
CHESEBRO	MEADOW:	A	BRIEF	HISTORY	
ON	OCTOBER	17,	2013	
Jess	Thomas		
	

Introduction	
	 Actually,	this	historical	sketch	of	the	property	is	brief.	All	of	the	details	
of	Old	Agoura’s	travail	with	the	Meadow	would	fill	the	pages	of	a	thick	book.	
In	the	early	1970s,	a	federal	prison	was	proposed,	then	developer	Jerry	Oren	
gained	 control	 when	 this	 parcel	 was	 part	 of	 a	 much	 larger	 piece.	 In	 1980,	
Oren	cut	down	an	existing	Oak	 forest	 just	days	before	 the	enactment	of	 the	
Los	 Angeles	 County	 Oak	 Tree	 Ordinance.	 Only	 after	 a	 local	 activist	 chained	
himself	to	that	huge	remaining	specimen,	at	the	first	bend	on	Chesebro,	was	it	
saved	 from	Oren’s	greed.	A	 little	 later,	after	Oren	was	convicted	of	 trying	 to	
swindle	 the	 Government,	 Congress	 authorized	 the	 purchase	 of	 the	 present	
larger	parcel	for	addition	to	the	Santa	Monica	Mountains	National	Recreation	
Area.	All	of	 it,	 that	 is,	except	 for	Chesebro	Meadow.	 It	was	carved	out	of	 the	
parkland	purchase	deal	to	sell	as	a	payback	to	Bob	Hope,	by	the	Santa	Monica	
Mountains	 Conservancy,	 for	 his	 agreement	 to	 sell	 his	 other	 parcels	 for	
parkland.	 Peter	 Kyros	 was	 the	 lead	 executive	 for	 Potomac	 Investment	
Associates,	 who	 concocted	 the	 incredibly	 grandiose	 scheme	 to	 build	 a	 PGA	
Championship	golf	 course	along	Palo	Comado	Creek,	 starting	at	 the	present	
end	 of	 Chesebro	 Road.	 Potomac	 optioned	 Chesebro	Meadow	 and	 all	 of	 the	
undeveloped	 land	on	 the	West	side	of	Chesebro	Road,	behind	the	homes	on	
Colodny.	 Their	 plan	 for	 Chesebro	Meadow	was	 to	 grade	 off	 the	 tops	 of	 the	
hills	 for	 a	 business	 park	 and	 build	 homesites	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 Chesebro.	
Potomac	went	bust	in	one	of	the	cyclic	real	estate	crashes.	
	
Heschel	West	
	 After	the	federal	prison	and	the	golf	course	developments	were	nixed	
by	the	tireless	work	of	those	who	would	save	our	area	from	such	blight,	the	
now	defunct	Heschel	School	West	bought	the	property	in	1998	to	build	a	750-
student	 institution.	 That	 development	would	 have	 generated	 3000	 new	 car	
trips	 per	 day	 and	 disrupted	 our	 lifestyles	 in	many	 unacceptable	 ways.	 The	
City	was	with	us	in	objecting	to	the	Heschel	plan	when	it	was	determined	that	
it	 was	 going	 to	 cost	 an	 enormous	 amount	 of	 money	 to	 provide	 adequate	
access	 and	 mitigate	 the	 traffic	 additions.	 After	 it	 became	 obvious	 that	 the	
County	was	 going	 to	 approve	Heschel,	 no	matter	what,	we	 (the	Old	Agoura	
Homeowners	 Association)	 joined	with	 the	 environmental	 group	 Save	 Open	
Space	to	file	a	Superior	Court	lawsuit	against	the	County	under	the	California	
Environmental	 Quality	 Act.	 We	 asked	 the	 City	 to	 join	 us	 in	 the	 lawsuit.	
Instead,	 the	 City	 chose	 to	 deal	 with	 the	 County	 to	 have	 agreements	 with	



