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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   14      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1000 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Don Lee Cadillac showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1000 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/                   mN          *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 715, lots 14 thru 69 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This reinforced concrete building stretches along the east side of Van Ness Avenue for 120’, from 
O’Farrell Street to Myrtle Street, and extends east along O’Farrell and Myrtle for 200’8”.   It 
occupies city lot #5 of block 715.  Adjacent to the east is a 1990s addition of equal height but 
different style that was built for this building’s conversion into movie theaters; it extends to Polk 
Street, occupies lot #2, and is not further described in this report. 
 
When built, this building was eight stories plus a basement in height.  The interior of the building 
has not been visited for this report, so whether the floor divisions remain the same after the 
conversion of the 1990s is unknown to this writer. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – eight-story commercial building_________                    ___ 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 
 


P5b.  Description of Photo:  View 
looking northeast, 1928; SFPL photo 
AAD-4657 (please see page 3 for a 
current photo) 


 
Historic view, 1928 


*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1920-1921; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
DEVELOPERS DIVERSIFIED 
1000 VAN NESS S/C  
REAL3300 ENTERPRISE 
PARKWAYBEACHWOOD OH  44122 
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  May 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite report.)     
William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row 
Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009. 
*Attachments:  NONE   Location 
Map   Sketch Map   Continuation 
Sheet   Building, Structure and Object 
Record   Archaeological Record   


 District Record   Linear Feature 
Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
The building has a three-part composition, with cornices setting off the two upper stories and the two 
lower stories from the four middle stories.  Although the composition is in three parts, the architectural 
treatment of the six upper stories is consistent, and is somewhat industrial in feeling; while that of the 
two lower stories is much more ornate, and is commercial in feeling.  This varied treatment reflects the 
fact that the two lower stories were accessible to the public as an auto showroom and offices, while the 
six upper stories were used for automobile storage, repair, service, and painting, and storage of auto 
parts. 
 
The Van Ness façade is divided into five bays, while the O’Farrell and Myrtle facades are each divided 
into eight bays.  Except for the fact that the Van Ness side has a monumental entrance, the architectural 
treatment is the same on the Van Ness façade and on the adjacent three bays of the O’Farrell and Myrtle 
facades.  The remaining (easternmost) five bays of the O’Farrell façade are very slightly plainer in 
treatment, while the remaining bays on the Myrtle Street side are quite plain.  All façade ornament 
appears to be made of terra cotta, except perhaps for that in the recessed spandrels. 
 
At the top of the building is a broad cornice supported by elaborately carved brackets.  The original 
cornice was removed before the 1980s but has since been restored to its original appearance.  Below the 
cornice is a course of egg-and-dart molding, and below this is a frieze.  The frieze consists of panels 
filled with rinçeaux, or arabesques, of foliage; and superimposed on it, above each pier, is a shield that is 
topped by the head and wings of a cherub and is surrounded by garlands.  A course of molding and a flat 
band run along the base of the frieze.  Two stories below, a thin secondary cornice runs along the 
seventh floor level.  It consists of a profiled molding and a dentil course.  In the middle of this cornice a 
large shield or sconce with eagle supports a flagpole that extends at a 45 degree angle. 
 
The piers and primary spandrels of the upper six stories form a grid.  The treatment of these members is 
plain, save at the corners of the building, where the piers are decorated with quoins.  Within each 
rectangle of the grid is a two-story window composition bordered by a rope molding and sill.  In this 
composition, a recessed spandrel decorated with a shield and foliage separates the two stories; mullions 
take the form of colonettes; and window sash is eight-over-eight, double-hung.  These windows are most 
likely made of wood, but may be metal-clad.  In the easternmost five bays of the Myrtle Street side, 
windows are made of industrial steel sash. 
 
A cornice, dentil course, and frieze cap the composition of the lower two stories.  The frieze is filled 
with floral ornament.  At the center of the Van Ness facade, the cornice, dentil course, and frieze wrap 
around paired columns that flank the monumental arched pedestrian entrance.  Surmounting the columns 
and entrance is an immense sculptural group featuring two seated men reclining against a central, 
elaborately framed shield.  Each man holds, respectively, a wheel and a gear, symbolizing the 
automobiles sold within and the machine age that produced the auto.  The frieze below the sculptural 
group reads “CADILLAC,” a replacement (probably early) for the original signage here, which read 
“DON LEE.” 


(Continued next page.) 
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Description (continued): 
 
A shield forms the key of the entrance arch; and wreath, shield, and foliation ornament fill its spandrel.  The arch 
itself is composed of three layers of ornamented moldings, and has a paneled soffit with floral ornament.  The 
columns to either side are intensely decorated with floral ornament, and are fluted near the base. 
 
Within the entrance arch, paired doors with full-length glazing are flanked by sidelights with spindle grilles and 
topped by a transom fronted with spindles and sculpture; all of these elements appear to be of bronze.  A very tall 
window with bronze sash fills the area above the entrance and within the arch. 
 
Windows to either side of the entrance in this level are tripartite, and are divided by colonettes.  Transom bars are 
elaborately decorated with ornament similar to that employed elsewhere on the building, and lights above the 
transom bar are divided by muntins.  Paired pilasters separate the windows from each other.  In front of two 
pilaster pairs are free-standing spiral columns upon which sit sculptures of bears.  The end piers of the lower 
stories are clad in rusticated terra cotta, with shield ornament. 
 
The auto showroom just inside the main entrance rises two stories in height and is far more elaborate than the 
exterior.  Its main feature is a double staircase that leads up to the second story offices.  This showroom interior is 
generally intact, but a description is beyond the scope of this report; historic photos are included here as a means 
of conveying the general character of this space. 
 


 
 


View looking northeast, June 2009 
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Main entrance and detail
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Top photo:  Column with bear 
Bottom photo:  Window detail
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BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   6    of   14      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)     1000 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Don Lee Cadillac showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  movie theaters  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Spanish Colonial Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1920-1921.  Converted to movie theaters with an addition to the east in the early-to-mid-1990s.  Cornice removed 
before the 1980s and restored in the 1990s. 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architects:        Weeks and Day  b. Builder:  Lindgren Company                  c.  Sculptor:    Jo Mora                
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1920-1964                       Property Type  auto showroom      Applicable Criteria _1, 2, 3       
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Design and construction, architect and sculptor 


This building was constructed during 1920-1921 for Don Lee, the auto dealer who initially occupied the 
building.  His architects were Weeks and Day, perhaps the premier firm in San Francisco during the 1920s, and 
still considered one of the most important in San Francisco’s history.  The firm was founded in 1916 by architect 
Charles Peter Weeks (who trained at the Ecole des Beaux Arts) and structural engineer Will P. Day, and 
continued until the death of Weeks in 1928.  Together they designed many prominent buildings, including 
Shriners’ Hospital (1923), the San Francisco Chronicle building (1923-1924; altered), the Huntington Hotel 
(1924), the Mark Hopkins Hotel (1925), the Brocklebank apartments (1926), and the Sir Francis Drake Hotel 
(1928), all in San Francisco and extant; the State Library and Courts building and the State Office Building in 
Sacramento (completed ca. 1923; extant), plus two tall office buildings (1920, 1921), all in Sacramento; several 
theaters; and many other projects.  Earlier, Weeks had been very productive in partnership with Albert Sutton 
(1902-1913) and during a solo period (1913-1916).  After Weeks’ death, Day continued to work on major 
projects, including a police station on Fulton Street in Golden Gate Park (1932), the creation of Treasure Island 
for the GGIE World’s Fair, and the main terminal building at S.F. International Airport (1950-1954; altered). 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #93966, Nov. 20, 1920 (filed under “1020 Van Ness”) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1964 
1929 and 1948 Sanborn insurance maps (“Don Lee Building”) 
Irving F. Morrow, “The Don Lee Building, San Francisco,” Architect 


and Engineer, October 1921 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  May 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Construction, architect, and sculptor (continued) 
 
The design of this building’s double staircase was mildly controversial.  At least one architect, and 
possibly others, thought that it resembled the staircase at the Burgos Cathedral in Spain so closely as to 
constitute plagiarism.  Weeks readily admitted that the Spanish staircase influenced his own design, but 
thought that the differences made the influence allowable.  “About the only thing that is similar in the 
two stairways,” he wrote, “is that both start with a flight of steps turning to the right and left and then to 
the left and right, arriving together at the top.  The Don Lee material is of wood and imitation stone, the 
Burgos Cathedral, metal and marble, and there is no one piece of detail that is common to both.”  (See 
Edward H. Hamilton, “Plagiarism? No, Declares S.F. Architect,” San Francisco Examiner, December 
13, 1921; also December 16th and 20th, and perhaps other dates.) 
 
According to a secondary source, the sculptor of the terra cotta statuary on the exterior of this building 
was Jo Mora (1876-1947), the son of a sculptor and a native of Uruguay who moved to the United States 
at an early age.  He studied in Boston and New York, worked as an illustrator at the Boston Herald, and 
moved to California in 1903.  His works include the Cervantes monument in Golden Gate Park, the 
Father Serra group at Carmel mission, the Bret Harte memorial at the Bohemian Club, and murals in the 
Canterbury Hotel.  (See Don Andreini, “Landmark Showroom…,” Heritage Newsletter, vol. XX, no. 2 
(March-April, 1992.) 
 
History – Occupants 
 
This building was occupied by automobile showrooms from its completion in early 1921 through 1991.  
The first three showrooms were all devoted to the sale of Cadillac autos, through at least 1969.  The 
fourth and last showroom was for the sale of Lincoln and Mercury autos. 
 
The Cadillac brand of automobiles 
 
Although Cadillac has been a part of General Motors for 101 years, its origin is linked to GM’s major 
competitor, Henry Ford.  Very early in his career, Henry Ford started auto manufacturing businesses that 
did not survive for more than a year or two.  His second attempt, during 1901-1902, was called the 
“Henry Ford Company”; Ford left it under his own volition due to a dispute with his financial backers.  
He then went on to found the successful Ford Motor Company that is in business today. 
 
The investors who had backed the Henry Ford Company originally intended to liquidate its Detroit 
factory and other assets after Henry Ford left, but on further consideration decided to continue making 
automobiles.  They needed a change in name, of course, and settled on Cadillac, after the French 
explorer who had founded Detroit in 1701.  The reorganized Cadillac Automobile Company was 
founded in August 1902.  Its first car, the 1903 Model A, was practically identical in appearance with 
the Ford Motor Company’s first car, also produced in 1903. 
 
The two brands quickly diverged, however.  Wikipedia states “From its earliest years Cadillac aimed for 
precision engineering and stylish luxury finish, causing its cars to be ranked among the finest in the  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
U.S.”  Thus, the market for Cadillac became the opposite of that for Ford, which made ultra-basic, 
inexpensive cars.  In 1909, General Motors purchased Cadillac and made it the conglomerate’s large, 
luxury vehicle brand.  Below Cadillac in price, in descending order, were Buick, Oldsmobile, Oakland 
(later, Pontiac), and Chevrolet.  In later decades this hierarchy became somewhat blurred as each 
division offered a wider range of models.  For instance, during 1927-1940 Cadillac offered a smaller 
sister brand, the La Salle, also named after a French explorer.  Like Cadillac, the La Salle was also sold 
at 1000 Van Ness. 
 
Wikipedia credits Cadillac with a number of technological advances: the use of interchangeable parts (in 
1908), the first high-volume production of fully-enclosed bodies (in 1910), the first use of an electrical 
system for starting, ignition, and lighting (in 1912), and one of the first uses of a V-8 engine (in 1915).  
Despite the brand’s emphasis on luxury, it did not begin to produce designer-styled bodies (as opposed 
to “auto-engineered” bodies) until 1927. 
 
Sales were greatly impacted during the Depression, and GM briefly considered discontinuing the brand.  
According to the Wikipedia entry for Cadillac, the brand survived the Depression only because it was 
part of GM. 
 
1921-1969:  Don Lee and successor Cadillac dealerships 
 
From nearly the inception of the brand into the 1940s, Don Lee was the major Cadillac dealer in 
California.  He began selling Cadillacs in Los Angeles in 1905, when the product still had a one-cylinder 
engine.  In 1908 he began to offer service in addition to sales, and he later credited his emphasis on 
service (instead of bargaining on price) with the foundation of his success.  At a very early date he began 
to envision creating a system of garages around the state that would specialize in the service of 
Cadillacs. 
 
While Don Lee controlled the sales of Cadillac in Los Angeles and southern California, his brother 
Cuyler Lee had a similar status in San Francisco and northern California.  He began selling Cadillacs in 
San Francisco in 1903, even before Don Lee had sold them in Los Angeles.  In 1907 Cuyler Lee began 
to sell another luxury brand, Packard, alongside Cadillac, and in 1909-1910 he built the city’s largest 
and finest auto showroom to date, at 2000 Van Ness, to house these two brands.  As soon as that 
building was completed, however, Cadillac announced a policy that its dealers could not sell any 
competing brands, and since Cuyler Lee also sold Packard, Cadillac was yanking its agency away from 
him.  The result was that Cadillac was sold at 2000 Van Ness for only about a month, in May 1910.  
(See “Cadillac to Have New Agents in this City, San Francisco Chronicle, May 29, 1910, p. 45.) 
 
