
Out and About in Washington Park
In the late 1800s,  the daughter of 
horse-breeder William Corbitt, and 
her  husband (Mr. and Mrs.  Fred 
Moody)  built  a  handsome  home 
east  of  the  station  on  Burlingame 
Avenue, roughly where Washington 
Park’s rose garden is located, today. 
By around 1904,  the property was 
sold to Moses and Ophelia Gunst. 
Moses had made his fortune as one 
of  the  country’s  leading  cigar 
merchants, specializing in imported 
Cuban cigars. A colorful personality 
and  admired  citizen,  he  was  a 
progressive and controversial Police 
Commissioner  in  San Francisco in 
the  1880s .  Ophe l i a  wa s  the 
daughter of rabbi Elkan Cohn, who 
headed SF’s  Temple  Emanu-El  for 
nearly thirty years.

With their move to Burlingame to 
the  former  Moody  property,  the 
Gunst  fami l y  became  one  of 
Burlingame’s  earliest  full-time 
residents,  their  children  attending 
San  Mateo  High  Schoo l  long  be fore 
Burlingame had opened its own branch. 

Sadly,  two sons  died as  teenagers,  just  a  few 
years apart: one from injuries sustained during 
a game of football at San Mateo High, and the 
other from pneumonia during his first year at 
Stanford. 

Though grief stricken at the loss, Gunst found 
renewed purpose as Chairman of the American 
Jewish  Relief  Committee,  raising  roughly  $4 
million for the organization following WWI. 
He died in 1928, at age 75. In 1940, his widow, 
Ophelia,  sold  the  entire  property  to  the  City  of 
Burlingame  for   $30,000.  In  addition  to  the  17-room 
main house, the sale included a gatehouse, tennis court, 
an orchard and other ancillary structures. Over the next 
two  decades,these  buildings  were  used  to  expand 
Burlingame’s  recreational  offerings  and  to  provide 
community groups with meeting space. Photos from the 
1940s  period  show  community  events  and  activities 
taking  place  on  lushly  landscaped  grounds.  The 
Burlingame Parks Dept.  set up their  operations at the 

rear of the park, making convenient use of 
a handful of estate outbuildings.

Over  time,  some structures  fell  victim to 
vandalism  and  fire,  while  others,  for 
example  the  Gunst  Cottage  to  the  east, 
remained in good service to the community 
for  several  years.  Local  papers  in  1953 
mention consideration  being  given  to  the 
construction of a public swimming pool at 
the  rear  of  the  Gunst  property.  The  idea 
was  short-lived,  however,  likely  due  to 
costs.  Ultimately  by  1965,  nearly  all  the 
original  structures  on  the  property  had 
been demolished. Concurrently, the newer 
Bur l ingame  Community  Center 
constructed at the front of the property 15 
years  prior  was  already  in  need  of  some 
modest expansion, marking what was likely 
the first of several additions and remodels 
over the course of the next 50 years.

In  2019,  all  that  visibly  remains  of  the 
original Moody-Gunst Estate is the pair of 

Ga ston  Rognier 
designed,  stuccoed 
p i l l a r s  a t  the 
Burlingame Avenue 
entrance  (near  the 
Lions  Club  Hall) 
and  the  Carriage 
House,  the  upper 
story  of  which  has 
housed  the 
B u r l i n g a m e 
Historical  Society 
s ince  the 
mid-1980s.Gunst Estate , ca. 1938

At right: 
Artists at work depicting 
former Gunst residence, 1952

Moses A. Gunst, undated

(Continued on other side)
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In  the  summer  o f 
1940,  fol lowing  the 
city’s  purchase  of  the 
entire  Gunst  property, 
the Carriage House at 
the  rear  o f  the 
property  became  the 
ep icenter  o f  the 
Peninsula  Children’s 
T he a t re ,  part  of  a 
popular  recreational 
movement at the time. 
Costume  design-  and 
stagecraft  workshops, 
tryouts,  rehearsals  and 
productions took place 
on site for the next few 
years.

Under the direction of local teacher Caroline Fisher, 
in  a  valuable  lesson  in  self-sufficiency,  the  children 
performed all  the  theater  tasks—  from making  their 
own sets,  to handling the lighting and the box office 
sales—all  of  which  took  place  in  the  former  Gunst 
Carriage  House.  In  the  above  photo,  note  the 
attractively  shaped  original  carriage  doors  that  were 
eventually  replaced  in  order  to  accommodate  the 
Burlingame Parks Dept. equipment.

Community  baseball  has  been  played  in 
Burlingame since the first team formed on an 
empty  parcel  at  Anita  Road  and  Peninsula 
Avenue in April 1911. A year later, it was played 
on  a  leased  field  on  Cypress  Avenue  and  El 
Camino Real. 

By July 1920, the Burlingame Athletic Club played 
its first game on the new Carolan Field, adjacent to 
North Lane and Burlingame Square, on the eastside 
of the railroad tracks. In May 1922 the Burlingame 

Bs  were  playing  at  the 
new  ball  field,  renamed 
Washington  Park  Field, 
by 1932.

Burlingame  architect 
E r n e s t  L .  No r b e r g 
des igned  the  fir s t 
wooden stands that over 
time  evolved  into  the 
covered  grandstand  we 
know today. In the early 
1970s  and  1990s  the 
structure was completely 
refurbished.  As  many 
stands are being replaced 
with metal construction, 
Burlingame’s  wooden 
grandstand is one of just 
a  handful  remaining  in 
California.

Sleeping Beauty children actors at Carriage House, 1942
Note containers on shelves above marked “Give to USO-  

United Service Organizations” for the war effort.
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At right: Bernie Heckenhemper Jr. 
at Washington Park Field, 1941
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