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Geography of the San Ramon Valley 
 

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FOCUS:   
 
What does the San Ramon Valley look like? 
 
MAIN IDEA: 
 
Use a physical map and a glossary to determine what the 
San Ramon Valley looks like. 
 
VOCABULARY:  
  

physical map  canyon 
mountain  ocean 
valley    bay 
hills   island 
creeks   continent 
lake 
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Student Pages 
 

Now let’s take a look at the way our area looks physically. If I were to 
describe my cat physically, I would tell you that he has four legs, a long tail, 
small ears and a small nose. If I were to describe our area physically, I 
would tell you that we live in an area with many hills and valleys that sit at 
the foot of Mt. Diablo and this area is called the San Ramon Valley. Let’s 
take a look at a physical map of our area. We can see some hills and we can 
see Mt. Diablo. We can also see that the areas between the hills are lower 
and these are valleys. We can also see many creeks that run through the San 
Ramon Valley. Can you think of a creek that runs near your house or 
school? Do you know its name? 
 

The San Ramon Valley extends from Walnut Creek on the north to 
Dublin on the south. There are mountains and hills on the east and west.  Mt. 
Diablo is on the east and north, the Las Trampas range is on the west and the 
Dougherty Hills are east of San Ramon.  Look at a map of the San Ramon 
Valley and locate Walnut Creek, Dublin, Mt. Diablo, the Las Trampas 
range, and the Dougherty Hills. 
 
 
 
Valleys are low land between hills or mountains. 
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Hills are raised areas above the earth often with rounded tops. 
 
 

 
 
 
Mountains are higher than hills and they usually have pointed tops. 
 
 

 
 
 
Creeks are streams of running water going through the land. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Question:  What is the difference between a hill and a mountain? 
 

 In our area we have an area called Bollinger Canyon.  A canyon is a 
narrow valley with steep sides and usually there is a stream running through 
it. Bollinger Canyon is a wonderful place to visit because there is a lot of 
open space and places to picnic and hike. You might find a creek running 
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through Bollinger Canyon, which is a line of running water. Have you been 
to Bollinger Canyon? What did you see there? What did you do there? 
 

 
 
Question:  What is the difference between a valley and a canyon? 
 

 If we travel a small distance to the west we will run into the Pacific 
Ocean. An ocean is one of the five large bodies of salt water that cover the 
earth. Can you name the other four oceans of the world?  If you cross the 
Bay Bridge or the Golden Gate Bridge you will be crossing the San 
Francisco Bay. A bay is an area of water that  reaches into the land. If you 
look out into the bay you might see Angel Island or Alcatraz. You will 
notice that islands are pieces of land completely surrounded by water. Who 
has walked across the Golden Gate Bridge? Who has been to Alcatraz?  
Who has been to Angel Island? 
 

 
Mount Diablo 

 
 Mount Diablo is the main physical feature of our area. How tall do 

you think it is?  Mt. Diablo is actually 3849 feet. Visitors to the top of Mt. 
Diablo are thought to have the best views in all of America. If you go up to 
the summit on a clear day, you will be able to see over 40,000 square miles.  
 

We are so used to looking at Mt. Diablo that sometimes we take it for 
granted, and we don’t realize how special and wonderful it really is.  When 
you look at it you will notice that it has two peaks. How many colors do you 
see when you look at it?  
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Sometimes you will look at it on a cold day and notice snow. It 
doesn’t happen very often but, when there is snow, Mt. Diablo looks even 
more beautiful.   
 

How many of you have been to Mt. Diablo?  What can you do up 
there?  You can go camping on Mt. Diablo.  You can take many hikes and 
perhaps have a picnic.  You can go all the way to the top of the mountain 
where there is a museum and visitor center.  At the Summit Visitor Center 
you will learn all about the plants and animals that live on the mountain.  
You will also learn about how the mountain was formed, but best of all you 
will have the best view in all of America. You can see the Golden Gate 
Bridge, for example. 

