt the area was so much more
suited for the proposed Navy dirigible air base.’ The
representatives reported back what had occurred at the
meeting, and Mrs. Whipple began her effort in earnest to
bring the Navy to Santa Clara County.

Her proposal and panorama of pictures was initially
scoffed at by Navy officials, but undaunted, she enlisted
the support of Congressman Arthur Free of Santa Clara
County. Whipple also urged the San Francisco Junior Chamber
of Commerce to spearhead the Northern California campaign
with letter-writing to persuade the Navy to establish its
new lighter-than-air base in Santa Clara County. Both
Sunnyvale and county officials joined the effort while
Chambers of Commerce in San Francisco, Oakland and San Jose
were likewise convinced of the base’s benefits to the Bay
Area economy and supported Whipple’s endorsement of the
site.® The Bureau of Aeronautics, under Admiral Moffett,
analyzed ninety-seven possible sites and the choice was
narrowed down to two: Camp Kearney in San Diego and the
thousand-acre site in Santa Clara County. The arduous
process of choosing between San Diego and Santa Clara County

lasted three years.

T1bid.

STimes Tribune, Moffett-1989 (Palo Alto: Times
Tribune, 1989), 4.




Idea Into Action

Laura Whipple recognized that the only way to compete
with the San Diego deal was to raise funds to purchase the
land outright from the property owners in order to offer the
land free of charge to the Navy. Potential economic benefit
to the county was motivation enough to want to give the land
to the government. Otto Hirsch, for example, was awarded
three government contracts for hauling gravel to the air
base site.? The San Francisco Chamber pledged to raise a
half-million dollars to purchase the property.lO Fund-
raising campaigns netted contributions from every town in
the Bay Area including San Jose’s pledge to raise $60,000 of
the $100,000 quota for the county. Several county
businessmen formed the Santa Clara Consolidated Air Base
Committee to manage the fund drive, with banker Charles
Spalding representing Sunnyvale.ll

Mrs. Whipple was in contact with each of the property
owners and was able to convince them to respond to an offer
to purchase from the air base committee for approximately
$450 per acre. After the selling price was negotiated, an

escrow account was opened at San Jose Abstract and Title

9"Irvington Man Gets Sunnyvale Contract," n.d.,
Whipple Collection, California History Center.

Vspencer Gleason, Naval Air Station Moffett Field
California: Silver Anniversary 1933-1958 (San Francisco:
Globe, 1958), 5.

Unajrbase Finance Plan Undertaken," n.d., clipping
file, Whipple/Thane Collection, California History Center.



Company. Closing the sale of each parcel, except for those
purchased outright by Otto Hirsch’s Hirsch Land Company, was
contingent on the acceptance by the United States Navy of
the land. The cash to pay the property owners came from the
fundraising campaigns around the Bay and substantial
donations to the cause by some San Francisco businessmen.

The land itself was a portion of what had formerly been
known as "Rancho Ynigo" or "Posolmi," the site of an ancient
Indian village. The 1,700 acres had been granted to Lupe
Ynigo (sometimes Lope Inigou) in 1844 by then Governor
Micheltorena of Mexico. Ynigo was one of a few surviving
descendants of the native population of California, and was
one of a very few who were ever officially acknowledged with
a government sanctioned land grant.

During the 1850s, as Euro-Americans poured into
California, many original grantees were under extreme
financial pressure to sell or vacate their land. Ynigo sold
pieces of his property, primarily to Scotsman Robert
Walkinshawn, with the stipulation that he and his family
could remain on the land for life. Ynigo and Walkinshaw
both died and the property was divided further. By 1876, D.

Frink owned 400 acres, J. Bailey had 300 acres, E. Jenkins

Lpor example see Santa Clara County Recorder Land
Records, Book 5, pg. 91; and Book B, pg. 252.

Bipia.
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maintained 155 acres and the remaining 800 acres were
divided between the Gallimore family and Walkinshaw heirs.l
Later, Jenkins’ tract was divided in three, Roy Somers
bought Frink’s land, and J. F. Cunningham owned 688 acres of
former Walkinshaw property.