The new Cadillac firm for San Francisco, the Morrison-Cole Motor Company, was obscure, and its sales 
room was modest.  It was probably only a placeholder for Cadillac until it could get the northern 
California distributor they really wanted.  Less than one year later, in early 1911, they chose Cuyler 
Lee’s brother, Don Lee.  (See “Cadillac Agency in New Hands in this City, San Francisco Chronicle, 
February 26, 1911, p. 39.)   It seems probable that Cadillac had had Don Lee in mind as their distributor 
for the entire state for some time. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Don Lee was dynamic in the way he handled the brand.  By September 1911 he owned six Cadillac 
showrooms in California, including in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Oakland, and had established 
another 33 sub-dealers and service centers around the state.  In 1913 he moved his San Francisco 
showroom from a small storefront at 512 Golden Gate Avenue into a new, four-story building at 1601 
Van Ness Avenue.  At 46,000 square feet, it was one of the largest in the city.  Don Lee did not own that 
building, but he helped to finance it by signing a lease long before construction began.  He remained 
there as a lessee through 1920. 
 
He then built his own new building, the one being evaluated here.  In February 1920 Lee purchased the 
entire one-half block bounded by Van Ness Avenue, Polk Street, O’Farrell Street, and Myrtle Street.  He 
planned an auto showroom building on the western half of this parcel and left the eastern half vacant.  
The showroom construction began in November 1920 and Lee began to move into it only four months 
later, in February 1921, while the exterior ornament and the showroom were still being worked on.  
Ornamental finish must have taken several months longer.  At eight stories and a basement in height, 
and with 216,000 square feet of space, the building was over four times as large as Lee’s previous 
showroom.  It was by far the largest auto showroom in San Francisco. 
 
It was probably also the most beautiful.  Architect Irving F. Morrow, reviewing the finished building in 
Architect and Engineer (“The Don Lee Building,” October 1921), stated “Anyone disposed to be 
dispirited by the ruthlessness of the machine in ousting humanity from human affairs is inclined to sit up 
and take notice at the sight of a building such as this one.”  Explaining that buildings devoted to 
automobile use and sales tended more toward an industrial character than a commercial one, he noted 
that this building overcame that trend; it was a “successful… assault of the spirit on the stronghold of 
materialism.”  The lavish use of decoration could be explained, he thought, by the fact that this was a 
showroom for autos of “highest class.”  Morrow especially praised the use of color in the building, both 
on the exterior and inside.  He did note that there was a certain “rigidity and lack of subtlety” in the pier 
and spandrel grid of the upper floors, but then made allowance for this by saying “after all, it is a loft 
building.”  Regarding the appropriateness of using a historical style (Spanish Colonial) for a modern 
industrial building, he chose to leave that discussion to another forum. 
 
Don Lee’s competitor in sales of high-class autos, Earle C. Anthony, offered nothing but praise for this 
building.  Anthony noted, “In his desire to construct a beautiful building which would beautify the city, 
he has spent several hundred thousand dollars on the exterior so that the people of San Francisco could 
take a pride in its architectural beauty, when he might have saved his money and had the building serve 
its purpose just as well.”  He commended Lee for his “progressiveness, courage, and good taste.”  
(Edward H. Hamilton, “Yank Garages Big War Aid, Critics Told,” San Francisco Examiner, December 
20, 1921.)  This building must have been on Anthony’s mind when he constructed his own boldly ornate 
Packard showroom a block to the south, in 1926-1927, to designs by Bernard Maybeck. 
 
In its arrangement of departments Don Lee’s Cadillac building was similar to other large showrooms in 
the city.  The most public areas, and the areas with the highest level of architectural finish, were in the  


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
first story and in the mezzanine level (here, called the second floor).  The main showroom, at the front, 
occupied a space two stories in height; here new and custom-built automobiles were shown.  The double 
staircase led to various offices, which probably included an office for Don Lee; one for his San 
Francisco branch manager, P. T. Prather, who had held this role since 1911; offices for the salesmen at 
this branch; and regional offices for branches around the state.  Passageways led from the main 
showroom to the rear of the first story, where the used car salesroom and the accessories department 
were located. 
 
The basement and upper stories were for the most part seen only by staff, and housed departments that 
were more industrial in character.  The vehicle entrance to the building was in the basement level of the 
O’Farrell Street side.  Here, servicemen met the car owner, wrote out orders for whatever kind of service 
or repair work was desired, and took charge of the car.  A “quick service” department was located on 
this level, as was a gasoline pump so that the car owner could receive his car fully gassed up.  Freight 
elevators were employed to move the automobile to higher levels for other kinds of work. 
 
The third floor was a stock room where parts for all models of Cadillac were stored and the sale of such 
parts was conducted.  The fourth and fifth floors were used as a garage.  The business here was probably 
similar to that of regular public garages, but it may be that this was also where cars were stored after 
they had been repaired, painted, etc., and were awaiting customer pick-up.  A car wash and polish 
service was also located on these two floors.  The sixth floor was devoted to auto repair and was 
equipped with lifts and other automotive equipment.  The seventh floor was devoted to the repair, 
rebuilding, and recovering of auto tops, fender work, upholstery work, enameling, and general 
woodworking, in an age when auto bodies and interiors still incorporated a substantial amount of wood.  
The eighth floor was devoted to auto painting and had dust-free rooms with automatically-controlled 
heat. 
 
Earle C. Anthony, the Packard dealer, said in 1921 that this building was “far larger than could ever be 
required for the present,” and that Lee was building for “the future,” i.e., with future growth in mind.  
Whether the full capacity of this building was ever realized, as far as volume of business was concerned, 
is unknown. 
 
The location of various departments must have changed some over time.  The 1948 Sanborn map, for 
instance, states that spray painting was performed on the seventh floor then, not the eighth. 
 
Somewhat incongruously, this building doubled in use as a radio station during at least 1927 to 1947, 
when Don Lee’s KFRC radio station operated from here, and afterward to at least 1953.  At least two 
other auto showrooms, at 901 Van Ness and 1400 Van Ness, had a similar dual use. 
 
The auto dealership in this building remained known as Don Lee Cadillac through 1947, and afterward 
successor firms took over sales of Cadillac here.  From 1948 to at least 1964 this building was occupied  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
by the Cadillac Motor Car Division of General Motors Corporation.  From the name, this sounds like a 
factory branch of Cadillac rather than a local dealership.  In 1969, Kohlenberg Cadillac was here. 
 
Afterward, this building held the San Francisco Lincoln-Mercury dealership from 1974 through January 
1991.  Then auto sales ended here, and later in the 1990s the building was converted into a multiplex 
movie theater, its current use.  The formerly vacant lot to the east, still a part of this property, was 
developed as an addition to this building then. 
 
History – Context 
 
Other Cadillac showrooms in San Francisco 
 
All of the showrooms in San Francisco where Cadillacs were sold before 1921, either by Cuyler Lee, 
Morrison-Cole, or Don Lee, have been demolished, except for one.  The exception, 2000 Van Ness, was 
a Cadillac showroom for only about one month, in 1910; and that building has been extensively altered 
through the addition of extra stories. 
 
Cadillacs were also sold by Ellis Brooks at 1395 Van Ness Avenue, along with other General Motors 
brands, during 1963-2008.  Whether Cadillacs were sold at this building during all of these years has not 
been researched. 
 
Architecturally distinguished auto showrooms in San Francisco 
 
The most distinguished auto showrooms in San Francisco that still stand with good to high integrity, and 
their architects, are listed below, in chronological order by construction: 
 


1001 Polk Street/1000 Geary Street; John Galen Howard; 1912-1913 
1400 Van Ness Avenue; Herman Barth; 1912-1912 
1699 Van Ness Avenue; Sylvain Schnaittacher; 1919-1920, 1923 
1000 Van Ness Avenue; Weeks and Day; 1920-1921 (the subject building) 
901 Van Ness Avenue; Bernard Maybeck; with Powers and Ahnden, 1926-1927 
999 Van Ness Avenue; John E. Dinwiddie; 1937, 1950. 


 
1000 Van ness should probably be considered to be the finest of these.  A few others are also fine but 
rank below these in quality.  Several others of high quality have been demolished or extensively altered. 
 
Integrity 
 
No exterior alterations of note have been made to this building, save for the usual replacement of the 
vehicle entrance door.  The building thus retains integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, 
feeling, and association.  Due to the proximity of showrooms at 901 and 999 Van Ness, and of the 
Richelieu Hotel to the immediate north, this building can also be considered to retain integrity of setting. 
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Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1921, this is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With 43 years of 
such use in its history (counting to 1964, the end year of the period being studied for this report), it has 
excellent longevity in this use.  In addition, this is the only good example of a showroom where 
Cadillac, an important brand, was sold before the 1960s.  Finally, this is one of the largest auto 
showrooms in San Francisco, if not the largest.  Although it is unknown whether the full capacity of the 
building was ever reached, the building must nevertheless have been one of the busiest in the city as far 
as auto sales, service, repairs, storage, and parts sales was concerned. 
 
For these reasons, and because of its high integrity, the building appears to be eligible for the California 
Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, as an automobile showroom.  The 
Period of Significance under this criterion is 1921-1964, the years of this use (through 1964). 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Don Lee was a dealer in Cadillacs, an important brand, for 36 years in San Francisco, and held the 
Cadillac distributorship for the entire state when he moved into this building.  He was clearly very 
important in his field, and accordingly this building appears to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 2, at the state level. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1921-1947, the 
years Don Lee occupied the building. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is probably the finest auto-related building in the study area of this project.  
The building is monumental in its scale, lavish in its use of ornament, and effective in its composition.  
The entrance with its paired columns, sculptural group, and bronze grilles is especially fine, and reflects 
that a luxury product was available for sale within.  The upper stories, though spare by comparison, are 
also quite fine.  The building thus appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, at 
the local level. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1920-1921, the years of construction. 
 
Note:  This building was designated San Francisco City Landmark #152 in 1981, and automatically 
qualifies for the California Register by virtue of this designation. 
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Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width; all terra cotta materials, 
including moldings and ornament; the cornice, columns and sculptures; the bronze doors and grilles at 
the entrance; all window sash and recessed spandrels in all three facades; the piers and main spandrels; 
and the flagpole.  The showroom interior has not been examined for this report, but it is clearly of a high 
level, and probably ranks as one of the finer interiors in San Francisco.  All original elements of the 
showroom should also be considered to be character defining features. 
 
 
 


 
 


Showroom interior in 1929.  San Francisco Public Library, photo AAD-4656. 
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Showroom interior photos from Architect and Engineer, October 1921 
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Page   1    of   8      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1233-1237 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):        Tansey-Crowe and Federal Rubber tire shops  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address      1233-1237 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 690, lot 1A 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story building at the northwest corner of Van Ness Avenue and Daniel Burnham Court fills 
its 60’ (along Van Ness) by 109’-9” lot. The available sources indicate that this building has load-
bearing brick walls, with a steel frame just inside the walls and wooden interior posts.  The façade is 
covered with stucco that has been lightly scored. 
 
This building is the near twin to the building next door to the north, which has the address 1243-
1245 Van Ness/1305-1311 Sutter.  The two buildings were built at the same time for the same 
owner, to designs by the same architect.  They share cornice lines and have the same fenestration, 
but vary in their details.  The more southerly of the two buildings has an extensive automobile-
related history and the other one does not, so the former (#1233-1235 Van Ness) is being evaluated 
on this form separately from the latter. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___ HP8 –  industrial building; HP6 – two-story commercial building; ________                    __ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking west  
December 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1913-1914; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
KENNETH C&EVA S SO REVOC 
43 CLOUD VIEW RD  
SAUSALITO CA  94565  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  January 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
In composition, the facades of this building are divided by piers into three bays along Van Ness and six 
bays along Daniel Burnham.  The highest level of finish is in the Van Ness façade and in the two 
adjacent bays on Daniel Burnham; the other four bays on Daniel Burnham have simpler detailing. 
 
The main cornice wraps around both facades.  On the Van Ness side, and in the first two bays along 
Daniel Burnham, the cornice is simply decorated with shields and is supported by corbelled brackets, 
with two levels of acanthus leaves.  A rope molding runs along the bottom of this cornice and bracket 
assembly.  On the balance of the Daniel Burnham side the cornice lacks the shield ornament and is 
supported by much simpler brackets.  A secondary cornice can be found at the second floor level (again, 
facing Van Ness and along the first two bays of the side street).  This cornice is faced with a Greek key 
pattern and has a course of egg-and-dart molding immediately beneath it. 
 
In both facades, all of the second story windows are wooden, and are divided by mullions into three 
parts.  In the Van Ness façade and the two adjacent bays along Daniel Burnham, these windows are 
further divided by transom bars.  In the other four bays along Daniel Burnham the windows are filled 
with two-over-two double-hung sash. 
 