 
The Legend of Mt. Diablo 

 
        There are many legends of how Mt. Diablo received its name, but one 
of the most popular is this: 
 
        The legend says that a group of soldiers from the San Francisco 
Mission came out to our area to capture runaway Indians. The Indians were 
camping close to Mt. Diablo, waiting for the soldiers. A battle soon began. 
The Indians were winning when a person dressed in feathers and bright 
colors came near the soldiers. The strange person scared the soldiers away 
and the Indians won the battle. The soldiers thought the person was an evil 
spirit, so they named the mountain “Diablo” which means “Devil” in 
Spanish. The Indians left the area and no one ever saw the stranger again. 
 
A legend is a story that is passed down from one generation to the next. 

 
    Could this be a real story?  Why or why not? 
 
    Can you draw a picture to show what happened? 
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The History of How Mount Diablo Got Its Name 
 
According to historical records, the name “Diablo” was first used in 1805.  
That year San Francisco missionaries sent an expedition of Spanish soldiers 
to bring baptized Bay Miwok Indians back to the Mission. The Indians hid 
in a willow thicket in north Concord and escaped using boats during the 
night. The soldiers saw some flickering lights in the thicket during the night 
and thought the devil had helped the Indians escape. The soldiers named the 
willow thicket “Monte del Diablo.”  Later American explorers moved the 
name to the mountain we call Mount Diablo. 
 

Gail Kamerer, 2004 
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Teacher pages 
 
Student Activities: 
 
1.  Picture dictionary of geographic terms: Use the definitions on this paper to define the 
following geographic terms:  hill, mountain, stream, valley, canyon, bay, and ocean.  
Write the term and its definition at the top of your paper. Draw a picture to show what the 
term looks like.   (See activity page) 
 
2.  Turn to page 14 and 15 in the book Atlas Intermediate and do the following:  Read 
the definition of a mountain and find the picture of the mountain. Read the definition of a 
hill and find a picture of a hill. Find the definition of a valley and find the picture of a 
valley. Find the definition of a canyon and find a picture of a canyon. Find the definition 
of a bay and find the picture of a bay. Find the definition of an ocean and find the picture 
of an ocean.  
 
3.  Use Atlas Intermediate to find the difference between a physical map and a political 
map. Pages:  A4, A5, A7, Al2, Al3, Al4. 
 
4.  Discuss with your class the best physical feature of our valley. What would you like to 
show people if they came to our area. Make a postcard with a picture of our best feature. 
Write a note to a friend on the postcard telling your friend about our beautiful features: 
our mountain, our valleys, our creeks, our hills.  What do you like? 
 
5.  Write an original legend about Mt. Diablo and draw a picture of our beautiful 
mountain. Watercolors could be used. 
 
Field trips  (See special section on field trips.) 
 
• Family field trip: Any time parents have their third grader in the car it can be a 

time of learning. When driving down 680 toward Walnut Creek a parent can point out 
the hills, Mt. Diablo, creeks. Visit the summit of Mt. Diablo  

 
• Passport opportunity: Bollinger Canyon:  Go to the north end of Bollinger 

Canyon Road (off Crow Canyon Rd.) in San Ramon to the staging area and read the 
interpretive signs at the Las Trampas Wilderness Park entrance. 

     
History/ Social Science Standards 

  
• Locates and identifies geographical features found in their local region. 
• Determines absolute location of places. 
• Interprets information through a map’s legend, scale, and  symbols. 
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Reading and Social Studies 
 
Houghton Mifflin Literary Readers, Book 3, pages: 42-43, 88-97, 98-100 
Communities, Activity Book, pages: 12,  13, 14, 15 
Atlas Intermediate 

 
Teacher Notes:  

 
Use physical map to help students understand what the San Ramon Valley looks like. 

 
Discuss the difference between a physical map and a political map. 
 
Read about Mt. Diablo and get some pictures of the mountain to share with students.  
Great opportunity for a lovely watercolor and a poem about our beautiful mountain. 

 
Read the legend about Mt. Diablo and have students create a legend as a class or one on 
their own.  Have students illustrate legends and share with their little buddies. 
 
 

Additional Resources: 
 
Activity pages 
 Picture Dictionary 
 
Map -- topographical 
 
Essay 

The San Ramon Valley’s Creeks and Hills 
 
Websites 
• http://nationalatlas.gov 
• http://www.topozone.com  
• http://www.abag.ca.gov/bayarea/eqmaps/pickcity.html - Earthquake fault zones.  

