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IN THE BEGINNING

Our neighborhood, sometimes known as Villaloa,
has its own water company. The Kinneloa Irrigation
District is called the KID by its 550 customers.

The KID is a relative newcomer to the group of water
companies that dot the local foothills. It came into
being in 1953. However, there was water in the
neighborhood long before that.

Early scttlers, people with names like Rhoades,
Cogswell, Kinney, Vosburg, Shaw, Wilcox, and
Osborn all tried their hand at growing stuff. Back in
the 1880' people in Southern California got rich
from growing oranges. Even before that Leonard
Rose made a buck or two from the wine his 700 acres
of vines produced.

The early “ranchers” (they didn't start calling them-
selves “growers” until the 1920%) in our neighbor-
hood planted mostly citrus but there were also grapes
and some avocados. And, everybody also had a few
fruit trees growing in their yards.

THE WATER TUNNEL

To grow trees and grapevines, water was necessary.
Nobody knows who got the original bright idea to go
to the side of a mountain, start digging a tunncl
slightly upwards and keep digging until you found a
fault line. If you dug far enough you would find a
fault about half the time. Far enough could be a very
long way. This smart guy reasoned that any water
from rain or snow would eventually secp into the
ground and then would flow downhill, beneath the
surface, until it reached a fault line. It would accumu-
late in the fault where it would be carried along
almost like being in a pipe. If somebody poked a hole
into this “pipe™ at that point the water would be
diverted and then it would continue to flow out the
slightly downhill floor of the recently-dug tunnel
until it reached the light of day. The amount of water
produced from these tunnels varies. The KID owns a
dozen of these tunnels and best was around 60 gallons
a minute until the drought caused it to decrease.

Not too far from the mouth of the tunnel the ranch-
er would build a reservoir to contain the water trick-
ling out of the mountain. Then, having located the

reservoir, the rancher would plant his trees or vines in
downhill parallel rows that started at the reservoir
and fanned out like the spokes on your bicycle’s
wheels.

The rancher dug trenches between the rows of the
trees or vines and with a system of wooden gates at
the reservoir he could cause the water to run between
whichever rows of trees he wanted and thereby water
the always thirsty plants. This is a desert, right?

All the way from Pasadena to San Bernardino on the
north side of Foothill Blvd. in the 1880, people were
growing things. And the water for most of that
growth came from water tunnels, usually owned by
the guy who owned the ranch. In addition, there were
some windmills pumping water out of below the
ground wells, but not as many wells as there were tun-
nels. Digging a well was as expensive as digging a tun-
nel but one had less chance of being lucky and finding
water in a well. Besides, you couldn’t count on the
wind blowing in the summertime when you needed
the water, but gravity never failed.

The KID traces its roots directly to those ranchers.
They all had several, or more, water tunnels to pro-
vide irrigation for the substantial number of acres of
citrus and grapes they had planted in Kinneloa and in
Sierra Madre Villa.

Most of the water tunnels were dug by Chinese labor-
ers. A “Chinaman” was hired through a labor con-
tractor to dig into the mountain side with a short
shovel. The munnel he dug was no bigger than he
wanted to dig it. It was usually just big enough for
him to crawl into and to have a little room to dig far-
ther. Using a rope he’d pull a small cart (the KID has
the remnants of one of these old carts somewhere)
into the tunnel behind him and begin to fill it up.
When it was full, an accomplice outside at the tunnel
opening would pull the cart out with another rope
tied to the back end of the cart and empty it. Then,
the digger would pull it back in and proceed to fill it
again.

You can’t imagine how back-breaking and dangerous
it was to dig these water runnels. Nowadays, it’s
against the law to go into a tunnel unless the tunnel
has been “shored™ to protect the people inside should
the tunnel cave in. There was no shoring in those
good old days. The dirt through which the Chinese




dug was decomposed granite. Such soil is as slippery
and as prone to slide as dirt gets.

It’s estimated between Pasadena and San Bernardino,
tunnels were dug by the hundreds. About half the
time, water was not discovered. There is no record of
all the times that a tunnel caved in, blocking the exit
of the digger trapped inside, who slowly starved or
suffocated in the pitch-black confines of a tunnel too
short to stand up in, even if you are only five feet tall.
Think of the terror for that poor, unfortunate fellow.