By the time Laura Whipple wanted to piece together a
real estate deal in 1929 so that the Navy would build a base
in Santa Clara County, the land was owned by eight different
individuals or companies. She carefully planned the
executed what would become a massively complicated real
estate deal to woo the United States Navy. A small
handwritten note survives where Laura Whipple jotted down
the expiration of outstanding leases on four of the parcels:
Gallimore on December 1, 1929; Medeiros on November 20,
1929; Dr. Henry Wong Him on October 24, 1929; Fosgate-Lion
Seed Company on October 15, 1929.1

Hirsch Land Company owned the bulk of the land.

Merrill Lion owned a portion which was leased to Fosgate-
Lion Seed Company. Minnie and Antone Medeiros struggled
against the onslaught of the Depression, and numerous
references in Santa Clara County records show attachments,
liens, notices of default, and also a tax sale. The South

Shore Port holdings owned some land that was sold, as did

14Thompson & West, Historical Atlas Map of Santa Clara
County (San Francisco: Thompson & West), 21.

yandwritten note, Whipple Collection, California
History Center.



13

Henry Wong Him of San Franciso. The Holthouse family owned
land directly adjacent to the proposed site, and they sold a
portion to the project. A few years later when Moffett
Field expanded, the Holthouse Ranch was pushed to the
limits. They ended up selling and relocating in South Santa
Clara County.

Laura Whipple worked diligently to convince local
citizens and national politicians alike to choose the 1,000
acres in Sunnyvale as the site for the airbase. In a 1930
note to a personal friend Mrs. Whipple explained, "Since
taking to the ’‘Air’ I have not been fancy free . . . . The
Air Work has simply made it impossible for me to concentrate
on anything else. "l

Local real estate agents became aware of Mrs. Whipple’s
participation in the campaign to bring the Navy to Santa
Clara County. Some agents sent letters of inquiry to
Whipple, and offered other sites for her consideration to
pass on to her clients. A Palo Alto agent, Mr. D. M. Baird,
wrote Whipple,

"I understand you are interested in promoting the
Sunnyvale air base location and also in other
subdivision projects . . . . There is a piece of
property in Los Altos containing approximately two

hundred acres adjacent to property now developed and
being put on the market. . . .

161,5ura Whipple in a letter to Mabel Bogart, 1930,
Whipple Collection, California History Center.

17p, M. Baird in a letter to Laura Whipple, May 11,
1932, Whipple Collection, California History Center.
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Others asked Whipple if she could locate the kind of land
that they needed for their clients. Emil Fritsch of Oakland
wrote to Whipple asking if she knew of a site of 35 to 100
acres "good for garden truck raising." 1In signing off
Fritsch noted, "I see the Government is still interested in
you Sunnyvale base! Here’s hoping you win, 18

A promotional film made to convince Navy brass of the
advantages of a Sunnyvale airbase featured footage of
Sunnyvale and the 1,000 acres as seen from the Bay and the
air. Promoters quickly realized the film, which featured
footage of familiar surroundings, could also be used to
rally citizen support for the proposed base and
simultaneously raise the needed cash. Residents flocked to
theaters all over the Bay Area to see the film, and proceeds
went to the fund-raising effort. On May 23, 1930 the
promotional film was shown at the Strand Theatre on Murphy
Avenue in Sunnyvale, raising $70 to contribute to the

effort.1?

Idea Becomes Reality
In the spring of 1930, representatives of the Chambers
of Commerce of San Francisco and San Jose as well as the San

Francisco Junior Chamber and the San Francisco Chronicle

went to Washington, D.C. to urge Congress to approve the

18¥mil Fritsch letter to Laura Whipple, May 1, 1930,
Whipple Collection, California History Center.

19Sunnyvale Standard, 20 June 1930.
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proposed base at Sunnyvale. Colonel Charles Lindbergh
appeared at a secret session of the House Committee and
supported Sunnyvale as the location of a new air base as

0 The Sunnyvale

well as an aeronautical research center.?
site was chosen on December 12, 1930, generating such
excitement that schools and businesses closed and impromptu
parades formed.? The placement of the base in the county
would, people hoped, bring relief from financial hardships
facing the valley.

Representative Arthur Free introduced a bill in
Congress to authorize the acceptance of the land offer by
the government and approval of an additional expenditure of
$5 million for structures and development. The bill passed
and was signed by President Hoover on February 20, 1931 and
the land was transferred to the United States Navy for the
cost of $1 on July 31, 1931.% County records indicate
that money from the sale of the land was transferred to at
least some of the property sellers on this same day.23

The location of the Naval Air Base in Sunnyvale met

with very little opposition in Santa Clara County. The

0n1indy Urges Sunnyvale: Station to Cost 4 Million,"
n.d., clipping file, Whipple/Thane Collection, California
History Center.

dpatricia Loomis, Signposts II (San Jose: San Jose
Historical Museum Association, 1985), 64.