Click on Danville or San Ramon to get a map 
• http://www.mdia.org    Click geology  (Mt. Diablo Interpretive Association) 
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PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY OF THE SAN RAMON VALLEY 
 
Books 
• R333.91009 CONTRA - Contra Costa County watershed atlas  
• R338.1 CROP – Crop report/Contra Costa County/Department of Agriculture 
• 551.22 SHANGLE – Earthquake 7.1:  San Francisco Bay Area, October 17, 1989 
• 581.979 KEATOR – Plants of the East Bay Parks 
• 917.9463 MOUNT –  The  Mt. Diablo guide 
• 917.946 STEIN – A vision achieved: Fifty years of East Bay Regional Park District 
 
SUBJECT SEARCH TERMS FOR LIBRARY CATALOG: 

 
• Community Development Department Contra Costa County 
• Agriculture Contra Costa County California 
• Mt. Diablo State Park  
• East Bay Regional Park District  
• Earthquakes Contra Costa County 
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The San Ramon Valley’s 
Creeks and Hills 

 
The San Ramon Valley is an inland valley in the East Bay which extends from Walnut 
Creek on the north to the Contra Costa County/Alameda County line on the south.   
 
Mountains and hills on the east and west define the valley – Mount Diablo (east and 
north), Las Trampas range (west) and the Dougherty Hills (east of San Ramon).   
 
Creeks and their watersheds help delineate the valley as well.  Out of the merging 
of Bollinger Canyon Creek and San Catanio Creek, the San Ramon Creek flows over 
and under ground, travelling north.  There it merges with Las Trampas Creek to 
form Walnut Creek. Together they flow into the Carquinez Strait.  This cluster of 
creeks is part of the 93,556-acre Walnut Creek Watershed. 
 
The southern part of the San Ramon Valley is part of the Upper Alameda Creek 
watershed which includes 39,142 acres in Contra Costa County, “a small portion of 
the massive 405,120-acre Alameda Creek watershed to the south in Alameda 
County.”  (p. 135 CCC W. Atlas)  Creeks in the Contra Costa portion of this 
watershed include the South San Ramon Creek (8,357-acre watershed fed by Oak, 
Big Canyon, Watson Canyon, Norris and Coyote Creeks), the Cayetano Creek (4,395-
acre watershed) and the Alamo Creek/Tassajara Creek complex (26,390-acre 
watershed). 
 
These watersheds have affected the early human history of the valley as well.  For 
example, the Tatcan Indian (Bay Miwok speakers) territory was the central and 
northern part of the valley, part of the Walnut Creek watershed; the San Ramon 
Rancho of the San Ramon Valley (Castro/Pacheco) included this general area.  The 
Seunen Indian (Costanoan/Ohlone speakers) tribe lived in the watersheds to the 
south; Jose Amador’s Rancho San Ramon covered much of the same area.  
 
       Beverly Lane 2004 
SOURCES          

 
Contra Costa County Watershed Atlas, Nov. 2003, 151 pp. 
Gudde, Erwin C., 1000 California Place Names, Berkeley: Univ. of California 

Press, 1969. 
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Picture Dictionary of Geographical Terms 
 

Student Name_________________         Date_________ 
 

 
l. Alphabetize the following list of geographical terms:  hill, mountain, stream, 

valley canyon, bay, strait, and ocean. 
 
2. Fold your paper in half and write the first term at the top of your paper.  Use the 

information provided to write the definition of the word.  Under the word draw a 
picture to show what the term looks like. Use lots of color and make the picture 
interesting.   

 
3. In the middle of the paper write the next term.  Write the definition and draw a 

picture.  You should have four pages when you are done.  Number the pages. 
 

4. Make a table of contents.  Look in your social studies book if you are not sure 
what a table of contents look like. 

 
5. Make a title page.  The title page should have the title, your name and the date.   

 
6.  Make a cover.  Draw a good picture for the cover.   Put the title on the cover.  Put        
your name in the lower right hand corner. 

 

 
 

Cover Title Page

The Picture 
Dictionary of 
Geographical 

Terms 

Sue Smith 
Oct 1, 2004 

Word & Definition 
 
 
Picture 

Word & Definition 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 

The Picture 
Dictionary of 
Geographical 

Terms 

Draw a 
Geographical 

Feature of Our 
Area 

Sue Smith 
Oct 1, 2004 
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