In the first story facing Van Ness, all windows and doors have replacement metal frames or sash.  
Windows in the Daniel Burnham side have replacement sash within original frames.  A former vehicle 
entrance in the westernmost bay of this façade has become a pedestrian entrance. 
 
To summarize, this building is essentially intact except for first story window and door frames and sash. 
 


 
 


Detail of the main cornice, with corbelled acanthus leaf brackets
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Top photo:  A second story window, with main and secondary cornices.  This window is in the eastern-most bay 
of the Daniel Burnham side.  The treatment in the Van Ness Avenue side is the same as this. 
 
Bottom photo:  A second story window in one of the four western bays of the Daniel Burnham side of the 
building.  Note the plainer treatment compared to the window and cornices above. 
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BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   4    of   8      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    1233-1237 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Tansey-Crowe and Federal Rubber tire shops  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto tire shops       B4.  Present Use:  restaurant and chiropractic office  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1913-1914.  Storefront window and door openings altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   David C. Coleman  b. Builder:  Moses Fisher  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1913-1935  Property Type    tire shops, offices  Applicable Criteria   1, 3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1913-1914 by the builder Moses Fisher as one of his many real estate 
investments.  For his buildings, Fisher frequently employed the architect of this building, David C. 
Coleman, who practiced intermittently in San Francisco during the 1890s, and continuously from 
1905-1929.  Coleman’s practice was diversified, consisting of houses, apartments, and commercial 
buildings.  Among his finer works, all built during 1910-1914, are the Mizpah Apartments at 1105 
Bush (1910), the two sets of shingled flats at the northeast corner of Ninth Avenue and Anza (1911), a 
house for Fisher at 725 Euclid (1913-1914), the Devonshire Apartments at 1086 Bush (1914), and the 
William Murdock, Jr. house at 266 Pacheco (1914), said to be the first house in Forest Hill. 
 
A near twin to this building is next door at 1243-1245 Van Ness Avenue.  It was built at the same time 
as this building and was also designed by Coleman for Fisher.  It was divided into eight stores and 
shops, plus offices above; it had little auto-related use in its history. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permit #52306 (November 14, 1913) (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Engineering News, November 5, 1913 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1953 
1936 and 1951 Sanborn insurance maps (three storefronts; auto 


sales were at 1235 Van Ness in 1936) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History -- Occupants 
 
Each of the three bays along Van Ness was devoted to a separate storefront at least into the 1950s.  Per 
Sanborn maps, it appears that each storefront had the use of the second floor area immediately above it.   
 
This building had continuous auto-related use from the time of its completion in 1914 through 1935 in at 
least one of its three storefronts, and usually in two of the storefronts, but never in all three at the same 
time.  The most prevalent use of these storefronts was as automobile tire shops (by two businesses 
during 1914-1924), followed by auto financing offices (by four businesses during 1924-1935).  This 
building also had brief use as a used car salesroom and an auto supply store. 
 
Through the 1950s, the three storefronts had addresses of 1233, 1235-1237, and 1239-1241 Van Ness.  
The list of their occupants is as follows: 
 


Tire companies 
 
1914-1924:  Tansey-Crowe Company, at #1233 Van Ness.  This business was the distributor for tires 
made by the Pennsylvania Rubber Company, of Pennsylvania and Wisconsin.  Vehicular access to 
the building for tire installation was via a vehicle entrance on Daniel Burnham Court.  Previous to 
1914, the Pennsylvania Rubber Co. had had its own branch outlet on Second Street. 
 
1914-1922:  Federal Rubber Manufacturing Company, Pacific Coast Branch, at #1239-1241.  This 
tire maker was based in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  In 1914 it moved its branch outlet to this storefront 
from an earlier one on Golden Gate Avenue.  How autos gained access to this storefront for tire 
installation is unknown, unless it was through the same vehicle entrance (off Daniel Burnham Court) 
that served 1233 Van Ness. 
 
Auto finance companies 
 
1927-1935:  Fisher Finance Corporation, at #1233.  This firm also sold used cars here in 1927. 
 
1924-1927:  Three auto finance companies occupied the storefront at #1235 during these years:  
Remedial Auto Finance (1924), National Auto Loan Co. (1925-1926), and Thomas Carney (1927). 
 
Used car sales 
 
1929-1930:  Al Hall, at #1233.  He shared this storefront with the Fisher Finance Co. 
 
Auto supply store 
 
1933-1935:  Western Auto Supply, at #1239.  This was an auto supply chain with three other 
locations in San Francisco at this time.  (See photo on page 8.) 


 
From 1938 through 1953 this building had non-auto-related uses such as real estate, investment, and 
insurance offices, a cabinet making shop, a shutter company, and a fountain or café. 
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History -- Context 
 
This is one of about twelve surviving buildings in the study area that had some importance as tire shops 
and retain at least moderate integrity.  Eight of these buildings had such history dating back to the 1910s, 
two back to the 1920s, and two back to the 1930s.  Of these twelve, eight had a history as a tire shop for 
at least ten years.  Those eight include: 
 


1414-1420 Van Ness (1913-1923; ten years; sold Firestone) 
1233-1237 Van Ness (1914-1924; ten years; sold Pennsylvania and National tires) 
1430-1480 Van Ness (1915-1924, and 1927; 11 years) 
1650 Pine Street (1917-1917; ten years) 
1441 Bush Street (1922-1951; about 30 years) 
1501-1519 Mission (1928 to the present) 
1601 Mission (1931 through at least 1964; sold Firestone) 
500 Turk Street (1935 to the present; sold Goodyear) 


 
From the above list, it can be seen that the buildings from the 1910s had tire stores for briefer periods of 
time – ten or eleven years – while the later buildings had tire stores for much longer periods. 
 
1233-1237 Van Ness is in the former group, i.e. it is a very early example, with only ten years of use as 
a tire shop.  It is one of four buildings in this group that are known to have held stores that sold national 
tire brands, although the two brands it sold are little-remembered today.  The two storefronts in this 
building that held tire shops were small compared to some other tire shops in the study area. 
 
Integrity 
 
The first story window and door openings now have replacement frames and sash, but the exterior of 
this building is otherwise little changed.  On balance, this building retains integrity of location, design, 
and association, while integrity of materials, workmanship, and feeling have been slightly diminished.  
Integrity of setting has also been diminished by new construction in the vicinity. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Evaluation (continued) 
 
Completed in 1914, this is an early example of a building that held automobile related uses.  With 21 
years of such use in its history (1914-1935), it has good longevity in such uses.  Regarding its specific 
use as a tire shop, it is a very early example that sold national brands that are now little-remembered, in 
small storefronts for ten years, for moderate longevity in this use.  This building’s uses as a tire shop 
(selling fairly minor brands) and as an auto finance office are of lesser importance than other auto-
related uses in the study area (such as auto showrooms, public garages, and general auto repair shops). 
 
On balance, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under 
Criterion 1, at the local level; principally as one of the earliest examples of an automobile tire shop in 
the study area, and also for its overall auto-related uses.  The Period of Significance under this criterion 
is 1914-1935, the years the building had these uses. 
 
None of the proprietors of businesses in this building is known to have been individually important in 
his field.  Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is, for its period, a somewhat finer than average example of a Classical 
Revival commercial building, with generally good integrity.  Its best features are the two cornices, one 
at the top of the building and the other at the second floor level.  The survival of the wooden, three-part 
windows in the second story is also notable.  These features outweigh the alterations to the storefront 
windows and doors, which do take up most of the first story main façade area.  This building also relates 
very well to its near twin adjacent to the north, #1243-1245 Van Ness, which was designed by the same 
architect, David C. Coleman, at the same time.  Together the two buildings form a fine, half-block-long 
ensemble of early 20th century Classical Revival storefronts, a building type and style that is becoming 
rare on Van Ness Avenue.  For this reason the building appears to be eligible for the California Register 
at the local level under Criterion 3. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1913-1914, the 
year of construction. 
 
It may be worth noting that these two buildings (#1235-1237 and #1243-1245) could have been 
evaluated together as one development, for their architecture.  However, because the focus of this study 
is the automobile-related history of the study area, and because #1243-1245’s auto-related history is 
minimal, only #1233-1235 is being formally evaluated here. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width; the scored stucco surface; the 
main cornice with its brackets and rope molding; the secondary cornice with its key pattern and egg-and-
dart molding; and the second story windows with their mullions, transom bars, and sash. 
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Top photo:  View looking southwest at 1243-1245 Van Ness and 1233-1237 Van Ness.  To the south are 


the towers of the early 1980s complex known as Daniel Burnham Court. 
Bottom photo:  A Western Auto Supply storefront, dated 1934.  Although this is not certain, it appears 


to be in this building.  Photo from San Francisco History Center, Main Library, AAC-7601. 
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Page   1    of   17      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):      Goodyear tire store/Velie-Jordan-Nash auto showroom           
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address      1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 671, lot 2 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  


This two-story, reinforced concrete building fills its 120’ by 167’-3” lot.  It is bounded on the east by 
Van Ness Avenue, on the south by Sutter Street, and on the north by Fern Street.  The principle 
façade faces Van Ness, while secondary façades face Sutter and Fern.  The surface of the building is 
covered with stucco that has been lightly scored to resemble masonry.  Ornament is concentrated on 
the Van Ness façade, and is mainly Art Nouveau in style.  A cornice wraps around the full length of 
the Sutter and Van Ness facades and along three bays of the Fern Street façade.  It is wooden, and is 
supported by carved brackets that are essentially Craftsman in style.  On the Van Ness side, the 
roofline has a gently curved middle section flanked by square parapets; this roof profile is evocative 
of the Mission Revival style. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 
 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking west  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1911-1912; published building 
notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
WALL-VANNESS FAM LTD 
PTNSHP 
306 AVILA RD  
SAN MATEO CA  94402  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  January 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  


Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
In composition, the Van Ness façade is symmetrical, and is divided into five pavilions or bays.  The 
second and fourth bays (counting from Sutter Street) are where the primary entrances are found.  Each 
of these bays is bounded by end piers with Art Nouveau shields and drips at the top.  At the top of each 
of these bays is a blank panel, were ornament once was, flanked by vertical lines.  A long awning, added 
after 1964, drops from the panel and terminates at the marquee above the entrance in each of these bays. 
 
The third, or middle, bay (or pavilion) in the Van Ness façade is the widest of the five, and is divided 
into four parts by deeply fluted piers.  Each of these piers is decorated at the top by an Art Nouveau 
cartouche or sconce.  The first and fifth bays on the Van Ness side are the narrowest, and serve to bound 
the composition. 
 
Both the Sutter Street and Fern Street sides are divided into eight bays.  On each side, the four bays 
closer to Van Ness are slightly narrower than the four bays to the west.  Vehicle entrances can be found 
in the two westernmost bays of the Sutter Street side – one leading into the main story, and another up a 
ramp to the second story. 
 
Spandrels at the second floor level vary in treatment.  Those in the middle pavilion facing Van Ness 
Avenue are paneled, while those in the outer bays of the Van Ness façade, and those facing Sutter and 
Fern streets, are plain, save for the scoring of the stucco. 
 
Most but not all of the windows in this building have original sash or frames.  They vary in composition 
and structure and can be described as follows: 
 
On the Van Ness Avenue side, second story: 
 


All windows have wooden frames, mullions, and transom bars.  The windows in the middle pavilion 
are divided by mullions into three parts, while those in the outer bays are divided into four parts.  All 
of the lights above the transom bars have (presumably) original wooden sash; while below the 
transom bars, fourteen of twenty lights (70%) have original wooden sash and the balance have 
replacement aluminum sliders.   


 
On the Van Ness Avenue side, first story: 
 


In the storefront windows, steel I-beams form the transom bars.  All of the lights above these I-
beams, in the transom area, have what appear to be original steel sash or frames.  Most of these 
lights are divided by steel dividers into three parts, but some are so divided into two parts.  It is 
possible that prism glass once filled these transom windows, as is still the case in part of the Fern 
Street façade; this is not possible to discern in the available grainy historic photos of this building.  
Below the I-beams, in the storefront area, half of the windows have their original molded steel sash, 
and half have replacement aluminum sash. 


 
(Continued next page.) 
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Description (continued): 
 
On the Sutter Street side, second story: 
 


All second story windows are divided by wooden mullions and transom bars.  The windows in the four bays 
closer to Van Ness Avenue are divided by mullions into four parts, while those in the four western bays are 
slightly wider, having five parts.  All lights above the transom bars seem to have original wooden sash.  
Below the transom bar, two-thirds of the lights have original wooden sash, and one-third have replacement 
aluminum sash. 


 
On the Sutter Street side, first story: 
 


Windows in the four bays closer to Van Ness are larger than those to the west, and are divided by steel I-beam 
transom bars.  Most or all of the lights above the I-beams have replacement aluminum sash.  The lights below 
these I-beams, and the windows in the four bays to the west, all have replacement aluminum sash or frames. 


