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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Fifty years ago, a neighborhood in San Jose, California disappeared.  The 

neighborhood, an enclave of second and third generation Italian and Mexican 

immigrants, was the unfortunate casualty of an ambitious urban renewal project.  In 1960 

San Jose’s City Council declared the area “blighted,” and adopted an urban renewal plan 

in which 224 houses, apartment buildings and retail stores were razed and replaced by 

sleek skyscrapers.  Thirteen years after the City Council adopted the plan, the 

neighborhood’s blocks were utterly transformed.  Such striking metamorphoses were 

occurring in similar fashion throughout the United States as cities struggled to deal with 

aging structures in their central cores.   

What were the consequences of the sweeping changes to San Jose’s downtown 

neighborhood?  Displaced residents moved to different neighborhoods, sometimes with 

better housing choices, at other times not.  Local businesses relocated or simply folded.  

And buildings, the focus of this study, were demolished.  Some of these structures were 

dilapidated, while others were sound.  A number of the structures were historically 

significant, aesthetically attractive, or simply useful.  This study will examine the lost 

buildings in detail, to determine which of them were indeed in blighted or unsafe 

condition as the city claimed, and which ones had contributed significantly to the city’s 

historic built environment before their demise. 
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San Jose Historical Background 

 
In 1777, the Spanish governor of Alta California grew concerned that there was 

no civil settlement in the jurisdiction, but rather only military presidios and ecclesiastical 

missions.  He ordered a group of soldiers and their families from the San Francisco and 

Monterey presidios to form a new settlement.  The group, numbering sixty-six people, 

founded the pueblo of San Jose on the Guadalupe River, on November 29, 1777. The 

village experienced steady growth and prosperity, exporting its surplus crops to the San 

Francisco and Monterey military presidios.  The early buildings in the town were adobes; 

San Jose’s first wood frame building was not constructed until 1841.1 

The downtown San Jose neighborhood that was eradicated by urban renewal was 

not originally within the city limits in 1847, when professional surveyors first plotted the 

city’s layout.  The section was added in 1850, when the city limits expanded to include an 

area west of Market Street extending to just beyond the Guadalupe River.  The section 

included thirteen city blocks bordered by Market Street on the west, San Carlos Street on 

the south, the Guadalupe River on the east, and Santa Clara Street on the north (see map, 

next page).  At first, land in this neighborhood was not in high demand: between 1803 

and 1854, the section contained only about eight structures.2 By contrast, the area east of  

                                                
1 Clyde Arbuckle, Clyde Arbuckle’s History of San Jose (San Jose: Smith & McKay 
Printing Company, 1986), 10; Terry Christensen, Charlene Duval, Ellen Garboske, Phil 
Grasser, and Mary Jo Ignoffo, Reflections of the Past: An Anthology of San Jose 
(Encinitas: Heritage Media Corporation, 1996), 57. 
 
2 Christensen, et al., Reflections of the Past, 77; Map of Pueblo San Jose, 1803-1854, 
California Room Collections, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San 
Jose. 
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                          Map of Downtown San Jose, 1915 

 

 

 
A 1915 map of downtown San Jose, including the west-of-Market neighborhood.  Blue 
line indicates the future boundaries of the Park Center Plaza Project.  (Adapted from 
1915 Sanborn Map for City of San Jose, available online through the Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. Library at 0-sanborn.umi.com.catalog.sjlibrary.org) 
 
                                                                                                                                            
 



4 

Market Street saw extensive architectural development; many opulent homes and 

buildings appeared in that sought-after area.  Later, however, as the city grew more 

populous and land was in greater demand, purchasers considered building in the west-of-

Market neighborhood.  As of 1871, sixty-six citizens owned parcels of land in the 

neighborhood.  A few owned substantial tracts as large as one-half city block, while 

others owned small single parcels.3   

As San Jose grew, it assembled a collection of impressive buildings.  St. Joseph’s 

Catholic Church, a grand, ornate cathedral, was built in 1887 and still stands at the same 

spot.  The elegant 1889 Hotel Vendome hosted several visiting Presidents.  Willis Polk, 

the renowned architect of the magnificent Filoli estate in Woodside, California, designed 

the First Church of Christ, Scientist in San Jose in 1905.  Sumptuous private homes also 

appeared.  The prestigious east-of-Market area contained most of these structures.4  

The nearby west-of-Market neighborhood developed as well.  By 1884, 197 

buildings stood on the land, excluding sheds, outhouses and stables.  Most of these 

structures were modest individual homes, but there were also businesses, including the 

San Jose Brass Foundry and the Grozelier and Nelson Tannery.  Within two years, 

Horticultural Hall was constructed in the neighborhood, a building that would for a brief 

time serve as The Olympic, San Jose’s sole theater.  The neighborhood had a rough 

                                                
3 “Block Book,” 1871, pages 19 and 26, California Room Collections, California Room, 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose. 
 
4 Lauren Miranda Gilbert and Bob Johnson, San Jose’s Historic Downtown (Charleston, 
S.C.: Arcadia Books, 2004), 173; Marion Bailey Kaufman, “Vendome was Host to 
Presidents,” San Jose Mercury-News, August 8, 1965, 20. 
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section: Post Street, then known as El Dorado Street, was home to “gambling and 

bawdyhouses, and more saloons to the block than any other street in town.”  So ill-

reputed was El Dorado Street that in 1902 its property owners petitioned City Hall to 

change the name, because El Dorado Street had become “possessed of an unenviable 

notoriety.”  Despite the name change, Post Street continued to host illicit activity.  By 

way of contrast, the Catholic Church was a prominent presence in the west-of-Market 

neighborhood.  St. Joseph’s Church constructed a parochial elementary school at Locust 

Street and Park Avenue in 1907.  The same year, the Sisters of the Holy Family 

established a childcare center, St. Elizabeth’s Kindergarten and Sewing School, on Vine 

Street.  The order also established a convent in the neighborhood.5 

Around this time, Italian immigrants, many of them poor, began coming to the 

San Francisco Bay Area in large numbers, drawn by economic opportunity.  Immigration 

peaked at the turn of the century.  A substantial number of these Italian immigrants came 

to San Jose, moved into the small west-of-Market neighborhood, and worked in the 

orchards and canneries.  Soon this neighborhood became one of several Italian enclaves 

in San Jose.  In 1907, the Holy Family Catholic Church was established in the 

neighborhood to serve the Italian worshipers of the area.  The exquisitely decorated 

                                                
5 Insurance Maps of San Jose, California, Volumes I and II, 1884 edition, History San 
Jose Archives, San Jose; Arbuckle, History of San Jose, 452-3; Patricia Loomis, “San 
Jose’s Tiny Post Street Has a Wild, Boozy History,” San Jose Mercury, May 18, 1981; 
Arbuckle, History of San Jose, 216; Dorothy W. Hewes, Ph.D., “Sisterhood and 
Sentimentality--America’s Earliest Preschool Centers,” Child Care Information 
Exchange, November/December 1995, 
https://www.childcareexchange.com/article/sisterhood-and-sentimentality-americas-
earliest-preschool-centers/5010624/. 
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church was a miniature replica of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, and housed an imported 

marble altar and baptismal font.  Murals graced the church’s interior walls, and a terra 

cotta relief depiction of the Holy Family, created by San Francisco sculptor Father Luigi 

Sciocchetti, adorned the main entrance.  Italian businesses such as Pestarino Grocery 

thrived in the neighborhood too.  The family-owned grocery operated continuously at the 

same location on West Santa Clara Street for fifty-one years.6 

The neighborhood remained an Italian enclave until national trends began to 

generate shifts in its demographic makeup.  World War II brought war-related industry to 

the San Francisco Bay Area; this industry in turn attracted thousands of workers.  After 

the war, population growth in California fostered a major housing boom.  

Simultaneously, new federal mortgage loan programs financed a massive trend toward 

suburbanization throughout America.  San Jose mirrored this trend: its population 

exploded between 1940 and 1960, from 68,457 to 204,196.  San Jose’s downtown, like 

that of many large cities, experienced the negative effects of suburbanization.  In 1955, 

Sears and Roebuck Company moved out of the central business district.  In 1958, Valley 

Fair, the city’s first non-downtown mall, opened in its western suburb.  As longtime 

west-of-Market neighborhood dwellers left the area, Mexican-Americans began to take 
                                                
6 Sam Hanson, “Li’l Ol’ Tricarico--It Gave So Generously to San Jose,” San Jose 
Mercury-News, January 8, 1961, 19; Jim Choate, “On the Block: Artifacts of a Spiritual 
Heritage,” San Jose Mercury, August 4, 1969, 21; “Father Sciocchetti Completes Terra 
Cotta for S. J. Church,” publication and date unknown, Clipping File, “SJ Churches--
Catholic--Holy Family” folder, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San 
Jose; Polk-Husted Directory Company’s San Jose City and Santa Clara County 
Directory, 1907-08 (San Jose: Polk-Husted Directory Company, 1907), 762; Polk’s San 
Jose (Santa Clara County, California) City Directory, 1959 (San Francisco: R. L. Polk & 
Co., 1959), 113. 
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advantage of the modest, inexpensive housing.  These changes paved the way for San 

Jose’s first attempt at urban renewal.7 

 

Redevelopment Era History 

 
The seeds of 1960s urban renewal can be found in New Deal legislation of the 

1930s: the federal government’s first effort to shape urban development through 

legislative means.  In response to Depression-era needs, the Public Works Administration 

(PWA) and the Works Progress Administration provided federal funds to build urban 

infrastructure and create jobs.  The PWA’s housing division administered slum clearance 

and public housing construction projects.  The 1934 Housing Act created the Federal 

Housing Administration to provide public assistance for private single-family housing.  

The Wagner Act of 1937 created the U.S. Housing Authority, a funding body for slum 

clearance and public housing construction.8   

After World War II, Harry Truman’s Fair Deal administration ushered in 

additional programs to address the plight of the poor.  Fair Deal programs also tackled the 

issues of urban blight and postwar housing shortages.  President Truman reorganized all 

the federal housing programs into one organization: the Housing and Home Finance 

                                                
7 Robert O. Self, American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 45; “Decennial Census Data, City of San 
Jose,” accessed May 6, 2017, www.bayareacensus.ca.gov/cities/SanJose50.htm; Kathleen 
Muller, San Jose: City with a Past (San Jose: Rosicrucian Press, 1988), 77. 
 
8 John H. Mollenkopf, The Contested City (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 
64-70. 
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Agency (precursor to the Department of Housing and Urban Development, or HUD).  For 

the first time, all federal housing programs were in a single agency.  But the most 

important achievement of the Fair Deal from a housing standpoint was the Taft-Ellender-

Wagner Act or its better-known name: the 1949 Housing Act.  This act authorized $1.5 

billion in funds for land acquisition and clearance for urban renewal projects, and funding 

for construction of 810,000 public housing units.  However, within several years 

politicians realized that cities were not taking sufficient advantage of the Housing Act’s 

funds.  The 1954 Housing Act amended the program, decentralizing it to make it more 

accessible to cities, and increasing the funding by an additional $400 million.9 

Many large cities including New York City, Chicago and San Francisco, and 

some smaller cities including Buffalo and New Haven took advantage of these funds and 

executed sweeping urban renewal projects, gutting large swaths of their downtowns and 

replacing them with blocks of new structures.  Municipalities employed the power of 

eminent domain to enforce the appropriation of the land.10  The frequent displacement of 

thousands of people in a single large-scale project took an understandable toll on the 

public image of urban renewal.  Since slums were the targets of redevelopment, the 

displaced were poor and usually African American.  Often, plans for rehousing displacees 

were woefully inadequate as well.  Eventually the phrase “negro removal” became 
                                                
9 Ibid., 78, 117-118. 
 
10 “Eminent domain” is the legally sanctioned power of governments to require private 
individuals or businesses to sell their property, for just compensation, to the government, 
for the public benefit.  This power is employed by federal, state, and city governments for 
a wide variety of applications such as water use and highway construction, and was often 
used in redevelopment projects.  The expropriation of land through eminent domain has 
been one of the most controversial aspects of urban renewal. 
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synonymous with urban renewal, as African American author James Baldwin noted in 

1963.11  By the 1970s, cities tapped urban renewal funding more frequently for 

rehabilitation of structures rather than replacement.  However, by this time, large-scale 

slum clearance had decimated many old downtown neighborhoods in cities across the 

nation.  

