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CHULA VISTA'S ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE

By PAMELA BENSOUSSAN
CHULA VISTA HERITAGE MUSEUM

It's San Diego County's best-kept secret: Chula Vista is blessed with
wonderful old houses, hundreds of them! They are nestled along
pepper tree-lined avenues within the historic core of the city, on the
northern bayfront boundary. In an area of a few square miles, you'll find
Chula Vista is an eclectic mix of architectural styles revealing layers
upon layers of the city's past.

Chula Vista was originally laid out and subdivided into five-acre lots,
facing 80'-wide streets, which sold for $1,500 in 1887. According to this
master plan, the city was conceived as a gentleman farmer's suburban
resort community. Purchasers were required to sign contracts
stipulating they would build a house of a modem style "of approved
plan and taste" within six months. The houses were to cost not less than
$2,000 (over $200,000 today) and have at least a 125' setback. The
earliest homes were built in a variety of traditional Victorian styles,
many of which still survive today and are fondly referred to as Chula
Vista's "orchard houses." After 1900, a transitional style emerged
featuring large houses of Victorian proportions and early Craftsman­
styled interiors.

In 1908 the first subdivisions were created within the original five-acre
lot areas. These newer, smaller parcels measured a generous 165' x 291,
and were offered as "villa lots" for $1,000 each. The new streets were
planted with tropical trees, continuing a landscaping theme started in
the 1880s. By this time Chula Vista was a bustling farming village and
the self-proclaimed "lemon capital of the world," boasting eight packing
houses and thousands of acres of orchards. Inexpensive "folk" cottages,
precursors to the bungalows, were built for farm managers and trades
people. These cottages featured front porches, swept dormers, and
hipped-roofs, sometimes using river rock for visual interest. By the time
the city incorporated in 1911, construction of the popular bungalow
style houses had begun in earnest.

An Eclectic Spanish style followed the bungalow trend. A large number
of "mission revival" cottages were built to supply an increasing demand
for individual homeownership, and large tile-roofed "Monterrey-style"
mansions were designed for the flow of affluent newcomers migrating
to California from the East Coast.

Eventually many of the villa lots were subdivided into parcels
approximately 80' x 291', and post WWII box-like houses sprouted up in
between the bungalows. These deep lots still exist, contributing to the
area's unique quality. Today most of the bungalows sit on 70 to 80' wide
lots, generously set back from the street, with huge back yards and
mature landscaping. The orchard houses dotting the landscape are set
back even further, sometimes almost hidden from view by homes built
closer to the street after more recent lot splits. Early views of the
community on display at the Chula Vista Heritage Museum show these
majestic orchard houses perched on the highest mounds surrounded by
vast acres of agriculture.

CHULA VISTA TURKEY FARMING ON I STREET.

[To find the old houses, look in the areas between Interstate 5 and 80S,
framed by Broadway and Hilltop (east and west) and C Street and
L Street (north and south). First and Second Avenues have a large
number of old houses, as do the alphabet streets running east and
west. Delmar Avenue between I and J Streets has a large number of
wonderful old bungalows on generous lots. On your ride, look for the
graceful palm tree-lined Seavale Street and the quaint Church Street
running parallel to Third Avenue between E and G Streets.]

In 1985, coinciding with preparations for Chula Vista's 75th anniversary
as a city, a group of homeowners, Chula Vista Historical Society
members, and historians began walking the streets of Chula Vista to
inventory the city's old houses. As a result of this grassroots survey,
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an inventory was compiled and adopted by the City of Chula Vista
containing more than 200 houses and commercial buildings singled out
as historic resources. At that time, approximately 40 homes were
designated as Chula Vista Historic Sites and given corresponding
numbers. This inventory, which can be viewed at the Heritage Museum,
serves as an important resource for those who've just purchased an old
house. Now, seventeen years later, the inventory needs updating. The
City of Chula Vista and the city's Resource Conservation Commission
are revisiting the historic designation process and, with the assistance
of the Heritage Museum, are gearing up for a new, more complete
survey. And now that the Chula Vista City Council voted to adopt
the Mills Act, Chula Vista offers this important historic preservation
incentive for historic buildings.

Led by a preservation-friendly city government and an energetic group
of homeowners, the community hopes to increase public awareness
of the large number of these wonderful old houses remaining in the
city's historic core. The Chula Vista Heritage Museum is fulfilling an
important role in this goal and is fast becoming a m~el example
for historical societies around the county. The eagerness of this all­
volunteer group to speak out on preservation issues, and to sponsor
tours and educational workshops, shows a willingness to take a
proactive stance. While historical societies and museums do important
work in preserving artifacts, documents, and photos, they seldom
lend support to controversial preservation issues. Recently, when a
small downtown park was threatened by proposed expansion of the
police station, the Heritage Museum worked together with its umbrella
group, the Friends of the Chula Vista Library, to create a grassroots
movement that has permanently saved the site.

Meanwhile, efforts are being made to revitalize Third Avenue, the
historic commercial center. In 1907 the National City and Otay Railroad
line, built to accommodate small steam engines, was converted to an
electric streetcar line running north and south along Third Avenue
through the heart of this historic district. Third Avenue at F Street is
still the commercial and civic core today, only a landscaped meridian
has replaced the streetcar line. The Heritage Museum installed a "Walk
of History" along Third Avenue. Vintage photos are placed along the
avenue to show "then and now" views of this historic business district.
Plans are proposed for a performing and cultural arts center in the heart
of the district.

The historic homeowners of Chula Vista encourage you to see some of
the county's finest historic homes and to visit our downtown museum.

.-((YJL...---,-------

"~

'() 0 M P A ~

Awholly owned subsidiary
of

HomeFed Communities

Protecting Chula Vista's Future
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Otay Land Company
1903 Wright Place, Suite 220

Carlsbad, CA 92008
760-918-8200
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CHULA VISTA HOMES IN
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Highland Partnership, Inc.
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City of Chula Vista
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Bruce and Sharon Asakawa
California American Water Company

Chula Vista Woman's Club
Corrections Corporation of America

La Bella's Pizza
South Bay Cruisers
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The Chula Vista Heritage Museum collects and preserves
historical data pertaining to Chula Vista and

the South Bay in order to document the history,
growth, and development of our area.

Call the museum at 619-427-8092
Join the Heritage Museum today!

The Heritage Museum is a nonprofit organization and
a Chapter of the Friends of the Chula Vista Library.
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Welcome to the neighborhood.
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