 
On the Fern Street side, second story: 
 


These windows are the same as in the second story of the Sutter Street side.  To repeat, all have wooden 
mullions and transom bars.  Windows in the four bays to the east are divided into four parts, while those to 
the west are wider, with five parts.  Some of the lights below the transom bar have replacement aluminum 
sash. 


 
On the Fern Street side, first story: 
 


Windows in the three eastern bays, closer to Van Ness, have molded transom bars, with original prism glass 
above the transom, and sheet glass in original molded metal frames below.  In the five bays to the west, all 
windows have original six-over-six double-hung wood sash, with wooden muntins. 


 
Although the great majority of the windows in this building have their original mullions, transoms, sash, frames, 
and muntins, variously of steel and wood, the two pedestrian entrances on Van Ness have replacement doors. 
 


 
 
DPR 523L (1/95)   Van Ness 1301-1305-AB  *Required Information 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   4    of   17      Resource Identifier: 1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue  
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date   January 2010    Continuation      Update 
 


 


 
 


 
 


Top photo: Central pavilion and flanking bays.  Bottom photo: Detail of cornice and ornament. 
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Top photo:  Sutter Street façade.  Bottom photo:  Fern Street façade. 
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Prism glass (top photo) and other windows, Fern Street side.   
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Page   7    of   17      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Goodyear tire store/Velie-Jordan-Nash showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    tires store and auto showroom     B4.  Present Use:  retail stores  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Blend of Art Nouveau, Craftsman, and Mission Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1911-1912.  Panel ornament at the top of the second and fourth bays was removed before 1964.  Awnings were 
added after 1964. 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architects:   Cunningham and Politeo  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1911-1964  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   1, 3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Design, construction, and architects 


This building was built in 1911-1912 as an investment for owner Isaac Kohn, to designs by architects 
Cunningham and Politeo.  According to a newspaper article (S. F. Chronicle, November 18, 1911) this building 
was designed to meet the needs of its first lessee, Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company.  The building was 
designed in August 1911, and excavation of the lot began in October.  The first tenant occupied the building in 
June 1912, indicating the length of construction. 
 
The architects, Harry L. Cunningham and M. V. Politeo, worked in San Francisco from 1901 until the former’s 
death in 1919.  They specialized in commercial work, and became well known for their Art Nouveau buildings, 
beginning with the short-lived Dana Building on Stockton Street, facing Union Square (1904).  Other large 
buildings by them, besides 1301-1315 Van Ness, include the Hotel Stewart at 347-373 Geary (1907 plus 
additions), the Bancroft Building at 725-731 Market (1908), the West End Hotel at 141 Eddy (1908), the Beck 
Apartments at 660 Bush (1909), the Hotel Barclay at 235-243 O’Farrell (1910), 113-133 Powell (1910), the 
Colonial Hotel at 650 Bush (1912), and the Garcia and Maggini Warehouse at 128-136 King (1913). 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Industrial News, August 15, 1911, 5:3; and October 17, 


1911, 12:1 (excavations begun) 
SF Chronicle, November 18, 1911 (plans complete, grading begun) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1912-1964 
1913 Sanborn insurance map (Goodyear at #1301-1315 plus in all of 


second story; autos sales at #1319-1321 and #1325) 
1936 Sanborn map (auto sales at #1301-1315 and #1319-1325) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 (This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants – Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company 
 
This building was designed to meet the needs of its first lessee, the Goodyear Tire and Rubber 
Company, of Akron, Ohio.  Goodyear had sold tires from its stores on Golden Gate Avenue since 1908, 
but now desired a shop many times larger than the ones they had previously had.  According to the San 
Francisco Chronicle (November 18, 1911), the site at 1301-1305 Van Ness had been “selected by the 
Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company only after a prolonged canvas of the city for a central location for 
its Pacific Coast headquarters, and it was finally taken as the permanent office of the company here.” 
Goodyear acquired a ten-year lease for the entire building, intending to occupy the southern half of the 
first story – i.e., the storefront at #1301 – and all of the second story; and to lease out the balance of the 
first story to auto dealerships. 
 
This company had been founded in 1898 in Akron as a maker of tires for bicycles and carriages, and 
soon began making tires for automobiles as well.  It was named after Charles Goodyear, who had 
invented vulcanized rubber in 1839.  A number of automobile makers began using Goodyear tires for 
their newly-built autos, such as Ford, for its Model Ts, in 1908.  At various times in its history Goodyear 
has been the largest rubber company in the United States or in the world. 
 
Goodyear moved into the building in July 1912.  The sales offices for the San Francisco branch of 
Goodyear were in the front of the first story and finished in high wainscoting of light oak.  A fifteen-foot 
wide staircase of gray stone and Venetian design led up to the second story, where offices devoted to 
Goodyear branches outside of San Francisco were located and finished in like manner.  The service 
department was located in the rear of the first story, and an equipment storage room was in the rear of 
the second story.  On July 27th Goodyear held a celebratory opening in the building, with a vaudeville 
program and moving pictures of the Indianapolis 500 and other auto races. 
 
For the next four years this building was the primary, but not the only, place in San Francisco to buy 
Goodyear tires.  Goodyear also established Goodyear Service Centers at auto repair shops and auto 
dealers, where their tires could be purchased and installed.  In August 1914 there were fifteen such 
service centers in San Francisco, and in April 1915 there were twenty-six. 
 
Why Goodyear left 1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue after only four years here is uncertain.  Perhaps the 
service centers were so successful that this large headquarters building became unnecessary.  At any 
rate, Goodyear vacated the first floor of this building in October 1916, and vacated the second floor in 
about June 1917.  Goodyear then moved to 1563-1565 Mission Street, but did not apparently serve the 
general public there.  That building may have been only a distribution warehouse for Goodyear Service 
Centers in San Francisco.  Goodyear remained there for the next six years. 
 
History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
Upon completion of the building, the northern half of the first story was divided into two storefronts, 
#1319 and #1325 Van Ness.    Later these two storefronts were merged as one, and later still the entire 
building became a single store.  All of the known occupants of this building through the year 1964 
(except for Goodyear) were auto dealerships.  They are listed below: 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
1912-1916:  Simplex and Mercer Pacific Coast Agency.  This firm occupied the storefront at 1319 Van 
Ness and sold two brands of automobiles, the Simplex and the Mercer, each in a different price range. 
 
The Simplex brand was founded in 1904 as S & M Simplex.  It soon went bankrupt, but then 
reorganized in 1907 as the Simplex Automobile Company, with a factory in New York City.1  This car 
was entered in many auto races in 1908 and 1909 for the purpose of demonstrating its speed and 
endurance, but was afterward marketed as a luxury auto.  In 1915 it was redesigned as a very high-end 
car, the Crane-Mercer, sold only to the wealthy.  The brand came to an end in about 1920. 
 
The Simplex was first sold in San Francisco in 1910 by short-lived dealerships.  In January 1911 the 
Simplex agency for all of the west coast except southern California passed to the Simplex Pacific Coast 
Agency, owned principally by George R. Bentel.  With his manager John N. Burge he opened a small 
sales room at 124-126 Van Ness Avenue, where they sold five models known variously as a toy 
tonneau, a touring car, and (beginning in August) a limousine.  In February the company named a new 
general manager, Rene J. Marx, a French military officer and former head of Renault Freres’ San 
Francisco agency.  Marx would head the Simplex agency during its occupancy of 1319 Van Ness. 
 
In April 1912 the Simplex Pacific Coast Agency added the Mercer automobile to its line of cars, making 
this auto available for the first time in San Francisco.  With the Mercer in its line-up, the company, now 
renamed the Simplex and Mercer Pacific Coast Agency, needed a larger storefront, and so moved into 
1319 Van Ness in June 1912.  Like the Goodyear sales office, Simplex and Mercer’s showroom was 
finished in high oak wainscoting.  Rene Marx’s and other offices were to the rear of the showroom, and 
shops and storerooms were located behind these.  A month after they moved in, Marx announced, and 
the San Francisco Chronicle obligingly reported, that wealthy San Franciscan James L. Flood had just 
purchased his fourth Simplex auto from the firm. 
 
Despite the cachet of the Simplex, the dealership now emphasized the Mercer brand in their advertising, 
and probably sold more of that car than they did the Simplex.  Mercer was founded in 1909 in Mercer 
County, New Jersey, by a son and grandson of the famous engineer and bridge-builder, John A. 
Roebling, and a wealthy brewery owner.  The Mercer was a mid-range car that was entered in numerous 
“light class” auto races, with spectacular success.  The company ended its racing activities after a fatal 
accident in 1914, however.  Mercer production continued until 1925. 
 
Rene J. Marx frequently advertised Mercer’s racing success in San Francisco newspapers, implying that 
Ralph de Palma’s experience as a Mercer racer would be shared by the average driver.  “You will be a 
booster, not a curser, if you drive the speedy Mercer,” predicted one ad (S F. Chronicle, March 9, 1913, 
p. 47). 
 
The Simplex and Mercer Pacific Coast Agency continued to sell Mercers at 1319 Van Ness through 
mid-1915, but after that date the fortunes of the company declined.  The company sold used cars at 1319 
Van Ness in October 1915, and remained open into 1916, before going out of business. 
                                                           
1 This brand was no relation to the less well-known American Simplex (or Amplex) automobile, of Indiana. 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
1912-1914:  Bonnheim-Moore Motor Company.  This firm occupied the smallest storefront in this 
building, numbered 1325 Van Ness, and sold two low-priced brands here, the Henderson and the 
Maxwell. 
 
Edward Bonnheim and Harry Moore formed their company for the purpose of bringing the Henderson 
automobile to San Francisco.  Bonnheim had been the treasurer of a large dry goods firm in San 
Francisco, while Moore had been involved in the auto business in Chicago.  They moved their business 
into 1325 Van Ness in September 1912. 
 
Although the Henderson they sold was “popular priced,” it was also apparently marketed for 
“speedsters,” and so the car had added safety features.  By any measure this was an obscure brand; the 
twelve months it was sold here seems to have been the only time it was ever sold in San Francisco. 
 
In October 1913 Bonnheim-Moore dropped the Henderson line and brought in the Maxwell auto.  This 
brand had been founded in 1904, and after some growing pains it reorganized in Detroit in 1913, 
dropped its larger models, and focused on its lowest-cost model, which it sold for $695.  Thanks to this 
car, Maxwell became one of the most successful auto makers in the United States during the 1910s.  
Bonnheim-Moore sold this car in its showroom and acted as the Bay Area distributor of Maxwell to 
dealerships in Oakland, San Mateo, Napa, and other cities.  For unknown reasons the company could not 
take advantage of Maxwell’s popularity, and it went out of business in mid-1914. 
 
1916-1930:  Logan-Cadwalader, Cadwalader-Chase, Chase-Morrill, and Day-Morrill companies.  This 
firm, whose cast of partners changed with some frequency, occupied the storefront at 1301 Van Ness 
plus the second floor of the building after Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company vacated those spaces.  It 
sold seven different brands of automobiles over these years, most prominently the Velie (during 1916-
1922) and Jordan (1922-1929). 
 
The founding partners were William C. Logan, who had previously sold electric automobiles, and 
George Cadwalader, a former real estate dealer.  They joined to acquire the Velie auto distributorship for 
northern California and in December 1915 opened for business at 1201-1203 Van Ness Avenue, at the 
corner of Post Street.  Velie had previously been sold in San Francisco at 550 Van Ness by William L. 
Hughson (1909-1910) and at 1525 Van Ness by the Reliance Automobile Company (1914-1915).  
Neither of these businesses seemed very committed to the Velie.  Logan-Cadwalader, however, was, and 
clearly did well with the brand for several years. 
 
The Velie company originally made buggies and wagons in Moline, Kansas, but in 1908 its founder, 
Willard Velie, began manufacturing automobiles.  His was a mid-priced car, and he reportedly made all 
of the parts instead of merely assembling them from those of other manufacturers.  He made and sold 
the Velie until his death in 1928, when the Velie company was discontinued.  There is a Velie Register 
which keeps track of surviving Velies; it reports that 230 examples of this car still exist. 
 


(Continued on next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
Ten months after opening for business, Logan-Cadwalader acquired a second auto brand, the Dort.  The 
Dort Motor Car Company also began (in 1884) as a wagon and carriage making firm, founded by Josiah 
Dort and William C. Durant.  Dort later became an officer at Chevrolet, and with this experience he 
began making autos in 1915, in Flint, Michigan.  His car was briefly popular, but was fading by the time 
of Dort’s death in 1923, and the brand was discontinued then. 
 
With both Velie and Dort cars to sell, Logan-Cadwalader needed more space, and in October 1916 they 
moved to 1301 Van Ness.   Instead of 4,500 square feet, they now had more than twice that.  Their 
showroom featured a raised platform for the display of automobiles.  Offices were to the rear of the 
showroom, and the service department was behind the offices. 
 
When they acquired the second story in June 1917, they had a total of 31,000 square feet of space.  They 
arranged their departments so that the showroom for new cars was in the front of the ground floor, the 
used car sales room was at the rear, and the service and repair department was in the second story.  
Offices for the “country dealers” – presumably auto dealers in other northern California cities that 
received their Velies or Dorts through Logan-Cadwalader – were also in the second story, perhaps in the 
same rooms that Goodyear had once devoted to its branch dealers. 
 