22Gleason, Naval Air Station Moffett Field, 5.

Bganta Clara County Recorder, Him Henry Wong, vol.
577, p. 295; Antone and Minnie Medeiros, vol. 579, p. 140.
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1,000-acre site was actually located halfway between the
towns of Sunnyvale and Mountain View. Early proponents
suggested it be called Naval Air Station Mountain View-
Sunnyvale, but Navy officials thought that the word
"mountain" in the name would conjure images of mountainous
peaks in the minds of Congressmen back in Washington, D. C.
and would generate unnecessary questions about flight safety
in the area. 1In order to dispel any mental pictures of
mountains, the Navy referred to the site as NAS Sunnyvale, a
more pastoral-sounding name.?® Ironically, the Mountain
View Register Leader referred to "Mountain View’s air base"
long after the name NAS Sunnyvale was generally accepted.25
The giant dirigible the Akron visited the new air base
on May 13, 1932, and it was greeted by tens of thousands of
curious county residents. One hundred thousand spectators
jammed into Stanford Stadium in the predawn hours to get a
spot from which to glimpse the mamoth airship.?® Local
authorities expected the spectacle to generate "the biggest
traffic problem in state history" and went to great pains to

publish maps in the press in an attempt to control crowds.?

Arimes Tribune, Moffett-1989, 3.

BFor example see Mountain View Register Leader,
February 13, 1931.

26paul Gullixson, Home Port for Sky Cruisers 1931-1935
(Palo Alto, Ca.: University National Bank & Trust Company,
1992), 1.

2Isan Jose Mercury, February 19, 1932.
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Earlier that year Arthur Free had introduced another
bill in Congress to appropriate $295,000 for an additional
700 acres adjacent to NAS Sunnyvale for an airplane landing
field.?® The adjacent land involved another portion of the
Holthouse ranch and Medeiros family property. Both families
were offered $421 per acre, but they felt they should have
been compensated the same that they had for the earlier
transaction: $450 per acre.

Ground-breaking was in October 1931, and by the end of
1932, Hanger One was complete along with several other
buildings. Hanger One, the elongated dome which had "orange
peel" doors mounted on tracks, stood eighteen stories high
and the floor covered eight acres. Construction cost
$2,250,000; the mooring masts alone cost $25,000.

Naval Air Station Sunnyvale was commissioned by the
Navy on April 12, 1933, but the festivities were
overshadowed by disaster because the Akron had crashed on
April 4th off the New Jersey coast. Only three of the
seventy-six men aboard survived. Not only was the "fleet"
instantly cut in half by this accident, but the most
experienced personnel were lost as well. Rear Admiral
William Moffett, Aeronautics Chief, perished in the Akron
crash which was a crushing blow to the fledgling dirigible
program. The next month, on May 18, NAS Sunnyvale was

renamed Moffett Field Naval Air Station in honor of Admiral

283an Francisco Chronicle, 6 Jan 1932.
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Moffett, becoming the first Naval Air Station to be named
for a person rather than a geographical location.

Later that year, on October 16, 1933, the Macon made
its grand and long awaited appearance in the skies above the
Santa Clara Valley. The Macon was a rigid airship, built
with a vast aluminum framework and covered with a light-
weight cotton fabric, then painted with six layers of
airplane varnish. The massive dirigible measured 785 feet
in length and 133 feet in diameter. The dirigibles acted as
flying aircraft carriers and five Sparrowhawk fighter
biplanes fit in the cavernous belly of the airship.29

As the mighty airship silently floated toward its new
home at Moffett Field, farmers left their toil, children
climbed on rooftops and people everywhere in the valley
reverently watched the wondrous, colossal and magical beast
make its way to the cavernous Hangar One. For the next
eighteen months, the Macon was a familiar sight in the skies
over Santa Clara Valley as it went in and out for manuevers
but the excitement and the wonder of it all never waned.