Heschel	written	into	the	approval	which	covered	the	City’s	costs	involved	in	
the	 access	 and	 traffic	 impacts.	 So,	 this	 was	 the	 first	 related	 major	 issue	
wherein	the	City’s	wariness	of	the	legal	system	caused	the	City	Council	to	vote	
counter	to	our	interests	and	priorities.	
	 The	destiny	of	Chesebro	Meadow	is	the	single	most	important	personal	
issue	I	can	recall	as	regards	my	presidency	of	the	OAHA	and	its	relationship	to	
the	City.	The	Council	sold	us	out	to	the	County,	while	adequately	covering	the	
City’s	financial	exposure	for	Heschel’s	infrastructure.	We	funded	the	litigation	
by	passing	the	community	hat,	sued	the	County,	Heschel	went	broke,	and	we	
delivered	the	Meadow’s	destiny	to	the	Council	on	a	silver	platter.	If	 it	hadn’t	
been	 for	 our	 actions,	 the	 Meadow	 would	 be	 an	 abandoned,	 rough-graded	
mess	 now.	 The	 City	 had	many	 opportunities	 to	 include	OAHA	 in	 its	 bid	 for	
compensation	–	to	make	us	whole	–	for	the	money	we	as	a	community	spent	
to	save	the	Meadow.	The	City	refused.	
	
The	Meadow	as	City-Owned	Property	
Fast-forward	to	the	City’s	recent	legal	quandary.	When	Heschel	defaulted	on	
their	bank	loans,	we	joined	with	our	lawsuit	co-plaintiff,	Save	Open	Space,	to	
petition	 the	 City	 to	 buy	 Chesebro	Meadow	 at	 foreclosure	 auction.	 The	 City	
agreed	 to	 do	 so.	 The	 title	 company	 involved	 in	 the	 foreclosure	 sale	made	 a	
recording	mistake	and	placed	a	smaller	loan	as	the	senior	note	on	the	auction.	
The	City	was	the	only	bidder	and	was	awarded	the	sale.	But	US	Bank	refused	
to	 supply	 clear	 title,	 claiming	 the	 posting	 of	 the	 smaller	 loan	was	 a	 clerical	
error.	Relying	on	the	City	Attorney’s	advice,	 the	City	 filed	suit	 for	clear	 title.	
	 An	adverse	ruling	by	the	presiding	judge	caused	the	City	to	appeal	the	
case.	 The	 City	 won	 the	 appeal,	 which	 sent	 the	 case	 back	 for	 a	 trial	 on	 the	
merits	to	determine	title.	
	 At	 about	 this	 time,	 local	 resident	Kirk	Allegro,	 a	 seasoned	 real	 estate	
development	 professional,	 offered	 to	 negotiate	 with	 the	 bank	 for	 a	 cash	
settlement	of	 the	dispute	 for	a	 fee	of	one	dollar.	The	bank	had	 just	 recently	
changed	ownership,	and	Kirk’s	experience	was	that	banks	will	often	write	off	
the	loss	in	such	cases	and	settle	for	much	less	than	the	disputed	amount.	City	
Manager	Ramirez	would	not	 even	 consider	Kirk’s	offer	 and	basically	kicked	
him	out	of	his	office.	We	don’t	know	if	the	whole	Council	was	aware	of	these	
specifics,	 but	 I	 got	 a	 call	 from	 Mayor	 Weber	 complaining	 about	 Kirk’s	
“aggressiveness”.	It	was	a	blunder	for	the	City	to	not	even	let	Kirk	give	it	a	try.	
	 It	could	have	possibly	ended	the	whole	dispute	then,	at	much	less	cost	
than	continuing	with	an	improbable	trial.	
	 Meanwhile,	OAHA	continued	to	have	talks	and	meetings	with	the	City	
to	 persuade	 the	 City	 to	maintain	 the	 property	 as	 open	 space,	with	 possible	
funding	from	the	federal	or	California	parks	or	conservation	authorities.	
What	 the	 City	 did	 instead,	 and	 without	 any	 notice	 to	 us,	 was	 to	 issue	 a	



	 Request	For	Proposal	(RFP)	to	the	development	industry	in	an	attempt	
to	find	a	developer	with	an	acceptable	proposal	that	would	bail	the	City	out	of	
the	pending	lawsuit	over	title	to	the	property.	Sending	out	the	RFP	led	to	the	
involvement	of	Trot,Canter,	and	Gallop,	LLC,	(T,C,&G).	
	
