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Bridging the Centuries: The Jewel on 
the Bay is the second edition about the  

history of the San Diego County 
Administration Center.

Beginning in 1902, San Diego’s civic 
leaders crossed many hurdles before 

construction could begin on this public 
building. Bridging the Centuries exam-
ines its history and gives us a glimpse 

into the region at that time. It also 
commemorates the many San Diegans 
who held to their vision and overcame 
numerous obstacles in bringing this 

grand building to reality.
This building’s legacy began in 1938 

with its dedication by President 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The County 

Administration Center stands as a testa-
ment to the strength, vitality, diversity, 

livability and beauty of this region.
This book tells its story.

Clerk of the Board of Supervisors, County of San Diego, June 2012
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June 2012
Originally published in 1998, this revised edition 
commemorates the continuing history of the San 
Diego County Administration Center (previously 
known as both the Civic Center and the City and 
County Administration Building).  It is intended 
to serve as a general resource for all who are 
interested in the history of San Diego’s jewel on 
the bay.
This book began as a project of the Clerk of the 
Board in 1996.  Much like the planning and con-
struction of the County Administration Center, 
it has been made possible through the commit-
ment, hard work and support of many people 
and organizations.  In the first edition of this 
document, covering the first sixty years through 
1998, the core narrative was prepared by Sara 
Kendall, a resident of San Diego County and 
an undergraduate student at the University of 
California, Berkeley, while serving as an intern 
in the Clerk of the Board’s office.   Ms. Kendall 
conducted extensive research, weaving together a 
variety of sources that not only provide a history 
of the County Administration Center, but also 
give us a glimpse into the growth and change in 
the region.  It also commemorates the many San 
Diegans who held to their vision and overcame 
numerous obstacles in bringing this grand build-
ing to reality.  
The San Diego Historical Society, The San Diego 
Union-Tribune and the City of San Diego Central 
Library were magnificent resources for informa-

Preface

tion, drawings and photographs.  The San Diego 
County Credit Union generously sponsored the 
printing costs, and Partner Press printed the book 
and donated a portion of its services, making it 
possible for every school, library and historical 
society in the county to have a copy of the original 
1998 publication in their collections.
This revised edition updates the history of the 
County Administration Center through the 
major historical renovation, as well as the sig-
nificant capital improvements that have ensured 
the preservation of this important structure.  It 
also shows us the focus on creating an efficient 
facility ensuring the conservation of the region’s 
natural resources.  Details regarding the historic 
art collection, as well as plans for the Waterfront 
Park,  are also included.  With new technology, 
this updated, interactive version, which includes 

interesting video clips, is now available to the 
world on the internet.
For nearly seventy-five years, the County 
Administration Center has stood on the bay, wel-
coming residents and visitors alike, symbolizing 
the highest aspirations and ideals of public service 
– that “the noblest motive is the public good.”   The 
County Administration Center stands as a bridge 
between the centuries – a rich past coupled with a 
sense of hope and excitement for the future.  We 
honor the men and women who helped construct 
the building and those who continue their legacy 
of public service today.

Thomas J. Pastuszka
Executive Officer 
Clerk of the Board of Supervisors
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City planners began dreaming about the 
construction of a Civic Center for San Diego 
not long after the turn of the century. The 
aesthetics of such a project may have origi-
nally driven affluent city leaders, but it soon 
developed into an administrative necessity. 
As the region grew, both City and County 
government services expanded and offices 
were scattered throughout downtown San 
Diego. Many government officials and the 
public-at-large believed that concentrat-
ing offices in one location would improve 
the efficiency of government. For about a 
decade, the question of whether the Civic 
Center would be built occupied many City 
and County proceedings, and even made 
its way in front of the voters. Timing was 
the project’s worst enemy, with World 
War I and the Great Depression diverting 
public attention and support. But while the 
Depression dashed hopes of funding the 
project locally, it would eventually be the 
impetus for the Civic Center’s construc-
tion, as the center became one of the 
largest federal projects to be built in the 
state of California. The completion of the 
Civic Center, now known as the San Diego 
County Administration Center, brought with 
it the success of creating a source of civic 
pride in the midst of the Depression.
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was distracted by the threat of war in Europe 
and the plans already underway for the 1915 
Pan-Pacific Exposition. City officials held back 
considering this or any other plans for almost a 
decade.
After World War I (1914-1919), the Navy began 
expanding its military installations in San Diego, 
boosting the city’s economy. This led to a revital-
ized interest in the Civic Center as citizens united 
to form a Civic Association, again headed by 
George Marston. At Marston’s request, the ideas 
of the Nolen Plan were resurrected in 1923.2

Recognizing the growing interest, the Board of 
Supervisors passed Resolution #39993 in January 
1924, which officially invited the Common 
Council of the City of San Diego to confer with 
the Supervisors to discuss the possibility of a 
combined City/County building. The City agreed 
to appropriate $10,000 for an updated study by 
Nolen. The city planner went to work again and 
recommended in 1926:

“The present outmoded and inconvenient Civic 
Buildings of both the City and County do not 
reflect the progressive sentiment of the major-
ity of the Citizens of this County, and hinder, 
rather than help the development of our great 
agricultural, scenic and maritime resources.”

Claude Wilson, president of the Northern San 
Diego Chamber of Commerce, August 9, 1937.

The Era Preceding Construction

Conception of the Dream
As early as 1902, civic leaders began voicing 
their desire for a building to house both City 
and County offices. The old City Hall on Fifth 
Avenue was quickly becoming too small; and the 
County didn’t even have a main building. County 
Supervisors met in an old courthouse, with other 
offices housed in the Spreckels Theater Building 
on Broadway. Other offices for both the City and 
County were spread out throughout the down-
town area. One citizen summarized the situation 
by complaining that “our city hall building is an 
old rattle-trap, dilapidated, dangerous, disgrace-
ful; that our courthouse is utterly inadequate for 
the county business. We are in desperate need of 
a Civic Center of new modern buildings to house 
the greatest business of the community, our gov-
ernment work.”1

In  1907, a group of citizens formed the Civic 
Improvement Committee (later known as the Civic 
Center Committee) that would greatly influence 
public support on this project. The first president 
of the committee, community activist George 

White Marston, brought in an up-and-coming 
city planner from the East Coast to evaluate the 
situation. This planner, John Nolen, published 
his first evaluation of the city in 1908, which was 
financed almost exclusively by Marston. Nolen 
would later become a common reference in San 
Diego civic planning; his work provided the basis 
for numerous waterfront development proposals 
and provided the framework that initiated Civic 
Center construction.

The plan, which called for a Civic Center in the 
heart of downtown San Diego, was able to capture 
the attention of so- called “progressive” citizens, 
but it failed to rally the support of the public at 
large. Five years later, proponents reintroduced 
Nolen’s 1908 plan, but shifted the site to a less 
expensive location. This, too, failed as the public 

San Diego Historical Society

An illustration from the Nolen Plan showing the Civic 
Center along the waterfront.

San Diego Historical Society

George Mason (center), along with John Nolen (right) 
and Ed Fletcher (left).
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San Diego has needed a Civic Center for a quarter 
of a century or more, and should begin building 
it now. Such action would not merely give the city 
the buildings necessary for its municipal life, but 
would transform  the civic spirit of the commu-
nity, raise the civic pride of the citizens and attract 
favorably the attention of visitors.3

Catalyzed by the work of John Nolen, the Board of 
Supervisors passed a resolution in 1926, acknowl-
edging “the necessity for the erection of a public 
building or buildings in said city for municipal 
purposes and that the public convenience requires 
that said City join with the County of San Diego.”4 
The Board believed that in consolidating two 
separate branches into one building, the citizens 
would benefit by conveniently conducting their 
municipal and county business in one location.
Not only would it be conveniently located, a 
new center would also make economic sense. 
Collectively, the City and County were paying 
annual rent of $44,650 for the scattered govern-
ment offices. If that money was used instead to 
help finance the construction of a Civic Center, 
the cost would be just $43,000 per year. This also 
protected the County and City from increased 
costs in the form of higher rent. The rent issue 
served as a powerful campaign instrument for 
the proponents of the Civic Center plan. By 1927, 
official documents were circulating that referred 
to “the joint construction, erection and owner-
ship of a building by the County of San Diego and 
the City of San Diego.”5

Examination of potential 
construction sites
Once the need of a combined structure was 
firmly established, it was time for taxpayers and 

the administrators to agree upon a location. 
Possible locations had been under discussion 
since 1908, when Nolen suggested the construc-
tion of the Civic Center near the Ulysses S. Grant 
Hotel, between “C” Street and Broadway. When 
Nolen originally presented his ideas to the city 
in 1908, the site that now houses the County 
Administration Center had been submerged by 
the harbor. It wasn’t until 1914 that harbor dredg-
ing made construction a possibility.
In 1911, the tidelands of the San Diego Harbor 
had been granted by the State of California to the 
City of San Diego on the condition that the city 
expend $1 million for harbor improvements.  As 
part of those improvements, the bulkhead was 
established and the harbor dredged. The dredging 
materials were placed behind the bulkhead to fill 
in submerged tidelands, which eventually became 
the CAC property.
By that time, the discussion of a civic center had 
fallen by the wayside. Nolen’s report in 1926 took 
into account the new developments, recommend-
ing that:

The best practical solution can be 
found in using the tide lands site 
between Atlantic Avenue [now 
Pacific Highway] and Harbor Drive 
as the Civic Center for San Diego. 
There is great distinction in such a 
site, and if properly worked out, the 
result cannot fail to be gratifying in 
many particulars. The disadvantages 
that attach to inharmonious sur-
roundings can, by careful planning 
and control, be gradually overcome.6

Nolen envisioned the Civic Center as the corner-
stone of a grouping of public buildings on the San 
Diego waterfront; the center would serve as the 

western anchor of a grand promenade that would 
link the bay with Balboa Park. His plan helped 
secure the City’s support of the site on the water-
front, and it was officially listed for the first time 
on March 8, 1926, when the city plan was adopted. 
A year later, citizens were given a choice between 
a site near the courthouse and the waterfront site 
in an election held on March 22, 1927. The major-
ity of the voters approved the waterfront location. 
Yet this was merely the beginning of a long series 
of decisions regarding site location. The major-
ity in the March election was very slight, and by 
no means was a final decision within sight. By 
April, the County had already altered its position, 
ordaining that “a public building for County and 
Municipal purposes be constructed, erected and 
owned jointly by the County of San Diego and 
the City of San Diego on the site known as the 
County Courthouse site.”7 One month later, the 
City followed the County’s lead with an ordinance 
adopting the courthouse site.
This drive for the courthouse location proved 
to be short- lived; by 1928 both County and 

San Diego Historical Society

The old County Courthouse (as picture in 1915).
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City once again favored the tidelands plan, and 
attempts were made to finalize the choice. A bill 
introduced into the state legislature and signed 
by the governor on June 11, 1929, provided that 
the land, owned by the state of California, was 
to be granted to the County of San Diego and 
City of San Diego as joint owners. Specifically, 
the legislation stated that the property be used 
for municipal purposes—such as erecting and 
maintaining county and city buildings upon that 
land—with payment of a sum of $1,000 to the 
state of California.8

A bond election was held in 1930 to approve 
funding for construction on the tidelands site. 
The ballot measure failed to obtain the necessary 
two-thirds majority vote. In October 1931, with 
support from both the Board of Supervisors and 
the City Council, a Joint City and County Building 
Committee set out to “take into consideration any 
other site, in the City of San Diego which might be 
available for the purpose of a civic building.”9 This 
opened up the question of location again and, as 
before, the decision was turned around entirely.

In 1932, a committee appointed by the Board of 
Supervisors suggested that “a building be con-
structed on the unoccupied portion of the Court 
House Block,”10 leading the City and County 
administrations to adopt that sentiment as well. 
The Board of Supervisors endorsed the court-
house location because members believed that  
separating administrative and judicial depart-
ments would result in a “less economic and less 
efficient administration of justice in San Diego 
County and would be detrimental to the interests 
of the citizens of San Diego County.”11

Yet even this decision lacked finality. The joint 
committee researched numerous suggestions 
for potential sites, investigating the seven most 
viable. They set up rules for site selection, includ-
ing being located on the fringe of, but not in the 
heart of, the high-value business district.
The three most feasible sights were described in 
A Civic Center Report submitted in August 1933. 
Excerpts read: 

(A) COURTHOUSE SITE. This 
property has long been occupied by 
the San Diego County Court- house. 
It is located between Broadway and 
“C” Street from Front to Union 
Street. It is limited in size. . .If it were 
to be incorporated in a Civic Center 
plan, it would be necessary to acquire 
at least four city blocks. This neces-
sity of acquiring additional land, at 
heavy expense, is considered a most 
serious objection to this site.
(B) THE  BALBOA  PARK SITE, 
SIXTH AVENUE & DATE STREET. 
This site received careful study, since 
its use for Civic Center purposes has 
been advocated by many people.

It has the advantage of comparative 
nearness to the downtown business 
district.
Analyzed exhaustively, the site 
presents serious defects. Steep topog-
raphy would make construction of 
a harmonious group of buildings 
difficult. The cost of grading would 
be heavy, parking facilities would be 
inadequate, and there would be scant 
room for future expansion.
(C) THE WATERFRONT SITE. This 
site, chosen by John Nolen, eminent 
City Planner, comprises about eigh-
teen acres of land on San Diego Bay, 
from Ash Street to Grape Street and 
from Atlantic Street to Harbor Street 
on the bayfront. There is ample space 
here to provide for a magnificent 
group of public buildings, each one 
of which will enhance the appearance 
of the others, with ample facilities for 
parking and expansion.

This area is available now for building without 
further legislation, and, in the words of the City 
Attorney in a recent opinion, “It appears that no 
impediment exists to the erection on this site by 
the City and County of such public buildings as 
they may desire.”12

The joint committee contended that the water-
front site was the best possible location. Of the 
three, it came nearest to fulfilling the committee’s 
own rules for site selection, which included a loca-
tion on the fringe of, but not in the heart of, the 
high-value business district. This report played a 
large part in the final decision of City and County 
administrative bodies.

San Diego Historical Society

San Diego Harbor as the dredging project began.
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Securing the waterfront site
One strength of the waterfront proposal was 
its many prominent supporters. The San Diego 
Union, the Citizen’s Civic Center Committee, the 
San Diego Chamber of Commerce and influential 
citizens such as George Marston all supported the 
project.
The Union blatantly expressed its support of the 
site in a series of editorials published in 1933. A 
December 15 editorial made the following argu-
ments to reinforce the newspaper’s position: (1) 
the site was given to the city of San Diego for the 
purpose of building a civic center; (2) loans from 
the federal government would come only if it were 
demonstrated that there was a consistent, planned 
development; (3) the tideland was the only avail-
able site large enough for a civic center; and (4) 
the harbor site was recommended  by one of the 
world’s leading city planners (John Nolen).14

The proponents succeeded in influencing both 
City and County administration. In October 
1933, the County Board of Supervisors resolved 
that the courthouse site was “now wholly and 
entirely inadequate and insufficient” to house 
the administration building. On December 19, 
citizens reaffirmed that sentiment by voting for a 
second time to have the Civic Center constructed 
on the tideland site rather than the courthouse or 
park sites. With the support of the voters backing 
the decision, the location was secured on March 
25, 1935, when the Board of Supervisors passed a 
resolution stating:

If the County of San Diego and 
the City of San Diego erect a joint 
building for County and municipal 
purposes, that then and in that event 
said building should be located and 

One of the four editorials published in The San Diego 
Unnion in favor of the waterfront site. Text reprinted 
with the permission of The San Diego Union-Tribune.

