Photograph of bishop Ranch pear trees in bloom is courtesy of the San Ramon Historical Society

s long as I can remember, I have had a love affair with pears.

Their supple juiciness, sweet buttery flesh, voluptuous shape,
tender fragrance, and long season all contribute to keeping the af-
fair steamy. Also fanning the flame is the way they work with my
favorite cheeses and how brightly they shine in a variety of dishes,
from appetizers to desserts. Every fall I express my devotion by
making pear chutney and jelly.

California produces some sublime examples of the fruit, and the
Bartlett is prime among them—60 percent of the Bartlett crop in
the United States is grown here in the Golden State. The variety was
originated in Berkshire, England, in the 17th century, by John Stair.
He sold some of his pear tree cuttings to a horticulturalist named
Williams, who further developed the variety and renamed it after
himself. After pear seedlings crossed the Atlantic with the early
colonists, the Williams pear found fame and fortune in 1812, un-
der the tutelage of nurseryman Enoch Bartlett, of Dorchester, Mas-
sachusetts. Bartlett, unaware of the pear’s true name, distributed it
under his own name. Ever since, the pear has been known as the
Bartlett in the United States, but is still referred to as the Williams
pear in other parts of the world. Bartlett pear trees eventually came
out West in the covered wagons of forty-niners heading for the Cal-
ifornia Gold Rush. They became a serious cash crop in the East Bay
about 1900 and remained a huge industry here until the 1950s.

As a recent transplant to the Bay Area from the Midwest, I was
rather surprised to learn that the valley below my new home in Dan-
ville was once home to the world’s largest Bartlett pear farm. Neigh-
boring orchards in a variety of sizes lined most of the valley floor
throughout Danville and San Ramon. Bishop Ranch was once part
of a 3,000-acre parcel of land called Norris Ranch. Occupied by pear

trees, walnut groves, and herds of sheep, Norris Ranch was subdivided
in 1895. A Mr. Bishop acquired 1,770 acres of the property, naming
it for himself and developing it into the world’s largest Bartlett pear
farm. Upon his death 60 years later, the land was sold for develop-
ment, and Western Electric acquired Bishop Ranch to house a manu-
facturing plant. In the 1970s residential parcels of Bishop Ranch were
sold, leaving dormant 585 acres zoned for controlled manufactur-
ing. Sunset Development Company saw the opportunity to create
a business park, which they named Bishop Ranch, and which soon
launched the economic growth for the entire region.

Today, the Bishop Ranch Business Park is home to the likes of
Chevron, General Electric, IBM, and AT&T. Where pear and
walnut groves once flourished, multi-story buildings populate the
valley floor. Express buses filled with some of the 30,000 who work
here have replaced the farm equipment and the scent of ripening
fruit. Only a small grove of walnut trees remains on the property.
The pear farms of today’s California are situated well north and
cast of the San Ramon Valley.

The agricultural tradition of San Ramon Valley is honored at
places like Forest Home (www.sanramonhistoricfoundation.org),
where students and the public are educated about the importance
of agriculture in our local history. Forest Home holds the 16-acre
Boone Family Farm and is also the site of one of our area’s new-
est farmers’ markets. Every Saturday the grounds fill with vendors
selling fruits and vegetables, and attendees can enjoy a food court
and live music. At 10 a.m. historic tours are given through the
barns and gardens.

Want to try growing your own pear tree? Many homeown-
ers in the East Bay have small orchards with pears being a prime
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