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ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE: CHULA VISTA’S STORY

By PAMELA BENSOUSSAN
CHULA VISTA HERITAGE MUSEUM SOCIETY
Chula Vista's wonderful old houses are nestled along peppertree-lined
avenues within the historic core of the city. In an area of a few square
miles, you'll find 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 $1500 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 modern style “of approved
plan and taste" within six months. The houses were to cost not less than
$2,000 (well over $200,000 today!) and have at least 1-2 stories and 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.

At the turn of the century, Chula Vista was a bustling farming village
and would become the (self-proclaimed) "lemon capital of the world,"
boasting eight packinghouses 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, or front porch piers made from concrete rock-faced
"wizard blocks," which you could make yourself using a newly
invented machine sold by Sears. 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 1908 “villa lots" were subdivided into parcels
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approximately 80' x 291', and post World War II box-like houses soon
sprouted up between the bungalows and Victorians. 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.

AN UNIDENTIFIED WOMAN FEEDING CHICKENS IN THIS PHOTO FROM THE
HERITAGE MUSEUM ARCHIVES. HELP US IDENTIFY THIS HOUSE!

After the war years, some traditional styles of local architecture were
transformed by builders with imagination and whimsy, and imported
styles were added to the mix resulting in a new stock of mid-century
Chula Vista housing referred to as "post-war fantasy." Parallel to this
trend and continuing into the sixties was a continuation of the
development of the traditional California Ranch style house.

When driving through old Chula Vista, the layers of its history can be
read in the styles and placement of these wonderful old homes. To find
the old houses, look in the areas between Interstates 5 and 805, framed
by Broadway and Hilltop (east and west) and C Street and L Street
(north and south). First and Second Avenues have a particularly large
number of old houses, as do the Alphabet streets running east and west.
Delmar Avenue between I and J Street has a large number of wonderful
old bungalows on generous lots. On your ride, look for the graceful
palm tree-lined Seavale Street at the northern end of Second Avenue
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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
pinpoint the city's old houses. As a result of this grassroots survey,

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 of these homes
were designated as Chula Vista Historic Sites and given corresponding
numbers. The original inventory of Chula Vista Historical Sites can be
viewed at the Heritage Museum, and serves as an important resource
for those who've just purchased an old house. Now, eighteen years
later, the inventory needs updating. Within the last two years, 20 more
homes have been added to the Register of Historic Sites. 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 Society, will be gearing up for a new, more complete
survey and a comprehensive historic preservation plan.

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 Society is fulfilling an
important role in this goal and is fast becoming a model example for
historical societies around the county. This all-volunteer group has been
willing to take a proactive stance on preservation issues, and the group
sponsors tours, lectures, and educational workshops.

Meanwhile, efforts are being made by the City, with the help of the
Downtown Business Association, to revitalize the historic commercial
center, Third Avenue. 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’s "Walk of History"
displays vintage photos along the avenue to show "then and now"
views of this historic business district. A weekly Farmer’s Market and
Blast from the Past vintage car show are contributing to the reanimation
of this historic district. A subsidized facade improvement program is in
place that can assist shopowners in restoring the historic look and feel
to so many of the original commercial buildings that are still standing.

The historic homeowners of Chula Vista encourage you to see some of
the county’s finest historic homes and to visit our downtown museum.
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Bensoussan Estate Services
Art & Antique Appraisals

Greg Rogers Historic House
616 Second Avenue, Chula Vista, CA 91910
Tel. 619 420-7782

www, ArtAndAntiqueAppraisers.com
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The I ! Society of Professional Valuers
Call 619.447.23715
for a REFERRAL or a Directory of members
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all diverse needs of the marketplace.

Louise Torio
Mills Act Advocate

P.O. Box 80906

San Diego, CA 92138-09086
Phone:6819-233-8833

Fax: 819-238-1725

E-mail: HistoricSanDiego@aol.com
Website: www.HistoricSanDiego.org

PRESERVATION + PROMOTION = PROSPERITY
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WLA VISTA

“A Historic Community of the 22nd Century”
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SUNBGL’!Z PUBLICATIONS

Outdoor Adventure, Natural History, Regional Interest, Calendars

Visit our booth for bocks

on local history, gardening
and regional selections

1250 Fayette Strest, Ef Cajon, Calitornia 92020-1511
T (619) 258-4911 o FAX {619) 258-4916

PACIFICA COMPANIES

IS PROUD TO SPONSOR THE 2003 CHULA VISTA

HISTORIC HOME TOUR

/Moctexuma Books & Gallery

Lisa Moctezuma companies

289 Third Avenue
emait ooka sdeoxmail.com Chula Vista, California 91910
www latambooks com Tel (619)426-1283 Fax (619) 426-0212




HISTORIC PRESERVATION AND ITS BENEFITS
ARE FOR EVERYONE.

* Learn the benefits of historic preservation from
Mills Act Advocate Louise Torio
of Historic San Diego Marketing & Consulting

* How to tell if you home is eligible for historic
designation and how to get designation

* What the Mills Act benefits can do for you and
how to apply for a Mills Act contract

* Your responsibilities as the owner of a
historic home

¢ If you don’t live in Chula Vista, National City,
San Diego, Coronado, La Mesa, Escondido,
or the unincorporated areas of the County
but you want to learn how to lobby your
elected officials for the Mills Act, call today!

Preservation + Promotion = Prosperity
619-233-8833
P.O. Box 80906, San Diego, CA 92138-0906
E-mail: HistoricSanDiego@aol.com
www.historicsandiego.org

IF YOU ENJOYED THIS TOUR YOU'LL ENJOY SUNDAY WALKING TOURS
OF THE VICTORIAN SHERMAN HEIGHTS HISTORIC DISTRICT
AND THE 1887 VILLA MONTEZUMA MUSEUM
(NEAR DOWNTOWN SAN DIEGO).

CALL LoOuISE TORIO AT
HisTORIC SAN DIEGO FOR MORE INFORMATION.
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THANK YOU TO
OUR FRIENDS SHOWING
THEIR HISTORIC AUTOMOBILES

John Dow (‘36 Ford Sedan)

Bob Gunthorpe (‘52 Mercedes)
Larry Larkin (‘50 Ford Custom Deluxe)
John Peeling (‘40 Buick Super)

Bob Simpson (‘48 Chevy Fleetmaster)
Miguel Simpson (‘51 Mercury Sedan)

The preservation of historic vehicles is important to
understanding how we developed as a region.
We appreciate your hard work restoring our history on wheels!

Photo: Chula Vista Heritage Museum Society Archives
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