A February 1917 advertisement had drawings of the eight models of Velie that were sold here then.  
Cars that were called a roadster, coupe, sedan, touring car, and brougham were priced from $1,225 to 
$2,350.  The choice was wide, and about this time, or a little later, Logan-Cadwalader dropped the Dort 
from its line of autos. 
 
In 1919 William Logan left to take a dealership “in the south” (probably meaning southern California) 
and his place was taken by Seth H. Chase, formerly Velie’s factory representative in the west.  In 1921 
George Cadwalader’s widow sold her share of the firm to Harry Morrill, who had been a salesman for 
Don Lee and than for Cadwalader-Chase.  As Chase-Morrill, the firm brought in a new auto, the Jordan, 
in 1922. 
 
The Jordan Motor Car Company was founded in 1916 in Cleveland, Ohio by Edward “Ned” Jordan, a 
former advertising executive for the Thomas B. Jeffrey automaker.  What he lacked in mechanical 
expertise he made up with flair and gift for promotion.  His cars, including the bodies, were assembled 
from the parts of other auto makers, a practice that did not have much respect within the industry or 
among aficionados. However, they were stylish in appearance, came in many colors, and had fine 
detailing and extra features.  This brand continued in existence through 1931.  Chase-Morrill, and the 
successor firm at 1301 Van Ness, offered the Jordan during 1922-1929.  It also briefly offered the 
Knight-Falcon in 1928. 
 
The final make-up of this firm, the Day-Morrill Company, was at 1301 Van Ness during 1929-1930.  It 
sold Jordan (1929), Peerless (1929), and Oldsmobile (1930) cars before going out of business. 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
1927-1930:  Western Motors Company.  This firm occupied the storefront at 1319 Van Ness as a branch 
of their main showroom at 1600 Van Ness Avenue, where they sold Oakland and Pontiac autos.  They 
also had a service branch at 1299 Franklin Street, and branches on Mission, Geary, and Market streets in 
1929.  1319 Van Ness was their used car sales room in 1927, and may have been during the next three 
years as well. 
 
1932:  Jeff R. Townsend, used cars.  This used car sales room also occupied 1319 Van Ness. 
 
1936-1941:  Pacific Nash Motor Company; and 1942-1954: James Motors.  These two firms sold the 
Nash automobile at 1301 Van Ness, and seem to have occupied the entire building. 
 
The Nash brand came into existence in 1916 when former General Motors president Charles W. Nash 
purchased the Thomas B. Jeffrey Company of Kenosha, Wisconsin and renamed its cars after himself.  
The company name was Nash Motors during 1916-1938.  Nash then became the automotive division of 
Nash-Kelvinator, when the auto company merged with the refrigerator maker.  In 1954 Nash and 
Hudson merged, forming American Motors Corporation (AMC). 
 
During its entire existence Nash was a mid-priced car.  According to its entry in Wikipedia, Nash’s 
slogan was “Give the customer more than he has paid for,” and the company “largely lived up” to that 
ideal.  Nash cars were technologically advanced, thanks in part to Nash’s engineer Nils Erik Wahlberg, 
who used wind tunnels in the design process, and to its partnership with Kelvinator, which resulted in 
superior air conditioning as an optional feature.  Nash cars had streamlined bodies (beginning in 1939) 
and light-weight unibody construction (1941), resulting in lower wind resistance and higher gas mileage, 
as well as many other innovations.  In 1950 Nash re-introduced the Rambler name, which had once been 
used by the Thomas B. Jeffrey Company, for its semi-luxurious compact car.  It became very popular, 
helping Nash to enjoy its highest level of sales during 1949-1951.  In 1957 the Nash name was phased 
out, and Rambler became the only major brand produced by AMC. 
 
For the first 24 years of the Nash brand’s existence, from 1917 to 1941, this car was sold in San 
Francisco by a local distributor named the Pacific Nash Motor Company.  As its name implies, this 
company formed for the specific purpose of bringing the new Nash brand to northern California, Utah, 
and southern Idaho.  After occupying two other buildings, Pacific Nash Motor Company moved to 1301 
Van Ness Avenue in 1936, where (as mentioned above) it apparently occupied the entire building. 
 
Pacific Nash remained here for five years, until 1941, then went out of business.  Nash autos continued 
to be sold here afterward, during 1942-1954, by another company, James Motors.  In all, Nash autos 
were sold at 1301 Van Ness for about 19 years. 
 
For purposes of comparison, the list of four buildings where this important brand was sold in San 
Francisco is given below (using current addresses).  This list does not include buildings were Nash’s 
predecessor, Thomas B. Jeffrey’s, cars were briefly sold. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
1936-1954: Nash (continued): 
 


1917-1921:  1525 Van Ness Avenue.  This was the first home of the Pacific Nash Motor Company.  This 
moderate-sized building has only fair integrity. 
 
1921-1935:  1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue.  This large building, whose total area was variously reported as 
58,000 and 75,000 square feet, was built during 1920-1921 for owner L. D. Allen and was designed especially 
for the needs of the Pacific Nash Motor Company.  This building has generally good integrity. 
 
1936-1954:  1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue – the building being evaluated here.  Nash was sold here, first 
by the Pacific Nash Motor Company, and then by James Motors.  These include the peak years of Nash’s 
popularity (1949-1951).  This building has the highest integrity of the four. 
 
1955-1957:  550 Van Ness Avenue.  Nash was sold here by Harvey Motors for the last few years of its 
existence. 


 
Two of the above buildings, 1835-1849 Van Ness and 1301-1305 Van Ness, are clearly the most 
important, for they account for the bulk of the years Nash was in existence. 
 
1955-1957:  Ansel J. Schloss.  This dealer sold Studebakers here during 1955-1956, and Lincoln, 
Mercury, and Continental autos in 1957. 
 
1958-1964+:  Jim Wessman, Inc.  This dealer continued to sell Lincoln, the luxury brand of Ford Motor 
Company, during these years. 
 
In sum, this building held new automobile showrooms for at least 47 years through the year 1964 (the 
end year of the period being studied).  Of the brands sold here, the most important in the building’s 
history was Nash (for 19 years). Several other brands that were once well-known but are now largely 
forgotten, e.g. Simplex, Mercer, Maxwell, Velie, Dort, Jordan, and Peerless, were sold here for briefer 
periods during the 1910s-1920s.  Still other major brands (Studebaker, Lincoln, and Mercury) were sold 
here late in the building’s history. 
 
Integrity 
 
Alterations to this building include the addition of awnings, the removal of ornament from the tops of 
the second and fourth bays, and the alteration of roughly a third of the window sash.  Most ornament, the 
remaining window sash, and the general composition of the building remain intact.  On the whole, this 
building retains integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
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Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 
Completed in 1912, this is one of the earliest examples of an automobile showroom in San Francisco.  
With 47 known years of such use in its history, it has excellent longevity in this use.  Additionally, this 
building served a s a showroom for the sale of many once-important but now largely forgotten auto 
brands (principally Simplex, Mercer, Maxwell, Velie, Jordan, and Peerless) and is one of the two most 
important buildings where Nash was sold (for 19 years).  For these reasons, this building appears to be 
eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its 
use as an automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1912-1964, the years 
the building had this use. 
 
This building was also home to the Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company during 1912-1916.  This was a 
very early date, and Goodyear was (and is) a very important company, but its occupancy of this building 
was brief.  Therefore, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register for its 
association with Goodyear. 
 
None of the proprietors of businesses here is known to have been individually important in his field.  
Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is one of the best remaining Art Nouveau style buildings by Cunningham 
and Politeo, an important firm noted for their work in this style.  Although ornament has been removed 
from the top of two bays, the rest of the ornament on this building survives, and the building retains 
generally high integrity.  For this reason, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 3. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 19111-1912, the year of 
construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height, width, and depth, the stucco coating with 
its scored surface, the Mission Revival roofline, the cornice with its brackets, the plain piers that mark 
the division of bays, fluted piers in the middle pavilion on the Van Ness side, all ornament, and all early 
or original window frames, sash, mullions, transom bars, and muntins. 
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References (continued) 
 
Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company 
 
San Francisco Chronicle, November 8, 1911 (article re: opening of this building) 
San Francisco Chronicle, July 26, 1912, p. 13.  L. W. Wigmore, “Goodyear Company in New Home.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, August 30, 1914, p. 50; and April 18, 1915, p. 57 (display ads) 
 
Simplex and Mercer Pacific Coast Agency 
 
San Francisco Chronicle, Jan. 15, 1911, p. 37.  “Simplex Car Is in New Hands in this City.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, Feb. 18, 1912, p. 43.  “Marx Transfers His Allegiance to Simplex.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, April 10, 1912, p. 5.  “Two New Cars in Local Auto Field.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, June 13, 1912, p. 11.  “One More Agency on Upper Van Ness.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, July 21, 1912, p. 43.  “James L. Flood buys Fourth Simplex Car.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, Sept.  29, 1912, p. 45.  “Simplex Firm Now Controls State.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, March 9, 1913, p. 47.  Display ad. 
 
Bonnheim-Moore Motor Car Company 
 
San Francisco Chronicle, July 14, 1912, p. 40.  “Henderson Car Latest in Field.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, Sept. 15, 1912, p. 42.  “Henderson Cars on Exhibition Today.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, October 2, 1913.  This firm chosen as a Maxwell distributor. 
  
Logan-Cadwalader, etc. 
 
San Francisco Chronicle, December 15, 1915, p. 50.  “Popular Auto Men Chosen Velie Distributor.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, October 22, 1916, p. 48.  “Logan-Cadwalader In New Quarters.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, October 29, 1916, p. 43.  “New Salesrooms Show Prosperity.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, June 17, 1917, p. A-2.  “Velie Agency Is Forced to Expand.” 
San Francisco Chronicle, Sept. 21, 1919, p. A-5.  “New Velie Six Holds Spotlight on Row.” 
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Two views of 1301-1305 Van ness Avenue from the San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas edition, 1913.  
The signage in the top photo was retouched by the magazine.  Visible in the lower photo is the ornament 
at the top of bay #4 that has since been removed. 
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Top: Ads by the Simplex and Mercer Pacific Coast Agency.  From the San Francisco Chronicle, December 18, 
1912, p. 5 (at left) and September 1, 1912, p. 42 (at right). 


Bottom: Ads by Logan-Cadwalader Co. and Cadwalader-Chase Co. From the San Francisco Chronicle, Feb. 11, 
1917, p. 19-A (at left) and the 1920 city directory, p. 24 (at right). 
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 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   10      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1350 Van Ness Avenue/1465 Bush St.  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):         Cosbie-Peacock-Borie auto showroom        
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     1350 Van Ness Avenue/1465 Bush St.    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/         mN                    *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 670, lots 16 and 19  
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – one-story commercial building_________                    ___  


This one-story building was described in a published building notice of 1912 as being constructed of 
brick, wood and concrete.  The building is T-shaped and occupies two lots.  The primary wing, 
originally an automobile showroom, fronts on Van Ness Avenue with a width of 40’ by a depth of 
84’.  The crossing wing at the rear, originally used as auto service and repair in support of the 
showroom, is 25 feet in width and stretches 120 feet from Bush Street to Fern Street.  Each of the 
three facades has a different treatment.  The main façade on Van Ness Avenue is Classical Revival 
in style and is clad in stucco; the Bush Street façade is utilitarian in character and is clad in stucco; 
and the Fern Street façade, also utilitarian, is faced in brick. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east at 1350 Van 
Ness Ave. façade, June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1912-1913; published building 
notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
BRAUNSTEIN LIVING TRUST 
199 
770 TAMPALPAIS DR #401B  
CORTE MADERA CA  94925  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  


Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
In composition, the main façade on Van Ness is divided into three bays, with a central entrance flanked 
by storefront windows.  Each bay is defined by, and divided from the others, by fluted pilasters with 
composite (Ionic and Corinthian) capitals and profiled bases.  Scroll modillions flare out from the top of 
each capital. Each pilaster is backed up by a pier whose stucco surface is lightly scored to resemble 
masonry.  Greek clathri screens fill the transom area of the entrance and of the adjoining storefront 
windows.  The windows have aluminum frames set in the original openings, and the central glass 
entrance also has replacement aluminum framing.  A low bulkhead can be found at the base of each 
window.  The cornice and frieze area is generally altered. 
 
The Bush Street façade reads as two stories in height and is divided into two bays by narrow piers.  The 
stucco surface is lightly scored to resemble masonry and is devoid of ornament, which seems to be the 
original treatment.  Windows in each bay are divided by mullions into a 3 x 3 grid, each part of which is 
divided by wooden muntins into six lights.  At left is a non-original roll-up vehicle door.  At right is a 
pedestrian entrance with an original wooden door and transom.  The door has two-thirds length glazing 
and classically-styled ornament. 
 