While some of the opposition to the waterfront 
site came from citizens who felt that the alternate 
locations offered a more logical choice, others 
were concerned about potential hazards. Elmer G. 
Johnson, representing a group of public employ-
ees, stated:
“To build a civic center on water-soaked, filled-
in tide- land, amid railroad tracks, shipping,  fish 
canneries, sea gulls, and unpleasant bay odors 
and dampness, where women and girls will have 
to pass through tough parts of town (r.r. yards, 
shipping and warehouse districts,) (8 murders not 
accounted for,) is not a very pleasant prospect. 
Public employees should vote AGAINST the civic 
center on the tidelands.”13

In addition to these concerns, many citizens 
viewed the waterfront site as a “perilous loca-
tion” because of the height of the building and its 
proximity to the flight path of Lindbergh Field. 
Protests of the site went so far as to demand legal 
attention (see Entitlement Challenged section).

San Diego Historical Society

An aerial view of the future home of the Civic Center.
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Entitlement challenge
While the waterfront site had many influential 
supporters, it also had its share of opponents. A 
1934 a lawsuit made its way to the State Supreme 
Court that sought to prevent construction on the 
tidelands site.

The case named City and County auditors, 
Chauncey R. Hammond and G. Frederick 
Waterbury, as defendants because they were 
responsible for carrying out the Board and City 
Council ordinances that approved transferring 
funds to the state to purchase the land. Under the 
1929 legislation—which set the waterfront site 
aside for Civic Center purposes—the County and 
City had five years to pay for the land. If the law-
suit was settled in favor of the plaintiff, it would 
prevent the transfer of funds, and the land would 
remain under the ownership of the state.
In Frank E. Atwood v Chauncey R. Hammond, 
the plaintiff claimed that Chapter 778 of the 
Statutes of 1929, which set the land of the water-
front site aside for Civic Center purposes, violated 
Chapter 700 of the Statutes of 1911. At that time, 
the land had been “conveyed” to the City of San 
Diego, to be used for navigation, commerce and 
fishing. Although San Diego had permission to 
make improvements, such as railroads or piers, 
they did not have the right to transfer title of the 
tidelands. The plaintiff contended that the land 
belonged to the United States government and 
that the state of California had no authority to 
convey that property to “any person or corpora-
tion, municipal or otherwise,” and whoever held 
the land became charged with the obligation to 
make all the improvements in trust for naviga-
tion, commerce and fishing. According to the 
suit, constructing a building on that land would 
not fit into those specifications.
The appeal to the State Supreme Court asked for 
a permanent injunction to restrain the City and 
County from building on the tidelands site. Justice 
C.N. Andrews complied by granting a temporary 
restraining order, which prevented the payment 
of funds.16 

The tidelands opponents jumped at this chance to 
criticize the harborfront site decision. One citizen 
of San Diego, Donald MacArthur, maintained 
a favorable judgement in the suit would relieve 
the City and County “from the disgrace of hav-
ing a Civic Center built by the freight yards and 
the cream of our harbor industrial lands taken 
for an alien purpose.” The case was seen by some 
as an opportunity to rectify the decision of the 
governing bodies; proponents of other sites grew 
hopeful that the administration would be forced 
to reconsider their choice.
The suit also prolonged the process of securing 
funding for the planning stages. Civic Center 
planning was to be financed in part by the State 
Emergency Relief Administration  (SERA). 
Citizens expressed concern that SERA funds 
would be wasted on plans for a site that wouldn’t 
be approved during an era when funding appro-
priations were in high demand. One letter sent in 
protest to SERA stated:
“On behalf of thousands of our fellow-citizens, 
we wish to enter a strong protest against any such 
SERA financial appropriations or work assign-
ment, for the following valid reason:
“As you will note from the enclosed Transcript 
on Appeal to the Supreme Court of the State of 
California, said court is being asked for a perma-
nent injunction to restrain the City and/or County 
of San Diego from using the so-called tidelands 
site for municipal and/or county purposes.
“Our attorneys firmly believe that the Supreme 
Court will grant this permanent injunction, which 
naturally would nullify any and all work the SERA 
may be asked to undertake in this connection.”17

But despite the strength of conviction of those 
opposed to the tidelands site, the case was dis-

constructed upon that certain parcel 
of land described as that portion of 
the tidelands of the City of San Diego, 
lying between Ash and Grape Streets, 
and Atlantic and Harbor Streets, in 
the City of San Diego, a more par-
ticular description of which may be 
found in Chapter 778 of Statutes of 
1929 of the State of California.15

From this point forward, the question of where 
the Civic Center was to be located was no longer 
an issue at the administrative level. The attention 
previously devoted to the location of the build-
ing was redirected towards finding a successful 
means of financing its construction.

San Diego Historical Society

A dispute over the tidelands site made its way to 
California’s Supreme Court.
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Applying for aid
The public may have been in full support of the 
Civic Center idea, but they were far from ready to 
spend taxpayer money to develop the site. The spe-
cial election in 1930 proposed issuing $500,000 in 
bonds to pay for half the cost of the building, but 
did not receive the two-thirds majority needed to 

pass. This fiscal caution among voters most likely 
was the result of the state of the economy, as the 
nation was plunging into the Great Depression.
In 1932, the Civic Center Committee pointed 
out that “financial conditions have so changed 
throughout the country, as to cause considerable 
alarm, and at the present time it is very difficult, 
if not impossible, to sell bonds backed by the best 
of security.”19

Recalling the fiscal deadlock,  architect Samuel 
W. Hamill, who later became chief designer for 
the project, reflected that “discouraged com-
mitteemen and officials saw the Civic Center 
development facing an impasse that seemed 
insurmountable. The community refused to 
vote funds, and further progress seemed at a 
standstill.”20

Since taxpayers were unwilling to allocate local 
funds, the federal government seemed to be 
the only viable alternative. The passage of the 
National Recovery Act in 1933 sparked hope that 
the federal government might be interested in 
partially funding construction. In June of 1933, 
City Attorney C.L. Byers informed the Board of 
Supervisors that:
“It appears that neither the City nor the County 
has available any bonds or funds with which to 
participate in the erection of such a building 
[Civic Center]; nor is either in a position to agree 
at this time to repay any funds spent in its erection; 
that the only advisable procedure for securing 
the erection of such a building is to apply to the 
President’s Emergency Administrator of Public 
Works, under the provisions of the National 
Recovery Act.”21

To secure the funding, the City and County had to 
apply to the Federal Emergency Administration 

and present a convincing argument that the Civic 
Center qualified as a Public Works Project. The 
Federal Public Works Administration policy 
was to approve only projects that were part of a 
comprehensive community development plan 
and the application required architectural plans 
to be drawn up for the building site before appro-
priations would be considered. At this point the 
chairman of the State Relief Commission, Ralph 
E. Jenney, assumed the responsibility of com-
municating between the City, the County, and 
the federal government. When Jenney requested 
a loan application, he was told funds were 
already depleted and applications were not being 

missed because the California Supreme Court 
upheld the constitutionality of the 1929 legislation 
that provided for the transfer of the land. Since 
the harbor dredging, the property in question 
no longer retained water frontage. The legisla-
ture said that the property was, by the harbor 
improvements, “cut off from access to navigable 
waters, and is no longer required for navigation, 
commerce or the fisheries.”18 The property had 
been declared free from the tidelands trust and 
conveyed to the County and City “to be used only 
for county and municipal purposes, including the 
erection and maintenance thereon of county and 
municipal buildings.”

San Diego Historical Society

With the Depression at hand, San Diegans were 
unwilling to pass a bond measure to pay for the Civic 
Center.

San Diego Historical Society

Plans had to be drawn up for the Civic Center before 
San Diego could be considered for WPA funding.
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Planning for the future
The Federal Government is contemplat-
ing the appropriation of funds for an 
extensive plan for the construction of 
large public buildings. It was the con-
sensus of opinion of the members of the 
Board that in the event such funds are 
released, complete plans and specifica-
tions should be in readiness in order that 
an application may be made for funds for 
the construction of the Civic Center.27

In order to complete the WPA application, San 
Diego City and County officials needed to have 
plans and specifications drawn up. Three San 

accepted, but there was a good chance that addi-
tional funds would be appropriated for Public 
Works. The Federal Emergency Administration 
expressed that:

A city or county building is, in our 
opinion, an ideal type of project, ful-
filling requirements as to economic 
and social desirability and putting 
to work men in the building trades 
who have been very badly hit by the 
Depression.
I can assure you that if we do receive 
additional funds, we would be glad 
to entertain an application from San 
Diego for such buildings.22

Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes had earlier 
provided some reassurance stating that the federal 
government would support projects such as the 
Civic Center because of its size, the employment 
opportunities it would offer, and the long- range 
benefits it would provide for the community.23  
T.C. MacCauley, a member of the County 
Planning Commission, and others involved in 
generating the committee Civic Center Report 
appeared before the Board of Supervisors and 
remarked that in all probability the federal gov-
ernment would approve their application.
As soon as funding became available, the Civic 
Center application was completed and sent to the 
Works Progress Administration. City and County 
officials collectively held their breath as they 
awaited the results.
At first the federal government turned over only 
enough money to pay for architectural drawings 
of the proposed Center. Then Jenney, who report-
edly was personally acquainted with the President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, went to Washington, D.C. 

Diego architects—William Templeton Johnson, 
Richard S. Requa, and Louis J. Gill— offered their 
professional services to supervise draftsmen in 
the early stages of architectural planning. During 
the summer of 1934, the City and County appro-
priated funds to finance the Civic Center project 
plans prepared by 30 draftsmen and engineers. 
The chief architects were paid a total of $36,000 of 
Works Progress Administration funding for their 
completed architectural plans.

The Board of Supervisors then requested the 
appointment of a Design Committee consist-
ing of members of the San Diego chapter of the 
American Institute of Architects (AIA). The AIA 
considered holding a competition for member-
ship on the committee, but eventually abandoned 
Nolen’s idea of a “national competition” in order 
to prevent an outsider (non-San Diegan) from 
winning. They chose instead to have an internal 
vote to fill the positions. The AIA selected the 
three architects already familiar with the project 
(Johnson, Requa, Gill) and Samuel Hamill. Jenney 
placed Hamill in charge of the Design Office for 
the building because Requa was occupied with 
the 1935 World’s Fair Exposition, Johnson (the 
originally-selected architect) was ill, and Gill pre-
ferred to work with the bookkeeping of the office.
Jess Stanton, an architect from Chicago and 

Civic Center architects William Templeton Johnson, 
Richard S. Requa, Louis J. Gill and Samuel Hamill. 
(Photos courtesy of the San Diego Historical Society 
and Georgette Hamill Serrano.)

to confer with government officials regarding 
four different applications he was representing.24 
Jenney’s persistence was fruitful, for just one week 
after the president personally toured the site and 
a mere month after the City and County filed the 
application for the project, Roosevelt approved 
nearly $1 million in start-up funds in October 
1935.25

Federal funding was formally authorized for 
the Civic Center in late November. The state 
WPA director Frank Y. McLaughlin announced 
that the San Diego Civic Center project had 
been approved, and the federal contribution of 
$989,528 was in a bank in San Francisco ready for 
the district director of WPA to use. The remain-
der of the cost was to be borne in equal amounts 
of $250,000 by the City and the County of San 
Diego.26 McLaughlin commented, “I have taken 
more interest in this San Diego project than any 
other in the state of California,” and he urged the 
architects working on the project to expedite their 
work so that the actual construction of the build-
ing would get under way.
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Civic Center design approval
After considering the original Nolen Plan for 
city development along with several other alter-
natives, a modified Spanish Colonial style with 
ornamentation of gold and azure tiles was chosen 
for the Civic Center.31 During the design phase, 
the Spanish Renaissance motif originally favored 
by the architects had given way to the sleeker 
moderne style popular in the 1930s.32

The design of the central tower was revised sev-
eral times during planning; architects originally 
envisioned a soaring 225-foot elevation, which 
proved unfeasible due to cost and the proximity 
to Lindbergh Field. Rueben Fleet, manager of 
Consolidated Aircraft, threatened to sue the City 
because the tower would interfere with landings 
at his airfield. Because of this, the tower design 
was modified to rise just 150 feet.
The original building design included the exten-
sion of wings to the east and west, forming an “H” 
configuration when viewed from above, yet the 
final design included only two wings. Original 
plans also called for a service building, state 
office building, hall of justice, civic auditorium 
and health services building; but due to conflicts 
between the City and County governments, it was 

an executive of the Gladding-McBean Title 
Company, designed the delicate inlaid tile work 
on the Civic Center. Hamill gave credit to Stanton 
as one of the most important contributors to the 
project.
Requa, Gill and Johnson appeared before the 
Board of Supervisors in early 1935 with a model 
of the proposed Civic Center. The model was 
then displayed at the World’s Fair Exposition held 
in San Diego from 1935-1936 accompanied by 
Requa and Johnson, who were architectural con-
sultants for the Exposition. After noting a positive 
response to the model, the Board requested that 
the committee of architects submit an estimate 
of the cost of preparing Civic Center plans. A 
State Emergency Relief Administration grant (# 
38-A1-30) funded the preparation of plans, esti-
mates and models of the Civic Center. The City of 
San Diego sponsored the project and the City and 
County appropriated money for the necessary 
supervision. SERA commissioned sketches of the 
Civic Center, which had been completed earlier 
by French architect George Palliser. Hamill later 
credited Palliser as the “the chief designer of the 
original layout.”28

Design work alone took more than a year to 
complete. In 1936, jurisdiction of the site had 
been released to the federal government under 
the Works Progress Administration and National 
Unemployment Relief Program. As a result, the 
federal government was in complete control of the 
hiring and discharging of employees, the regula-
tion of working hours and work conditions, and 
the actual construction of the building. The City 
and County shared joint obligations to furnish 
plans, specifications and architectural drawings, 
together with monies or materials amounting 
to one-tenth of the total cost, or approximately 

$100,000.29 Except for the foundation of the City-
County building, which was to be built mostly 
by common labor under a WPA force account, 
construction of the building was to be done by 
contract. This was customary for public work 
projects, with the prevailing wage scale paid to all 
skilled workmen.30 Ralph Jenney quickly arranged 
for office space to accommodate 100 workers in a 
vacant building in Balboa Park, and at this point 
the planning stages of Civic Center construction 
were well under way.

decided not to proceed with the additional build-
ings at that time.
Toward the close of 1935 everything had fallen 
into place to begin construction on the new Civic 
Center. When Works Progress Administrator 
Frank McLaughlin sent written authorization, his 
telegram stated: “This wire will be your authority 
to proceed at once in the most expeditious man-
ner possible with the work on the Civic Center 
project.”33

Finally, after close to two decades of planning, the 
building process could finally begin.

San Diego Historical Society

This model shows the original tower design, which 
was later modified to accommodate the building’s 
proximity to Lindbergh Field.
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Construction of the Civic Center
Groundbreaking ceremony
Just three weeks after the receipt of the telegram, 
the groundbreaking ceremony commenced at the 
site on the morning of December 5, 1935. George 
Marston was chosen to turn the first earth with a 
golden shovel. He stated:
“We have met here to inaugurate the building of 
the Civic Center of the County and City of San 
Diego. Although these exercises are very informal 
and simple, the occasion itself is one of profound 
significance. In your name and behalf, I now lift 
the first bit of earth on the foundation of the Civic 
Center.”34

About 200 people including city, county, state and 
federal officials observed the ceremonies at the 
waterfront site. For many of them, this ceremony 
symbolized the realization of efforts that had been 
expended for decades. Actual construction would 
begin a month later on January 4, 1936.

County of San Diego

Left: The Civic Center site as construction began.
Top: Excavation gets under way.

San Diego Historical Society

State Relief Commission Chairman Ralph Jenney, 
WPA Administrator Frank McLaughlin, Mayor Percy 
Benbough and Supervisor Ed Hastings worked to 
ensure that San Diego’s Civic Center would be built.