One such city was San Jose.  In 1956 the San Jose Redevelopment Agency was 

created to combat the blight that was increasingly visible in its urban areas, and to take 

advantage of the generous federal funding available.  The 1958 “Master Plan of the City 

of San Jose” identified the central business district as a financially crucial component of 

the city.  In the Master Plan, the city presented an urban renewal program as one of its 

objectives for the central core’s protection and stabilization.  The three goals of urban 

renewal, said the city, were to prevent existing blight from spreading, to rehabilitate areas 

that could be restored, and to “clear and rebuild areas that economically are not worth 

saving.”  The Master Plan featured a map of central San Jose showing “severely 

blighted” areas.  The eventual outline of Park Center Plaza was within one of the severely 

blighted areas indicated on the map.12   

The Redevelopment Agency’s first major urban renewal project was Park Center 

Plaza.  This project designated thirteen blocks comprising nearly all of the west-of-

Market neighborhood, which was immediately adjacent to the center of downtown, to be 

                                                
11 Emily Badger, “Why Trump’s Use of the Words ‘Urban Renewal’ is Scary for Cities,” 
The New York Times, December 7, 2016, https://nyti.ms/2hjhrZx 
 
12 Master Plan of the City of San Jose, California, 1958, pp. 85-89, plate 15, San Jose 
City Planning Reports 1947-1964, Michael Antonacci Papers, History San José, San Jose. 
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leveled to make way for a high-rise commercial/retail complex (see map, page 3).  A 

1967 newspaper article described the area to be cleared as having been “left for dead … 

and shunned by a major part of the populace as a dull and dirty place.”13   

Incidentally, local newspaper coverage was, with few exceptions, very favorable 

toward the proposed project.  Article headlines proclaimed “Downtown Due for 

Revitalization” and “Digging Starts--Park Center’s on its Way.”  The headline of one 

article about a parking garage referred to it, without sarcasm, as an “auto garden.”  A 

1965 piece declared: “from the stiff legal language of the 23-page revised plan springs an 

image of a new city core with tall, clean-lined buildings, broad boulevards and parks.”  

Articles such as the one titled “Financial Plaza Boon to San Jose Tax Base” praised the 

project’s economic contribution to the city.  Most articles did not make mention of the 

buildings to be destroyed.  There were a few exceptions, however.  One piece, a photo 

with the caption “Goodbye Old Timer,” noted the colorful history of a specific building.  

Another lamented, “they’re chewing up the stores, old bars and restaurants … with 

bulldozer and wrecking equipment. ‘They,’ of course, is that vague aggregation of 

government forces.”  The article went on to provide a short history of the Post Street area.  

The demolition of the Holy Family Catholic Church for freeway construction aroused the 

strongest emotional response by the media against urban renewal efforts.  One article, 

“On the Block: Artifacts of a Spiritual Heritage,” deplored the auctioning of artifacts in 

anticipation of the church’s razing: “How do you peddle the cold marble and gilt where 

30,000 warm hearts were baptized in ancient rite?  Santa Clara County--officious and 
                                                
13 John Spalding, “Downtown Due for Revitalization,” San Jose News, June 26, 1967, 19. 
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ultralegal--will do just that … bowing to the secular progress of Guadalupe Expressway.” 

This article and a few others like it were the exceptions to the strongly pro-renewal print 

media coverage in San Jose.14 

In 1959 the Redevelopment Agency distributed handouts to residents of the area 

announcing the plans.  The handouts indicated that two appraisals of each property would 

be completed, and that the City would then purchase their properties at a fair-market-

value price.  It stated that “no less than thirty days’ notice” would be given prior to the 

moving dates.  As promised, city inspectors visited the homes and businesses, and 

assessed them.15   

On February 25, 1960, the San Jose City Council adopted a resolution declaring 

the area “blighted.”  The City Council held the requisite public hearings, and on July 24, 

1961 adopted an official redevelopment plan worth an estimated $30 million.  The fifty-

five-acre plan was to displace 466 persons and 136 businesses, according to the project’s 

Official Relocation Plan.  Angry residents and business owners in the designated area 

responded with action of their own.  Several banded together to form an “anti-renewal 

committee” and raised the funds necessary to initiate a court case.  They filed a lawsuit 

                                                
14 Spalding, “Downtown Due;” Dick Flood, “Digging Starts--Park Center’s On its Way,” 
San Jose Mercury, July 9, 1968, 15; “A Downtown Auto ‘Garden,’” San Jose Mercury, 
July 7, 1973, 5; “Life Begins at Six for Park Center,” San Jose Mercury, July 7, 1965; 
“Financial Plaza Boon to San Jose Tax Base,” San Jose Mercury, June 26, 1975, 2B; 
“Goodbye Old Timer,” San Jose News, August 31, 1963, 11; Mark Wright, “‘They’ Hack 
Away at Past,” San Jose Mercury, April 11, 1966, 21; Choate, “On the Block.” 
 
15 Handout entitled “Park Center Project Information,” published by Redevelopment 
Agency, date-stamped September 27, 1959, from Clipping File, “Park Center Plaza 
Redevelopment” folder, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose. 
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against the city in Superior Court in September 1961, arguing that the area was not 

blighted, that the redevelopment plan was not economically feasible, and that public 

hearings to discuss the plan were conducted unfairly.  The Superior Court ruled in favor 

of the city, and the business owners appealed.  The State Supreme Court upheld the lower 

court’s decision on June 4, 1964.16 

By that time, many residents had relocated and bulldozers had begun demolishing 

buildings at the site.  Demolition continued for the next four years.  Finally, on July 8, 

1968, a groundbreaking ceremony took place, signaling that all the buildings had been 

razed and the project’s actual construction would begin.  By this time, the estimated 

monetary value of the planned complex had ballooned to $70 million.17   

The demolition crews left five Catholic-affiliated buildings intact: the Holy 

Family Catholic Church, the priests’ dwelling adjacent to the church, the St. Joseph’s 

Parochial School, and two school-affiliated structures.  In 1961, Catholic officials had 

indicated a plan to “sell their holdings if the price is satisfactory.”  However, the city did 

not purchase the properties for the Park Center Plaza project: they could not, at the time, 

meet the price of the buildings.  The Holy Family Church and the priests’ quarters fell to 

                                                
16 “Park Center Project Preliminary Plan,” from Clipping File, “Park Center Plaza 
Redevelopment” folder, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose; 
minutes, July 24,1961 San Jose City Council meeting, City Clerk Archives, San Jose; 
Redevelopment Agency of the City of San Jose, “Official Relocation Plan,” January 
1961, City Clerk Archives, San Jose; John Spalding, “Renewal Project Halted by Suit,” 
San Jose Mercury, September 16, 1961, 1; Berggren, et al. v. Moore, et al., 61 Cal.2d 347 
WESTLAW (State Supreme Ct., June 4, 1964). 
 
17 Flood, “Digging Starts;” Harry Plate, “What’s Up Downtown?” California Today 
(Sunday Magazine of the San Jose Mercury-News), October 19, 1969, 9. 
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the bulldozer in 1969 for a freeway construction project.  St. Joseph’s School remained 

open and in session until 1987, when it closed due to its unfit condition.  The three school 

buildings were demolished in 1992.18  

As of 1972, the fourteen-story Bank of America Building, the nine-story Wells 

Fargo Building, the Park Center Plaza office building, and a smaller Union Bank 

Regional Headquarters building were completed.  By 1974, when the federal government 

issued its final grant for the project, the site also contained the Security Pacific National 

Bank Building and a 232-room Holiday Inn.  Six years later, a 1980 newspaper article 

looked back on the project, lauding the Park Center Plaza’s “undisputed success,” and 

describing it as “one million square feet of prime office space” valued at between $70 

and $150 million.  By then the complex contained seventeen buildings, and another was 

in the works.19   

Today, visitors to the area admire its towering skyscrapers.  Ironically, some of 

them are recent replacements for Park Center Plaza’s original “new” buildings.  In 1996, 

                                                
18 “Church, School would Quit Park Center Plan,” San Jose Evening News, April 25, 
1961, 5; Spalding, “Renewal Project Halted;” Leland Joachim, “Parents Oppose Closing 
of St. Joseph’s,” San Jose Mercury News, January 15, 1986, 13; Dan Shafer, “City Will 
Raze St. Joseph’s School to Make Way for Office Towers,” publication and date 
unknown, Clipping File, “S.J. Schools--St. Joseph’s School” folder, California Room, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose.  
 
19 “Park Center Panorama,” San Jose Mercury, June 5, 1972; “Bank of America Building 
Nears Completion,” San Jose Center Corporation Newsletter, Issue 4, 1971, Clipping 
File, “Park Center Plaza Redevelopment” folder, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. Library, San Jose; Armando Acuna, “Feds End Role in 2 S.J. Projects,” San Jose 
Mercury-News, April 21, 1974, 7; “Bonds for Park Center,” San Jose News, June 4, 1974, 
30; Ray Potter, “Wolff Built a Fortune Downtown,” San Jose Mercury, July 22, 1980, 
1C. 
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Adobe Systems constructed its eighteen-story world headquarters on the site where 

Security Pacific National Bank had built its offices in 1974.20  No trace remains of the old 

Italian-American neighborhood.  Urban renewal permanently erased the modest frame 

homes, apartments, and small concrete commercial buildings from the city’s landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
20 Scott Herhold, “What’s Up Downtown--A Mini-Boom is being Fueled by Taxpayer-
Subsidized Projects,” San Jose Mercury News, January 1, 1995, 1A. 
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Chapter 2 

Historiography 

 

Beginning in the 1960s and continuing up to the present, scholars in fields of 

study ranging from sociology to architectural history have examined the practice of urban 

renewal: its legal underpinnings, execution, and consequences.  The following section 

will look at a number of pertinent works that address post-World War II urban 

redevelopment practices.  Books and articles on the subject fall into three general 

categories: studies of the overall phenomenon of urban renewal, books that are limited to 

the practice in a single city, and works that discuss specific urban renewal projects.  

Scholars, whether partisan or objective, cover diverse areas including the history of urban 

renewal, the motivations of city leaders, and the grievous hardship to displaced residents 

and businesses.  In comparison, scholars have only minimally addressed the subject of 

architecture lost to urban renewal.  This research study adds new understanding to the 

topic of the impact of redevelopment on a city’s built environment. 