The Fern Street façade is faced in brick, also reads as two stories, and is also divided into two bays by 
narrow piers.  Second story windows are very similar to those on Bush Street except that they are 
divided into a 3 x 4 grid.  In the first story a three-part window is at left (with glazing now replaced by 
solid panels) and a non-original roll-up metal vehicle entrance door is at right. 
 
To sum up, the Van Ness façade is altered in the cornice and frieze area and at the central entrance, and 
is otherwise intact; while the secondary facades on Bush and Fern are generally intact save for the 
vehicle entrances. 


 


 
 


Detail of the Van Ness Avenue facade 
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Top photo:  Bush Street façade. Bottom photo: Fern Street façade.
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Page   4    of   10      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1350 Van Ness Avenue/1465 Bush St.  
B1. Historic Name:  Cosbie-Peacock-Borie auto showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:    
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1912-1913.  Cornice and entry at 1350 Van Ness altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   George Applegarth  b. Builder:  J. W. Carr  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance   1913-1964   Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria     1  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History:  Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1912-1913 for Dr. G. H. Palmer as an investment.  The first public announcement of 
the proposed building was in October 1912.  At the time a two-story-plus-basement reinforced concrete auto 
salesroom was planned, to designs by architects MacDonald and Applegarth. By December, however, the plans 
had been scaled down for a one story building, and the design was by George Applegarth, after his breakup with 
his long time partner MacDonald. 
 
The architect, Applegarth, had studied in the 1890s under his uncle George Sanders, of the prominent Victorian-
era firm Wright and Sanders.  He then attended the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris and returned to San Francisco 
immediately after the earthquake and fire of 1906.  In partnership with Kenneth MacDonald, Jr. he designed 
dozens of office and loft buildings in the downtown area as well as many fine houses in Pacific Heights, 
Presidio Heights, and Presidio Terrace.  He is best known for the Palace of the Legion of Honor in Lincoln Park, 
the Spreckels mansion at 2080 Washington, the older part of the Clift Hotel, and the Eastern Outfitting building 
at 1017-1021 Market Street.      (See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Bldg & Industrial News, Oct. 22, 1912, 7:1; and Dec. 10, 1912, 20:1 (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Architect and Engineer, May 1913, p. 56. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1964 
1913 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales at #1350; auto repair in 


the T at 1469 Bush and 168 Fern) 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (store at #1350; tire service in the T) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History: Construction and architect (continued) 
 
MacDonald and Applegarth as a partnership, and George Applegarth on his own designed six 
automobile-related buildings in the study area of this report.  Aside from the subject building they have 
all been demolished or radically altered.  In chronological order they include: 
 


White Co. auto and truck showroom and garage, 1470-1478 Market/50-60 Van Ness (M&A, 1908) 
H. O. Harrison’s Peerless auto showroom, 1200 Van Ness Avenue (M&A, 1911) 
Fisk Rubber Co. tires salesroom, 1431 Van Ness Avenue (M&A, 1911-1912) 
Paul Bancroft building (auto showrooms, auto supplies), 1230-1250 Van Ness (M&A, 1912-1913) 
Brooks building, 826 Van Ness Avenue (Applegarth, 1918). 
 


The T-shape of this building reflects the early period of auto showroom design, when service and repair 
departments were sometimes separated from the sales rooms through location in subordinate wings.  
Later, when auto showrooms became much larger, this segregation of uses was accomplished by putting 
service and repair departments in the upper floors of buildings. 
 
History:  Occupants of the building 
 
Auto showrooms occupied this building for its first nine years, from 1913-1922.  The auto showroom 
was always in the front part of the building, facing Van Ness, while the service, repair, and parts 
departments were in the wing fronting on Bush and Fern streets.  The showrooms included: 
 


1913-1914:  The A. B. Cosby Motor Co. sold Stutz automobiles here during these two years.  A 
drawing of this building by George Applegarth, made during the design process, shows Cosby as the 
occupant, and thus it seems certain that Cosby committed to a lease before the building was 
constructed.  Stutz was founded in Indianapolis, Indiana in 1911 and manufactured automobiles until 
1935.  The company entered one of its cars in the Indianapolis 500 race its very first year and 
continued to enter important races (such as Le Mans) and to set world speed records in order to 
promote its reputation as a fast and powerful car marketed to the wealthy.  The Stutz Bearcat was 
perhaps its best known model.  A retouched photo of this building published in the San Francisco 
Newsletter (Christmas edition, 1913) shows Ohio Electric autos in addition to Stutz being sold here. 
 
Stutz autos were sold in San Francisco from the founding of the company in 1911 to at least 1933.  
Of the eight buildings in San Francisco where Stutz was sold, two survive with good integrity while 
six have been heavily altered or demolished.  The other surviving building where this popular brand 
was sold is 1595 Van Ness Avenue, where sales of Stutz occurred during 1926-1928. 
 
1915-1920:  The Peacock Motor Sales Co. sold Chandler autos here during these years.  The 
Chandler Motor Car Co. had been founded in Cleveland, Ohio in 1913 by Frederick C. Chandler, a 
former designer for Lozier, and by other former Lozier executives.  Chandler built mid-priced cars 
and enjoyed growing popularity until its peak year, 1927.  Its subsequent expansion resulted in debt 
that it could not overcome, and the company folded in 1929.  At 1350 Van Ness, Peacock sold 
several models of Chandler, and in 1920 also offered the Cleveland, a low-priced automobile made 
by Chandler under a different name. 


(Continued on next page.) 
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History:  Occupants of the building (continued) 
 


After 1920, and continuing to the demise of these brands in 1929, Chandler and Cleveland autos 
were sold at 1700 Van Ness Avenue.  That building no longer stands. 
 
1920-1922: L. J. Borie sold Templar autos here beginning May 1st, 1920.  Based in Lakewood, Ohio, 
Templar made autos from 1917-1924.  It was named after the Knights Templar and had a Maltese 
Cross for a logo.  Production all but halted during World War I as the company turned its attention to 
war production, but during 1920-1921 Templar became very popular, offering several models.  In 
1922, however, a fire destroyed their factory.  Templar refinanced the next year, but folded in 1924 
as their funds became exhausted.  Templar’s peak years of success correspond with the years their 
cars were sold here by L. J. Borie.  This is the only building in San Francisco where Templars are 
known to have been sold 
 


To recapitulate this building’s nine-year history of new auto sales, it was home to showrooms selling 
one brand of automobile that was nationally important and is still well-remembered today (Stutz) and 
two brands that were briefly popular and are now less remembered (Chandler and Templar).  Besides 
1350 Van Ness, one other building with good integrity (1595 Van Ness) survives where Stutz was sold, 
albeit at a later period in Stutz’s history; and no other buildings stand where Chandler or Templar autos 
were sold. 
 
L. J. Borie was the last dealer of new automobiles in this building.  After he left, during the 1920s-
1940s, this building’s space was usually divided among two different businesses.  At a given time, one 
occupant of the building during these years was usually auto-related and the other was not auto-related 
(or was only marginally so).  Later, during the 1950s and 1960s, this building returned to single 
occupancy by auto firms.  The auto-related businesses during these decades included: 
 


1923-1930:  Lee Tire and Rubber Company.  Lee was apparently a national brand and this was a local outlet 
for them. 
 
1933:  Stehr piston rings sales and service 
 
1944:  Ellis Brooks, used car sales.  Brooks sold used cars at several locations in the 1940s before becoming 
an important Chevrolet dealer in 1955. 
 
1945-1946:  Val Culwell, used car sales 
 
1946:  Neal McNeil, S. F. Used Car Exchange 
 
1947:  San Francisco Wholesale Automobile Co., used car sales 
 
1948:  Young-Johnson Motor Co., used car sales 
 
1951-1953:  Royal Motor Sales, used car sales 


 (Continued next page.) 
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History:  Occupants of the building (continued) 
 


1954:  Crivello Motors, used car sales 
 
1955:  Van Ness Used Cars 
 
1957-1960, and 1962:  William L. Hughson, used car sales.  Hughson was the most important Ford dealer in 
San Francisco’s history.  During these several years he also sold used cars at 1415 Van Ness. 
 
1961:  Bill Braver, used car sales 
 
1963:  Frank’s Quality Motors, used car sales 
 
1964:  N&H Motors, used car sales 


 
Concurrently through 1949, trunk manufacturers also occupied part of this building.  From 1926 to 1940 
W. R. Malm and Co. manufactured and sold trunks here; during the 1920s and early 1930s they sold 
“automobile trunks,” according to city directories.  These may have been trunks that were made to attach 
to the rear of an automobile.  From 1942 to 1949 C. A. Malm and Co. made and sold trunks and luggage 
from this building.  There is no indication that their product was particularly geared to automobile use. 
 
To summarize, this building had nine years of use as a new automobile showroom (1913-1922), eight 
years of uses as a tires sales store (1923-1930), 18 years of use as a used auto sales room (during 1944-
1964), and 35 years of known auto-related use of all kinds (not counting auto trunk manufacturing). 
 
History: Alterations 
 
A drawing by the architect of this building’s main façade (see below) and a small photograph of the 
building published in 1913 both show that the main facade once had a classical cornice topped by 
Spanish clay tiles, a blank frieze for signage, and an entrance with sidelights and transom.  These were 
removed an unknown date. 
 
Integrity 
 
The primary façade on Van Ness Avenue retains its classical pilasters, the piers that back the pilasters, 
the clathri-patterned transoms, and the low bulkheads at the base of each window.  The windows are 
unaltered save for the substitution of new perimeter frames for the original ones.  The main losses to this 
façade have been the cornice and frieze; and the entrance door, transom, and sidelights. 
 
The Bush Street and Fern Street facades retain their original windows and cladding (of stucco and brick, 
respectively), and the Bush Street façade also retains its original pedestrian door.  These simple facades 
appear to be generally unaltered save for the substitution of new roll-up vehicle doors for the originals. 
 
In sum, the most important façade on this building is about one-third altered, while the two lesser 
facades are essentially intact.  Overall, this building retains integrity of location, setting, feeling, and 
association, while integrity of design, materials and workmanship are somewhat diminished. 
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Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With nine years of such use in 
its history, it had fair longevity in this use.  This building had 35 years of total auto-related use (through 
1964), for excellent longevity of such use.  In addition to the above, this building is important as the 
earlier of two surviving buildings where Stutz autos was sold; and is also important, though less so, as 
the only remaining building where two other once-popular auto brands – Chandler and Templar – were 
sold.  These combined factors outweigh the fact that approximately one-third of the main façade has 
been altered.  For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of 
Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, both for its early use as an automobile 
showroom and for its general auto-related uses.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1913-
1964, the years the building had these uses. 
 
No one auto dealer in this building’s history stands out in his field.  Accordingly, this building does not 
appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
This building’s Classical Revival main façade, once very fine, has lost much of its excellence through 
the loss of its cornice and the alteration of its frieze.  Another aspect of its design remains intact, namely, 
its T shape, which enabled auto dealers here to segregate the sales room from their service and repair 
departments through the use of wings.  This building is thus distinguished from larger auto showrooms, 
which used multiple stories to achieve such separation of uses.  On balance, due to alterations to the 
main façade, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3.  
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are the height and width of each wing (Van Ness, Bush, 
Fern), plus the following features of the three facades:  On Van Ness Avenue, the clathri pattern in the 
three transoms, the four fluted pilasters with composite capitals, the modillions that extend from these 
capitals, the piers with scored stucco facing that back up the pilasters, and the low bulkheads at the base 
of the windows.  On Bush Street: the stucco surface of the façade, the piers that define the two bays, the 
3 x 3 windows in each bay, the muntins that divide each window section into six lights, and the original 
pedestrian door.  On Fern Street: The brick facing of the façade, the brick piers that define the two bays, 
the 3 x 4 windows in each bay, and the muntins that divide each window section into six lights. 
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Drawing of the Van Ness Avenue façade by George Applegarth.  Collection of William Kostura.  This 
drawing was published in the article “Some of the Work of G. A. Applegarth, Architect,” in Architect 
and Engineer, May 1913, p. 56, and captioned “Automobile Building for the Stutz Company, San 
Francisco, Dr. G. H. Palmer, Owner.” 
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Advertisements for the first two occupants of this building.  At left, an ad for the A. B. Cosby Motor 
Co., emphasizing the speed and power of Stutz autos.  San Francisco Chronicle, August 10, 1913, p. 57.  
At right, an ad for the Peacock Motor Sales Co., emphasizing the style and comfort of this mid-priced 
Chandler coupe.  San Francisco Chronicle, September 28, 1919, p. 44. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   11      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1395 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):         James F. Waters DeSoto and Plymouth showroom        
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     1395 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 671, lot 1 
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  


This six-story reinforced concrete building fills its 120’ by 220’ lot.  It is bounded on the east by Van Ness 
Avenue, on the north by Bush Street, and on the south by Fern Street. This building has been altered over 
time, with the first story presenting an early, perhaps largely original, appearance; stories two through five 
presenting an appearance dating mainly to ca. 1947; and the top story dating to some time during the 1950s-
1970s.  The top story addition reduced the building’s two elevator towers, once prominent in appearance, to 
mere stubs.  In composition the facades are divided by piers into six bays along Van Ness and eleven bays 
along Bush and Fern, except in the top story, where bands of glass stretch across the facades.  The piers are 
covered with a coating of stucco.  In the first story, these piers are scored, tooled, and decorated with slightly 
recessed outlines of quoins; while they are smooth above this level.  Spandrels in the second through fifth 
stories are covered with corrugated sheet metal.  Storefront windows along Van Ness and in the four adjacent 
bays along both Bush and Fern streets have original or early steel frames.  Windows in stories two through 
five have original three-over-three steel sash, and windows in the top story have aluminum sash.  Entrances 
on Van Ness have decorative iron frames.  Two vehicle entrances can be found in the Bush street façade.  
Several signs appear to date to the 1940s or earlier and were probably moved from another building in 1963. 
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*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southwest  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1916, ca. 1948; building permit, 
photos  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
BROOKS MARIE K REVOC 
TRUST 
1395 VAN NESS AVE  
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  January 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  


Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List)
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Top photo:  Main entrance, Van Ness Avenue.  Bottom photo:  Entrance on Bush Street.  Their 
decorative treatments indicate they may date to the original construction of 1916.
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Top photo:  Double-hung wood sash window typical of those in the second through fifth stories.  The 
sash dates to 1916, while the corrugated sheet metal spandrels must date to 1947-1948. 
 