Making Engineering History
The tidelands site, like that of Lindbergh Field, 
consisted of leftover fill from dredging projects. 
There had been considerable concern that the site 
was incapable of supporting a large, heavy struc-
ture, in part because the site had been submerged 
prior to 1914. This, in addition to the earthquake 
concern, demanded that construction begin in a 
scrupulous fashion. The Long Beach earthquake 

of 1933 influenced engineering design; the dev-
astating quake had called into question existing 
building techniques, meaning that any major new 
project required a new approach. Hamill com-
mented in retrospect that:
“Local architects didn’t believe [the Civic Center] 
would ever exist. One reason they didn’t take it 
too seriously was the Long Beach earthquake. 
That put a death sentence on a lot of buildings.”35

The demand for safety overrode economic con-
cerns in virtually every element of construction. 
Engineers planned for steel pilings, rather than 
wood pilings, to prevent shearing in the event of 
an earthquake. Structural engineer H.H. Davies 
brought in more than 1,500 H-shaped steel pil-
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ings (varying in length from 32 feet to 35 feet) 
that were driven deep into the ground to support 
the weight of the building. Load tests were under-
taken to determine the security of the foundation; 
the first piles that were driven in revealed that 
foundation conditions were better than had been 
expected. Opponents of the tidelands site had 
claimed that the pilings would have to be driven 
to tremendous depths in order to secure a firm 
base; this would have been a costly and impracti-
cal method of constructing the building. But firm 
sandstone was encountered under the dredging 
fill, and the test borings went 40 feet into the 
sandstone area with no indication of finding the 
bottom.36

The Civic Center received substantial recognition 
for the construction of the site, as it was consid-
ered to be on the cutting edge of engineering 
developments. On one occasion The San Diego 
Union proclaimed:

[The steel pilings] are alternated and 
reinforced in all directions so that, 
should an earthquake occur, they 
will be able to withstand more strain 
than any type known to exist in any 
other building, anywhere. The stress 
and strain have been figured out in 
thousandths of an inch, not only on 
paper but by actual tests.37

The Civic Center project was virtually making 
engineering history for using steel pilings to bear 
lateral stresses for the first time in the history of 
construction.38 The piles were capped with con-
crete below the water line and connected with 
concrete beams to form a continuous grid under 
each section of the building.39

The building’s tower was designed to rest on a 
reinforced concrete slab six-feet thick that was 
set on hydraulically compacted sand for further 

County of San Diego

The Civic Center project made engeinerring history 
with its use of steel pilings. County of San Diego

A close-up look at the steel pilings used in building 
the Civic Center.

support. The foundation and frame were built 
with reinforced concrete; the building itself was 
constructed in five separate sections. The gaps 
between the various sections were closed with 
metal accordion and slip joints so that each sec-
tion could move independently in the event of an 
earthquake.

From the ground up
The WPA was responsible for the design, grad-
ing and preparation of the site, in addition to the 
foundation and construction of the basement and 
first floor of the build- ing.40 The first portion of 
the project consisted of excavating test pits for the 
foundation. The construction of the Civic Center 
was affected by the shallow water table, which was 
only three feet below the level of the basement. 
This high level required that the first floor be built 
partly above the ground in a style that was consid-
ered slightly outdated. By the time the surface was 
poured on the first floor, the structure reached the 
13.5 foot level.
The jurisdiction of the WPA ended with the 
completion of the foundation, and the construc-
tion of the remaining four stories of the building 
was placed in the hands of local contractors.41 
Roosevelt turned the balance of the WPA money 
over to the City and County administrators to fin-
ish the project. As soon as it was determined that 
private contractors could complete the job, closed 
bids were given, and the contract was awarded 
to the lowest bidder, B.O. Larsen Construction 
Company (with a bid of $449,900). Under regula-
tions set by the WPA, B.O. Larsen was required 
to do at least 25 percent of the remaining work, 
and dozens of San Diego businesses that served 
as subcontractors were to complete the remaining 
75 percent.
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The construction of the Civic Center did not 
always run as planned; work on the project cer-
tainly had its setbacks. The first was the result 
of a labor problem that had little to do directly 
with the Civic Center. A dock strike had tied up 
shipping from San Francisco to San Diego,42 and 
as a result of the strike, lumber destined for San 
Diego remained aboard ships docked in the har-
bor. Work at the Civic Center had to be halted, 
generating a layoff of more than 40 people. After 
a two-month standstill in construction, a local 
lumber company agreed to furnish the lumber 
needed for the project.43

Another problem arose out of a misunder-
standing when the city jail had originally been 
included in plans for the Civic Center. As the time 
approached for the jail to be built, a number of 
influential San Diegans spoke in opposition to the 
proposal; they apparently felt that it would detract 
from the surroundings of the new Civic Center. 
Finally the Harbor Commission, City Council, 
and city Planning Commission approved another 
location for the jail, which (along with a new 
courthouse) was scheduled to begin construction 
in 1938 through WPA funds.44

Despite the delays during construction, the work 
was undertaken with a thorough and precise 
approach that gave the finished product a lasting 
distinction. Especially notable was the atten-
tion to detail, such as the decision to cover the 
building with cement painted by hand rather 
than use mod- ern spray guns. In addition, the 
desire to bring down the cost of construction 
sparked considerable inventive energy; the gen-
eral superintendent of construction, H.E. Moore, 
remarked that on no other large construction job 
in San Diego had so much of the equipment and 
tools been manufactured on the site as they were 

These photos are part of a series 
chronicaling the progression of 
the building.

Photos courtesy of the County of San Diego
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needed.45 An example was the idea of producing 
“powered buggies,” converted Model-T chas-
sis with planetary gears and foot pedals, to haul 
concrete around within the structure. This greatly 
eased the workload, since concrete had been 
hauled manually by carts prior to this innovation. 
Flexibility and resourcefulness of those in charge 
helped con- tribute to the eagerness and high 
morale of the construction workers. In January 
1936, The San Diego Union noted:

They are doing more than merely 
working on a job. They are con-
structing a building in which they 
are taking pride. This is evidenced by 
the attendance at the weekly “school” 
that is maintained on the site. For 
two hours each Wednesday night, 
the workmen are invited to attend 
a class where they are instructed in 
the phase of work they are doing at 
that particular stage of the project. 
Attendance is voluntary, and no pay 
is available for those who go, but out 
of the 200 men on the job, the atten-
dance ranges from 100 to 156.46 

Enthusiasm for the project appeared strong on 
all fronts: workers relished the employment 
opportunity in the midst of the Depression; the 
citizens of San Diego were interested in watching 
their Civic Center take shape on the harborfront; 
and County and municipal administrations were 
pleased with the outcome of years of planning.
Contractor Charles Hoskins completed the last 
construction phase 90 days ahead of schedule. 
The San Diego City and County Administration 
Building cost $1,730,474 and its construction 
provided employment for more than 300 people.

Dedication ceremony for the 
Civic Center
Before the Civic Center’s completion, local 
officials began thinking ahead to the building’s 
dedication. The newspaper had reported that 
President Roosevelt was leaving from San Diego 
for an equatorial cruise on July 16, 1938. Because 
of the role Roosevelt played in the Civic Center’s 

start, officials wanted him to dedicate the build-
ing. In recognition of Jenney’s efforts to obtain 
federal aid, the County Board of Supervisors 
and the Council of the City of San Diego had 
commissioned him to extend the invitation. The  
President accepted the offer, and Jenney agreed to 
chair a group of City and County leaders welcom-
ing Roosevelt to town.

The San Diego Union

An estimated crowd of 25,000 people gathered for the Civic Center’s dedication.
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“I would like to say that I like espe-
cially the sentiment expressed on 
the face of [the portal], “The noblest 
motive is the public good.” I think if 
we all carry that motto in our hearts, 
in every city and community in the 
land, there is no question but the 
proper thing, American democracy, 
will survive.”48

After the ceremony, President Roosevelt left 
aboard the U.S.S. Houston for his equatorial 
fishing cruise. Although the visit had been brief, 
Roosevelt’s dedication of the building was the 
figurative icing on the cake for many citizens of 
San Diego. They had not only received a stunning 
new Civic Center for governmental business that 
would serve as an aesthetic landmark, but had also 
been visited by the man who had worked so hard 
to stabilize the nation’s economy through public 
employment. It was the kind of gesture that a 
poverty- stricken nation could look to with a mix-
ture of appreciation and hope, and San Diegans 
showed this through the tremendous turnout at 
the dedication ceremony.

Occupation of the new building
The dedication ceremony took place five months 
prior to completion of the building, which was 
celebrated by opening ceremonies on December 
23, 1938. The County and City employees slowly 
began to trickle in; the City offices were to occupy 
the southern side of the building, and County 
departments would be housed in the northern half. 
Despite the increased room of the new facilities, 
not all governmental activities were centralized at 
the Civic Center when it was completed. The City 
Council and the County Supervisors selected the 
departments that would relocate.

On the day of the dedication, Roosevelt arrived 
by train to Los Angeles, then boarded an auto-
mobile at the head of a 25-car motorcade bound 
for San Diego. In preparation for the president’s 
arrival, many stores throughout the city closed 
their doors that afternoon. In addition, because 
military aircraft would be flying in formation for 
the ceremony, all of Lindbergh Field’s commer-
cial air traffic was halted from noon until after 
the ceremony. President Roosevelt arrived at the 
dedication site around 3 p.m. before an estimated 
crowd of 25,000 spectators. The presidential 
car stopped on the dedication ramp, where the 
president was greeted with honors from the 
army and Marine guards and a 21-gun salute. 
He received greetings from dedication chairman 
Ralph Jenney and Mayor Percy Benbough. Mary 
Marston, granddaughter of George W. Marston, 
also presented him with a golden key to the build-
ing.47 Roosevelt gave a short speech in which he 
remarked about the engraved quote above the 
building’s western entrance:

Historical Collection, Title Insurance and 
Trust Company, Union Title Office

President Roosevelt addressed the crowd from his 
car.

A group photograph of the County’s Assessors 
Office, soon after moving into their new offices in the 
Civic Center. Photograph courtesy of former County 
employee Cathleen (Jean Speir) Gray (pictured center, 
first row standing).

While every office previously housed in City 
Hall would move, the list of offices that were to 
remain where they were was extensive: all courts, 
both Municipal and Superior; the County Clerk; 
part of the District Attorney’s office; the Sheriff, 
Probation and Welfare, as well as the Grand Jury. 
The City and County virtually vacated rented 
downtown quarters, with departments moving to 
either the Civic Center or to the courthouse.
As a result of constructing the new Civic Center, 
more government offices were housed at one loca-
tion than ever before in San Diego history, but 
with a wider geographic spread of administrative 
and judicial activity.49
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At the 1935 World’s Fair Exposition, plans for 
the San Diego City and County Administration 
Building were hailed as a prototype of American 
civic center architecture. The Civic Center’s 
location on the bay was intended to provide a 
welcome to seafaring travelers; in keeping with 
John Nolen’s desire that the city make effective 
use of its natural waterfront, building design 
assumed an impressive, aesthetic approach that 
has since remained unparalleled in the construc-
tion of government buildings.

The Design of the Building

Architecture and ornamentation 
of exterior
Intended to complement Balboa Park structures, 
the architecture of the Civic Center is Spanish 
Revival in style with a strong Beaux Arts classi-
cal influence. Architect Samuel Hamill claimed 
that the initial inspiration for the blueprints 
came from the Nebraska State Capitol, which had 
been designed by New York architect Bertram 
Goodhue. Goodhue had already made a signifi-
cant impact on San Diego with his designs for the 
1915 Pan Pacific Exposition in Balboa Park, which 
had spawned the popularity of ornate Spanish 
Revival design in the region.
The four Civic Center architects had exhibited 
an affinity for the Spanish Revival form of design 
through other structures they had designed, and 
this provided the artistic foundation for their 
planning. Hamill and his associates softened 
the classical aspects characteristic  of Goodhue’s 

work, adding touches that gave the building more 
of a southwestern feel: a red Mission tile roof, 
glazed Franciscan inlaid pottery tile, and arched 
door and window openings.50 The building’s 
design also included the authoritative elements 
of P.W.A. Moderne (with the central office tower 
symbolizing the efficient business of government) 
combined with the detail of ZigZag Moderne 
(evident through the recessed windows in vertical 
patterns, smooth-surfaced columns, and ample 
ornamentation).51

The exterior of the building is a vast display of 
intricacy. Exterior concrete walls are covered 
with a white cement wash that is embellished 
with 40 separate cast cement figures; consisting 
mostly of eagles. Large pillars portraying the fed-
eral emblem guard the steps of the Civic Center, 
fusing intricacy with authority by incorporating 
shields with detailed designs. The tower rising County of San Diego

County of San Diego

County of San Diego



JEWEL ON THE BAY 21

above the entrance is adorned with decorative 
tile, as is the inlaid arch above the doors. Such 
ornamentation was unusual for government 
buildings. Images on the central panel above the 
west entrance symbolize the history of San Diego, 
beginning with the date of discovery and work-
ing upward to a fish, a naval vessel, the California 
tower, and an airplane bearing the date of con-
struction. The County and City seals appear over 
both the west and east entrances and huge pylons 
frame the entryways. Cement figures of a battle- 
ship, the dove of peace and an old-time clipper 
ship are set above the pylons. Inscriptions grace 
the entrances: on the western side, “The Noblest 
Motive is the Public Good,” and to the east, “Good 
Government Demands the Intelligent Interest of 
Every Citizen.”52

Interior adornments
WPA grants allowed for the use of marble, bronze 
and mahogany to give the interior of the Civic 
Center building a polished appearance. The main 
and second floor lobbies display rich Tennessee 
Roseal and Verde Antique marble walls, bronze 
elevator doors and bronze detailing around 
entrance doors and the second floor lobby area. 
Original light fixtures of wood and glass still 
remain in these parts of the building. Movable 
partitions of wood and glass separated offices. 
Mahogany staircase handrails extend from the 
basement to the top of the tower and at the ends 
of the wings. Most interior woodwork found 
in offices and hallways of the building is also of 
Philippine mahogany.53 The terrazzo floors evi-
dence the extreme attention to detail by which 
the Civic Center was designed; thin bands of 
brass were inset between slabs of the stone. Floors 

Photos courtesty of the County of San Diego

in the lobby and corridors are constructed of 
terrazzo with office space incorporating brown, 
marbleized asphalt tile, which in many cases has 
been replaced by carpeting. Long, narrow halls 
and a spacious interior feeling reaffirm the inher-
ent Beaux Arts influence in the structure.
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County of San Diego

This is one of three murals featured in the Board of 
Supervisors’ North Chambers.

medium used by Italians from the 13th to 15th 
centuries), which was considered to be the oldest 
and most durable of all painting mediums. Artists 
Arthur Ames and Jean Goodwin completed the 
three County murals. Each depicts a different 
aspect of life in San Diego County: recreation, 
agriculture and conservation.

The County Seal
Architect Samuel Hamill also designed the seal of 
San Diego County, which was explained in detail 
by the Board of Supervisors:

The central element of the seal is 
a double-headed axe rising from a 
bundle of sticks, which served as a 
symbol of authority in ancient Rome. 
Also included in the seal are the stars 
and stripes of the United States, a 
stylized dolphin representing the 
fruits of the sea, and a horn of plenty 
representing the fruits of the land. 
A clipper ship recalls San Diego’s 
historic background of the sea, and 
the airplane looks into the future. 
Mt. Palomar Observatory represents 
a world renowned achievement in 
science and San Diego’s position on 
the threshold of scientific history. 
The observatory overlooks an orange 
grove, which reflects the agricultural 
riches of the county. Encircling the 
seal is the motto “The Noblest Motive 
is the Public Good”—a quotation 
from Virgil that was chosen by the 
Building Committee as the motto to 
adorn the Civic Center Building.54

The choice of this design confused many citizens 
who did not understand what it was meant to 

represent. One citizen commented “this emblem 
which is to adorn the Civic Center... represents 
nothing in the Heavens above, nor the Earth 
beneath, but is an object of mirth to you men. 
Still since it is to cost the taxpayers 1,000 bucks 
it is nothing to make merry over.”55 Despite such 
complaints, the Board of Supervisors officially 
adopted the seal in 1937, replacing an earlier 
version chosen in 1933. The seal adorned the 
northern en- trance to the Civic Center until the 
City moved out in 1964, when it was also placed 
over the southern entrance.