I went into a water tunnel once, over in the east side
of the Mira Loma, on hands and knees. Actually I was
only on one hand with the flashlight gripped like grim
death in the other. I doubt if T went farther than 100
feet. Many of the tunnels were a quarter of a mile in
length; quite a few were longer. By 20 feet, the open-
ing of the tunnel to the outside had disappeared from
sight and the tunnel became absolutely black. No day-
light. None. Most of the time as I crawled forward,
my clbows rubbed against the walls on either side of
me and I constantly banged my head on the low ceil-
ing above me. At any moment I expected the beam of
the flashlight to reveal the presence of those that I sus-
pected lived in there: The last family of grizzle bears in
California? A 200-pound mountain lion? A nest of
300 rattlesnakes?

After a very short period of time, [ decided I had seen
all I needed to and backed out. An experience not for
the daustrophobic, 1 assure you.

THE EArRLY HOME BUILDERS

There were relatively few houses in Villaloa, Most of
the early houses were built on Sierra Madre Villa
Avenue, or on streets that branched off it. Until 1945
there was only one house on Kinneloa Mesa, there
were none in Kinneloa Canyon and a couple on the
Kinneloa Ranch.

Those who did build houses had to buy their water
from the fellow or the group of fellows who owned
the nearest water tunnel.

Since the late 1800% until late in the 1920%, in the
Kinneloa neighborhoods, the owner of the water was
Abbot Kinney. He ran into fiscal difficulties and sold
his Kinneloa Ranch property, including the water sys-
tem, about 1929 to the Lockhart brothers. Nobody
knows when or to whom the Lockharts re-sold the
Kinney water system.

What is known is that in the early 1940’ Messrs.
Arnold Eddic and Raimond (correct) Johnson were
the owners of the Kinncloa water system. When
Caltech needed water for the rocket project in
Kinneloa Canyon, it bought it from them.

It’s not known if Eddie and Johnson bought the
Kinneloa water system from the Lockharts or if there
were o€ or more interim owners.

Home owners in Sierra Madre Villa purchased water
from one of a half-dozen different water companies,
depending on where they lived.

THE WAR YEARS

During the second world war Caltech’s Rocket Project
was located in Kinneloa Canyon. Originally on the
Caltech campus it was hastily relocated in 1942 to
Kinneloa after an accident on campus took a life and
almost wiped out San Marino.

With amazing speed, several administrative buildings
and a dozen assembly areas were constructed. No
stinking environmental impact reports required.

If you have ever seen WWII movie footage of ships fir-
ing banks of rockets, maybe 12 at a time, time after
time, every one of those rockets was built in Kinncloa
Canyon.

To this very day, details of the rocket project are most-
ly unknown. Nobody knows for sure how many peo-
ple worked at building rockets. Estimates suggest a
work force of around a thousand people working
around the clock, 7 days a week.

Concerned about employee rights? If you worked at
the Caltech Rocket Project, it was against the law to
tell anybody where you worked or what you did.
“Anybody” included your spouse. You think it’s your
right to call the sitter a couple of times a day and ask
how the kids are? You think it’s your right to call your
spousc at work and tell him or her that little Jimmie
just passed the razor blade he swallowed? Think again.
There were no personal phone calls to or from the
rocket project. Only a few people had the number.

THE Housing Boom

About 10 minutes after the Japs (as the newspaper
headlines of the day called them) gave up in August,
1945, the order came to dismantle the rocket project.
Overnight the buildings on Pasadena city property
were leveled. The Lockharts, owners of the land on
which other buildings were located, asked that a few
be left. Lockhart intended to rent them to people to
live in, but that idea failed and he soon leveled those
buildings also and divided the land into half-acre lots.

All that exists of the rocket project today is several
concrete bunkers that were used to store explosives.
One is off to your left as you approach the entrance to
the Kinneloa Ridge development at the top of Kinclair




and another forms a small part of the KID's office.
During the war there were seven such bunkers sprin-
kled about at the higher levels. These buildings were
constructed so that if one went bang in the middle of
the night the force would go up, not out. Out would
have been bad if you lived in Altadena.