Early discussions regarding the practice of redevelopment were reflective of its 

controversy; such writings were often couched in passionate terms.  Urban theorist 

Charles Abrams’ book, The City is the Frontier, written in 1965, is a spirited defense of 

the program.  Abrams takes on urban renewal critics, arguing that the program has potent 

merits as well as flaws.  The merits, he argues, include the ability for cities to assemble, 

through eminent domain, numerous individual plots of land into a large site suitable for 

commercial development.  Abrams also argues that while some products of urban 
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renewal are utilitarian rather than attractive, others are designed with an eye to aesthetics, 

by gifted architects.  He further notes that cities enjoy markedly increased tax revenues as 

a result of urban renewal improvements.1 

Several scholars emphatically differ with Abrams and other proponents of urban 

renewal.  The iconoclastic author and urban critic, Jane Jacobs, mounts a scathing attack 

on conventional city planning in her 1961 book The Death and Life of Great American 

Cities.  She questions, for example, the disdain for aging structures implicit in 

redevelopment practices: “Cities need old buildings … not museum-piece old buildings 

… but also a good lot of plain, ordinary, low-value old buildings, including some run-

down old buildings.”  She explains that older, less attractive dwellings provide affordable 

housing for lower-income families, and aging commercial buildings furnish the smaller 

overhead needed by new or struggling businesses.  Jacobs passionately argues for the 

wide-ranging diversity of a city filled with a variety of structures: older, newer, tall, short, 

attractive as well as plain, restaurants and taverns as well as homes.  Without this variety, 

she insists, urban areas become “a monotonous, unnourishing gruel.”2   

Other scholars share Jacobs’ contempt for urban renewal practices.  In 1964’s The 

Federal Bulldozer, economist Martin Anderson marshals data from redevelopment 

projects across the U.S. to form an indictment of the program.  He argues against the 

inherent unfairness of the principle of eminent domain, and cites data indicating that four 

                                                
1 Charles Abrams, The City is the Frontier (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 155-183. 
 
2 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Random House, 
1961), 187, 77. 
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times more housing units were destroyed than were built in renewal projects from the 

time of the program’s inception to 1961.  His conclusion is that “the federal urban 

renewal program has been, and continues to be, a thundering failure.”  Like Anderson, 

Lawrence M. Friedman, a historian and legal scholar, is a sharp critic of urban renewal.  

Friedman offers, in his 1968 book Government and Slum Housing: A Century of 

Frustration, a history of the efforts of American governments to cope with slums.  He 

begins with laws passed in the 1860s in New York to regulate tenement housing, and 

traces subsequent efforts all the way up to the writing of the book.  The final third of the 

book deals with urban renewal.  Friedman points out the opportunistic behavior it fosters: 

“Finding blight merely means defining a neighborhood that cannot effectively fight back, 

but which is either an eyesore or is well-located for some particular construction that 

important interests wish to build.”  Abrams, Jacobs, Anderson, and Friedman express the 

passion felt by many in the 1960s regarding redevelopment practices.3 

Later, observers of urban renewal were able to discuss their subject with more 

detachment.  Political scientist John H. Mollenkopf, in 1983’s The Contested City, 

examines the powerful motivations behind urban renewal efforts.  He argues that while 

many believe that the urban renewal movement was born of economic forces--the 

declining tax base in cities, the need for affordable, safe housing, the desire for lucrative 

commercial properties--the primary motive has been political.  Beginning with 

Roosevelt’s New Deal housing reform, policies regarding city rebuilding have been for 

                                                
3 Martin Anderson, The Federal Bulldozer (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1964), vii, viii, 67; 
Lawrence M. Friedman, Government and Slum Housing: A Century of Frustration 
(Chicago: Rand McNally & Company, 1968), 159. 
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the purpose of galvanizing and empowering the political actors in power.  These political 

actors formed local “progrowth coalitions” between elected officials, nonelected 

government staff, and civic business leaders that empowered and furthered the urban 

renewal effort.  Mollenkopf argues that these progrowth coalitions were effective in 

achieving their immediate city-rebuilding goals, but their very effectiveness created new 

problems that ultimately led to the coalitions’ demise.  For example, the enactment of an 

urban renewal project often led to the growth of citizens’ action groups that objected 

forcefully to the project and undermined its success.4   

The second category of writings regarding urban renewal is books that deal with 

the totality of projects within a given city.  These books look at the long-term effects of 

urban renewal on the well-being of the city as a whole.  The Power Broker: Robert Moses 

and the Fall of New York, by author Robert Caro, is a 1974 Pulitzer Prize-winning 

biography of New York City’s powerful, aggressive director of redevelopment.  Caro 

argues that Moses influenced many large cities that followed New York’s lead in 

initiating large-scale urban renewal projects.  During a career that lasted forty-four years, 

Moses authorized and completed public works worth $27 billion.  Moses’ effect on New 

York City, according to Caro, was a mix of astonishing accomplishments, including the 

building of Shea Stadium and Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, and appalling 

transgressions of displacement: “To clear the land for these improvements, he evicted the 

city’s people, not thousands of them or tens of thousands but hundreds of thousands, from 

                                                
4 John H. Mollenkopf, The Contested City (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 
3-5. 
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their homes and tore the homes down.”5  The displacement of residents and businesses 

has been the most controversial aspect of urban renewal throughout its history. 

Chicago is another immense metropolis that experienced extensive post-World 

War II redevelopment.  Historian Arnold R. Hirsch, in his 1983 book Making the Second 

Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960, postulates that the ultimate result of 

the numerous urban renewal projects in that city was a substantial enlargement and 

entrenchment of the existing “Black Belt”: the segregated slumlike housing area for 

African Americans in Chicago.  This result, ironic in that urban renewal is traditionally 

considered a way to eradicate poor-quality ghetto housing, was deliberate rather than 

accidental: “… distinguished by government support and sanction.” The author 

differentiates between America’s original ghettoes, those fostered by racist practices of 

landlords and homeowners, and the “second ghetto,” created by government actions, laws 

and policies such as urban renewal projects.  The city of Chicago is also the subject of 

Daniel Bluestone’s article, “Preservation and Renewal in Post-World War II Chicago.”  

Bluestone, an architectural historian, discusses some historic structures that were torn 

down in Chicago during the postwar period, and other historic buildings that escaped the 

wrecking ball.  He points out that during the 1950s and 1960s, a narrow and subjective 

criterion was often employed by Chicago civic leaders to determine if a building should 

survive: whether the structure was a product of the “Chicago School,” a modernist genre 

                                                
5 David Schuyler, “Review: The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York,” 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 36, no. 4 (1977): 270; Robert A. Caro, 
The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, Inc., 1974), 5-9. 
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of Chicago architecture.  Mid-century city planners often slated non-“Chicago School” 

structures for demolition.  Bluestone discusses some specific buildings razed during this 

period: the 1882 Pullman Building; the Columbus Memorial Building, built in 1892; and 

the Garrick Theater, constructed in 1891-1892.6      

Other northeastern cities also used federally funded redevelopment projects to 

bolster their declining economies; several compelling books chronicle their efforts.  June 

Manning Thomas, an urban planning scholar, explores Detroit’s efforts to cope with its 

severe financial straits in Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar 

Detroit.  Thomas details the strengths and shortcomings of several of Detroit’s extensive 

redevelopment projects.  New Haven, Connecticut also experienced large-scale urban 

renewal.  In City: Urbanism and its End, political scientist Douglas W. Rae explores New 

Haven’s history of long-term economic decline beginning in the 1920s.  In his book, Rae 

postulates that modern cities have lost their autonomous, self-governing capacity and are 

weak players in a larger decision-making system that includes state and federal 

government and large national corporations.  A portion of Rae’s book explores the 

extensive redevelopment experienced by New Haven, describing “both the best and the 

worst of urban renewal policies, at a level of intensity and competence matched nowhere 

else in the country.”  Indeed, statistics bear out Rae’s assertion: in 1965, New Haven led 

the nation’s cities in per-capita urban renewal grants, with $745 per capita (the runner-up 

                                                
6 Arnold R. Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-
1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), xiii; Daniel Bluestone, 
“Preservation and Renewal in Post-World War II Chicago,” Journal of Architectural 
Education 47, no. 4 (1994): 216-217. 
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received less than half that amount).  New Haven mayor Dick Lee matched the 

aggressiveness of the aforementioned Robert Moses; between 1954 and 1968, his projects 

caused the relocation of 22,000 residents.7 

The third category of writings regarding urban renewal includes those that 

examine specific individual projects in substantial detail.  Sociologist Herbert Gans made 

observations of Boston’s West End neighborhood, declared a “slum” and slated for 

demolition, from a unique perspective: he moved into the neighborhood and lived among 

its denizens for one year prior to the scheduled destruction.  Gans’ 1962 book, The Urban 

Villagers: Group and Class in the Life of Italian Americans is a sociological study of this 

working-class Italian neighborhood.  Gans makes many telling observations about West 

Enders’ behavior, attitudes, and lifestyles as they contemplated their upcoming forced 

move.  Particularly relevant to the current study is his finding, based on his own 

observations, that only twenty-five to thirty-five percent of the West End buildings up for 

demolition were actually unsound or uninhabitable.  Another finding, from a follow-up 

study two years later, was that forty percent of West Enders were happier, although 

eighty-six percent were paying higher rents.8 

Two books use contrasting approaches to criticize redevelopment projects in two 

California cities.  Yerba Buena: Land Grab and Community Resistance in San Francisco, 

                                                
7 June Manning Thomas, Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in Postwar 
Detroit (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997); Douglas W. Rae, City: 
Urbanism and its End (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), 305, 324, 
339. 
 
8 Herbert Gans, The Urban Villagers: Group and Class in the Life of Italian Americans 
(New York: The Free Press, 1962), 356, 378-380. 
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a 1974 book by Chester Hartman, is the history of a San Francisco urban renewal project 

known as Yerba Buena Center.  Hartman was intimately acquainted with Yerba Buena, 

as a member of the project’s Relocation Appeals Board, and as a staff member of the 

University of California’s Housing Law Center, which served as co-counsel in the Yerba 

Buena litigation.  The Yerba Buena project was one of the largest urban renewal projects 

in the United States, measuring eighty-seven acres and displacing four thousand 

residents.  Hartman contends that Yerba Buena was not executed to eradicate a slum, but 

was rather a way to legally seize a substantial parcel of ideally located land for 

development.  A blunt assessment by Justin Herman, the San Francisco Redevelopment 

Agency head, confirms Hartman’s theory: “This land is too valuable to permit poor 

people to park on it.”  The idea that urban renewal was a pretense to enable cities to seize 

valuable land is a recurring theme in writings on the subject.  Another book regarding a 

California redevelopment project, Chavez Ravine, 1949: A Los Angeles Story is an 

evocative memoir told largely in stark black-and-white photographs.  The 1999 book by 

Don Normark, a Los Angeles photographer, tells the story of several contiguous 

Mexican-American neighborhoods that were gutted to make room for Dodger Stadium.  

Normark’s volume is an eloquent tale of mourning for a lost, beloved neighborhood.9   

A small percentage of the writings regarding urban renewal projects feature 

detailed descriptions and photographs of specific demolished buildings.  One such article 

is “The Facelift and the Wrecking Ball: Urban Renewal and Hamilton’s King Street 

                                                
9 Chester Hartman, Yerba Buena: Land Grab and Community Resistance in San 
Francisco (San Francisco: Glide Publications, 1974), 10, 13-14, 79, 19; Don Normark, 
Chavez Ravine, 1949: A Los Angeles Story (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1999). 
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West, 1957--1971.”  Author Margaret Rockwell examines an urban renewal project in 

Hamilton, Ontario, in which forty-three acres of downtown buildings were demolished.  