Bottom photo:  Fern Street side of the building. 
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Two signs on the Van Ness Avenue side.  One or both of these, as well as other signs on the Bush Street side, may 
have been transferred to this building from 1595 Van Ness when Ellis Brooks moved from there to here in 1963.  


The “OK” logo was used by Chevrolet dealers for their used car sales rooms.
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   5    of   11      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    1395 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  James F. Waters DeSoto and Plymouth showroom  
B2.  Common Name:  Ellis Brooks Chevrolet  
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  used cars showroom  
*B5. Architectural Style:  International  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1916.  Façade modernized in 1947 or 1948.  Top story added at an unknown date (during 1954-1970s). 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Mills, Rhine, Bellman, and Nordhoff (1916); unknown (1947-8)   b. Builder: Leonard Construction Co. (1916)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History -- Introduction 


This building was built in 1916 for the Willys-Overland Company as one in their chain of auto 
showrooms across the United States.  Through the 94-year history of this building it has been an auto 
showroom for seven dealerships.  Its style was substantially altered in ca. 1947, and a new story was 
added some time during the 1950s-1970s. 
 
History – Willys-Overland Company 
 
The Willys-Overland Company of Toledo, Ohio was founded in 1908 when John North Willys 
purchased the Overland automobile company.  Further acquisitions followed over the next five years, 
resulting in models known as the Willys-Knight (which used an engine developed by Charles Knight) 
and the Stearns-Knight (after Willys’ acquisition of the F. B. Stearns Company).  These were popular 
brands, and according to Wikipedia, Willys-Overland became the nation’s second largest auto 
manufacturer in the 1910s, behind only Ford.   (See Continuation Sheet, page 6.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #68656 (April 7, 1916) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1917-1964 
PT&T Yellow Pages, August 1947 and May 1948 (ads for Waters) 
George Volney Rhines, “Sales and Service Buildings for an 


Automobile Manufacturer,” American Architect, March 20, 1918. 
Andrew Ross, “Ellis Brooks Chevrolet dumping entire GM line.”  SF 


Chronicle, November 21, 2008. 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Willys-Overland Company (continued) 
 
This popularity led Willys-Overland to develop a chain of automobile showrooms – including this 
building, 1395 Van Ness – across the United States during 1916-1918.  This was an unusual and daring 
move on the company’s part.  Throughout the history of the automobile in the United States, the vast 
majority of auto brands have been sold through local dealerships.  Willys was one of the few automakers 
that purchased real estate and built their own auto showrooms. 
 
All of Willys’ showrooms were designed by a single architectural firm: Mills, Rhines, Bellman, and 
Nordhoff, of Toledo, Ohio.  One of the architects, George Volney Rhines, described the design 
considerations of these buildings (in “Sales and Service Buildings for an Automobile Manufacturer,” 
American Architect, March 20, 1918).  For a location, the automaker sought “a street carrying heavy 
pleasure car traffic and far enough form the congested business district of the city to avoid excessive 
cost in land.”  This describes Van Ness Avenue, San Francisco’s Auto Row, perfectly. 
 
Although there would by necessity be different requirements in different cities, standardization of design 
was employed to the greatest extent possible.  Most buildings would combine several departments.  A 
showroom for new autos was of course a given.  There would also have to be a used car department, for 
many buyers wished to trade their old car in when buying a new one.  Spaces for service, painting, and 
auto storage were also needed.  Usually all of these departments were placed into a single building to 
save on land costs.  In California, where weather was mild, the roof was used for storage and for tuning 
up motors.  Toward this end the elevator was extended to the roof, which was paved. 
 
In structure, all of the multi-story buildings were built of reinforced concrete with exterior walls of 
brick.  The facades were clothed in rough-texture brick that was either red or brown in color.  Gray 
limestone was also used on the exterior of some or all buildings – at 1395 Van Ness, this material may 
have been used for the pedestrian entrance facing Bush Street (extant, but now painted).  Windows had 
steel sash and frames, which at 1395 Van Ness survive to the present.  The showrooms were simply 
finished in order not to distract shoppers from the automobiles (this being an opposite philosophy from 
that held by Don Lee and Earle C. Anthony when they built their Cadillac and Packard showrooms in 
the 1920s).  Ceilings had molded but otherwise plain cornices and flat beams.  Floors were paved in six-
inch while tiles with black joints, this being the only material that did not absorb dripping oil from autos. 
 
A few of Willys-Overland’s buildings of 1916-1918 were illustrated in American Architect.  Those for 
Kansas City and St. Louis were fully as large as their building for San Francisco, if not larger.  These 
buildings were clearly an immense investment for the company.  Willys’ success, however, led to 
further acquisitions and over-extension, and so during the recession of 1920 the company had to be 
restructured to solve its debt problems.  During the 1920s and 1930s it was a much less important 
company.  Production of the Stearns-Knight and Willys-Knight ended in 1929 and 1933, respectively.  
Today Willys is best-remembered for its role of producing the Jeep for the U. S. government during 
World War II (along with Ford and a third company).  Willys continued to produce the Jeep afterward, 
and so did the auto makers that bought the Willys company: Kaiser Motors in 1953, and AMC in 1970. 
 
Undoubtedly because of its financial problems, Willys-Overland remained at 1395 Van Ness for a 
relatively short period of time, through 1923; it then moved to 1412-1420 Van Ness (extant). 
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History – Subsequent auto dealers at 1395 Van Ness Avenue 
 
A number of important brands were sold in this building by some of San Francisco’s most prominent 
auto dealers from the 1920s through 2008.  The list of dealers follows: 
 
1922-1927:  Earle C. Anthony, Packard dealer 
 
While Willys-Overland still remained in this building, they leased the southern portion of it, addressed 
1335 Van Ness, to Earle C. Anthony, San Francisco’s distributor of Packard, the luxury automobile.  At 
first, in 1922, he only used this building as his accessories and service center while his main showroom 
was at 1400 Van Ness; but the next year this building became his showroom as well.  It remained so 
until 1927, when he built his own grand showroom designed by Bernard Maybeck at 901 Van Ness. 
 
1924-1931:  Chester N. Weaver, Studebaker 
 
Weaver was San Francisco’s long-time (since 1914) distributor of the Studebaker automobile.  During 
1924-1927 he sold this car from the portion of this building not occupied by Earle C. Anthony; 
afterward he probably occupied the entire building. 
 
1932:  Jeff R. Townsend, Studebaker and Pierce-Arrow 
 
Townsend was briefly the successor to Chester Weaver’s business.  He sold both Studebaker and the 
luxury automobile Pierce-Arrow (which by this time was largely owned by Studebaker) here. 
 
1933-1934:  Arthur R. Lindberg, Studebaker and Pierce-Arrow 
 
Lindberg continued to sell Studebakers and Pierce-Arrows here.  This was the last year that Pierce-
Arrow was sold in San Francisco. 
 
1935-1963:  James F. Waters, Desoto and Plymouth; alterations to the building 
 
James F. Waters sold DeSoto and Plymouth automobiles in San Francisco for 30 years – and for the last 
25 of those years in this building.  He began his career as a salesman for Chester Weaver, and then 
became a used car dealer.  He began selling new DeSotos and Plymouths at 550 Van Ness Avenue 
(extant) in 1929 or 1930, almost immediately after those brands were founded.  He was almost certainly 
the first San Francisco dealer in these brands.  He remained at 550 Van Ness for five years, and then 
moved his showroom to this vastly larger building in the middle of the Depression. 
 
Both Plymouth and DeSoto were products of Chrysler Corporation and were introduced in 1928.  
Plymouth was a low-priced car, while DeSoto was a mid-priced car.  The DeSoto entry in Wikipedia 
states that shortly after Chrysler introduced DeSoto, it acquired another mid-priced brand, Dodge 
Brothers; and “had the transaction been completed sooner, DeSoto never would have been introduced.”  
Nevertheless, DeSoto (named after the explorer) usually sold well through 1957, but then sales slumped, 
and the brand was discontinued in 1961. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Subsequent auto dealers at 1395 Van Ness Avenue (continued) 
 
Plymouth’s design could be traced back to that of the Maxwell auto, which had been acquired by 
Chrysler several years earlier.  Plymouth became known for its “durability, affordability, and 
engineering,” according to Wikipedia, and was one of the nation’s top-selling cars during the 1930s-
1950s.  It was sold by all three of Chrysler’s divisions – Chrysler, DeSoto, and Dodge – and helped the 
corporation survive the Depression. 
 
In 1947 or 1948 Waters radically changed the façade design of this building.  (No building permit could 
be found for this alteration.  It can be dated because Waters included photos of this building in his 
yellow pages ads.  The old appearance is shown in the August 1947 yellow pages, and the new one in 
May 1948.)  The original building design had been rather fortress-like, and dark, even forbidding.  It 
was only slightly softened by its decorative details, which included shields or cartouches at the second 
floor level and at the top of the piers, outlines of quoins in the first story, a tapering of the piers in the 
parapet area, banding in the elevator towers, and prism glass in the first story windows. 
 
Waters stripped of the shields from the façade, covered the piers with stucco, eliminated the tapering of 
the piers in the parapet area, and stuccoed and squared off the elevator towers.  It is uncertain whether 
the corrugated sheet metal now covering the spandrels was put in place then, but this was very likely the 
case.  The prism glass in the first story and the double-hung steel sash above remained in place.  
Although the surgery had not been radical, the effect was quite different.  The building had practically 
an International style aesthetic after these changes. 
 
Waters remained in this building for sixteen years afterward.  He sold Plymouth and DeSoto cars here 
through 1959, then switched to selling Buick and Opel, both General Motors brands.  When he moved 
his showroom to Van Ness and Market in 1963, he continued to sell Buicks. 
 
1963-present:  Ellis Brooks Chevrolet; the sixth floor addition to this building 
 
James F. Waters’ place in this building was taken by Ellis and Marie Brooks.  Ellis Brooks had sold 
used cars at various locations in San Francisco from 1939 to 1945.  He then began to sell new cars at 
1595 Van Ness: Kaiser and Frazer in 1947-1948, and Hudson in 1949-1950.  In 1955 he began to sell 
Chevrolet autos, and this was the brand he stayed with for the rest of his life.  After eighteen years at 
1595 Van Ness, he took Chevrolet with him when he moved two blocks south, to 1395 Van Ness.  From 
the appearance of some of the old signs at the latter building, it seems likely that Brooks removed them 
and took them with him also. 
 
He became ill in 1963, the same year he moved into this building.  His widow Marie Brooks took over 
the business then, and is still president.  Their grandson John Brooks is the general manager. 
 
The business at 1395 Van Ness was always known as “Ellis Brooks Chevrolet” until December 2008, 
when Brooks stopped carrying that brand and switched to selling only used cars.  Until then, other 
General Motors cars – Cadillac, Buick, and Pontiac – were also sold in this showroom. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Subsequent auto dealers at 1395 Van Ness Avenue (continued) 
 
Ellis Brooks Chevrolet was one of the five important Chevrolet dealerships in San Francisco’s history.  
The list includes: 
 


1920-1933:  Robert A. Smith, principally at 399 Golden Gate (demolished) 
1933-1970s:  Ernest Ingold (and his successor George Olsen), principally at 999 Van Ness (extant) 
1933-1954:  Don Gilmore, principally at 550-590 Van Ness (extant) 
1935-1960s:  Les Vogel, principally at SW corner Market and South Van Ness (altered) 
1955-2008:  Ellis and Marie Brooks, first at 1595 Van Ness, then at 1395 Van Ness (both extant) 


 
At an unknown time, possibly during the 1950s, but more likely during the 1960s or 1970s, a sixth floor 
was added to this building.  With its long bands of windows it disrupts the rhythm of the bays in the 
lower five floors, and it also reduces the apparent height of the elevator towers above the top story.  The 
first story prism glass – still present in 1954 – has also been lost since then. 
 