Interior artwork
Some of the most prominent artistic features 
of the interior of the building are the murals in 
the County Supervisors’ North Chamber and 
the former City Council Chamber. Murals were 
considered fashionable for public buildings 
during the era of Civic Center construction, 
especially during the Depression as they pro-
vided a means for employing local artists. A 
WPA Federal Art Project commissioned several 
Southern California artists to create mural panels 
that would be painted with egg tempera (a water 

The Guardian of Water
The “Guardian of Water” sculpture fountain 
on the harbor side of the building began as a 
separate project prior to completion of the Civic 
Center. Local resident Helen Towle willed more 
than $30,000 to the San Diego Fine Arts Society, 
$6,000 of which could be used exclusively for pur-
chasing “works of art of a permanent nature, to be 
given to the people of San Diego.”56 It was decided 
that the funds would be best put toward the cre-
ation of a public sculpture. The Works Progress 
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Administration supplied the remaining $14,000 
necessary to fund a commissioned sculpture by 
prominent local artist Donal Hord.
In July 1937, a 22-ton granite block from a 
Lakeside quarry was delivered to Hord’s studio. 
Hord labored over the sculpture for two years, 
shaping the block into a figure of a pioneer 
woman holding a water jug, symbolic of San 
Diego’s guardianship over one of its most precious 
resources: water.
Mosiac tiles, also designed by Hord, cover the base 
of the statue. The mosaic symbolizes clouds in the 
form of kneeling nudes, who pour water from jars 
over a dam which flows into a conventionalized 
citrus fruit orchard. Shapes of dolphins and fish 
were carved into the interior basin, measuring 17 
feet, 6 inches in diameter. The circumference of 
the basin bears a design of sea snails. When asked 
to explain the meaning behind the mosaic pat-
terns, Hord claimed that it was his idea to produce 
these different areas almost as though a pebble 
were dropped in the water; the water first com-
ing from the clouds, giving life to the land, then 
spilling over into the sea, which was represented 
by fish forms, and finally ending on a shoreline in 
the drawing of sea snails.57  The combined statue 
and base rise 22 feet, 3 inches, with the statue 
itself reaching a height of 13 feet, 3 inches. The 
“Guardian of Water” was dedicated on June 10, 
1939, in a ceremony at the new Civic Center.
Interesting to note from the history of the 
“Guardian of Water” was the general confusion 
regarding the ethnicity of the woman featured 
in the statue. During the its construction, com-
plaints were voiced by the Native Daughters of 
the Golden West, a group of women who felt 
the statue represented a person of Aztec descent 
rather than an American pioneer. These women 

contended that “since Aztec civilization was not 
endemic to San Diego or California, we feel that 
the proposed statue is not suitable and would cre-
ate a wrong impression so that the public would 
be misled relative to historical facts.”58

In response to the protest, a preview of the statue 
was arranged by WPA Art Supervisor Thyrsis 
Field to silence skeptics; Chairman John Siebert 
of the Civic Center building committee ended 
the controversy by expressing his approval of 
the statue.59 Officials endorsed the features of 
the pioneer woman and defended the sculpture 
as an appropriate symbol of the spirit of water 
conservation.
In 1960 a replica of “Guardian of Water” was 
sent to Yokohama, Japan as a gift from the San 
Diego-Yokohama Friendship Commission and 
emphasizing the sculpture’s significance in San 
Diego history. Hord’s work remains a source of 
regional pride and a tribute to fine arts.
Mechanical difficulties plagued the fountain in 
the early 1990s. The water was turned off for five 
years, but the majestic fountain was restored in 
early 1996.

Layout of the grounds
Initially, the Civic Center grounds included 
mostly donated plants, including an array of spe-
cies such as Birds of Paradise, Japanese cherry 
trees and twenty-six Washingtonia palms. But the 
grounds were not receiving the care they needed; 
that became apparent when the palms trees started 
dying. A landscape architect was hired to oversee 
the completion of the grounds in 1938 and fin-
ished a year later. The entire landscaping project 
cost $129,944 (of which $100,000 was funded by 
the WPA). On the eve of its 50th anniversary, a 

http://www.sdcounty.ca.gov/cob/cacg/symphony_in_stone.wmv
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national historic site nomination form described 
the 1939 grounds as follows:

Various varieties of palm trees, 
varnish trees, Australian tea-trees, 
podocarpus, and scarlet bottle-
brush were planted. Shrubs such as 
natal plum and windmill jasmine 
were embedded. Annuals such as 
calendulas and jobelias surrounded 
east-facing borders. Scotch and 
German marigolds filled the borders 
around the north parking lot. Flower 
beds of schizanthus, snapdragon, 
stock daisies, pansies and petunias 
surrounded the building and when 
they died out, they were replaced 
with zinnias, carnations, gypsophila, 
asters and ornamental dahlias. All 
annuals, under the supervision of 
head gardener, Pietro Farina, were 
developed from seed in a county- 
owned lath house.60

The grounds of the building served as a figurative 
window into the state of the County. The disorder 
of the original landscape reflected the challenges 
of a new site, which was then modified to exhibit 
the grandeur of yet another WPA project. In 1943, 
during World War II, Victory Garden beets were 
grown in the flower beds lining the eastern side 
of the Civic Center; the vegetables were donated 
to the Convalescent Children’s Aid Society in San 
Diego. Cabbages were planted on the western 
side of the building for the same purpose, dem-
onstrating how united San Diegans felt under the 
common apprehensions of wartime America.
New palms and other varieties of trees, shrubs 
and flowering plants have been added over the 
decades, but the overall aesthetics of the layout 

County of San Diego

County of San Diego

design still prevail. During the 1980s, a height-
ened awareness for water conservation led to the 
exchange of some green for cement. The County 
installed a low-use water demonstration garden 
on the east side of the complex in 1984 to serve 
as an example of xeriscape techniques for local 
landowners to utilize. The garden made use of 
indigenous plants and others that adapted well to 
San Diego’s semi-arid climate. Half a century after 
its completion, the grounds fuse the initial luxuri-
ance of WPA-era splendor with the contemporary 
demand for water conservation.
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The County Administration Center: 
1963-1998

The Civic Center becomes the 
CAC
County offices occupied the northern side of the 
Civic Center building upon its completion, and 
the City offices took up residence in the south-
ern side of the building. Soon the space issue 
that had plagued governmental offices for so 
long prior to the completion of the Civic Center 
resurfaced in the new building. During the 1950s, 
new municipal and County programs created this 
need for more space. The City and County began 
building or renting additional facilities includ-
ing the courthouse annex, the county operation 
center and two welfare district offices. Concerned 
that the disorder of the early 20th century was 
recurring, administrators authorized a study to 
determine the severity of the need for more space. 
A report prepared by the Joint Committee on 
City-County Office Space declared that the Civic 
Center was too small; it recommended that the 
City consider relocating its offices. The County 
Chief Administrator agreed with the recom-
mendation, adding that the City’s need was more 
immediate than the County’s.
In 1962, two appraisers were hired to determine 
the value of the Civic Center. The findings were 
used to determine how much the County should 
pay the City for its share of the building. One year 
later, the City and County entered into an agree-
ment to convey the City’s remaining interest in 
the property to the County.

The original 1929 legislative grant conveying 
the Civic Center property to both the City and 
County had been amended twice for essentially 
the same purpose: to authorize either the City or 
County to convey to the other its interest in the 
property.61 An amendment in 1961 cleared the 
way for selling the property to the County. The 
original appraisal of $7 million was lowered to an 
actual purchase price of $3.3 million, and sign-
ing of the agreements took place on July 17, 1963. 
Speaking to Mayor Charles C. Dail after the sign-
ing took place, Chairman Robert C. Cozens of the 
Board of Supervisors quipped “we promise not to 
evict you until you’re packed.”62

San Diego Historical Society

Dave Bird, Mayor Charles Dail, Supervisor Bob 
Cozens and Dan Rossi participated in the signing 
of the agreement that turned over ownership of the 
building and property to the County.

The two parties agreed that the City could 
lease space as needed, but the need never arose 
as the City began moving to its new offices at 
the Community Concourse on November 13, 
1964. Three decades after designing the County 
Administration Center, Samuel Hamill super-
vised the construction of this $21 million civic 
complex.
Following the move, officials renamed the build-
ing the “San Diego County Administration 
Center” (commonly referred to as the CAC) 

San Diego Historical Society

City worker Darlee Hassmann packs for the 
move to the Community Concourse.
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Building expansions
Prior to the City’s move to the Community 
Concourse, expansions had been completed in 
an attempt to alleviate the Civic Center space 
problem. A Health Center was constructed on 
the northwest corner of the site in 1958. Many 
thought it detracted from the beauty of the 
administration center, as the designers only half-
heartedly incorporated elements of the main 
building’s architecture. The Health Center had 
been intended as a temporary structure, but is still 
a part of the complex.
The Civic Center was constructed so that the 
north and south wings could support the weight 
of an additional floor if the need for such space 
arose. In 1958, a north wing on the third floor was 
added for the Board of Supervisors’ offices and in 
1960 a similar expansion had been undertaken for 
the mayor’s office. After the city’s departure from 
the building in 1964, expansion needs settled 
down for a time as County offices grew into the 
City’s old office space. Yet in less than a decade the 
need for more space surfaced again; just six years 

after the city moved out, a third floor was added 
to the northeast wing of the building in response 
to a faster-growing county government.
In 1974, the largest expansion ever to take place on 
the building since its construction was proposed 
and was slated to take eight years.63 The County 
appropriated funds to add 21,000 square feet of 
additional space to the building. Included among 
the projects were: third and fourth floor additions 
and remodeling, southeast and southwest wings 
added to the third floor to match architecture 
on the north side, and a cafeteria constructed on 
the south end of the fourth floor. Office interiors 
were modernized, lighting was updated, and 
ventilation was improved. During the midst of 
this construction other space alternatives were 
considered for County offices, such as remodeling 
the Port District headquarters (described as an 
uninspiring building with no windows), or con-
structing a new building in the downtown area 
(where land had become too expensive to justify 
such a plan). Neither idea was approved, and the 
remodeling plan continued.
The top four floors of the tower were declared a 
fire hazard in 1978 because there was only one 
stairway serving them. Departments occupying 
the tower relocated to other parts of the main 
building, as the County did not have the funds to 
construct a second stairwell to meet fire codes.64

After expansions were made to the fullest 
extent that the building could support, County 
Administration continued to relocate offices to 
other parts of the County.

San Diego Historical Society

Part of the 1974 renovation project included installing 
an air conditioning system.

County of San Diego

The County’s health building, built in 1958, was meant 
to be a temporary strucuture.

and mounted a new sign over the old inscribed 
letters above the east entrance which previously 
read “San Diego City and County Administration 
Building.” After the City’s departure, many of 
the sections of the building that had formerly 
belonged to the City were closed off for some 
time, but expanding County offices gradually 
restored life to the southern side of the building. 
The County finished payments on the building in 
1967.
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New considerations for CAC 
development
With County revenues decreasing and costs of 
county services increasing, the County of San 
Diego is facing a fiscal dilemma. In response, the 
Board of Supervisors proposes to generate addi-
tional revenue through more intense utilization of 
all county properties....One such property is that 
upon which is located the County Administration 
Center in down- town San Diego. – Donald L. 
Clark, County Counsel, 1981.65

During the 1980s, discussions arose to open up 
CAC land for commercial leasing. Since the prop-
erty was declared free from the tidelands trust 
through 1929 legislation, and the only limitation 
imposed on the property was that it be used for 
County purposes, some County officials believed 
that generating revenue from leasing the prop-
erty would be considered a County purpose. 
The Board of Supervisors decided to review the 
possibility of building hotels on the more than 

nine acres of parking lots attached to the County 
Administration Center.
A task force began considering development plans 
for the parking lots on either side of the County 
Administration Center. One member brought up 
the idea of leveling the entire complex, claiming 
that it was “terribly inefficient” and “function-
ally obsolete.” The task force reviewed proposals 
to build high-rise hotels, shops, condominiums, 
and offices on the parking lots; models were 
constructed and displayed for the public to view. 
The Board was persuaded to scrap the proposal 
in 1985, with arguments that it failed to provide 
enough open space and would overwhelm the 
County building.
In the wake of the failure to develop the site com-
mercially, the Board of Supervisors revived the 
idea of creating the Cedar Street Mall. The foun-
dation for this idea had been part of the Nolen 
Plan, which suggested a complex of government 
buildings and parks extending from San Diego 

County of San Diego

An architect’s rendering of a 1984 proposed private 
development of the County’s parking lots.

County of San Diego

A 1988 proposal included reviving the Cedar Street 
Mall idea from the Nolen plan.

Bay to Balboa Park. Supervisor Brian Bilbray 
suggested the Cedar Street Mall at a ceremony 
marking the 50th anniversary of the Civic Center; 
he urged the City of San Diego to develop new 
offices next door to the CAC to replace what had 
already become an undersized City Hall.

A 1988 County-commissioned report written by 
urban designer Gerald Gast and architect Daniel 
Hillmer urged development of a government and 
office complex near the County Administration 
Center, which would enlarge space for both City 
and County offices. The proposed development 
encompassed a minimum of four blocks imme-
diately east of the County Administration Center, 
with CAC parking lots developed into three and 
four story County office buildings linked by 
courtyards. The proposed plan would have cost 
about $132 million if it had been approved, yet 
like many other development aspirations, it did 

County of San Diego

James Roosevelt (center), son of President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt, helped celebrate the 50th anniversary 
of the building, along with the unveiling of the plaque 
commemorating its placement on the National 
Register of Historic Places. Joining Roosevelt are 
then-Supervisors Susan Golding, Brian Bilbray, 
George Bailey, Leon Williams and John
MacDonald.
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not receive the necessary backing.66 San Diego 
Mayor Maureen O’Connor and other city offi-
cials presented yet another idea; they wanted the 
County to team up with the City for a new civic 
center on another site. If this move had been com-
pleted, the mayor suggested that the CAC could 
be turned into a museum.67

Proposals came and went, yet the Civic Center 
itself remained virtually untouched. 

Historic Designation of the 
County Administration Center
Spurred on by the comment that the CAC should 
have been torn down and replaced with a bigger 
and more utilitarian edifice, a group of 400 locals 
known as Citizens Coordinate for Century 3 dedi-
cated themselves to the preservation of the County 
Administration Center. Catalyzed by the Board 
proposals to commercially develop the park-
ing lots, they sought to obtain National Historic 
Site status for the complex. Obtaining historic 
status would ensure the County Administration 

County of San Diego

The County Administration Center was placed on the 
National Register of Historic Places in 1988.