The author describes and provides photos of some of the lost buildings, constructed in the 

early 1900s.  In “Pasadena’s Civic Center: A Grand Vision Realized, Despoiled, and 

Revived,” historian Ann Scheid’s subject is a government/civic center complex built in 

Pasadena, California, in the 1920s and 1930s consisting of twenty stately California 

Mediterranean style buildings constructed to a similar scale.  In 1960, an urban renewal 

project disposed of six of the structures and replaced them with a single modern ten-story 

building that clashed with the historic structures remaining in the plaza.  Later, additional 

work restored the area to its former period charm.  The article includes wonderful photos 

that allow the reader to appreciate the aesthetic of the historic buildings, both the ones 

that were razed and those that remain.  In 2002, writer Joseph Hart and photographer 

Edwin Hirschoff collaborated to produce Down & Out: The Life and Death of 

Minneapolis’s Skid Row, a photographic history of the razing of the city’s Gateway 

District for urban renewal.  The photos depict a number of the section’s historic 

commercial buildings and discuss the architectural and historical significance of a few 

notable examples.10 

                                                
10 Margaret T. Rockwell, “The Facelift and the Wrecking Ball: Urban Renewal and 
Hamilton’s King Street West, 1957--1971,” Urban History Review 37, no. 2 (Spring 
2009); Ann Scheid, “Pasadena’s Civic Center: A Grand Vision Realized, Despoiled, and 
Revived,” Southern California Quarterly 91, no. 4 (Winter 2009-2010); Edwin C. 
Hirschoff, Joseph Hart, Down & Out: The Life and Death of Minneapolis’s Skid Row 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002). 
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The authors and scholars mentioned above share grave concerns about the 

legitimacy and effectiveness of the federal urban renewal program, and approach the 

subject from philosophical, emotive and rational perspectives.  Authors address the 

sociological impacts of urban renewal, the political workings required to administer such 

a program, and the effects of projects on other sections of the city.  The motives of city 

officials and the plight of relocated residents are addressed as well.  However, the 

literature up to this point offers minimal information regarding demolished structures.  

The exceptions are the abovementioned articles by Daniel Bluestone, Margaret Rockwell, 

and Ann Scheid, and the book by Hart and Hirschoff; all four works discuss lost 

buildings, noting their architectural styles, ages, functions, and appearance.  The current 

study will contribute to the knowledge base regarding specific buildings demolished as a 

result of an urban renewal project, furnishing valuable information regarding structures’ 

histories, conditions, architectural styles, and monetary value.  This data will provide 

answers to the question of whether and to what extent buildings were destroyed which 

were architecturally or historically significant, aesthetically valuable, or structurally 

sound.      
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

As was noted in the first chapter, more than two hundred of San Jose’s downtown 

buildings, comprising a working-class ethnic neighborhood, were destroyed for an urban 

renewal project, Park Center Plaza, in the mid-1960s.  This study demonstrates that a 

substantial number of the buildings were historically or architecturally significant, or 

structurally sound at the time of their demolition.  The loss of the buildings represented a 

disgraceful eradication of a portion of the city’s history and a waste of worthy, 

serviceable buildings.  

To complete the study, I had to recreate the neighborhood, building by building, 

as it existed in 1960, utilizing several essential historical resources.  Sanborn block maps, 

tax assessor records, city directories and other local-level sources of archival information 

provided a rich bounty of primary data regarding the buildings lost to the Park Center 

Plaza urban renewal project.  These primary sources are available in San Jose through 

several archival depositories: the California Room of the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 

Library in San Jose (the city’s public library, main branch); History San José, a nonprofit 

archival center for city historical records; and the City of San Jose Clerk’s Office 

archives. 
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Sanborn Maps 

 
Sanborn maps are extraordinarily detailed block maps created for cities at regular 

intervals beginning in the mid-1800s.  They are available for over twelve thousand cities 

across North America, including San Jose.  Sanborn maps were originally developed to 

assist fire insurance companies in determining the degree of fire hazard associated with a 

particular structure.  They indicate size of building, construction materials, locations of 

windows and doors, presence of sprinkler systems and type of roof, at a scale of fifty feet 

to one inch.  The maps received their name from D. A. Sanborn, a surveyor who 

established the D. A. Sanborn National Insurance Diagram Bureau in New York City in 

1867.  Sanborn’s company flourished, expanding its coverage to all parts of the United 

States and changing its name in 1876 to “Sanborn Map and Publishing Company.”  

Sanborn died in 1883 but his company continued to grow, and competed successfully 

with other insurance mapmakers.  A comprehensive instructional manual for employees 

ensured the standardized rendering of maps across states and regions.  Sanborn surveyors 

worked in each state; often there were up to three hundred employees in the field and four 

hundred at the main office.  Sanborn maps were published in large bound volumes for 

bigger cities, and unbound sheets for smaller cities and towns.  The company recorded 

changes between publications of editions onto pasteable correction sheets and sent them 

to Sanborn subscribers, enabling them to update their editions. 

By 1920, Sanborn Map Company had monopolized the insurance map industry.  

Production peaked in the early 1930s, but both the Depression and World War II 

curtailed the insurance map industry.  After World War II, the market for this type of 
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mapping did not recover.  The growth and multiplication of urban areas made it 

expensive and difficult for insurance map companies to keep up with changes.  Other 

methods of assessing and recording fire risk emerged as well.  Nevertheless, Sanborn 

Company still publishes a limited number of maps and map revisions.1 

Today many historians, genealogists, and other researchers use historic Sanborn 

maps.  The largest collection of Sanborn maps is in the Library of Congress in 

Washington, D.C., but many city libraries throughout the nation have archives of the 

maps for their particular city.  The California Room of San Jose’s King Library contains 

Sanborn maps for the City of San Jose for 1932, 1950, 1958 and 1962.  It also has digital 

Sanborn maps for 1884, 1891, and 1915.2 

Sanborn maps are a necessary starting point for historical research at the block 

level.  The maps contribute vital information for historical research, including the size, 

footprint, purpose, and construction materials of each building.  They show the exact 

location of the building and its corresponding street address, as well as locations of 

garages and sheds.  The exactness of the information and the range of detail available 

make the Sanborn collection a gold mine for historians.  A comparison of the 

corresponding pages from one edition to the next, usually five to ten years apart, provides 

critical information on the lifespan of a structure when an exact construction date is 

                                                
1  “Introduction to the Collection,” Sanborn Fire Insurance Map Collection, Library of 
Congress: https://www.loc.gov/collections/sanborn-maps/articles-and-
essays/introduction-to-the-collection/, accessed on April 6, 2017.  
 
2 Sanborn maps, California Room Collections, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. Library, San Jose; 0-sanborn.umi.com.catalog.sjlibrary.org/, accessed on April 6, 
2017. 
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unavailable.  Careful scrutiny of the building footprint helps to eliminate doubt regarding 

specific buildings.  

The biggest shortcoming regarding Sanborn maps is that they are snapshots: 

depictions of the blocks as they existed in a given year.  For example, a comparison of 

the 1932 edition to the 1962 edition may reveal that a one-story home, there in 1932, 

disappeared and was replaced by a church.  What the Sanborn map cannot divulge is 

when the home was demolished or how long the lot sat empty before the church was 

constructed.  Sanborn maps also do not reveal ownership or other occupant information.  

Additionally, while they provide the footprint of a structure, they do not show the exterior 

appearance, so it is not possible to determine the architectural style or condition of the 

building.  Finally, in San Jose, as in many cities, the street numbering system has shifted 

over the decades.  Thus a building’s address of 220 Main Street in 1890 may change to 

270 Main Street in 1930.  These drawbacks prevented the establishment of a date-of-

construction range for a small number of structures in the present study. 

 

Tax Assessor Records 

 
The Assessor’s Office exists in cities to administer financial appraisals of 

properties for the purpose of levying property taxes.  An examination of historic assessor 

data can provide an idea of the financial value of a structure at a given point in the past. 

From the 1940s to the 1960s, the Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office recorded 

their assessments on Improvement Appraisal Records, large worksheets with spaces to 

indicate purpose, type of building, heating system, and materials of the foundation, 
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exterior, interior, roof and basement.  There was a space for the owner’s name, year of 

construction, condition of the structure as a whole, and the square footage.  The 

worksheet also contained a space to record the financial assessment of the land and its 

structures, and to indicate the date of each assessment.  There was also a space for a 

detailed hand-drawn footprint.  Often a small black and white photograph of the structure 

was attached to the worksheet.  There was a space for the appraiser to identify himself by 

name.  An extensive collection of assessor worksheets for San Jose for the mid-twentieth 

century, organized by street address, is located at History San José.3   

For the purposes of this study, three crucial items from the assessor data are the 

year of construction, the photograph of the property, and the assessed financial value.  

The date of construction furnishes the age of the building and the time period in which it 

was built, invaluable information for the historical researcher.  The photo is another vital 

tool.  Usually displaying the front of the building, it allows the researcher to determine its 

architectural style and a rough guess of the condition.  The third relevant piece of 

assessor information is the financial value of the structure, expressed via an assessed 

value for land and a separate value for “improvements” (structures).  For most of the 

properties in the present study, assessors recorded a financial valuation for several mid-

century years, including 1949, 1959, and 1961 or 1962.  I selected the 1959 valuation for 

this study because it was several years in advance of the execution of Park Center Plaza.  

In doing so I surmised that in 1959 the structures’ property values were not yet affected 

by the upcoming changes to the area.   
                                                
3 Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San 
José Collections, History San José, San Jose. 
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In addition to the financial values, the San Jose assessors rated the properties 

using a five-category rating system: “poor,” “fair,” “typical,” “good,” and “excellent.”  

However, the recorded condition rating (poor, fair, etc.) was not dated; in other words, it 

cannot be determined whether the rating was made during the first assessment or a more 

recent one.  Because of this drawback, the present study did not utilize the ratings.      

A marked disadvantage of the assessor data is its subjective nature; many 

circumstances can bias property assessments.  In 1981, legal scholar Kenneth Baar noted 

the occurrence of both inequitable overvaluation of some properties as compared with 

others in a jurisdiction, as well as across-the-board undervaluation of properties.  He 

observed that scholars have documented unequal property overvaluation in Buffalo, 

Houston, Syracuse, Fort Worth, Boston, Philadelphia, and other cities.  Overvaluation 

results from poor appraisal techniques as well as political pressures, as when assessors 

ignore declining values in poorer, more marginalized areas.  Baar also discussed 

undervaluation, noting that “as of 1976, real property in the United States was assessed, 

on the average, at thirty-one percent of its market value, despite the fact that most states 

require that properties be assessed at full market value.”  Baar indicated that pressures 

such as the desire by assessors to avoid assessment appeals can cause undervaluation.4 

Incompleteness is another problem with the assessor records.  Many of the 

worksheets in the San Jose collection contain only partial data.  Some do not include a 

photo; others are missing a year of construction or have unclear financial information.  

Furthermore, the assessor data does not have records at all for fifteen percent of the 
                                                
4 Kenneth K. Baar, “Property Tax Assessment Discrimination against Low-Income 
Neighborhoods,” The Urban Lawyer 13 no. 3 (Summer 1981): 333n1, 341-342. 
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properties in the present study.  The photographs themselves can fail to provide full 

information as well.  Several photos in the San Jose assessor collection display homes so 

obscured by trees, parked cars, or ivy that they are only partially visible. 

 

City Directories  

 
City directories are citywide reference books containing the names of each person 

and business in a given city, arranged alphabetically, and the corresponding address of 

each.  These directories often also provide the information in reverse: the address is 

shown organized by street and house number, followed by the name of the person or 

business at that address.  Directories were published annually, available for most years in 

San Jose dating back to the 1870s.  The San Jose directories furnish a reverse index by 

street address beginning in 1914.  These resources can be found at both the King Library 

and History San José.   

City directories are useful to historians in a multitude of ways.  Their contribution 

to the present study is as a way to determine the construction date of buildings for which 

no other resource exists.  For example, if a 1962 Sanborn map indicates a home at 25 

Vine Street, but the 1932 Sanborn map does not, one can search the city directories’ 

street indexes starting in 1961 and working backwards, until a listing for 25 Vine Street is 

no longer indicated.  The historian can then make a reliable guess that the building was 

constructed that year.  This research technique is not workable, at least for San Jose City 

Directories, before the year 1914, when the street index was not yet available. 
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Other Resources 

 
In addition to the above resources, other data contributed to the completion of this 

study.  Local histories of San Jose furnished a contextual backdrop regarding the 

development of the neighborhood.  Historic newspaper articles, available via clipping 

files arranged by subject at the King Library, offered valuable anecdotal tidbits regarding 

the buildings in question.  A few photographs from the King Library’s California Room 

archives supplied images of buildings that were unavailable via the assessor records.  