TC&G	
	 We	met	with	T,C,&G	and	listened	to	their	proposal	to	build	lots	for	13-
to-15	equestrian	type	homes	surrounding	a	cul-de-sac	in	the	Meadow.	But,	we	
decided	 to	 stick	 to	 our	 preference	 for	 seeking	 ways	 to	 keep	 the	 Meadow	
undeveloped.	This	was	particularly	the	case	since	our	partner	in	the	Heschel	
lawsuit,	 Save	 Open	 Space,	 has	 the	 unbending	 philosophy	 of	 keeping	 all	
possible	land	undeveloped.	Moreover,	none	of	the	preliminary	talks	included	
any	 intentions	 of	 reimbursing	 our	 community	 for	 the	 costs	 we	 incurred	 to	
prevent	the	Heschel	West	development.	
	
Prop	117	and	Fran	Pavely	
	 All	the	while,	we	continued	to	search	for	sources	of	public	funds	to	buy	
the	Meadow.	The	only	fruitful	avenue	developed	from	a	request	for	assistance	
to	 State	 Senator	 Fran	 Pavley.	 Proposition	 117,	 The	 California	 Wildlife	
Protection	Act	0f	1990	provides	millions	of	dollars	per	year	for	the	purchase	
of	lands	determined	to	be	critical	for	the	preservation	of	wildlife	habitat.	The	
funds	are	controlled	and	allocated	by	the	State	Wildlife	Conservation	Board.	
This	 Board	 consists	 of	 the	 directors	 of	 State	 Fish	 and	 Game,	 the	 Senate	
Finance	 Committee,	 and	 the	 Secretary	 of	 Resources.	 Senator	 Pavley	 sits	 on	
that	 Board.	 She	 officially	 requested	 that	 the	 Santa	 Monica	 Mountains	
Conservancy	apply	for	Prop	117	funds	to	purchase	Chesebro	Meadow.	Some	
85	 Old	 Agourans	 attended	 the	 Conservancy	 meeting	 when	 it	 voted	
unanimously	to	apply	 for	 the	 funds	to	purchase	the	Meadow.	The	necessary	
steps	for	the	application	include	an	official	appraisal	of	the	subject	property.	
That	step	is	now	in	process	by	the	Conservancy.	The	complicating	issue	to	the	
acquisition	 and	 use	 of	 these	 funds	 is	 that	 it	 requires	 a	willing	 seller	with	 a	
clear	 title.	 That	 is	why	 it	was	 extremely	 important	 for	 the	 City	 to	 continue	
with	the	suit	to	obtain	clear	title	and	be	the	willing	seller.	Or,	in	looking	at	the	
presumed	 second	 blunder	 by	 the	 City	 mentioned	 above,	 had	 Kirk	 Allegro	
been	successful	in	negotiating	a	reasonable	settlement	with	US	Bank,	a	clear	
title	would	have	been	in	hand	for	much	less	than	is	on	the	line	now.	This	was	
worth	a	no-risk	attempt,	but	was	summarily	brushed	aside	by	the	City.	
	
TC&G’s	Strategy	
	 Meanwhile,	T,C,&G	had	pulled	an	end	run	on	the	City	and	bought	out	US	
Bank’s	legal	position	in	the	title	lawsuit	against	the	City.	TC&G	thereby	placed	



the	 City	 in	 the	 position	 of	 having	 to	 fight	 the	 title	 lawsuit	 against	 the	 very	
entity	the	City	itself	brought	in	to	propose	a	development.	So,	the	City	found	
itself	 in	 the	 position	 of	 having	 to	 bargain	 over	 the	 parameters	 of	 a	
development	of	 the	Meadow,	and	bargain	over	the	title	 to	 the	Meadow	with	
the	 same	 entitiy,	 TC&G.	 The	 City’s	 bargaining	 leverage	 was	 severely	
compromised.	
	