Center a higher degree of protection. Citizens 
Coordinate for Century 3 researched the history 
of the building and submitted a nomination form 
to the National Register of Historic Places. While 
awaiting the federal response, the City Historic 
Site Board approved the CAC as a historic site on 
October 22, 1986. Finally, on May 16, 1988, the 
site received recognition on the national register.
On July 11, 1988, the Board of Supervisors and 
Citizens Coordinate for Century 3 celebrated the 
50th anniversary of the original dedication of 
the building by President Roosevelt, combined 
with an observance of the site’s placement on the 
National Register of Historic Places.  As part of 
the ceremony, County Supervisors invited FDR’s 
eldest son, James Roosevelt, to speak on the har-
borside steps of the CAC. Recalling the original 
dedication ceremony, James Roosevelt read the 
inscription “the noblest motive is the public good” 
just as his father had done 50 years before, adding 
“this building has served the test of time [with 
its] public service. I think it can inspire not only 
us, but those that come afterwards.” Roosevelt 
claimed that his father had spoken very highly of 
the building, expressing “he was very proud that 
the WPA could build something like this.”68

Preparing for the Twenty-First 
Century
In January 1996, the Board of Supervisors 
appointed the Clerk of the Board to serve as 
administrator of the County Administration 
Center. Major improvements have had been made 
to the building and grounds. The Board approved 
funding for Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) improvements to make the building more 
accessible, and other infrastructure and retrofit 
projects have been completed.

In a movement to revitalize San Diego’s “front 
porch” (as the County Administration Center’s 
neighborhood has often been called), the Board 
joined the North Embarcadero Alliance in 1997. 
The interagency group is establishing plan-
ning standards for the area from Laurel Street/
Lindbergh Airport at the north to G Street/
Seaport Village at the south, and from the harbor 
at the west to the railroad at the east. The County 
Administration Center and the surrounding 
property are at the core of this planning process.
Also in 1997, the Clerk of the Board established a 
tower task force to review building and historical 
codes. This task force brought forward the recom-
mendation to re-open the County Administration 
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Center’s tower, which had been closed 20 years 
earlier. On January 27, 1998, Supervisor Greg 
Cox delivered the Chairman’s State of the County 
address, stating: 

On February 10, our Board will pri-
oritize capital projects, and allocate 
the proceeds from the sale of our 
trash system. High on my list is the 
renovation of our historic County 
Administration Center of Pacific 
Highway. Sixty years ago this year, 
President Franklin Roosevelt dedi-
cated what remains today the most 
distinguished public building in the 
region. It is the centerpiece of the 
North Embarcadero, an area consid-
ered by many to be San Diego’s “front 
porch.” It is a beautiful waterfront 
landmark that deserves restoration, 
preservation and full accessibility to 
the people of our County. I will ask 
my colleagues to support a major 
renovation of this jewel on the harbor, 
and reopen the tower, which has been 
off limits for years. It’s an integral 
part of our North Embarcadero plan-
ning effort, a unique collaboration 
between the County, the City of San 
Diego, the Centre City Development 
Corporation, the Port and the Navy 
to revitalize one of the finest pieces of 
real estate in California.

The Board allocated $3 million for restoration of 
the tower, repair of the red tile roof, and repairs 
and painting of the exterior.

Celebrating 60 Years
On July 16, 1998, sixty years to the date, Chairman 
Greg Cox presided over the rededication cer-
emony of the historic County Administration 
Center and commemorated President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt’s visit. Hundreds of people 
attended the outdoor event and, under a cloudless 
sky, were transported back to the 1930s.
Each member of the Board of Supervisors arrived 
in a vintage automobile, much like President 
Roosevelt had in 1938. They mingled and shook 
hands with the crowd as patriotic music played 
while they made their way to the stage. A vintage 
car show featuring vehicles from the 1930s turned 
the parking lot into a showcase. San Diego’s Big 
Band Music Makers kept toes tapping before and 
after the official program, and the dancing Parasol 
Strutters brought smiles to everyone in the crowd.

The program began with the presentation of 
the colors by the San Diego County Sheriff ’s 
Department and 14-year- old Jessica Kloor’s ren-
dition of the “Star-Spangled Banner.”
The international-award winning barbershop 
quart, Revival, performed a gospel medley and 
the crowd-pleasing “Sittin’ on Top of the World.” 
The County’s own Assistant Chief Administrative 
Officer, Walt Ekard, also led the audience in 
“God Bless America.”  Former County Supervisor 
Roger Hedgecock, and a former radio talk show 

County of San Diego

Supervisors Dianne Jacob, Pam Slater, Greg Cox and 
Bill Horn participate in the ceremonial ribbon cutting 
at the 60th anniversary celebration.

County of San Diego

The County Administration Center was adorned in 
flags for the festivities.
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host in San Diego, was on hand to broadcast his 
show live from the CAC and interview members 
of the Board and other county officials.
Several San Diegans who attended Roosevelt’s 
dedication or worked in the building during 
1938 were also honored, including one man who, 
as a young boy, came with his father to witness 
Roosevelt’s visit. Another attendee had been a 
member of the Marine Band that performed at 
the 1938 dedication; at the rededication he per-
formed again, this time with the Music Makers.
Each member of the Board of Supervisors shared 
his or her vision for the future before cutting the 
red ribbon to officially rededicate the County 
Administration Center.
Vice Chairwoman Pam Slater noted: “This build-
ing—a legacy of our past—will remain the legacy 
of our future. All of us here today will continue 
to dream and to build with the same confidence 
and optimism as the men and women who placed 
the bricks and mortars on the foundation of our 

County of San Diego

Among those celebrating the 60th anniversary were 
Ailene Smith (front row, center) who worked for 
the County when the building opened in 1938, and 
Max Morgan (front row, right) who was a courier for 
Western Union at Roosevelt’s dedication visit.

future here at the County Administration Center.”
Supervisor Dianne Jacob highlighted the fact that 
“many individuals—from County employees to 
local historians — have preserved the County 
Administration Center for the present and future.”
Supervisor Ron Roberts remarked that the pres-
ervation of the historic County Administration 
Center represents our commitment to restor-
ing the aesthetic value of public buildings. The 
County Administration Center reflects the rich-
ness and diversity of San Diego’s architecture, and 
is the center- piece of the unparalleled San Diego 
skyline.
Supervisor Bill Horn reminded the audience of 
the importance of agriculture to the San Diego 
economy, and the planting of victory gardens on 
the CAC’s grounds. He noted that the “building 
and its grounds symbolize the rich and diverse 
cultural heritage of our region.”
The ceremony also officially kicked off the $3 
million renovation of the County Administration 
Center. 
As Chairman Cox noted in his remarks at the cer-
emony: “Because of the vision and drive of those 
San Diegans who preceded us more than a half 
century ago, we have this wonderful jewel on the 
bay. Let their story inspire in each of us the ability 
to look beyond the present and into the future…
and let us build a better city and a better region 
for our children and for our children’s children in 
the days and years to come.”

County of Ssan Diego

Hundreds of people turned out to celebrate the 60th 
anniversary of the building.
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Looking to the Future

Restoring the Jewel
The most significant project began in 1998 with 
the Board of Supervisors authorizing $3 million 
to renovate the County Administration Center. 
This project included four elements: 
1. Renovation of the County Administration 
Center tower
The towers had not been occupied since 1978 due 
to nonconformance with fire exiting code require-
ments. Prior to the 1960’s, the eighth floor housed 
the Office of the Mayor for the City of San Diego. 
The sixth and seventh floors housed support staff. 
When the City of San Diego vacated space in the 
County Administration Center, the tower rooms 
became office space for County staff. The rooms, 
facing east, provide beautiful views of downtown 
San Diego. 

In 1978, the tower offices were vacated and the 
rooms became storage facilities for County 
equipment and supplies. The goal of the renova-
tion project was to add a second exit stairway and 
remodel the sixth, seventh, and eighth floors to 
provide multi-use meeting and event rooms.
2. Restoration of the red-tiled portion of the roof
The historic red-tiled portion of the roof of the 
County Administration Center is an important 

aspect of the character of the facility. In the late 
90’s, the roof began to deteriorate. Tiles were 
missing, chipped, and failing. The renovation 
project completely restored the roof. In order to 
maintain the historic character, new tiles were 
used as the pan tiles (bottom tiles) and existing 
tiles were used as the roll tiles (top tile).69

3. Painting the entire exterior
The building was originally finished with a thin 
coat of warm, white plaster over concrete walls 
and was later painted. The paint contained lead 
and the plaster coating underlying the paint con-
tained asbestos. 
In 1998, the exterior walls had damaged areas, 
mainly due to spalling from rusty reinforcing 
steel, and there were many areas where paint 
was loose and flaking. The renovation project 
provided for the removal of all hazardous paint 
and to repaint the facility to more closely match 
its original color. 69

Since originally publishing, Bridging the 
Centuries: The Jewel on the Bay in 1998, 
the County Administration Center has 
undergone significant improvements. 
Improvements have included a $3 mil-
lion renovation, security enhancements, 
refurbishment of historic art, and water con-
servation efforts. The Board of Supervisors 
has continued to support efforts that ensure 
the County Administration Center remains a 
regional jewel.

The red tile roof was replaced in 1998.
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4. Installation of air-conditioning in portions of 
the first and second floors 
The original building heating system consisted of 
steam boilers, located in the sub-basement serv-
ing steam heated cast iron radiators throughout 
the building. Steam piping and condensate return 
piping were concealed within building construc-
tion, with the main pipes located in the basement 
ceiling spaces. Expansion of the steam heating 
system in subsequent years included addition of 
fan operated unit heaters, heating coils in air han-
dling units, and steam heating coils in ductwork 
as additional air handling systems were installed. 
The building was cooled by natural ventilation 
through operable windows on the exterior walls, 
and operable transom windows above corridor 
doors to allow circulation throughout the build-
ing. For much of the year, this passive cooling 
was adequate to provide reasonable comfort 
conditions for employees and visitors. However, 
as building occupancy increased, additional 
equipment was installed such as copiers, per-
sonal computers, improved lighting, the need for 
mechanical cooling became significant.69

Large portions of the first and second floors 
did not contain air conditioning. These floors 
housed the primary offices for public interaction, 
including submitting or researching recorded 
documents, applying for a marriage license, and 
paying property tax bills. The renovation project 
allowed for replacement of steam heat and instal-
lation of air conditioning to provide an efficient 
system that cooled and heated the entire County 
Administration Center.

Selecting the Architect
The project began with the selection of an archi-
tect. Because the County Administration Center 

is a designated historic landmark, it was impor-
tant that the selected firm have experience with 
the design and renovation of historic buildings. 
The renovation project was required to conform 
with The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for the Treatment of Historic Properties, as well 
as meeting the requirements of the Americans 
with Disabilities Act and the State of California 
Administrative Code Title 24. This was a tall 
order for an architect.
On September 15, 1998, the Board of Supervisors 
authorized the award of a contract for archi-
tectural and engineering design services to 
Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, FAIA, Inc. 
Mr. Donaldson was familiar with the facility. 
Holding a license from the National Council 
of Architectural Registration Boards, Mr. 
Donaldson served as president of his architectural 
firm from 1978 to 2004. In 2004, Mr. Donaldson 
was appointed as the State Historic Preservation 
Officer (SHPO) for the State of California. The 
SHPO serves as chief administrative officer of 
the Office of Historic Preservation in Sacramento 
and as Executive Secretary of the State Historical 
Resources Commission. Most recently, in 2010, 
President Barack Obama named Mr. Donaldson 
to be chairman of the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation (ACHP). Donaldson will 
serve a four-year term as chairman of the ACHP. 
On October 28, 1998, Mr. Donaldson and fel-
low architect Juan Silva presented the County 
Administration Center renovation project to 
the City of San Diego Historic Site Board. The 
Site Board unanimously endorsed the project, 
congratulated Mr. Donaldson on a job well done, 
and commended the County for undertaking the 
project.

The Renovations
The project began with excitement as the building 
was draped in scaffolding and encased in shrink 
wrap to secure lead paint and asbestos.
As noted in the May 1999 edition of the newslet-
ter, “CAC Voice,” Supervisor Pam Slater-Price, 
Chairwoman in 1999, stated:

“As the focal point of the North 
Embarcadero, this project is one of the 
first major activities of revitalization 
along San Diego’s front porch.” 

A second fire exit stairway was constructed 
to reoccupy the upper floors of the County 
Administration Center tower. The second stair-
way complied with the State Historical Building 
Code. This allowed the sixth, seventh, and eighth 
floors to be reoccupied.  The fifth, ninth, and tenth 
floors continued to be used for mechanical, com-
munications, and storage space. The new stairway 
merged with the existing terrazzo stairway that 
continued down to the main lobby. A portion of 
the new stairway from the fourth floor is visible 
to the public from the fourth floor hallway. It was 

Newly renovated conference room in the Tower.
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The following opening remarks were offered 
by Thomas J. Pastuszka, Clerk of the Board of 
Supervisors, at the Sesquicentennial:

Good afternoon, and welcome 
to the County of San Diego’s 
Sesquicentennial Celebration. In his 
book, Markings, Dag Hammarskjold 
wrote a simple prayer, - 	
	 “For all that has been, Thanks; 
	 For all that shall be, Yes.”
These graceful words express the 
essence of this occasion. Today we 
celebrate our thanksgiving for the past 
and our enthusiasm for the possible.
Today, we look back one hundred and 
fifty years, and give honor to those 
who laid the foundation for our way 
of life. This building, whose proud 
tower we re-open today, and whose 
face has been refreshed, reminds us 
of the wisdom exercised long ago in 
the founding of our beautiful and 
welcoming county. In this historic 
building, we can glimpse our prede-
cessors’ hopes and dreams, their hard 

work and sacrifice. All that we have 
today has been built on the contribu-
tions of those who came before us. 
And so we give thanks to them.
One hundred and fifty years later, we 
can only be amazed at the growth and 
change that has come to this place. 
From a people of thirty five hundred, 
we have grown to nearly three million. 
From a government first recorded 
with quill pens, we have come to be 
accessible on the Internet. The torch 
has been passed to us to maintain and 
to build on the foundations that have 
been laid. We are now the keepers of 
the flame, the guardians of the water.
On this day, the threshold to the next 
one hundred and fifty years, we face a 
challenge as great as our forebears did. 
Like them, we will need to exercise 
the best of our human spirit. We will 
have to emulate their courage to risk 
the unknown path, their compassion 
to embrace differences, and their wis-
dom to work and sacrifice and invest 
for the future.
Over the next one hundred and fifty 
years we will continue to see our 
county transform. May we stand 
firmly on the foundations of our pre-
decessors and welcome these changes 
warmly. May we have the grace to look 
up and out, and into our sister’s eyes, 
and into our brother’s face. May we 
be people who say, with hope, “For all 
that shall be, Yes!”

designed to comply with the existing 1938 stair 
design, including design elements such as ter-
razzo stairs and landing, metal stair railings, and 
hardwood hand rails. 69

The sixth, seventh, and eighth floors were reoccu-
pied as meeting space for County staff and public 
meetings. Historic light fixtures and pendants in 
the rooms are consistent with those seen in his-
toric photographs.
In August 2000, the renovation project was com-
pleted. With remaining funding, the Clerk of the 
Board began a Phase II refurbishment project to 
include painting the basement, third and fourth 
floor corridors, painting additional restrooms, 
minor lighting improvements, and installation of 
monument signs.

Celebrating 150 Years of County 
Government
On February 18, 2000, the County of San Diego 
celebrated its Sesquicentennial, recognizing 
150 years of its establishment by the legislature. 
As one of the original 27 counties in the State 
of California, this milestone was celebrated at 
the seat of County government, the County 
Administration Center (CAC). The event pro-
vided an opportunity for the public to celebrate 
150 years of the County and to view the newly 
renovated tower and historic artwork through-
out the CAC. At the celebration honoring this 
occassion, the Clerk of the Board department was 
recognized for its leadership and efforts in the 
reopening of the tower and renovation of the his-
toric CAC. The Clerk of the Board provided tours 
of the CAC to highlight the historic renovation 
efforts and give the public a close-up look at the 
Jewel on the Bay.
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The County Administration Center is 
home to a number of historic art dat-
ing back to the era of the Works Projects 
Administration of the 1930’s when local 
artists were commissioned to create oil 
paintings of the area’s architecture, land-
scapes and seascapes.
In 2004, the CAC historic art collection was 
restored and reframed. Over the years the 
art had been marred by nicotine damage, 
dust and discoloration as well as acid leach 
from the board supports and iron leach 
around the nails in the frames. Each piece 
was cleaned, stabilized and encased in 
custom gold gilded, Plein Air style frames 
by award-winning conservators and frame 
makers in a process overseen by the Clerk of 
the Board, with the financial backing of the 
Treasurer/Tax Collector and Supervisorial 
District 4 Community Projects Funds.
The following is a summary of the historic 
art in the County Administration Center.