Additionally, transcripts of testimony from public hearings that were held regarding the 

enactment of the Park Center Plaza project provided additional information regarding the 

lost buildings.  Testifying witnesses gave detailed testimony regarding the conditions of 

specific structures.  The public hearing transcripts are housed at the San Jose City Clerk’s 

office.  Another resource, building permits, provided data regarding owners’ specific 

plans to construct, alter, or demolish a structure.  Building permit archives are housed at 

the California Room of King Library on microfilm for the years 1940 to 1986, and at 

History San José in their original form for the years 1910 to 1922 and 1926 to 1943.  This 

data provided some information for this study, but was, unfortunately, incomplete: many 

buildings existed in the neighborhood for which no permit could be located.5   

 

 
                                                
5 Public Hearing Testimony before the San Jose City Council on the Redevelopment 
Plan, Park Center Project, Volumes I to XVII, April 18, 1961 to May 26, 1961, City 
Clerk’s Office, San Jose; Building Permit Microfilm Records, California Room 
Collections, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose; Building 
Permit Files, History San José Collections, History San José, San Jose. 
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Analysis of Data 

This project’s evaluation phase blended quantitative analysis and qualitative 

study.  The analysis addressed historic significance by looking at the ages of the 

buildings at the time of their demolition.  I calculated the ages of buildings for which a 

known construction date exists, and tabulated the age data regarding buildings for which 

there is only a range for year of construction.  I then compared the ages of specific types 

of buildings (homes, apartment buildings, and commercial structures).  Anecdotal 

information also helped to establish historic significance for specific structures.  

Architectural significance was the second basis by which the structures in the 

neighborhood were analyzed.  As was noted above, photographs enabled the 

identification of the architectural style of structures and their specific features, i.e. 

gingerbread adornment and other details.  Through the photographs I was able to identify 

a number of specific Italianate, Queen Anne, Craftsman, and Spanish Colonial style 

dwellings among the lost buildings.  Finally, I scrutinized available data regarding the 

buildings’ physical conditions to explore whether they had been correctly defined by the 

city as “blighted.”  I utilized assessor financial valuations and public hearing testimony of 

building inspectors, in order to address the issue of the structures’ soundness and 

durability.  

Urban renewal projects of the post-World War II era that involved large-scale 

demolition warrant a careful scrutiny of historical records, because the buildings and 

neighborhoods themselves are gone.  Primary sources such as Sanborn maps and historic 

municipal records are often the only remaining traces of the lost homes, schools, 
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churches, and offices.  With sufficient historical research, the demolished structures and 

even neighborhoods can be symbolically restored, and the significance and soundness of 

the buildings therein can be ascertained. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

 

The City of San Jose declared the small ethnic neighborhood west of Market 

Street “blighted” and insisted that the Park Center Plaza urban renewal project would 

remedy that.  Despite the city’s claims, however, the area had many positive attributes.  

The neighborhood in 1962 contained 224 primary buildings including homes, 

commercial structures, and multiple-unit dwellings such as apartment buildings.  Rather 

than sprawling mansions or soaring Art Deco masterpieces, the structures were 

unpretentious and functional, in keeping with the neighborhood’s working-class roots.  

They were modestly proportioned edifices of varying styles, ages, and conditions, none 

exceeding two stories in height.  Many were charming, some held the historic identity of 

a former time, and most were structurally sound, having minimal or moderate issues that 

could have easily been remedied. 

As was noted in Chapter 1, five Catholic-affiliated structures in the neighborhood 

remained standing after the demolition for Park Center Plaza was completed.  Holy 

Family Catholic Church and a priests’ dwelling adjacent to the church remained until 

1969, then both were torn down for a freeway project.  St. Joseph’s Parochial School and 

two adjacent affiliated structures remained in use until 1987, and were razed in 1992.  I 

did not include the five buildings in the aggregate totals discussed in this chapter.1 

                                                
1 “Church, School would Quit Park Center Plan,” San Jose Evening News, April 25, 
1961, 5; John Spalding, “Renewal Project Halted by Suit,” San Jose Mercury, September 
16, 1961, 1; Leland Joachim, “Parents Oppose Closing of St. Joseph’s,” San Jose 
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Incidentally, a substantial number of the buildings in the neighborhood were 

flanked by accessory structures: garages, sheds, or storage units.  This study did not 

address the accessory buildings, in part because their significance would have been 

measurable only as it related to the primary structures.  Thus, although the tally of 

buildings under study for this project is 224, the total count of demolished structures is 

far higher. 

 

Historic Significance 

 
One approach to an examination of the demolished buildings of the neighborhood 

is from the standpoint of historic significance.  Did the buildings matter from a historical 

perspective, and if so, how?  After determining the ages of the structures, it is important 

to explore their possible association with facets of San Jose’s or even California’s history.  

A building’s year of construction has enormous significance regarding its 

historical import, connoting the age of the building as well as contextual information 

regarding the era in which it was built.  The specific year of construction is available for 

163 of the structures in the neighborhood, or seventy-three percent of the total.  Table 1 

shows the buildings for which a date of construction is available.  As this table indicates, 

thirty-two structures for which there is a known construction year were built in 1884 or 

earlier.  Fifty-three more were built between 1885 and the turn of the twentieth century.  

                                                                                                                                            
Mercury News, January 15, 1986, 13; Dan Shafer, “City Will Raze St. Joseph’s School to 
Make Way for Office Towers,” publication and date unknown, Clipping File, “S.J. 
Schools--St. Joseph’s School” folder, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Library, San Jose. 
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Another twenty-eight buildings in the neighborhood were constructed between 1900 and 

1914.  Forty-seven structures for which a date is known were erected between 1915 and 

1954.  Finally, three additional buildings sprang up in the neighborhood between 1955 

and the inception of the redevelopment project. 

 

Table 1.  Number of Buildings with a Known Date of Construction   

 Residence Commercial Multi-Unit Totals 

1884 or before   31      1     0  32 

1885 to 1899   47      5     1  53 

1900 to 1914   20      5     3  28 

1915 to 1954   11     33     3  47 

1955 or later     0      3     0   3 

Totals 109     47     7 163 

 
Source: Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History 
San José Collections, History San José, San Jose; Building Permit Microfilm Records, 
California Room Collections, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San 
Jose. 
 

For the remaining sixty-one buildings for which there is no known year of 

construction, one can identify a range of years during which they were built, thanks 

largely to the invaluable Sanborn maps and, in one case, a newspaper article.2  Table 2 

indicates ranges regarding buildings for which there is no known construction date.  As 
                                                
2 “Descendant of First Families Shows Relics,” undated newspaper clipping, p. 64, 
Scrapbook D, Scrapbook Collection, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Library, San Jose. 
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the table indicates, of the buildings without a known date of construction, two were built 

before 1884; an additional thirty-six were constructed between 1885 and 1914.  Thirteen 

were built after 1915.  There were ten structures for which a range could not be 

identified, due to lack of clarity regarding the appearance of the building footprints in the 

Sanborn maps. 

 

Table 2. Year-of-Construction Ranges for Buildings with No Known Construction Date  

Range Residential Commercial  Multi-Unit    Other     Totals 

Before 1884       2       0       0    0      2 

1885 to 1914     23     10       2    1    36 

1915 to 1931       1       7       0    0      8 

1932 and after       0       5       0     0      5 

Unknown       5       4       0     1    10 

Totals     31     26       2    2    61 

   

When combining the data on structures for which there are construction dates 

with those for which there is only a range, some remarkable data emerges.  A total of 151 

buildings in the neighborhood were erected before 1915.  In other words, two-thirds of 

the buildings demolished for Park Center Plaza were nearly fifty years old or older.  

Thirty-four of those predated 1884.  These lost edifices were unsung embodiments of the 

early history of the area.  
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A look at the types of buildings that existed in the neighborhood helps to provide 

a “feel” for its character.  The neighborhood was largely residential: there were 140 

homes or duplexes as compared with seventy-three commercial buildings.  Additionally 

there were nine apartment buildings or multi-unit residences, and two buildings in a 

category known as “other” (these were two accessory buildings that were not associated 

with a primary building).  The homes as a group were markedly older than the other types 

of structures: their average age in 1962, using those for which there is an exact year of 

construction, was sixty-nine years.  The multiple-unit dwellings were, as a group, newer 

structures: their average age at the time of demolition was forty-seven years.  The 

commercial structures were the newest buildings: their average age in 1962 was thirty-

five years.   

The oldest of these buildings may have been the first structures on their sites other 

than those of Native Americans.  The neighborhood was originally settled in the 1850s 

and 1860s, as people moved beyond the initial settlement which blossomed along Market 

and First Streets, forming parallel lines of buildings facing the two streets.  A map 

showing all the buildings which had existed in San Jose between 1803 and 1854 indicated 

only eight structures in the neighborhood: two near the busy thoroughfare of Santa Clara 

Street, one on the river, and five facing the other main road, Market Street.  The rest of 

the land, according to the map, had borne no modern structures between 1803 and 1854.3  

But by 1875, according to year-of-construction data in the assessor records, nine 

                                                
3 Map of Pueblo of San Jose, 1803-1854, California Room Collections, California Room, 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose. 
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additional buildings were on the land: homes that remained there until they were 

bulldozed ninety years later for Park Center Plaza.  It is likely, although not certain, that a 

few of the houses remaining in 1962 from that early settlement period were the first 

modern structures on their sites: the original structures placed there for the nascent town 

of San Jose. 

The oldest structure in the west-of-Market neighborhood was a dwelling at 155 

Park Avenue that was built sometime during the 1860s and contained an adobe kitchen 

that was even older.  According to a 1941 newspaper article, the small wood frame 

cottage was moved to its Park Avenue site in the 1860s, from its original spot at Market 

Street and (then) Garcia Alley (this would have been within several hundred feet of the 

cottage’s new location on Park Avenue).  The cottage had an adobe kitchen that was, in 

1941, at least 120 years old.  The kitchen was originally part of a large adobe structure at 

155 Park Avenue, constructed, remarkably, in 1821 or earlier.  But, most noteworthy of 

all, the cottage was, in 1941, home to the great-great granddaughter of one of San Jose’s 

original settlers.  Her ancestors, Corporal Valerio de Mesa and his wife, were two of the 

sixty-six original settlers who founded San Jose in 1777.4  Their family owned the home 

for generations. 

An additional descendent of a distinguished California pioneer family lived in 

another of the neighborhood’s oldest houses.  An 1871 San Jose block book diagram 

indicates that real estate developers Tyler Beach and James Clayton owned one-half of 
                                                
4 “Descendant of First Families Shows Relics,” undated newspaper clipping, p. 64, 
Scrapbook D, Scrapbook Collection, California Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Library, San Jose. 
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the block enclosed by Vine, Garcia (later Park), Locust, and San Carlos Streets.  In 1868 

the developers built a home on the block, facing Vine Street, probably as a rental 

property.  A farmer and cattle dealer named Charles F. Colombet moved into the house in 

1887.  By then it had an address of 225 Vine Street.  Colombet was the son of Clemente 

Colombet, a San Jose capitalist and landowner, and his wife, Ann Kell Colombet.  Ann 

was the granddaughter of Martin Murphy, Sr., an 1840s-era pioneer who traveled west 

from Missouri in the first group to bring wagons through the Sierra Nevada mountains.  

Charles Colombet and his wife Emily had two children, Charlotte M. and Charles W. 

Colombet, the great-great grandchildren of Martin Murphy, Sr.  The family remained 

permanently in the 225 Vine Street property.  Son Charles left the family home, married, 

and moved into a San Jose home of his own.  He held various jobs including clerk, 

apartment building manager, and wine dealer.  Charlotte, a bookkeeper, remained in her 

Vine Street house until its demolition for Park Center Plaza, surviving both her father and 

later her mother.5   

Another dwelling was associated with a figure from more recent San Jose history.  