The	Council’s	Vote	
	 And	now,	a	combination	of	questionable	legal	advice,	not	so	business-
savvy	 decisions,	 and	 adherence	 to	 interests	 other	 than	 Old	 Agoura’s,	 has	
caused	 the	 entire	 Council	 to	 vote	 against	 a	 cause	 treasured	 by	 our	
neighborhood,	 and	 against	 Old	 Agoura’s	 decades	 old	 interest	 in	 preserving	
the	Meadow	as	open	space.	The	vote	was	clandestine,	but	we	hear	that	it	was	
5-0,	and	no	one	has	 told	us	otherwise.	During	our	ongoing	discussions	with	
the	Council	Committee,	we	were	assured	that	a	vote	would	be	held	at	a	duly	
noticed	public	hearing.	After	this	public	vote	didn’t	happen,	I	challenged	City	
Manager	Ramirez	on	the	failure	of	his	prior	assurance.	I	was	then	forwarded	
an	email	 from	City	Attorney	Steele,	with	 the	opinion	 that	since	 the	sale	was	
part	of	a	lawsuit	settlement,	that	it	had	to	be	decided	in	closed	session	by	the	
Council.	That	may	be	 legally	accurate,	 in	part,	but	 I	 feel	 that	 the	Council	hid	
behind	the	City	Attorney	to	avoid	an	awkward	confrontation	with	us.	We	had	
open	conversations	for	years	with	the	Council	and	the	City	about	the	Meadow.	
It	 was	 only	 when	 the	 Council	 knew	 that	 they	 would	 be	 acting	 completely	
contrary	 to	 Old	 Agoura’s	 interests	 that	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	we	were	 eliminated	
from	 the	 table.	 We	 were	 shocked	 to	 learn	 of	 the	 settlement	 and	 sales	
agreement	by	way	of	a	call	from	an	Acorn	reporter	seeking	our	reaction.	The	
reaction	was	one	of	stunned	silence.	
	
What’s	Next?	
	 The	 totality	 of	 the	 situation	 is	 now	 back	 to	 several	 uncertain	
possibilities.	There	are	many	steps	that	the	developer	and	City	must	take	and	
accomplish	to	meet	the	terms	of	the	sale	and	development	agreement.	These	
include	 annexation	 of	 the	 property	 to	 the	 City	 and	 the	 completion	 of	 a	 full	
environmental	impact	report.	The	time	frame	for	this	is	now	projected	to	be	
at	least	18	months.	Keep	in	mind	that	the	developer	has	no	capital	outlay	to	
bear	during	this	time,	except	for	what	unknown	amount	he	paid	to	the	bank	
for	 their	 position.	 The	 title	 company	 that	 screwed	 up	 the	 auction	 details	 is	
paying	his	legal	fees.	Still,	 in	18	months,	a	lot	of	things	can	happen.	Over	the	
decades,	we	have	seen	many	seemingly	inevitable	land-use	deals	crumble	for	
a	 variety	 of	 reasons.	 In	 the	 signed	 agreements	 between	 the	 City	 and	 the	
developer,	either	side	can	withdraw	at	will,	and	the	lawsuit	is	reinstated.	



	 Also,	if	Senator	Pavley	is	successful	in	procuring	the	Prop	117	funds	to	
offer	a	buyout	of	the	developer’s	position	for	all	of	the	Chesebro	Meadow’s	71	
acres,	we	will	see	what	his	reaction	will	be	to	the	possibility	of	a	quick	huge	
profit	on	his	relatively	small	investment.	
	 Unless	the	net	outcome	of	the	Council’s	vote	somehow	reverses	to	one	
in	our	favor,	this	will	continue	to	sear	at	my	soul	for	a	 long	time.	Unless	the	
tide	 of	 events	 thusly	 turns	 before	 election	 day,	 I	 will	 not	 vote	 for	 any	
incumbent.	With	a	5-0	vote,	it	appears	not	one	of	the	Council	members	wishes	
to	represent	Old	Agoura’s	interests.	
Over	the	decades,	in	light	of	the	historic	outcomes	of	many	similar	disputes,	I	
	 have	 become	 a	 devoted	 advocate	 of	 Save	 Open	 Space	 Chair	 Mary	
Wiesbrock’s	 philosophy:	 “NEVER	 GIVE	 UP”.	We	will	 continue	 to	work	with	
Save	Open	Space,	Fran	Pavely	and	federal	and	California	authorities	to	secure	
a	public	buyer	to	preserve	the	Meadow.	We	hope	you	will	join	us	in	our	battle.	
	