Charles Reiffel
Charles Reiffel was born in Indiana in 1868 and 
worked as a lithographer in the United States and 
in England.  After receiving international acclaim 
for his modern approach to painting, Mr. Reiffel 
moved to San Diego in 1925 and resided here 
until his death in 1948.
There are a number of Reiffel’s paintings through-
out the County Administration Center.

“The Invasion”
This work is a vertical view of the County 
Administration Center (CAC) in its early years 
(late 1930’s, early 1940’s), with a bustling pre-
Colonial Native American village scene of 
agriculture and trade in the lower foreground.  In 
the midground, a vista towards the CAC fades to 
the hills showing San Diego as a thriving, growing 
city. This is a statement of optimism captured in 
the architecture of the CAC and the social opti-
mism of San Diego’s WPA artists, such as Reiffel, 
who played an integral role in the design of the 
building.  Note the forward looking progress of 
time as it relates to the city’s early inhabitants 
which calls to symbolically look upwards to the 
future of San Diego as represented in modernity. 
The philosophical focal point of this optimism is 
the Civic Center, which is the former name of the 
CAC.  This painting is a tangible and fine example 
of the belief in civic unity, which underlies many 
of the commissions of the WPA artists in civic 
buildings throughout the United States. Also of 
connection to other WPA works in civic buildings 
is the positive and uplifting use of regionalism, 
native roots, and the progress of civic life through 
the hands of men as exemplified in agriculture, 
architecture and industry.  Ironically, the title 
“The Invasion,” calls into question just what or 
who was invading and may possibly be a tongue-
in-cheek reference to the social optimism of the 
prescribed WPA style.

“The Invasion,” by Charles Reiffel 
Details: 42” X 48”, 7/25/38

Restoring Historic Art
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“La Jolla Cove”
Reiffel’s “La Jolla Cove,” is thought to be a 1940’s 
version of La Jolla’s rocky shoreline and cliffs, 
often referred to as the, “Tide Pools.” The fore-
ground depicts a mass of stony outcroppings 
with a foreshortened, chopped aerial perspec-
tive, frothy water meeting spit, and flowering to 
the midground with calmer waters and a sandy 
beach with strong dual horizontals.  The distant 
cliff is  backed by delicate frosting of green vegeta-
tion and the background shows the turquoise sea 
and beyond. The light source is from behind the 
artist’s perspective, showing late afternoon on the 
horizon line.

“La Jolla Cove,” by Charles Reiffel
Details: July 20, 1939, oil on upson board, 23” X 29”, 
Project #9701-D, 7-20-93, Asset #150135

“Waterfront”
Depicting a harbor scene of San Diego, the fore-
ground includes fishing boats with slips along side 
a strong horizontal raised pier in the midground 
with four fishermen upon it.  The background 
depicts a rocky shoreline and skips with rolling 
hills and recognizable San Diego landmark build-
ings.  Painted with impasto staccato brushstrokes, 
with a pallet of true San Diego greens, blues, and 
ochre.
Charles Reiffel is best known for both his land-
scapes and harbor views.  He is sometimes referred 
to as a California Plein Air artist who loved to 
paint the sea.  This harbor scene is a fine example 
of his bold, modernist style, which he perfected 
upon his move from the East Coast in 1925 to San 
Diego.  This work is an example of San Diego’s 
inspiration in Reiffel’s bright landscapes, which 
brought him national fame.

“Waterfront,” by Charles Reiffel

“In the Street,” by Charles Reiffel
Details: 42” X 48”, oil on upson board, labeled 
“Picture #1379-36, 6/16/38 Project #9141”

“Highland Dairy,” by Charles Reiffel 
Details: 47” X 34”, oil paining depicting a mountain 
scene.
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“Marine,” by Charles Reiffel
Details: 20” X 30” oil painting,

“In Old National City,” by Charles Reiffel
Details: 32” X 36”, oil on upson board, labeled 
“Picture #1395-38, 7/25/38 Project #9701-D”

“Moonlight on the Sea,” by Charles Reiffel
Details: 32” X 38”, oil on upson board, WPA tag 
removed, dated 7/31/39.

Charles Fries
The painting, “When the Cows Come Home,” 
depicts five cows and a man in a field.  Born in 
Ohio in 1854, Charles Fries spent his life primar-
ily as a painter and lithographer.  He studied 
lithography and portraiture in Cincinnati, and 
working from a studio, he traveled and sketched 
throughout the Southwest.  He later moved his 
studio to New York City and enjoyed success as 
an illustrator and portraitist. 
In 1896, he and his family headed west and upon 
arriving in Southern California, temporarily lived 
in the ruins of the then un-restored mission at San 
Juan Capistrano.  The family eventually settled in 
San Diego, where he remained active in the art 
world until his death in 1940.

“Marine”
Charles Reiffel had some notoriety painting 
seascapes like this one in his early years, as a 
lithographer in Buffalo, New York while living in 
the artist colony of Silvermine, Connecticut.  In 
1921, he abandoned lithography for easel paint-
ing.  The effect of the Eastern marine painters, 
notably Winslow Homer, seemed to influence 
Reiffel throughout his life.

“When the Cows Come Home,” Charles Fries
Details: 30” X 36”, dated 8/06/36, Labeled “Picture 
#31, Project #2324”
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“Recreation, Agriculture, and 
Conservation”
The three murals in the Board Chamber of the 
County Administration Center were completed 
by Jean Goodwin and Arthur Ames in 1939. 
Commissioned by the WPA, they were painted 
in egg tempura on muslin over a gesso surface. 
The artists were assisted by Alloys Bohner, 
William McAulby, and Hazel Scheckler. Left to 
right, the panels represent three aspects of life in 
San Diego County - Recreation, Agriculture and 
Conservation.
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The works below are thought to be studies 
for the much larger murals shown on page 
38. These works are on display at the County 
Administration Center, 1600 Pacific Highway, 4th 
Floor, Conference Room 402a.
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Portrait of President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt
Donald Armand Luscomb painted this portrait of 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1937 for a contest 
sponsored by the historic Spreckels Theatre in 
downtown San Diego, this portrait was exhibited 
briefly in the mezzanine balcony of the Spreckles 
Theatre and later displayed in the foyer of the 
Cabrillo Theater near old Horton Plaza as a 
tribute to President Roosevelt. Mr. Luscomb’s 
children donated the painting to the County 
Administration Center art collection in 2006. 
The painting was restored and reframed with 
funding from the District 4 community proj-

ects fund. Display of the portrait at the County 
Administration Center serves as a fitting tribute 
to our nation’s 32nd president, given his role in 
authorizing funding for its construction.
Donald Armand Luscomb (1913-2004) was born 
in San Diego’s Golden Hills neighborhood and 
grew up in the city’s Burlingame and South Park 
communities. From an early age, Mr. Luscomb’s 
artistic interests were nurtured by his mother, 
Norla, herself a talented and prolific painter of 
local landscapes and waterscapes. His skills were 
further honed at San Diego State College where he 
studied art and sculpture in the 1930’s. Among his 
tutors were Everett gee Jackson and Donal Hord, 
both renowned artists of international acclaim. 
Mr. Hord’s sculpture, Guardian of the Waters, 
graces the Harbor Drive entrance to the County 
Administration Center. Proficient in the use of 
various media such as pen and ink, pencil, oils, 
acrylics and copper plate etching, Mr.Luscomb 
generally preferred to express himself through 
humorous cartoons, comical illustrations and 
limericks. A man of many talents, Mr. Luscomb 
was also an accomplished golfer and claimed the 
1938 men’s championship at San Diego’s Balboa 
Park Municipal Golf Course.
The Board of Supervisors acknowledges and 
thanks the Luscomb family for their gift of this 
portrait to the County Administration Center 
permanent art collection.

“Remembering Fallen Heroes”
On May 6, 2009, the County unveiled the San 
Diego County Regional Law Enforcement 
Memorial.  More than 500 people attended a 
dedication ceremony on the southwest lawn of 
the County Administration Center.  The special 
memorial was built to honor the brave men and 
women of law enforcement who died in the line of 
duty, and includes the name of every fallen police 
officer, Sheriff ’s deputy and state and federal law 
enforcement officer in the San Diego region.

The San Diego County Law Enforcement Memorial 
was built to honor the brave men and women 
of law enforcement who have died in the line of 
duty, and includes the name of every fallen police 
officer, Sheriff’s deputy and state and federal law 
enforcement officer in the San Diego region.
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Securing the Jewel on the Bay
For close to 75 years, the County Administration 
Center has been a place where the public gathers 
for ceremonial events, as well as a facility where 
County business is transacted. Public access to 
the County Administration Center has always 
been freely permitted. With the high volume of 
activities that occur at the County Administration 
Center, security is a high priority for the County.
On September 11, 2001, the sense of safety and 
security long held dear by Americans was forever 
altered by the terrorist attacks on New York City 
and Washington, D.C. Not since the Revolutionary 
and Civil Wars, had Americans felt so vulnerable, 
especially in places where the public gathered for 
work or entertainment. Every citizen was on the 
alert for anything out of the ordinary or anything 
that may have appeared threatening. 
Immediately following the September 11, 2001 
terrorist attacks, the Board of Supervisors took 
steps to close the East and West entrances to 
the County Administration Center and re-route 
traffic to the North and South entrances of the 
building. In addition, security officers were placed 
at the North and South entrances where a system 
for checking bags, purses, packages and briefcases 
was instituted. Since that time, additional security 
measures have been added, including the hiring 
of private security, the procurement of metal 
detectors and X-ray devices, and steps to secure 
the building’s heating and ventilation systems. 
These steps and others are focused on address-
ing the threat of terrorism aimed at the County 
Administration Center, the historic and highly 
visible public building that is the seat of regional 
government in San Diego County.
Until 2012, close to 1,000 staff members worked 

in the County Administration Center, with hun-
dreds of visitors each day.  To ensure County 
staff working in the County Administration 
Center were knowledgeable of the security prac-
tices and procedures, the Clerk of the Board of 
Supervisors developed a “Tenant’s Guide to the 
County Administration Center,” in 2004. The 
Guide focused on issues such as security, use 
regulations, the cafeteria, vending machines, 
parking regulations, emergency procedures, etc. 
Then, in 2010, with the assistance of the County 
Communications Office, the Clerk of the Board 
developed a short security video specifically 
for tenants.  The video highlighted emergency 
evacuation procedures, alternate emergency exit 
locations, ID card access, etc.  The video enhanced 
the communication of emergency procedures to 
ensure a safe environment for tenants, staff, and 
visitors at the County Administration Center.
In 2009, County departments that operated in 
the County Administration Center were invited 
to participate on a security team to discuss cost 
effective ways to enhance security.  The recommen-

dations for the security enhancements were made 
by representatives from the Chief Administrative 
Office, County Counsel, Treasurer/Tax Collector’s 
Office, and the Assessor/Recorder/County Clerk’s 
Office. The enhancements were part of an over-
all security project, along with other necessary 
enhancements such as access control to offices 
and conference rooms, acquiring emergency 
evacuation chairs for the disabled, and parking 
lot illumination.

Awarded for Preserving the 
Jewel
In 2004, the County Administration Center was 
honored by the Building Owners and Managers 
Association as the Office Building of the Year in 
the category of Historical Buildings.  
Founded in 1967, The San Diego chapter of the 
Building Owners and Managers Association 
(BOMA) is the largest local professional asso-
ciation devoted exclusively to the office building 
industry. Members of BOMA San Diego represent 
all facets of the industry and include property 
managers, facility managers, owners, asset man-
agers, engineers and leasing brokers. Combined, 
these individuals represent more than 25 million 
square feet of office space in San Diego.
BOMA San Diego hosts an annual awards 
competition to recognize excellence in the com-
mercial building management industry. The 
Office Building of the Year (TOBY) competition 
is held in conjunction with BOMA International. 
The prestigious TOBY Award is bestowed as the 
highest mark of excellence for office building 
management and is the most all-inclusive pro-
gram in the commercial real estate industry. All 
facets of a building’s operations are thoroughly 
evaluated during the judging process by a panel 

All visitors to the County Administration Center 
are screened, following the terrorist attacks on 
September 11, 2001.
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comprised of industry professionals, including 
architects and commercial building managers. 
The evaluation criteria for the TOBY Award 
includes tenant relations programs, community 
involvement, emergency evacuation procedures 
and continuing education for building personnel.

A Place to Enjoy Lunch
Since 1977, the County Administration Center 
cafeteria was operated by the State of California 
Department of Rehabilitation. In October 2002, 
through various surveys and a Cafeteria Advisory 
Committee, it was requested that a request for 
proposals be issued to solicit a private vendor to 
operate the cafeteria. The County’s first private 
vendor was Premier Food Services Management 
Group. From October 2002 to December 2002, 
the cafeteria was closed for renovation. 
The cafeteria was redesigned by Eric Davy 
Architects. The cafeteria, originally constructed 
in the early 1970’s, was completely remodeled to 
meet current health codes with all new energy 
efficient equipment. On January 21, 2003, a grand 
opening ceremony was held for the newly refur-
bished cafeteria.
Additionally, an old mailroom and vacant room 
was combined to create the CAC Wellness Center. 
The Wellness Center is available to all County staff 
as part of an ongoing effort to promote employee 
fitness and health.

Marking the reopening of the CAC cafeteria on 
January 21, 2003, are Chris Monroe, Vice President 
Premiere Foods, Steve Rodreiguez, Chef Manager, 
2003 Chairman of the Board Greg Cox, Supervisor 
Ron Roberts, and Clerk of the Board of Supervisors 
Thomas Pastuszka.



JEWEL ON THE BAY 43

Preserving Precious Resources

On July 16, 2008 the Clerk of the Board held a 
celebration to commemorate the 70th birthday 
of the dedication of the County Administration 
Center. Supervisor Greg Cox, Chairman of the 
Board in 2008, presented a proclamation to 
impart how the County Administration Center 
symbolized the highest aspirations and ideals of 
public service.

Nearly a year later, June 10, 2009, marked the 70th 
anniversary of the dedication of the “Guardian of 
Water” sculpture by Donal Hord on the west plaza 
of the County Administration Center. The Clerk 
of the Board held a celebration on the west plaza 
recognizing this historic sculpture. The day also 
marked the 70th anniversary of the completion of 
the County Administration Center landscaping 
by landscape architect Roland Hoyt.

The focus of the “Guardian of Water” celebration 
was on water conservation. During the week sur-
rounding the event, County staff in the County 
Administration Center received daily e-mails 
about the “Guardian of Water” sculpture, with 
important water saving tips. At the event, the 

Clerk of the Board Facilities Team surrounded 
the fountain with 70 drought tolerant plants that 
were planted around the County Administration 
Center. Supervisor Dianne Jacob, Chairwoman 
of the Board in 2009, presented a proclamation 
commemorating the statue’s presence as a “sym-
bolic protector of our precious natural resources 
for the past 70 years.” At the event, the fountain 
was turned off to comply with the City of San 

As the steward of the 360,600 square foot 
County Administration Center, the Clerk 
of the Board of Supervisors staff was con-
sistently searching for ways to conserve the 
limited natural resources that were utilized 
for operating and maintaining the County 
Administration Center.  

Supervisor Greg Cox commemorated the 
70th birthday of the dedication of the County 
Administration Center.