The home at 120 Locust Street had been the circa-1880s birthplace of Jay McCabe, a 

                                                
5 “Block Book,” 1871, page 26, California Room Collections, California Room, Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose; Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office 
Improvement Appraisal Records, History San José Collections, History San José, San 
Jose; San Jose City Directory 1887-8 (San Francisco: Uhlhorn & McKenney, 1887), 112; 
“1870 Portrait of Ann Kell Colombet,” Historic Photograph Collection of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. Library, 
http://digitalcollections.sjlibrary.org/cdm/singleitem/collections/arbuckle/id/399/rec/1; 
Clyde Arbuckle, Clyde Arbuckle’s History of San Jose (San Jose: Smith & McKay 
Printing Company, 1986), 64; Polk’s San Jose (Santa Clara County, Calif.) City 
Directory, 1961 (Los Angeles: R. L. Polk & Co., 1961), 215. 
 



42 

beloved San Jose city father.  A store owner and the longtime manager of San Jose’s 

Civic Auditorium, McCabe was known as a mischievous practical joker.  An addition to 

the Civic Auditorium was named McCabe Hall in his honor.  When the Park Center Plaza 

urban renewal project was announced, the city planned to move the McCabe house to a 

nearby historic museum park, where it would have been restored and taken its place 

among a group of historic San Jose structures.  But, on December 30, 1965, a demolition 

company mistakenly bulldozed the McCabe house and left its intended target standing.  

As a newspaper article wryly noted, “To a bulldozer crew, one old house was as good as 

another.”6  

The neighborhood also experienced a distinguishing “first” in the realm of social 

services.  In 1907, the Sisters of the Holy Family established San Jose’s first childcare 

center, St. Elizabeth’s Kindergarten and Sewing School, at 132 Vine Street.  It was, at the 

time, one of only sixty childcare centers in the nation, and one of only two in California 

(the other one was in San Francisco).  The center provided needed childcare services for 

working parents in the neighborhood.  St. Elizabeth’s replaced its original structure with 

a modern one in 1954, at the same site.7 

 
                                                
6 Berna Kamber, “Jay McCabe Convention Hall Dedication Set Next Wednesday,” 
publication and date unknown, Clipping File, “San Jose: McCabe” folder, California 
Room, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Library, San Jose; Ralph Condon and Pat Loomis, 
“Dozing Progress Puts History Asleep for Good,” San Jose News, January 5, 1966. 
 
7 Dorothy W. Hewes, Ph.D., “Sisterhood and Sentimentality--America’s Earliest 
Preschool Centers,” Child Care Information Exchange, November/December 1995, 
https://www.childcareexchange.com/article/sisterhood-and-sentimentality-americas-
earliest-preschool-centers/5010624/ 
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Architectural Significance 

 
Architectural styles of the past imbue their structures with historic and aesthetic 

identities.  A particular style can shift an edifice from its utilitarian role as a shelter to an 

article of grace and beauty, and a communicator of historic meaning.  The lost west-of-

Market neighborhood had a surprising variety of architectural styles, given its modest 

origins.  Photographs, available for 179 of the buildings, provided the necessary visual 

information to identify the style.   

Italian architectural styles were popular from 1840 to 1890 and were, for a time, 

the most popular styles in America.  The subtype known as Italianate was common to 

residences as well as commercial buildings, and was often used in vernacular structures.  

Italianate buildings communicate dignity and elegance.  Their characteristic features 

include bay windows, porches and deep overhanging eaves with prominent paired 

decorative brackets.8   

The neighborhood contained at least sixteen Italianate buildings, both homes and 

commercial buildings.  The home at 235 Vine Street (Photograph 1) was especially 

significant because it was one of the oldest structures in the neighborhood, having been 

constructed in 1869.  It was also a good example of the classic Italianate style with its 

decorative paired brackets under the eaves, a bay window, and an arched entryway.  

Another interesting example of this style was located at 250 Park Avenue.  Built in 1898, 
                                                
8 James C. Massey and Shirley Maxwell, House Styles in America: The Old-House 
Journal Guide to the Architecture of American Homes (New York: Penguin Books, 
1996), 85-95. 
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this two-story structure housed four apartments.  It featured a corner hexagonal turret and 

pedimented window detailing. 

 

Photograph 1: Italianate home at 235 Vine Street (1869). Photo from Santa Clara 
County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San José Collections, 
History San José, San Jose. 
 

Another common architectural style for houses in this neighborhood was the 

picturesque Queen Anne style, often referred to as “Victorian.”  This popular style was in 

vogue throughout America between 1870 and 1910.  Queen Anne style homes have an air 

of delicate beauty; their characteristics include steep front gables, many angles, bay 

windows, and decorative wood spindlework, a result of architects’ “love affair with the 
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newly-invented turning lathe, which … made it cheap and easy to decorate houses with 

rows and rows of shapely little sticks.”9 

 

Photograph 2: Queen Anne home at 41 S. River Street (1894). Photo from Santa Clara 
County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San José Collections, 
History San José, San Jose. 

 

While many Queen Anne style houses are ornate, rambling affairs, this part of 

San Jose made use of a smaller, simpler style, while continuing to utilize the Queen Anne 

gable front and ornamental spindlework detailing.  This neighborhood had at least twenty 

Queen Anne style homes, identifiable from the photographs.  Of particular significance 

was a single block of River Street, in which every house on the west side of the street was 

a Queen Anne style with an identical footprint (see Photograph 2).  The eight adjacent 

                                                
9 Massey and Maxwell, House Styles, 127-131. 
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one-story homes had near-identical appearances, almost as if they comprised a suburban 

subdivision.  All were built in 1894 according to the assessor information.  Each house 

had slightly different adornment such as a particular pattern of “gingerbread” or 

spindlework.  It is likely that the same architect designed them all and they were 

constructed simultaneously.  Another intriguing Queen Anne style home was located at 

151 Vine Street.  It is the sole example in the neighborhood of a home with a corner 

tower topped by a conical roof or “witch’s hat.”  The only photograph available of this 

1895 two-story frame house shows it obscured by thick ivy, so its other features are 

hidden from view. 

The Craftsman style was another frequently used architectural genre in the 

neighborhood.  This clean, uncluttered style was popular between 1890 and 1920 

throughout the United States.  Craftsman homes communicate an unaffected 

utilitarianism, and are characterized by simplicity and a minimum of ornament: “a protest 

against Victorian fussiness.”  Exposed rafter ends, or tails, were “almost a Craftsman 

trademark.”  Porches were usually featured.10   

This neighborhood contained at least thirteen Craftsman-style buildings.  One 

handsome example of a classic Craftsman home was the residence at 139 Vine Street, a 

one-story duplex built in 1909 (Photograph 3).  It featured three front-facing gables with 

prominent exposed rafter tails.  The large porch had two entries and two separate sets of 

stairs.  A second example of a Craftsman building, at 269-275 Park Avenue, was a two-

story structure housing four flats.  This building, constructed in 1912, featured two 

                                                
10 Massey and Maxwell, House Styles, 189-196. 
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shallow front bay windows connected by a second floor balcony.  It also had prominent 

rafter tails.  Two square columns supported the front porch/balcony on each side; each 

pair of columns was connected by a cross-beam, a classic Craftsman touch. 

 

Photograph 3: Craftsman duplex at 139 Vine Street (1909).  Photo from Santa Clara 
County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San José Collections, 
History San José, San Jose.   
 

The graceful Spanish Colonial Revival style, often referred to as the 

“Mediterranean” style, was very popular, particularly in California, in the 1920s.  

Distinguishing features of this style include low-pitched, red barrel tile roof, stucco 

exterior walls and prominent arch features.11  A lovely example of this style was a 1939  

                                                
11 Massey and Maxwell, House Styles, 229-234. 
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Photograph 4: Spanish Colonial Revival duplex at 86-88 River Street (1939).  Photo 
from Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San 
José Collections, History San José, San Jose.  
 

duplex located at 86-88 River Street (Photograph 4).  The most striking feature of the 

home was the entryway, containing four identical unadorned arches.  A pair of the arches 

faced frontward and was visible from the street, while the other two graced the sides of 

the entryway.  The house had a tile roof and stucco exterior common to this style.  

Commercial buildings in the west-of-Market neighborhood often combined 

functionality with refreshing charm.  The Service Electric Supply Company, a family-

owned wholesale supplier at 303 West San Fernando Street, was an example (Photograph 

5).  The 1923 building featured Spanish Colonial Revival elements, including the 

characteristic stucco exterior.  The one-story building had a flat roof with barrel tile detail 
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atop the roof’s outer edges to contribute to the Spanish Colonial Revival appearance.  Its 

façade featured understated ornamental detailing at the upper corners.  

  

Photograph 5: Service Electric Supply Co., 303 W. San Fernando Street (1923). Photo 
from Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San 
José Collections, History San José, San Jose. 
 

Another example of a Spanish Colonial Revival commercial structure was the 

large Hester Dairy building at 295 West San Carlos Street.  This building, constructed in 

1930, had the classic tile roof and prominent archways characteristic of the style.  Most 

of the building was one-story reinforced concrete, but a section in the center was two 

stories tall and contained a wood frame cold storage unit, very likely to have been a 

custom-built feature for the dairy.  From the street this section was visible via a raised 

roof center portion with seven small front windows.   

Of particular note from an architectural standpoint is the convent building for the 

Catholic order the Sisters of the Holy Family, a brick structure built in the Greek Revival 

style in 1917 (Photograph 6).  It had a stately appearance, with a prominent formal 

entryway flanked by columns.  Its roof was flat and was set off by ornamented eaves and 
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a large triangular pediment, topped by a single cross.  It was the only building of this 

style in the neighborhood. 

 

Photograph 6: Sisters of the Holy Family Convent, 136 Vine Street (1917). Photo from 
Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History San José 
Collections, History San José, San Jose. 

 

Degree of Blight 

 
The concept of “blight” was central to urban renewal efforts throughout the nation 

in the 1960s.  The definition for blight used by the City of San Jose was as follows: 

A blighted area is characterized by the existence of buildings and structures used 
or intended to be used for living, commercial, industrial or other purposes, or any 
combination of such uses, which are unfit or unsafe to occupy for such purposes 
and are conducive to ill health, transmission of disease, infant mortality, juvenile 
delinquency and crime, because of any one or a combination of the following 
factors: (a) defective design and character of physical construction; (b) faulty 
interior arrangement and exterior spacing; (c) high density of population and 
overcrowding; (d) inadequate provision for ventilation, light, sanitation, open 
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spaces and recreation facilities; (e) age, obsolescence, deterioration, dilapidation, 
mixed character, and shifting of uses.12   
 

This definition is a broad one which invites misuse: “inadequate … open spaces and 

recreation facilities” is a description that can apply to many perfectly adequate urban 

areas.  “Mixed character” and “shifting of uses” might, according to urban critic Jane 

Jacobs, be a preferred situation for cities, not a drawback.  

One way to measure the degree of blight in a neighborhood is to evaluate the 

financial value of its structures.  Thanks to Santa Clara County tax assessor information, 

this is possible for most of the buildings under study.  Financial valuation figures are 

available for 164 of the 224 buildings, or about three-fourths of them.  Assessors 

performed several appraisals during the ten years prior to demolition, including 1959, 

1961, and in a few cases, 1964.  The 1959 appraisal figures were used for this study 

because the assessed values decreased for nearly all of these buildings after 1959, 

probably due to the impending urban renewal project, which was publicized beginning in 

1959.  For comparisons’ sake, it is helpful to look at the information in three categories: 

residences, commercial structures and multiple-unit dwellings (see Table 3). It should be 

noted that the financial values that follow are for the entire value of the property 

including both the structure as well as the land.   