The Macon was initially commanded by Alger H. Dresel,
and after fifteen months Lt. Commander Herbert V. Wiley took
over. Unfortunately, on a return trip from the Pacific on
February 11, 1935, the Macon encountered fierce winds off
the Monterey coast. The upper tail fin was ripped from the

airship, fatally puncturing three helium cells. Its descent

Pcordon Vaeth, "U.S.S. Macon: Lost and Found,"
National Geographic, vol. 181, no. 1, January 1992, 114-127.
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to the sea was slow, enabling most of the crew to survive,
and all but two of the eighty-one person crew were
rescued.¥ The loss of the Macon in 1935 left America with
one surviving dirigible, the German-made Los Angeles. When
Germany’s hydrogen-filled Hindenberg burned at Lakehurst,
New Jersey in 1936, the lighter-than-air program completely
collapsed.

Laura Whipple took great pride in her involvement in
the site selection of Moffett Field and her role was
acknowledged by her contemporary realtors and the press at
the time. However, once the land was purchased and
delivered to the Navy and construction began, Whipple’s
involvement diminished and her earlier efforts were largely
forgotton.

The Navy, however, did not forget the role that Mrs.
Whipple played in the genesis of their base. 1In a special
ceremony on September 28, 1962, Laura Whipple, then 87 years
old, was presented with honorary United States Aviator Wings
by base commander Captain George Clifford in recognition of
her participation in the establishment of the base. The day
was proclaimed "Laura Whipple Day" at Moffett Field, and a

reception to honor her followed the ceremony.31 Laura was

N1pia.

MAnpears of Joy for Mrs. Whipple," Oakland Tribune,
September 28, 1962; "Navy Gives Mrs. Whipple ’‘Red Carpet"
Treatment," San Jose Mercury News, September 29, 1962;
"Moffett Field Honors Backer of Navy Base," Sunnyvale Daily
Standard, September 28, 1962.
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deeply gratified by the honors bestowed on her that day.

The Palo Alto Times noted that "she was a leading player in

the drama that brought the Navy to the Midpeninsula," and
that "she convinced the Navy of the advantage of locating
the base on the old Posolmi Rancho tract. .n32

Laura Whipple died at the age of ninety-one on August
1, 1966 and one newspaper referred to her as "Washington
Township’s grand old lady."®¥ Laura had lived in her
parents’ 11 room home at 38555 Overacker Avenue since her
return to Niles in 1916. Mrs. Whipple left her entire
estate to her housekeeper and companion of many years, Mrs.

Lupe Galvan. The huge, old house and all of its contents

were auctioned off in 1967.

Conclusion
Although Laura Thane Whipple lived most of her life in

Alameda County, her real estate career in Santa Clara County
in the late 1920s and 1930s has earned her a place in the
county’s history. Whipple was indeed a forward thinking
woman who "saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of
magic sails" and brought creative insight to her profession.
Thousands of Bay Area residents read the same news items
about a potential West Coast military base that she did.

Yet it was she who conceived the idea, allowed it to

3palo Alto Times, "Laura Whipple Day at Moffett
Field," September 27, 1962.

Bpakland Tribune, August 2, 1966.
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germinate, and carefully nurtured its progress until the air
base became a reality. She was confronted by naysayers at
every step, yet her self-confidence carefully deflected the
attacks with creative action.

The impact on Santa Clara County by the presence of
Moffett Field has been analyzed and acknowledged. Up to
1930, and for a few years thereafter, the economic strength
in the County came from farming, primarily non-citrus fruit
trees. The presence of the Navy at Moffett Field, coupled
with Stanford University, made the county ripe for the
transformation that took place after World War II. As
author Spencer Gleason noted: "The establishment of Moffett
Field in many ways served as a marker between the past and
the present tempo of Santa Clara Valley’s economic and
social growth.“34

Laura Whipple deserves more recognition as a historical
figure in Santa Clara County than she has heretofore
received. Not only was she a unique woman in a competitive
profession made up almost exclusively of men, but she
masterminded a real estate transaction that has had lasting
implications for Santa Clara County. It is impossible to
say that Moffett Field would never have been built if not
for Laura Whipple. It is highly probable, however, that the
base would have gone to San Diego since officials there were

already organized to offer Camp Kearney to the Navy by 1930.

34Gleason, Naval Air Station Moffett Field, 5.




20

Whipple is not the reason the Navy built in Sunnyvale, but
she was the spark and kindling that ignited the cooperative

regional effort to woo the Navy to the South Bay.
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