Clerk of the Board of Supervisors Thomas Pastuszka 
celebrates the 70th anniversary of the dedication of 
the “Guardian of Water” sculpture by Donal Hord with 
Supervisor Pam Slater-Price, Supervisor Greg Cox, 
Chief Financial Officer Don Steuer, and Supervisor 
Dianne Jacob.

The “Guardian of Water,” by Donal Hord, was 
dedicated on June 10, 1939.

http://www.sdcounty.ca.gov/cob/cacg/symphony_in_stone.wmv
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Diego’s level two drought alert. At that time, the 
City of San Diego had mandatory water restric-
tions, including the limitation of using water with 
ornamental fountains.
With over 212,000 square feet of landscaping, the 
Clerk of the Board Facilities Services increased 
the use of drought-tolerant plants and materi-
als in landscaped areas and gardens to reduce 
reliance on water resources. Staff also applied 
mulch to improve moisture retentiveness of soil 
and prevent erosion. Finally, pressure regulators 
were installed on landscape sprinklers. Pressure 
regulators helped to ensure consistent water flow 
throughout the sprinkler system, reducing over 
and under watering in particular areas. 
In October 2009, the lawns adjacent to the build-
ing on the East Plaza were replaced with waterless 
turf.  These areas were selected as a pilot project to 
test the reliability, aesthetics, and maintenance of 
a waterless lawn.  The waterless lawn carried with 
it many environmental benefits, such as drasti-
cally decreased water requirements, elimination 
of greenhouse gasses and fuel supplies from lawn 
maintenance equipment, elimination of the need 

for fertilizers and pesticides, and a reduction of 
allergens.  The product installed on the East Plaza 
was composed of 100% recyclable material, was 
lead-free, and had a 10-15 year expected life span.  
That equated to more than a decade without 
mowing, watering or fertilizing. It was estimated 
that the waterless lawn would save over 5,000 gal-
lons of water per month.  This not only conserves 
an important natural resource, but also reduces 
utility costs at the County Administration Center.
The Clerk of the Board implemented many 
water conservation projects to reduce water 
usage inside the County Administration Center.  
Foremost, all water faucets in the restrooms of 
the County Administration Center were replaced 
with motion-sensor faucets.  These motion sen-
sors helped reduce water consumption by 10%. 
In 2009, the Clerk of the Board began a pilot 
program to test the use of waterless urinals in the 
first floor restrooms.  The pilot program was suc-
cessful; therefore, in May 2010 the Clerk of the 
Board of Supervisors completed replacement of 
all urinals in the County Administration Center 
with waterless urinals.  The waterless urinals are 
expected to save approximately 740,000 gallons of 
water per year.
Improving water use during a time of serious 
water shortage was an important responsibility 
and the Clerk of the Board was proud of its con-
tinued success in this arena. 

Artificial turf on the East Plaza.
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Setting for the Future
The San Diego County Administration 
Center sits at the heart of the North 
Embarcadero, a scenic waterfront area 
widely seen as San Diego’s front porch.  The 
County Administration Center bayside 
setting on the western edge of downtown 
represented a rare and exciting opportunity 
for creation of a park that would provide 
precious open space in the downtown area 
and appropriately showcase the historic 
character of the County Administration 
Center. 

The 1998 North Embarcadero Alliance Visionary 
Plan was instrumental in establishing a com-
mon series of guidelines, goals and objectives 
for development of the North Embarcadero. The 
Plan was the result of an unprecedented coop-
erative planning effort between the five agencies 
comprising the North Embarcadero Alliance: the 
Centre City Development Corporation, the City 
of San Diego, the County of San Diego, the San 
Diego Unified Port District, and the United States 
Navy. The North Embarcadero area is bounded 
by Hawthorn Street on the north, the railroad 
right of way to the east, Market Street to the south 
and the bulkhead line of San Diego bay to the 
west. The following is a summary of some of the 
Visionary Plan’s fundamental goals that effect the 
planning and design of County Administration 
Center Waterfront Park:
•	 Establish the North Embarcadero as a public 

precinct and front porch to the whole com-
munity, creating attractions that draw people 
to the bay front 

•	 Establish the North Embarcadero as an active, 
vibrant area, particularly along the bay front 

•	 Encourage development that is economically 
viable and increase the economic and social 
vitality of the bay front

•	 Provide for uses and amenities that celebrate 
the San Diego community

•	 Preserve, enhance, and celebrate the area’s 
marine uses, architecture, art, and culture

•	 Make the bay front accessible to all, including 

those with disabilities - on foot, bicycle, boat, 
transit, and auto.

For nearly 12 years, the County continued to pur-
sue development of the County Administration 
Center Waterfront Park. Finally in May 2011, 
the Board of Supervisors approved the construc-
tion plan for the Waterfront Park. The project 
transforms the property surrounding the historic 
County Administration Center into the most 
significant waterfront open space in Downtown 
San Diego.  The Waterfront Park will convert 
eight acres of surface parking to large civic 
greens, children’s play area, intimate garden 
rooms and an expansive interactive fountain. 
Parking will be provided in a new underground 
parking garage. Sustainable design features have 
been incorporated into the project with the 
goal to certify portions of the project under the 
LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design) program and minimize ongoing costs.

The County Administration Center Waterfront Park 
will provide large civic greens, children’s play area, 
initimate garden rooms, and an expansive interactive 
fountain.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DWru68_7nNU&feature=youtu.be
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In preparation for this major project, in July 2011, 
the Board of Supervisors transferred responsibil-
ity for administering the County Administration 
Center from the Clerk of the Board of 
Supervisors to the Director of the Department of 
General Services. This action was to ensure the 
administration and management of the County 
Administration Center and surrounding property 
are coordinated seamlessly during construction 
of the Waterfront Project and after its completion. 
The Board commended the Clerk of the Board of 
Supervisors department for its exceptional work 
in maintaining the historic building over the past 
15 years.  
On October 26, 2011, then-Chairman of the 
Board, Bill Horn, and the Board of Supervisors 
kicked off demolition of the County’s vacant 
downtown health building by pulling down the 
Health and Human Services Agency sign above 
the door. It fell with a clatter, signaling an excava-
tor to start ripping down the building.
The demolition of the 1958 J.B. Askew Building 
at the County Administration Center made way 
for an expansive waterfront park. Construction 

started in the spring of 2012; with the park open-
ing by late 2013.
“A lot of good work’s been done in Askew, but it 
was intended as temporary office space, and we 
can look forward to something far better replac-
ing it,” said Board of Supervisors Chairman Bill 
Horn.
The Askew demolition was visible from Harbor 
Drive and Grape Street. Public parking and other 
business at the County Administration Center 
was not affected during the tear-down, which 
finished in December 2011. The building was 
renamed in 1980 after the County’s second public 
health officer J.B. Askew, who was a passionate 
advocate for public health in his 25-year career 
before he retired in 1975.
“The County Administration Center has been 
called the ‘Jewel of the Embarcadero,’ but it’s really 
going to sparkle when the park, 830-foot fountain 
and gardens surround it,” said Vice-Chairman 
Ron Roberts.
An underground parking garage will be built off 
Ash Street to replace above-ground lots.
The park plans include the expansive fountain 
and splash feature where kids will frolic and 
adults will dip their toes; civic greens for picnics, 
large special events, sports and lounging; and sev-
eral themed gardens, including a Mediterranean 
garden and a children’s play garden.
“The Waterfront Park will join with the first phase 
of the North Embarcadero Visionary Plan and 
under-construction Ruocco Park to transform 
our waterfront and further elevate San Diego on 
the list of world-class cities,” said Supervisor Greg 
Cox.
The Askew demolition, the park, and the garage 
are expected to cost about $44 million. Funding 

From left to right: Supervisor Greg Cox, Supervisor 
Ron Roberts, then-Chairman Bill Horn, Supervisor 
Dianne Jacob, and Supervisor Pam Slater-Price kick 
off the demolition of the J.B. Askew Building.

Demolition of the J.B. Askew building was completed 
in 2011.

came from the general fund, bond proceeds, and 
the County Redevelopment Fund.
“The County’s fiscal prudence and consistent 
AAA credit rating put us in an excellent position 
to provide this treasure for County residents to 
enjoy far into the future,” said Supervisor Dianne 
Jacob.
The project is designed with sustainable elements 
including low-water irrigation, drought-resistant 
landscaping, low-energy lighting and permeable 
ground coverings to reduce storm-water runoff 
into the bay.
“This is a sustainable, model project that will 
also be a hub of recreation and culture,” said 
Supervisor Pam Slater-Price.
As the County looks forward to restoring the open 
space around the County Administration Center, 
there may be opportunities to transform the uses 
of the interior of the Center. Many County depart-
ments have moved staffing and operations to the 
new County Operations Center in Kearny Mesa, 
freeing up space in the County Administration 
Center. To enhance services to the public, the 
Board of Supervisors is determining the best uses 
for the first floor. Such uses may include a larger, 
new Board Chamber and public meeting areas.

http://youtu.be/20WDcNN1n4Q
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While the functions inside the County 
Administration Center have changed 
over time, the civic pride for the Jewel on 
the Bay has remained constant. 
The County Administration Center 
remains the seat of County government 
and a monument for citizen involvement 
in local government. It remains a focal 
point of history in local government in 
San Diego.
The County Administration Center will 
continue to serve residents. As President 
Roosevelt said in 1938 at the dedication 
of the County Administration Center, 
“The noblest motive is the public good. 
I think if we all carry that motto in our 
hearts, in every city and community in 
the land, there is no question but the 
proper thing, American democracy, will 
survive.”
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Chronology of the County Administration Center
1902 - Initial interest expressed in the construction of 
a Civic Center.

1907 - Civic Improvement Committee established. 
Later changed name to Civic Center Committee. As a 
result of George Marston’s work on this commit- tee, 
John Nolen was brought to San Diego to work on first 
plan.

1908 - First Nolen Plan completed; recommended 
the construction of a Civic Center in the heart of 
downtown.

1909 - January 1: Nolen report submitted to the public. 

1911 - Statute issued granting the tidelands property 
to the City of San Diego on the condition that it be 
used for navigation, commerce and fishing and that it 
make $1 million in harbor improvements.

1913 - Renewed interest in the Nolen Plan; a Civic 
Center plan based on the Nolen Plan, but modified 
to lessen the cost of land, was put before the City 
Council, but did not generate enough interest to be 
implemented.

1914 - As part of the improvements under the Statutes 
of 1911, the bulkhead was established and the harbor 
dredged. The dredging materials were used to fill in 
the submerged tidelands from which the CAC site 
emerged this year.

1915 - Pan Pacific Exposition in Balboa Park. Designs 
for exposition buildings in Balboa Park spawned the 
popularity of ornate Spanish Revival architecture in 
the San Diego area.

1924 - January: Board passed resolution  #39993, 
which officially invited the San Diego City Council to 
confer with Supervisors to discuss the possibility of 
constructing a combined City/County building.

1926 - Second Nolen Plan submitted to the City 
Planning Commission; recommended the waterfront 
site for the Civic Center. March 8: Civic Center site 
officially listed for the first time; city plan adopted. 
December: Board of Supervisors passed resolution 
declaring “the necessity for the erection of a public 
building” for both the City and the County.

1927 - March 22: San Diego voters approved the 
waterfront location through a countywide election.

1929 - Objections raised about the waterfront site led 
to a bill introduced in the state legislature that set aside 
the land for Civic Center purposes. June 11: Governor 
approved and signed the bill that conveyed the CAC 
property to the County and the City of San Diego as 
joint owners upon payment of o$1,000 (Chapter 778 
of Statutes of 1929).

1930 - November 4: A special election was held to vote 
$500,000 in bonds to pay half the cost of the Civic 
Center building. The necessary two-thirds majority 
was not obtained, and the issue did not pass.

1931 - October: A resolution of the Common 
Council of the City stated that other locations would 
be considered as possible sites for the Civic Center. 
December: In a countywide election, voters favored 
the plan to build the center on the tidelands site.

1932 - January: The Civic Center Committee suggested 
that the building be constructed on the unoccu- pied 
portion of the courthouse block. The committee 
pointed out that financial circum- stances would make 
it difficult to sell bonds backed by the best of security; 
the Depression prevented economic certainty.

1933 - A bond issue that had been organized by the 
Citizen’s Civic Center Committee was defeated. 
Payment was finally made for the tidelands site by 
the city and county ($1,000) to secure ownership 
under Chapter 778 of the Statutes of 1929. Passage 
of the National Industrial Relief Act revived hope for 
possible construction of a Civic Center. June: The City 
Attorney informed the city and the county that there 
weren’t enough funds available to erect the building, 
then advised that an application be made to the 
Federal Public Works fund. August: A Civic Center 
Report submitted by joint committee composed of the 
City and County Planning Commissions advised that 
the waterfront site be chosen for the location of the 
Civic Center. October: Board of Supervisors resolved 
that the courthouse site was inadequate  for a Civic 
Center. December 19: Citizens voted to construct 
the Civic Center on the tidelands site rather than the 
courthouse or Balboa Park sites; the tidelands site 
won by a narrow margin.
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1934 - January 11: Ordinance authorizing payment 
of the County’s $500 to secure the site voted by 
Supervisors. The City’s ordinance was passed four 
days later. February 10: State Supreme  Court case of 
Atwood v Hammond commenced and was dismissed 
on March 19th; the waterfront site was declared free 
from the tidelands trust of 1911. May: Civic Center 
Committee was established, comprised of councilmen 
and supervisors. Summer: City and County 
appropriated funds to be used to pay for architectural 
plans for the Civic Center.

1935 - Early this year, architects Johnson, Requa 
and Gill appeared before the Board of Supervisors 
with a model of the proposed Civic Center. January: 
The administrator of the Federal Emergency Public 
Works informed the City and County that federal 
funds were depleted, but still encouraged San Diego 
to apply for assistance in the event that more funding 
would be appropriated. March 25: Waterfront site 
decision secured through resolution adopted by 
Board of Supervisors. April 9: County resolved to 
construct the Civic Center at a total cost of no more 
than $1 million. April 23: One million dollar bond 
issue presented to voters; a two-thirds majority was 
not obtained. It was decided that the only remaining 
option would be to apply to the federal government 
for aid. August 28: Request made for $1 million Public 
Works Administration project to start construction; 
City and County filed application for PWA project. 
September: President Roosevelt authorized $1 million 
to be granted from the Works Progress Administration 
one week after a personal tour of the site. November 
12: City Manager signs architects’ contract. November 
19: Architects’ contract signed by every member of 
the Board of Supervisors. Contract gave architects 
$36,000 for planning and $14,000 for supervision; 
cost was shared by both the City and the County. 
End of November: Works Progress Administrator 
Frank McLaughlin sent a telegram authorizing 
the commencement of construction. December: 
McLaughlin announced that the Civic Center project 
had been approved, and the federal contribution of 
$989,528 was in a bank in San Francisco. December 5: 
Groundbreaking ceremony took place at site, with the 
first earth turned by George W. Marston.

1936 - January 4: Actual construction began. 
October 8: Bidding for private contractors opened; 
jurisdiction of the WPA had ended with completion 
of the building’s foundation. October 28: Contract for 
completion of remaining four stories awarded to B.O. 
Larsen Construction. Soon after, the remainder of the 
WPA money was conveyed to the City and County of 
San Diego.

1937 - June 28: Board of Supervisors approved 
specifications of Donal Hord’s “Guardian of Water” 
fountain. June 29: City Council followed county 
in approving specifications. July: A 22-ton granite 
block delivered to Donal Hord’s studio to begin 
construction of the fountain. October 29: Luncheon 
held to celebrate completion of the building’s exterior.