Following the Lockharts’ example, owners of other
parcels of property in Kinneloa Canyon and Kinneloa
Mesa sub-divided the land into lots and people
bought them and started building houses. The same
thing began on Sierra Madre Villa. Many of these
newcomers were returning servicemen who got cheap
loans to buy their lots and even cheaper construction
loans to start building. Why nor?

The new houses in Kinneloa were served water by the
remains of Abbot Kinney's old irrigation system.
Those in the Sierra Madre Villa area got water from a
series of private owners and water companies with
names like the Vosburg Water Company, the Shaw
Ranch Water Company, the Osborn Water Company,
the Canyon Mutual Water Company and the Mira
Loma Water Company.

By 1952, the water available to those who had settled
in Kinneloa wasn't sufficient to allow further growth.
Nor was the flow of the water that was available
dependable. That meant in the morning when you
were in the shower, covered with soap, the water
might stop running. Accepted practice was to hop in
your car, drive to the service station at the corner of
New York Drive and Altadena Drive and use their
restroom to get the soap off. The man who ran the gas
station had towels available.

Things weren’t much better in Sierra Madre Villa, but
most residents decided to live with it. However, there
were some complete neighborhoods like Old House
Road and parts of others that defected from the
County and had their property annexed to the City of
Pasadena, for the sole reason of getting an inex-
haustible supply of Pasadena water. During the time
annexation talks were continuing, feclings pro and
con ran high. There were several fist fights, and lots of
neighbors never spoke to each other again.

BIrTH OF THE KID

Kinneloa, mostly through the efforts of a half dozen
men, Mervin Grizzle, Larry Dietzel and Neil
Batterson being sort of the leaders of this group,
investigated the ways available to form a water com-
pany to serve their needs. They decided against the
common method of forming a stock company, similar
to Mira Loma, Lincoln Avenue, El Pricto, Las Flores,
Rubio Canyon, etc. and agreed on recommending to
the residents that they form an Irrigation District.
The residents voted and agreed.

A law firm, Burris, Lageriof, Senegal and Swift which
specialized in water law was retained. They remain as
KID counsel. A civil engineering firm, Alderman,
Swift and Lewis, was selected to design the new KID
water system. They too remain the KIDs engineers of
record,

The money to put all this into place came from a bond
issue which the residents repaid in annual assessments
aver a 20-year period. But, make no mistake, regard-
less of where the money came from to get started, the
State owns the KID, lock, stock and funnel. Anytime
they wish, they could take over the KID and do any-
thing they want with it, like establishing and enfore-
ing water rationing, as they once threatened.

50, in 1953 the KID water was up and running (pun).
The KID bought the Kinneloa Water Company from
Messrs. Eddie and Johnson (for $50,000) installed
water pipes to the vacant lots that didn't have them
and things were good for the residents of Kinneloa
Canyon, Kinneloa Mesa and the Kinneloa Ranch. Neil
Batterson was hired to be the KID general manager.
Neil was one of the first few guys to buy a lot after the
war, build a house and move his family into Kinneloa
Mesa.

Meil was a very thrifty fellow and hated to spend a
buck to fix anything that wasn’t badly broken. As
Neil aged, sometime in 1970, he hired another early
settler on the Mesa, Gene Burt, to work part time as
an understudy for the time he would retire, In 1974
Neil did retire and Gene took over as KID general
manager. Gene had a more modern philosophy of
management which included the concept of keeping
equipment in good shape by performing routine
maintenance so it would last longer.

At any time about half of thosc on the board of direc-
tors subscribed to the “don’t fix it until it’s broke”
concept. The other half preferred the “if the book sez
put oil in it every three months we ought to™ method.
This made for some relatively lively board meetings.

Gradually, Gene won over most to his point of view
and today the KID's plumbing, mechanical and elec-
trical systems are well-maintained. It’s an interesting
question which of the two methods in the long run
has cost more.

THE MIRA LoMA WATER COMPANY

Over the years the Mira Loma Mutual Water
Company acquired the assets of the other small water
companies in the neighborhood and eventually
became water provider to all the residents in election
districts 4 and 5, which are shown on the accompany-

ing map.