The residence category includes single-family homes and duplexes, as well as a 

few buildings consisting of a maximum of three flats.  Valuations are available for 104 

dwellings.  On the whole, the neighborhood’s homes were worth the least in in the eyes 
                                                
12 Public hearing testimony before the San Jose, California City Council, Volume III, 
April 20, 1961, 74, City Clerk’s Office, San Jose. 
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of the county tax assessor.  The lowest-valued home, a small one-story house, was valued 

at only $720.  The highest-valued residence, at $6,170, was a single-story home 

constructed before 1915, on a generous lot.  Values for residences totaled $279,390, for 

an average value of $2,686.   

 

Table 3.  Financial Values Established by County Assessor  

      Total Amount Lowest Highest Average Value 

Residences (104 Bldgs.) $  279,390 $   720 $  6,170  $  2,686 

Commercial (52 Bldgs.) $  661,110 $ 1,930 $67,830  $12,714 

Multiple Unit (8 Bldgs.) $    89,890 $ 4,580 $37,360  $11,236 

All Types  (164 Bldgs.) $1,030,390 $  720 $67,830   

 
Source: Santa Clara County Assessor’s Office Improvement Appraisal Records, History 
San José Collections, History San José, San Jose. 

 

The second category, commercial structures, includes a number of retail outlets, 

some with upstairs apartments.  It also includes an automobile dealership, a few auto 

repair establishments and some small office buildings.  Valuations are available for fifty-

two business structures.  The total value of the commercial buildings was $661,110, and 

the average value per structure was $12,714.  In this category, the lowest-valued structure 

was a small frame building housing a welding and blacksmith shop, valued at only 

$1,930, and constructed before 1915.  The commercial building with the highest value 

housed St. Elizabeth’s Day Home, a large, modern daycare center constructed in 1954, 

with a value of $67,830.   
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Financial values are available for eight buildings with multiple dwelling units in 

the neighborhood.  This included apartment buildings, sets of cottages, and structures that 

housed residential quarters for Catholic Church personnel.  The total value of the eight 

buildings was $89,890, providing an average value per structure of $11,236.  The lowest-

valued multiple-unit dwelling, at $4,580, was an 1898 two-story Italianate building 

containing four apartments.  The building in this category with the highest value was a 

convent for the Catholic order of the Sisters of the Holy Family, built in 1917 and valued 

at $37,360.  The previous section, “Architectural Significance,” contains a photograph of 

this building and a discussion of its architectural features (see pages 49-50). 

The most salient fact when considering the above financial values is that they are 

very low.  Even when allowing for the fact that the figures are in 1950s dollar values and 

have not been adjusted for inflation, the properties appear to be severely undervalued.  

The average home in the neighborhood was valued at $2,686, a sum that compares 

woefully to the 1960 median home value in California of $15,100.13  Even the highest-

valued home in the neighborhood was only worth $6,170, according to the assessor.  At 

least a portion of the low valuations can be attributed to the widespread tendency by 

appraisers to undervalue properties, as discussed in Chapter 3: assessors are often 

motivated by political pressure to keep valuations low in order to avoid appeals. 

Despite the undervaluation of the structures in the neighborhood, the fact remains 

that they were, in 1962, still worth a great deal of money.  The assessed buildings were 
                                                
13 Home values, unadjusted, Historical Census of Housing Tables, 
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/housing/census/historic/values.html; last revised June 
6, 2012. 
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valued at a total of over one million dollars.  Furthermore, only three-quarters of the 

buildings received an appraisal.  If one applies the average value in each category 

(residence, business, or apartment) to the nonassessed structures and adds those amounts 

to the total, the valuation sum, for all types of buildings combined, is an astonishing 

$1,405,316.  In other words, nearly one and one-half million dollars in San Jose real 

estate was discarded for an urban renewal project.     

Financial value is only one method for measuring a building’s worth.  Another 

way to approach the problem is to address the actual condition of the structure.  Public 

hearings held before the City Council prior to the adoption of the redevelopment plan 

furnished the most detailed information now available regarding the condition of the 

buildings.  Among those giving testimony was a city inspector who inspected a portion of 

the buildings for structural soundness and made reports to his superiors.  He was 

questioned by the Redevelopment Agency’s attorney, and then was cross-examined at 

length by an attorney for the neighborhood’s residents.  The building inspector testified 

that his superiors provided him with a list of buildings to examine in 1959 and again in 

1961, and that he did not inspect any buildings in the neighborhood other than those he 

was instructed to inspect.   

The testimony records contain no information regarding how the city chose the 

buildings for inspection, causing one to question the basis for selection of the inspected 

sample.  While it is logical to surmise that the city would wish to bolster its position by 

requesting inspections for only the most dilapidated structures, this supposition is not 

supported by facts.  Numerous newer buildings went uninspected, but a large number of 
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old buildings were also not scrutinized.  In fact, a calculation of the average ages (in 

1962) of the inspected buildings demonstrates that the inspected sample was very similar 

in age to the group as a whole.  The average age of inspected houses was seventy-one 

years as compared with sixty-nine years for the entire group of houses.  The inspected 

commercial buildings’ mean age was thirty-four years, while the average age for 

commercial buildings as a whole was thirty-five.  Regarding apartment buildings, the 

inspected group was, on average, forty-nine years old in 1962, compared with the entire 

group’s mean age of forty-seven.  Thus the basis for selection of the inspected group was 

not likely to have been their ages.  As a result, rather than attempting to read meaning 

into the selection process, it is more helpful to simply utilize the inspection data that was 

produced, and benefit from the valuable information it provides. 

The public hearing records provide detailed information regarding condition for 

eighty-eight buildings.  Of those, thirty-two, or more than one-third, were deemed by the 

building’s inspector to be either structurally sound, or in need of only minor repairs.  

Examples of such minor repairs included maintenance to stairs, or exterior paint to 

correct weathering: a regular part of home maintenance.  In other words, a third of the 

inspected buildings scheduled for demolition were not blighted at all, but in sound 

structural condition.    

Another seventeen of the buildings were also considered to be sound or in need of 

only minor repairs, but these seventeen structures were additionally out of compliance 

with regulations regarding building foundation materials or then-current fire zone 

requirements.  When many of these structures were constructed, it was customary to use 
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“mudsills” as foundations rather than concrete or masonry.  Mudsills are redwood 

timbers placed on the ground; the upright structural components were attached to the 

mudsills.  At some point, concrete or masonry foundations were required for new 

buildings.  At the time of the redevelopment project, mudsill foundations were considered 

noncompliant with the building code, but they were not, by themselves, a cause for 

demolition of the building, as was stated in the testimony: “Q: ‘Does the building code 

require that houses that were built before the requirement was put in the building code of 

concrete foundations are required to be torn down?’ A: ‘I would say they fall in the 

category of non-conforming.’”14   

Fire zone compliance was another issue for older buildings.  The city was, in 

1962, divided into fire zones.  Each zone carried specific regulations for new construction 

regarding type of material, the use of plaster on ceilings to retard flammability, and other 

requirements.  For example, in San Jose in 1962, new construction of wooden structures 

was prohibited in Fire Zone 1.  But as the inspector testified, a building already standing 

which was out of compliance with its zone’s requirements did not need to be razed:  “Q: 

‘There’s no provision in the fire ordinance that says that buildings that were built before 

Fire Zone 1 was imposed on this territory have to be brought up to that Code, is there?’ 

A: ‘Under our present code, no.  We have what we call, as I have listed them, non-

conforming.  They do not conform to the zone they’re in.’”15   

                                                
14 Public hearing testimony, Volume III, April 20, 1961, 41. 
 
15 Public hearing testimony, Volume IV, April 25, 1961, 82-83. 
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As was previously noted, seventeen buildings in the neighborhood fell into the 

category of being noncompliant, but otherwise in need of only minor maintenance.  The 

first two categories combined, including all of the inspected buildings that needed little or 

no work, totaled forty-nine buildings, over half of the inspected group.  

A third category of buildings included those in need of moderate or major repair.  

Thirty-six structures comprised this category.  Corrections needed by these buildings 

included exterior walls that were substantially (two to three feet) below “grade” (the level 

of the exterior ground), requiring removal of a sizable amount of earth around the 

building.  Another example of a moderate or major repair was a chimney that required 

work, either at its base or on the rooftop.  Some of the testimony did not describe the 

building’s condition in detail other than “major work required to meet minimum code 

requirements.” 

Finally, the inspector described three buildings out of the inspected group as 

unsafe or in need of demolition.  Two of the three buildings had walls that were leaning.  

The attorney described the third structure as a “shack,” and his questioning to the witness 

was in regard to removal rather than repair.16  The three unsafe buildings represented 

only three percent of the inspected total of eighty-eight.  One may reasonably argue that 

there were very likely unsafe buildings in the remaining noninspected sample.  However, 

the buildings were selected for inspection by the city, which certainly would have had a 

preference to show the neighborhood’s structures in their worst light.  One may infer that 

a similarly small fraction of the noninspected buildings were unsafe as well. 

                                                
16 Public hearing testimony, Volume IV, April 25, 1961, 90. 
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A close scrutiny of the building data is revealing: it paints a picture of squandered 

historical and architectural significance, and of the loss of durable structures of 

considerable value.  The demolished buildings were largely old ones, and a few may have 

been the first modern structures to be erected on their sites.  Two of them housed 

descendants of early California pioneers.  Although modest, many were attractive 

examples of American architectural genres, including Queen Anne, Craftsman, Italianate, 

and Spanish Colonial Revival styles.  Finally, over half of the buildings were in 

serviceable or even good condition, challenging their city-imposed “blighted” label.  

Given the high price of the project to the downtown built environment, a pertinent 

question would be: was the price worth it?  Did the city meet its goals through the Park 

Center Plaza project?  As was noted in Chapter 1, San Jose’s 1958 Master Plan indicated 

that the city would undertake a course of urban renewal in order to maintain and improve 

its downtown’s financial viability and to rid the city of blight.  Regarding financial 

viability, an accurate determination of the fiscal soundness of downtown before and after 

Park Center Plaza is outside the limited scope of this study.  But the Park Center Plaza 

project erected several high-rise office buildings, which were leased by numerous 

occupants, thereby providing the city with a presumably stronger tax base.  A 1980 

newspaper article noted that the new buildings’ vacancy rates were very low, and dubbed 

the project “an undisputed success.”17  The other goal of Park Center Plaza was to 

eradicate downtown blight.  This goal was met through the removal of the few buildings 

in the neighborhood that were actually unsafe.  Unfortunately, the findings of this study 

                                                
17 Ray Potter, “Wolff Built a Fortune Downtown,” San Jose Mercury, July 22, 1980, 1C. 
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demonstrate that the project also removed a substantial number of buildings that were 

safe but needed a sizable amount of maintenance, and an even greater number of 

buildings that needed little or no work at all.  Thus it would appear that the outcome of 

the Park Center Plaza project was an example of the old adage “throwing the baby out 

with the bathwater”: discarding a few blighted buildings along with a large collection of 

historic, architecturally significant, sound edifices. 
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Chapter 5 

In the Name of Historic Preservation 

 

Park Center Plaza was by no means the largest urban renewal project in the 

United States, or even in California.  Many other urban renewal efforts displaced 

thousands more people, demolished many more buildings, and leveled larger expanses of 

land.  No, the Park Center Plaza project was merely average: one of 1,600 urban renewal 

projects happening all over the United States in 1964.1  That, indeed, is what is 

significant about 1960s large-scale urban renewal--it was commonplace.  

Many written works study the human faces of urban renewal.  Some books tell the 

stories of its orchestrators: aggressive redevelopment agency directors, fierce urban 

renewal opponents.  Other books tackle the very significant issue of the lives altered by 

it: people moved against their will; livelihoods lost; friendships and familiarities gone.  

Conversely, and probably less-frequently chronicled, some citizens’ lives improved after 

renewal: they found better homes, apartments or commercial locations, in better 

neighborhoods.  