1938 - May 24: Contract for completing building 
awarded to Charles L. Hoskins. July 6: Telegram  sent 
to Ralph Jenney requesting that he act as chairman 
of a welcoming committee for the president; Jenney 
formally accepted the following day. July 16: President  
Roosevelt arrived in San Diego in order to dedicate 
the Civic Center; about 25,000 people attended 
the ceremony. November: County and City agree 
to sponsor a WPA Federal Art Project that will 
finance the painting of three mural panels each for 
the Board Chamber and the City Council Chamber. 
December 19: City Hall offices were moved to Civic 
Center building. December 23: Civic Center  opening  
ceremonies; building officially opens for business. 
December 27: First official meeting held in Civic 
Center. Roland Hoyt hired as landscape architect for 
$100,000 WPA project to redesign the grounds (at a 
total cost of $129,944).
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1939 - February: WPA weaving project arranged  to 
produce a series of three historical tapestries for the 
interior of the Civic Center. May: Designs for mural 
panels approved. June 10: Dedication ceremony held 
for Hord’s “Guardian of Water” sculpture. Landscaping 
of grounds completed by Hoyt. 

1945 - Statutes of 1929 amended to provide that the 
land was conveyed to the City and County as co- 
owners rather than joint owners, and the co- owners 
could convey interest in property to each other. This 
provided part of the foundation for the transfer of the 
City’s land to the County.

1956 - Building construction: third floor area 
extended over west branch of north wing, adding to 
the chambers of the Board of Supervisors.

1958 - Health Center constructed on northwest side 
of building.

1960 - Replica of “Guardian of Water” sculpture 
completed; the San Diego-Yokohama Friendship 
Commission accepted it and shipped it to Yokohama. 
Third floor expansion undertaken to move the mayor’s 
office there from the eighth floor.

1962 - Two appraisal reports commissioned in 
preparation for the sale of the City’s share of the 
building to the County. Appraisals were in the vicinity 
of $7 million.

1963 - July 17: County acquired City’s remaining 
interest in Civic Center; cost set at $3.3 million.

1964 - October: The County paid its first installment of 
the $3.3 million to the City. November 13: City began 
moving out. Move completed in January of 1965.

1967 - The County finished paying the $3.3 million 
bill to the City.

1969 - Third floor northeast wing added at cost of 
$500,000 to house the Clerk of the Board. Nighttime 
lighting system set up on the western side of the 
building.

1974 - An extensive improvement project was 
undertaken to modernize the CAC. Additions built 
on top of the third floor at north end and another on 
top of the second floor of southeast wing. Cafeteria 
constructed on south end of fourth floor. Would add 
21,000 square feet at a cost of $10.1 million.

1984 - Low-use water demonstration garden installed 
on the eastern side of the complex. 

1986 - October 22: City Historic Site Board approved 
CAC as a historic site.

1987 - Board of Supervisors revived idea of Cedar 
Street Mall (complex of government buildings from 
the bay to Balboa Park), a take-off on the Nolen Plan.

1988 - May 16: National Register of Historic Places 
recognized the CAC as a national historic site. July 
11: Ceremony for historic designation; in addition, 
celebration of the 50th anniversary of the building’s 
original dedication.

1989 - December: Relighting of Center (at night) 
as a result of campaign by Citizens Coordinate for 
Century 3.

1996 - January 30: Board of Supervisors appoints 
the Clerk of the Board of Supervisors to serve as 
administrator of the County Administration Center. 
February 27: After a 5-year-long  dry spell caused 
by mechanical problems, the “Guardian of Water” 
sculpture fountain was turned on again.

1997 - The Board of Supervisors takes leadership 
in the development of the North Embarcadero 
planning process through membership in the North 
Embarcadero Alliance, an interagency collaboration 
between the County, City of San Diego, Centre City 
Development Corporation, Port and the Navy.

1998 - February 10: Board of Supervisors appropriates 
$3 million for the restoration of the tower, repair of the 
red tile roof and repair and painting of the exterior. 
July 16: Sixtieth Anniversary celebration held on the 
west side of the building with bands, vintage cars and 
festivities.

2000: The Clerk of the Board completed the historic 
renovation of the CAC in August. On February 18 
the County celebrated the Sesquicentennial at a 
celebration at the CAC, opening the historic tower and 
revealing restored historic art work. Also, this year, 
the CAC received a Save Our Heritage Organization 
(SOHO) award and an Orchid Award. 

2001: The East and West entrances to the CAC were 
closed following the terrorist attacks on September 11, 
2001. All public access was re-routed to the North and 
South entrances where security officers screen visitors.

2003: The CAC Cafeteria was remodeled to meet 
current health codes. On January 21, the CAC 
cafeteria was reopened.

2004: The CAC was honoroed by the Building Owners 
and Managers Association (BOMA) as the Office 
Building of the Year in the category of HIstorical 
Buildings. Also, the CAC historic art collection was 
restored and reframed.
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2006: The department conducted a Property Condition 
Assessment and created a Major Maintenance Plan for 
the CAC. The project evaluated the current condition 
of the building and looked prospectively at the 
projects needed to preserve it for the enjoyment of 
future generations. 

2008: On July 16, County staff celebrated the 70th 
birthday of the dedication of the CAC.

2009: On June 10, County staff celebrated the 
anniversary of the dedication of the “Guardian of 
Water” sculpture by Donal Hord. The Board of 
Supervisors turned off the fountain to comply with 
the City of San Diego’s level two drought alert. In 
October, the Clerk of the Board installed a waterless 
turf on the east plaza.

2011: In May, the Board of Supervisors approved 
the construction plan for the CAC Waterfront 
Park. In July, the Board of Supervisors transferred 
responsibility of the CAC from the Clerk of the Board 
to the Department of General Services to facilitate 
coordination of the CAC Waterfront Park. On October 
26, the demolition of the County’s Health and Human 
Services building, the J.B. Askew building, began.



JEWEL ON THE BAY 54

Resource Catalog
Sources and Locations
1.	 Board of Supervisors Records: Located in the 

Clerk of the Board office on the fourth floor of the 
County Administration Center.

2.	 Department of Media and Public Relations: 
Located on the second floor of the County 
Administration Center. 

3.	 Central Library: Located at 7th and E Streets in 
downtown San Diego. The majority of relevant 
information is maintained in the California Room.

4.	 Archives of the San Diego Historical Society: 
Located on the bottom floor of the Casa de Balboa 
in Balboa Park.

Available Information
Resources Within the County  Administration Center
A. Board of Supervisors Records: The file used is titled 
County Administrative Center: Acquisition of Site. 
The bulk of the file consists of letters between county 
departments, city departments, planning committees, 
state and federal offices, local architects, and residents 
of San Diego. Also included  is a volume titled A Civic 
Center Report (1933), which contains useful infor-
mation about the location of the site. In addition, a 
bound volume from the State Supreme Court Case of 
Atwood v Hammond is useful when discussing the 
entitlement difficulties of building on the waterfront 
site. The majority of information in this file is pre-
construction, and most of it is in the form of official 
documents or letters between officials (both city and 
county). It is especially useful if there is a need to show 
primary documents (such as resolutions and ordi-
nances, which are either included or referred to) or to 
indicate how various citizens expressed their support 

or disapproval of the plans for the Civic Center. The 
most recent documents are statements of expenses 
from President Roosevelt’s dedication ceremony in 
the summer of 1935.
Other files from Records pertaining to the County 
Administration Center:
1.	 Administration Building-Civic Center. Bronze 

Plaque-Fountain Statue and Murals. Resolutions 
and written correspondence regarding the bronze 
plaque placed near the entrance to the CAC; 
approval of the “Guardian of Water” specifica-
tions and correspondence regarding the ethnicity 
of the model for the statue; resolutions dealing 
with the appointment of artists to complete the 
WPA mural project.

2.	 P.W.A General Services: County Admin. Center 
(Misc.) 7/24/62. Contains two appraisals of the 
CAC; one conducted by John Cotton and the 
other by Ewart Goodwin and Thomas Sandmeyer. 
These appraisals were commissioned in order to 
assess the monetary value of the Civic Center so 
that the City could transfer its share of the build-
ing to the County.

3.	 Co. Admin. Center: Miscellaneous File No. 2. 
5/31/61 to 7/3/73. Correspondence regarding 
dwindling space at the CAC. Contains consid-
eration of improvement proposal [what would 
become the extensive 1974 renovation project]. 
Contains copies of the quitclaim deed by which 
the county acquired the city’s share of the Civic 
Center.

4.	 General Services: Co. Admin. Center 
Construction Misc. 10/4/55 to 12/21/64. Mostly 
records of alterations to the building. Includes 
some information about constructing additional 
space.

B. Media and Public Relations: This office is an excel-
lent resource both for researching the history of the 
building and in locating pictures of the site. There 
is also a copy of the 1926 Nolen Plan available (see 
library section for description of Nolen Plan).
1.	 The green file folder titled Civic Center: 

Administration Building/County Administration 
Center contains mainly newspaper clippings, in 
addition to one document by Cynthia Malinick 
which summarizes part of the history of the build-
ing. Portions of this document have been used in 
this document.

2.	 Two manila folders contain original photo- graphs 
(and negatives) from construction  and dedica-
tion of the building. The first folder, titled CAC 
Construction, etc. 1934-36:  Historical Copies/
Historical County Buildings contains numerous  
copies of three important photographs: 1) FDR at 
the microphone during the dedication ceremony 
(seated in car, close range); 2) Civic Center from 
a distance, showing the crowd of thousands gath-
ered for the ceremony; and 3) FDR in car during 
the dedication ceremony (taken from the crowd’s 
perspective). The second folder, titled CAC 
Construction 1936-, contains a series of photos 
that are useful in showing the progress of the 
building construction.

3.	 A large photograph  of the original 1938 painting 
of the Civic Center by Charles Reiffel.

Resources in the Central Public Library
A. Nolen Plans: Located in the California Room on 
the second floor. They cannot be removed from the 
room. Call number RCC 352.7.
1.	 San Diego: A Comprehensive Plan for its 

Improvement, 1908. Nolen was brought out to 
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San Diego from the East Coast and commis-
sioned by George Marston to publish this plan. 
Includes sketches of the proposed Civic Center in 
a different site than the waterfront location. This 
was the earliest documen- tation of Civic Center 
planning; it helped contribute to the awareness of 
the growing need for a civic center.

2.	 A Comprehensive City Plan for San Diego, 
California, 1926. Includes an extensive map of 
Nolen’s ideas for the city, including reference to 
the waterfront site as its proposed location. This 
document was commissioned by the City, and a 
result of Nolen’s recommendations in this plan, 
the waterfront site became the site selected by the 
City and County governments.

B. Unbound Periodicals: Also located in the California 
Room; periodicals are in file drawers in the back of the 
room and can be accessed without the librarian. The 
files titled Civic Center - San Diego (City) and County 
Administration
Center - San Diego (County) contain  newspaper clip-
pings dating from pre-construction to recent events 
concerning the CAC; in particular, there is a lot of 
information about the City’s relocation in 1963 and 
the proposed development of the CAC parking lots 
during the early 1980’s. Also included is informa-
tion about the historic designation of the site and 
the celebration of its 50th birthday in 1988. There is 
an original invitation to the historic designation cer-
emony, and many of the newspaper clippings feature 
photographs of the CAC.
C. Rising Tide: The History of San Diego: Richard 
Pourade, 1967. Published by the Union-Tribune 
Publishing Company. Located in the California 
Room, call number RCC 979.498/Pourade. Contains 
information about the historical aspects of San Diego, 
with a small amount of attention devoted to the Civic 
Center. One picture shows the dedication ceremony, 
and there is also a collection of three sketches of the 

proposed Center, indicating the architectural changes 
that it underwent during the design phase. Excellent 
background information and attention devoted to key 
civic leaders such as Marston.
Resources in the Archives of the San Diego Historical  
Society
A. Journal of San Diego History: “The Silent Sentinel: 
Samuel Wood Hamill, F.A.I.A.” by Laura Young. Issue 
from Winter, 1985. Contains information about Sam 
Hamill’s participation in the Civic Center project, as 
well as extensive biographical information.
B. Master’s Thesis by Pamela Hart Branton: The Works 
Progress Administration in San Diego County, 1935-
1943. Half of a chapter in this thesis (pp. 80-87) is 
devoted to the construction of the Civic Center in the 
context of a WPA project. It is basically a summary of 
the process of obtaining aid. Some of this information 
is included in this document.
C. George White Marston Papers: Contain a signifi-
cant amount of information about Marston’s role in 
building the Civic Center. Located in Box 1 File 8.
D. Blueprints, presentation drawings: The archives 
store a large quantity of architectural drawings of the 
building. Below is a list of visuals, located by archive 
call numbers. 
#AD 1050-004 F6-D6: Drawing of proposed Civic 
Center: watercolor on heavy board (30”x 40”). No 
date. 
#AD 1050-002  F3-D1: Three partial sheets of details 
of the tile pattern design on various exteriorparts of 
the building. Authors: Gill, Johnson, Requa & Hamill.
#AD 1050-003 F6-D6: Eight sheets of blue- prints 
(30” x 47”) in excellent condition from 1934. Authors: 
Requa, Jackson & Hamill; William T. Johnson; Louis 
J. Gill.
#AD 1001-000 Photo Collection: “Films of Richard 
S. Requa, AIA, 1920s through 1937.” A collection of 

Requa’s personal films (18 reels) that contains some 
footage of the early foundation construction of the 
building (on reel 31).
#AD P 1050-006 F6-D12: Presentation drawing of 
Civic Center. Pen and ink on paper; original drawing 
of east elevation.
#AD P 1050-007 F6-D12: Presentation drawing show-
ing west elevation.
#AD 1050-009 F3-D4: Bound, mimeographed volume 
containing the complete set of standard contractor’s 
specifications from February of 1936. Gill, Johnson, 
Requa and Hamill.
#AD 1050-014 F6-Ds2: These are the floor plans 
(blueprints)  with specific city and county office and 
department space allocations penciled in. January 
1936. Gill, Johnson, Requa and Hamill.
#AD 1050-000: File of 44 construction photos from 
the series of 70 photos taken by Requa.
#AD 1050-008: This is a professionally-produced doc-
umentary of the design, construction and dedication 
of Donal Hord’s statue, Guardian of Water. It shows 
his sketches, live models, quarrying  the stone, rough-
ing out the figure, finishing, moving into place, design 
of the tile fountain, details of the tile installation and 
dedication on June 10, 1939. It is a VHS videocassette 
titled “A Symphony  in Stone,” 15 minutes long.
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Extracts from County Records
The following documents were used from County files 
as resources for this book. 

December 20, 1926: Resolution of the Board of 
Supervisors addressing the necessity for constructing  
a building to serve County purposes; accepts City’s 
offer for joint ownership.

September 8, 1933: County Planning Commission 
report to Board of Supervisors recommending  the 
construction of the Civic Center on the waterfront. 
Rent argument presented. Recommended submitting 
application for $1 million loan; advised preparation of 
plans.

January 21, 1935: Letter from G.A. Davidson to 
Board of Supervisors. Indicates correspondence 
with Federal Emergency Administration; positive 
feedback about Civic Center idea. Includes letter 
from the administrator of the FEA mentioning that 
federal funds were depleted, but the administration 
considered the Civic Center an “ideal” type of project.

July 5, 1938: City Council resolution to appoint  Ralph 
Jenney as chairman  of a group of officials designated 
to welcome the president at the dedication ceremony.

August 23, 1938: Invoice from presidential visit 
showing expenses for the dedication ceremony.

December 23, 1938: Program from Civic Center’s 
opening ceremonies.

December 14, 1966: Copy of Quitclaim Deed involved 
in transfer of ownership from City to County.

June 16, 1988: Notice from State Historic Preservation 
Officer that the Civic Center was placed on the 
National Register. Letter to Bob Lerner, Public Affairs 
Officer.

June 18, 2002: The Board of Supervisors approving the 
Master Plan for the CAC Waterfront Park.
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