This study, on the other hand, contemplates a different loss wrought by urban 

renewal: buildings.  It is about the houses, duplexes, apartments, stores, offices, and gas 

stations lost to the bulldozer.  It is about the delicate Queen Anne homes, the Craftsman 

bungalows and even the boxy, nondescript store on the corner.  It addresses why people 

should care whether or not old structures are torn down.  
                                                
1 Lawrence M. Friedman, Government and Slum Housing: A Century of Frustration 
(Chicago: Rand McNally & Company, 1968), 170. 
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Historical significance is one of the fundamental losses due to urban renewal.  

When a building is razed, the contextual information that led to the building’s creation as 

well as the structure itself are erased.  If, for example, a one-story building housing a 

small grocery store is demolished, it’s gone, of course, but so is a lot of historical data: 

the fact that people needed a grocery store there; whether it was a chain store or an 

individual mom-and-pop establishment; whether it catered to the wealthy or the working-

class, Hispanics or hipsters; whether it was well-kept or neglected; and whether it had 

previously been used for some other purpose.  Granted, there are people--civic boosters, 

scholars, historians--who will consciously seek out the missing data.  But most will not.  

They will remain unaware that they are being deprived of information.  This kind of 

erasure of history happens in cities all the time.  But large-scale urban renewal in the 

post-World War II era greatly magnified that loss, as whole sections of downtowns were 

obliterated.  The historic preservation movement has sought to reverse some of the 

damage.  National, state, and local historic landmark designation programs help to 

identify and protect old buildings that are deemed historically valuable.   

As was noted in the previous chapter, 224 primary structures, excluding garages 

and the like, were razed in order to build the Park Center Plaza project.  When the 

demolition was completed, what historical context was lost?  The homes, apartments, 

restaurants and offices of an ethnic enclave were removed.  That layer of historical 

context, if peeled back, would expose the one under it: the buildings of a growing town.  

Within the layers were countless bits of information that could have informed a detailed 

chronicle of the neighborhood: the shapes and sizes of the families and how they spent 
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their money and time; the nature of their workplaces and leisure activities; the 

encroachment of increasing technology upon their lives.   

Like many cities, San Jose has a Historic Landmarks Commission, formed in 

1975 by municipal code.  The Commission oversees the designation of buildings and 

other historic sites as city landmarks.  San Jose’s historic landmark inventory currently 

contains 196 historic buildings, sites, and districts (a historic district may contain many 

structures; one San Jose historic district contains over two hundred).2  According to city 

ordinance, a property or district can be nominated for designation by the City Council, 

the Historic Landmarks Commission, or by its owner.  Once designated, a site may not be 

altered, repaired, remodeled or demolished without a permit from the Historic Landmarks 

Commission.3   This legally backed protection is in place to ensure that historic structures 

and sites are safe from the bulldozer.  The state of California also has a landmark 

program, as does the federal government.  Unfortunately, as preservationists are aware, 

landmark status is not a guarantee that a building is safe from all harm.  Fire, for 

example, is a serious danger for historic frame homes.  Incidentally, there are many 

historic buildings in San Jose that are not designated as landmarks.  The designated 

structures merit mention because they are the ones that the city has endeavored to protect.  

                                                
2 List of San Jose Designated Historic City Landmarks, accessed on April 30, 2017, 
www.sanjoseca.gov/DocumentCenter/View/35475 
 
3 “Municipal Codes,” Chapter 13.48, accessed on May 17, 2015, 
https://library.municode.com/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeld=TIT3STSIP
UPL_CH13.48HIPR 
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It is instructive to compare the oldest sites of the city’s landmark inventory to the 

oldest buildings razed for Park Center Plaza, and an exercise in what might have been, 

had the buildings been saved rather than demolished, and designated as landmarks.  

Currently there are twenty-five buildings from 1870 or before designated as landmarks on 

the city’s historic landmark inventory.  These rare artifacts include two very early adobe 

structures, an 1852 winery building, a church, some historic homes, a courthouse and an 

1850s-era barn.  The twenty-five buildings are protected by municipal regulation.  Some 

of them are in everyday use, while others are museum structures.   

What if the lost neighborhood buildings from that period had been saved and 

designated?  In the demolished area, there were seven structures, all homes, from 1870 or 

prior.  The seven homes would have substantially increased the city’s inventory from that 

period.  The eldest, the aforementioned cottage on Park Avenue that had belonged to the 

descendant of an original San Jose settler, was a historic gem.  Had it been saved and 

designated, it would have been one of only a few landmarks in the inventory attributable 

to an eighteenth-century San Jose family.  Instead it was demolished.  In stark contrast, 

the Luis Maria Peralta adobe, a city Historic Landmark and the former home of one of 

San Jose’s earliest officials, has enjoyed an altogether different fate: it has been 

maintained in its original condition on its site and is a museum structure. 

Architectural information is another deplorable loss due to urban renewal.  The 

varying architectural styles from different periods found in large cities contribute 

immeasurably to their character and aesthetic.  They provide their inhabitants with a 
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sense of local identity.  Variations in architecture prevent urban environments from 

becoming, in Jane Jacobs’ words, “a monotonous, unnourishing gruel.”4   

A substantial number of attractive Queen Anne, Italianate, Craftsman and Spanish 

Colonial Revival style buildings exist in San Jose’s older neighborhoods today.  Many of 

them are, indeed, on the city’s Historic Landmark inventory.  However, that does not 

signify that additional structures of those architectural styles should not be saved.  Queen 

Anne homes in particular display a wide array of ornamental features that cause them to 

differ in appearance from one another.  These variations are part of the distinctive charm 

of the Queen Anne style. 

Other buildings are architecturally significant because they are unique.  The 1930 

Hester Dairy building, a dairy processing plant with a Spanish Colonial exterior, was a 

custom-built structure with a cold storage unit at its center.  Today there is only one 

existing historic dairy building in the entire San Francisco Bay Area, located in San 

Mateo County.  Another unique example is the Catholic convent building.  This building, 

with its Greek Revival elements, represented an uncommon architectural style for San 

Jose.  There are currently very few Greek Revival structures in the city’s Historic 

Landmark Inventory. 

Structural durability is an essential component of arguments regarding urban 

renewal.  Champions of redevelopment insisted that targeted buildings were dilapidated 

and unsafe.  However, as was shown above, testimony from public hearings regarding the 

Park Center Plaza plan provided information to the contrary regarding the soundness of 
                                                
4 Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Random House, 
1961), 77. 
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the neighborhood’s buildings.  One-third of the inspected buildings were structurally 

sound or in need of very little work.  A few of them were, in fact, nearly new.  Another 

nineteen percent of the eighty-eight inspected buildings were also in need of very little 

work, but this group had a caveat: they were out of compliance with regulations 

regarding either foundation materials or fire zones.  However, as the testimony 

demonstrated, in the mid-1960s, San Jose law did not require buildings to be torn down 

solely because of their out-of-compliance status.  They were simply categorized as 

“nonconforming.”  If the two categories of buildings discussed above are combined, over 

half of the eighty-eight inspected buildings needed very little work.  To put it another 

way, forty-nine perfectly sound buildings were demolished.  Lastly, the testimony 

identified only three of the eighty-eight buildings, or three percent of them, as candidates 

for demolition.  That is to say, only a miniscule number of the inspected buildings were 

structurally unsafe. 

With considerable caution, one may make generalizations from the eighty-eight 

inspected buildings to the entire neighborhood.  Caution is required because the inspected 

buildings were not a random sample.  Instead, San Jose’s Redevelopment Agency 

selected these buildings for scrutiny.  Since the city’s position was that the neighborhood 

was blighted, it would follow that the Redevelopment Agency would choose the most 

dilapidated buildings for inspection.  The actual basis for selection of the buildings that 

were inspected is unknown, but as was noted in Chapter 4, the average age of the 

inspected sample was similar to that of the whole.  Thus one may cautiously presume that 
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the eighty-eight buildings approached a representative sample of the neighborhood in its 

entirety. 

With those cautionary concerns in mind, some deductions regarding the 

neighborhood follow.  Generalizing from the sample, it is possible that over a third of the 

buildings throughout the neighborhood were structurally sound, including some that were 

nearly new.  We may also infer that another portion of the buildings were out of 

compliance with regulations for fire zone or foundation materials, but were otherwise 

sound.  Combining the two groups, we may go on to deduce that over half of the 224 

demolished homes, apartment buildings and commercial structures were in structurally 

good condition, needing little repair.  Finally, if the percentages correspond, we may 

conclude that only three percent of the 224 demolished buildings were actually unsafe.   

This amounts to an astonishing waste of raw materials: wood, brick, shingles, and 

concrete, plumbing and electrical fixtures, glass, paint, and insulation of the structures.  

The demolition also squandered the energy used to build and maintain the structures: 

human energy of course, as well as the fossil fuel spent to erect the buildings, consumed 

by forklifts, sanders, and other machinery.  Finally, fuel was spent in order to tear down 

the buildings and haul away the resulting debris.  If one uses the financial values assigned 

to the buildings, the waste adds up to an estimated $1.4 million in lost property. 

If most of the buildings were in adequate shape, then why would the city utilize so 

many resources, and uproot so many people, to discard all of them?  Why, in other words, 

was the west-of-Market neighborhood targeted for urban renewal?  I believe that the 

answer lies in the neighborhood’s geographic location, immediately adjacent to the 
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downtown commercial core.  The site was ideally situated for a financial district 

expansion.  However, the removal of the few truly unsafe buildings in the neighborhood 

would have led to a patchwork pattern of isolated spaces.  On the contrary, one can 

assume that the city coveted a substantial chunk of land for a large-scale high-rise 

financial complex.  The abundant availability of federal funding, for exactly that kind of 

redevelopment, cemented the fate of the neighborhood.  As Chapter 2 indicated, historian 

Lawrence Friedman addressed the opportunistic nature of urban renewal, noting that 

blighted areas were often “well-located for some particular construction that important 

interests wish to build.”  Author Chester Hartman also identified the same conduct in San 

Francisco’s Yerba Buena project.5   

One might reasonably argue that since the era of large-scale urban renewal ended 

in the 1970s, these are moot points.  Structure rehabilitation is now the focus of cities, 

goes the argument; the wholesale destruction of neighborhoods is over.  Unfortunately, 

though, while large-scale urban renewal projects are no longer the norm, a great deal of 

unnecessary demolition continues to happen.  Statistics show that between 1977 and 

2007, the United States averaged a loss of over five hundred older and historic homes per 

day.  San Jose itself provides a recent example: in 2005, the city completed an expansive 

                                                
5 Friedman, Government and Slum Housing, 159; Chester Hartman, Yerba Buena: Land 
Grab and Community Resistance in San Francisco (San Francisco: Glide Publications, 
1974), 19. 
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new city hall complex.  To accomplish the $214 million project, at least twenty historic 

buildings were razed.6 

Still, there is much hope for the preservation of historic structures.  Landmark 

designation programs in cities and states are effective protections for historic buildings.  

Furthermore, the new-millennium emphasis on sustainability and reducing carbon 

footprints may also promise hope for preservation efforts: it is far more energy-efficient 

to maintain a building than to tear it down and erect a new one.  Through these and other 

efforts, neighborhoods replete with essential historical and architectural lessons can 

continue to enrich their inhabitants’ lives. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
6 Donovan Rypkema, “Sustainability, Smart Growth and Historic Preservation,” 
Continuity (Preservation Action Council of San Jose) 18, no. 4 (Winter 2007): 4, 
accessed April 29, 2017, www.preservation.org/newsletters/winter2007.pdf; Ellen 
Garboske, “Civic Plaza Project Moves Forward,” Continuity (Preservation Action 
Council of San Jose) 10, no. 2 (Spring 1999): 1, accessed April 29, 2017, 
www.preservation.org/newsletters/spring1999.pdf. 
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