Integrity 
 
Despite the survival of the windows in stories two through five, and of some details in the first story, 
this building has lost integrity for the period through 1947 due to its extensive alterations. 
 
Considering the integrity of this building for the period 1948 through the early 1960s, this building has 
since lost its prism glass and, more seriously, has gained a new sixth story.  The building retains 
integrity of location, materials, workmanship, and setting, and has diminished integrity of design, 
feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 
The building has lost integrity for the period through 1947, and thus has no potential for historic 
significance through that period.  This evaluation, then, will consider only the history of this building 
since 1948.  For that period, this is a late example of an automobile showroom.  With 16 years of such 
use in its history from 1948 through 1964 (the end year of the period being studied in this report), it has 
fair longevity in this use. 


(Continued next page) 
 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   10    of   11      Resource Identifier: 1395 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    January 2010     Continuation      Update 
 
 
Evaluation (continued) 
 
The most important occupant during these years was James F. Waters, who was probably the city’s only 
prominent DeSoto and Plymouth dealer.  Because the period being considered is so late compared to 
other auto showrooms in the study area, and because the sixth floor addition has rather strongly reduced 
the building’s integrity, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register of 
Historical Resources under criteria 1 or 2, for its association with Waters.  A similar argument holds for 
Ellis and Marie Brooks, whose showroom at 1595 Van Ness has better integrity than this building does. 
 
Architecturally, this building is far from a pure example of the International style, and the top story 
addition (from some time during the 1950s-1970s) disrupts the rhythm of the bays in the stories below.  
Overall, the building’s design lacks distinction.  It thus does not appear to be eligible for the California 
Register under Criterion 3. 


 
 
 
 
 


 
 


Photo from 1921-1923.  Earle C. Anthony’s Packard showroom occupies the bays to the south, and 
Willys Overland’s showroom is in the bays to the right.  San Francisco History Center, Main Library.  
Photo AAD-4662. 
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Photo dated November 1935, the same year James F. Waters occupied this building.  The autos parked 
in front are DeSotos, destined to become part of Yellow Cab’s fleet of 300 autos. San Francisco History 
Center, Main Library.  Photo AAD-4674. 


 


 
 


This photo shows how the building looked after the alteration of 1947 or 1948, by James F. Waters. 
From the San Francisco city directory of 1954. 
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Page   1    of   15      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1400 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic names of building (if any):     Earle C. Anthony and William L. Hughson auto showrooms            
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1400 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 667, lot 10 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  


This four-story, reinforced concrete and steel-frame, stucco-clad building fills its 50-foot by 95-foot 
lot at the northeast corner of Van Ness Avenue and Bush Street.  In composition, the facades are 
divided into three bays along Van Ness and six bays along Bush.  The first story is deeply rusticated 
to convey a feeling of stone masonry construction.  In the upper stories, fluted Corinthian pilasters 
backed up by unarticulated piers divide the facades into bays.  On the Bush Street side, the pilasters 
are paired. 
 
The cornice is topped by a course in which palmettes alternate with a leaf-and-scroll motif.  Beneath 
this course is the cornice proper, with a bead-and-reel molding running between the cymatium and 
corona levels.  Beneath the cornice are, in turn, a bed molding, a course of dentils, another bead-and-
reel molding, and a frieze simply decorated with medallions located over the pilasters. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking north, Bush St. side  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1912-1913; published building 
notices  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
1400 VAN NESS PTNRS LLC  
1160 BATTERY ST 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94111  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  January 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
In the third and fourth stories, windows are divided into twelve lights.  It is unclear if these window sash 
are original or are very recent replicas of the originals.  If the latter, then the pattern of muntins and 
lights is the same as it was originally, in 1913.  The second story windows are smaller, and are divided 
into four lights.  The first story storefront windows are divided by non-original metal strips into three 
lights.  Spandrels at the third and fourth story levels are paneled, with narrow outer panels and a wide 
inner panel.  The main entrance, centered in the Van Ness Avenue façade, has paired doors with 
sidelights and a transom that are very similar in their proportions to those that show in a small 
photograph of 1913 (in the San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas number, 1913). 
 
The building’s two vehicle entrances were originally in the easternmost bays of the Bush Street façade.  
One of these (at far right) is still a vehicle entrance with a modern roll-up door.  The other is now filled 
in with a small pedestrian entrance. 
 
An original decorative steel grille, three bays in width, runs along the base of the Bush Street side, 
providing ventilation to the basement. 
 


 
 


Perspective view 
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Two detail views of the cornice and frieze area 
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Top photo: Window detail.  Bottom:  Ornamental grille on the Bush Street side.
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   5    of   15      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1400 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Names:  Earle C. Anthony and William L. Hughson auto showrooms  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  offices  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1912-1913. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Herman Barth  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1912-1932, 1945-1964  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   1, 3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1912-1913 as an investment for the owner, William Goeggel, a San Francisco resident 
of whom nothing else is known.  The building was intended to be an automobile showroom, and toward this end 
it was announced in July 1913 that the display area would be finished in pine and hardwoods.  The designs were 
made during July and August, and construction began at the beginning of September 1912.  A freight elevator 
was installed at the end of October; it seems likely the building was completed in early 1913. 
 
The architect was Herman Barth, an important San Francisco architect who trained under Charles Kenitzer and 
T. J. Welsh, worked in partnership with Kenitzer during 1893-1899, and then worked solo from 1900 to his 
death in an auto accident in 1923.  His practice was diversified, and his works included numerous downtown 
commercial buildings, two large hospitals (both now demolished), and many residences.  Very fine examples of 
the latter include the Georgian-style Brandenstein residence at 1735 Franklin (1904), 2898 Vallejo (1905), and 
the Renaissance style Krotoszyner house at 995-999 Sutter (1911).  In the study area of this report he also 
designed automobile buildings at 714 Van Ness and 2050 Van Ness/1675 Pacific (both 1913). 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Industrial News, July 16, 1912, 11:3, and Oct. 29, 1912, 


14:2 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 
directory listings for occupants of this building, 1913-1964 


1913, 1929, and 1948 Sanborn insurance maps 
See Continuation Sheet, p. 14, for more references. 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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Background History 
 
Through the year 1910, nearly all of the important auto showrooms in the study area were located on 
Golden Gate Avenue, on Van Ness south of Turk Street, or in that general vicinity.  In 1911 or 1912 
large new showrooms began to be built on Van Ness north of Turk in substantial numbers, and soon the 
middle and northern blocks of Van Ness became the preferred stretch of Auto Row.  1400 Van Ness was 
one of the earlier large showrooms north of Turk Street. 
 
Most large auto showrooms in San Francisco were built by investors who leased their buildings to auto 
dealers.  As a rule, a developer did not begin the construction of his building until he had signed a long-
term lease with an auto dealer.  Often, the lessee negotiated with the developer even before the plans for 
the building were drawn.  This process ensured that the lessee would be able to move into a building that 
suited his specific needs, and the financial risk to the developer was reduced.  In the case of 1400 Van 
Ness, it appears that a lease for the building was signed after the building was designed, but before 
construction commenced.  As mentioned above, the drawings were prepared in July and August, 1912, a 
ten-year lease was signed near the end of August, and construction commenced at the beginning of 
September. 
 
The original occupant remained for less than one of the expected ten years.  Such an occurrence was not 
uncommon on Auto Row, for many auto manufacturers and dealers entered this industry with more 
optimism than would prove to be justified. 
 
History -- Occupants 
 
1400 Van Ness was occupied by new auto dealerships for seventeen of its first nineteen years.  For 
several years during the Depression the building found use as a used car salesroom.  Immediately after 
World War II it became a new car showroom again, a use that persisted into the 1980s.  Three of the 
auto dealers who had their showrooms in this building were very important locally. 
 
The list of occupants follows: 
 
1913:  Consolidated Motor Car Company.  This firm, headed by Gustave A. Boyer, sold the Pope-
Hartford automobile here.  Pope-Hartford was based in Hartford, Connecticut, and had made autos since 
1904.  Consolidated had been in business in San Francisco since 1908, and had been selling the Pope-
Hartford brand since 1910, so both the brand and the local agency had something of a track record.  Still, 
by any measure, Pope-Hartford was a minor auto brand on the national scene, and it seems in retrospect 
to have been optimistic for Boyer move his dealership into one of San Francisco’s grandest showrooms, 
which this building was upon its completion in early 1913.  Less than a year later, in November, Pope-
Hartford went into receivership, leaving Boyer and Consolidated with a long-term lease and without a 
product to sell.  Boyer made a trip east to secure the agency for the King automobile, but nothing came 
of this, and Consolidated had to search for a sub-lessee for this building. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
1914:  S. G. Chapman.  Back in 1908 (a few lifetimes earlier in the volatile early auto industry) Steven 
G. Chapman had been the president and manager of the Consolidated Motor Car Co., and the employer 
of Gus Boyer.  Perhaps Chapman still had some financial interest in Consolidated and needed to protect 
his investment.  At any rate, he took over Consolidated’s lease of this building in order to sell the 
Hupmobile auto, of Detroit, a rather better-known brand than Pope-Hartford.  His dealership however 
was not successful, and his occupancy of this building lasted only from January to May, 1914. 
 
1914-1922:  Western Motor Car Company and Earle C. Anthony.  In June 1914 the Western Motor Car 
company moved into this building in order to sell Chalmers automobiles.  This was the first prominent 
firm to occupy 1400 Van Ness.  It was owned mainly by Earle C. Anthony, a major California auto 
dealer since 1904.  Here, under first Western’s and then his own name, he sold (in rough order of 
importance) Packard, Reo, Chalmers, Dort, Durant, Grant, and Saxon autos. 
 
The Western Motor Car Company was based in Los Angeles.  It had had the southern California 
distributorship for the Chalmers auto since that Detroit-based brand was founded in 1908.  In February 
1914, Western Motor acquired the Chalmers distributorship for the rest of California by buying out the 
Pioneer Automobile Company, which was located in San Francisco and held the northern California 
distributorship.  Upon completion of the deal Western occupied Pioneer’s showroom at 515-519 Van 
Ness, only to relocate, four months later, to 1400 Van Ness. 
 
Chalmers was a handsome, high-priced car that according to Wikipedia “flourished” in the 1910s.  
Along with Chalmers, Western Motor Co. briefly sold the low-priced Saxon, a separate brand that was 
manufactured by Chalmers executives. 
 
In January 1915 the silent head of Western, Earle C. Anthony, assumed a more active role in the 
company.  He changed its name to Earle C. Anthony, Inc., but retained Western’s San Francisco 
manager, E. N. Sells.  At this time Anthony also acquired the distributorship of the low-priced Grant 
automobile, a brand that had been founded in Findlay, Ohio two years earlier.  For several months he 
and Sells sold Chalmers and Grant autos from the showroom at 1400 Van Ness. 
 
Anthony seemed to be always searching for the right brands for his San Francisco dealership.  Later in 
1915 (by October) he dropped Chalmers and Grant and acquired distribution rights to the Reo.  Reo was 
a very popular car founded in 1904 in Lansing, Michigan, by Ransom E. Olds.  Olds had previously 
founded the Oldsmobile brand, but he quickly sold that company and formed a new one.  Since his own 
name was not available to him he named his new car company after his initials.  Anthony continued to 
sell Reo cars at 1400 Van Ness through 1921.  In that year, however, Reo took the dealership away from 
Anthony in order to open its own factory branches in San Francisco and Los Angeles. 
 
From October 1915 through May 1917 Anthony sold only the mid-priced Reo in this building.  In June 
1917 he added a luxury brand, Packard, to his showroom.  Anthony was more than familiar with this 
auto, for he had been selling it in Los Angeles, Pasadena, and San Diego since 1904, and had established 
over 100 Packard service affiliates around southern California. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
The Packard brand had been founded in 1899 by James Ward Packard, William Doud Packard, and 
George Lewis Weiss.  When new investors reorganized the company in 1902-1903 they built a huge, 35-
acre factory complex in Detroit designed by Albert Kahn.  Packard became one of the premier luxury 
automobiles in the United States.  It was known as one of the “three Ps” of luxury autos, the others being 
Pierce-Arrow and Peerless. 
 
Although Anthony was solidly established as the Packard dealer in southern California, he could not sell 
the brand in San Francisco or northern California because another dealer, Cuyler Lee, had that 
distributorship.  The Packard company in Detroit, however, was impressed with Anthony’s handling of 
their car in southern California, particularly with his emphasis on offering good service.  According to 
the San Francisco Chronicle (“Selection of New Dealer Is Surprise,” June 3, 1917, p. 45), Anthony was 
the leading Packard dealer west of St. Louis.  One has to consider this statement in the light of the 
relentlessly boosterish tone of newspaper articles about automobiles during this period, but it is clear he 
was a very successful auto dealer.  When it was able to, Packard took the northern California agency 
away from Cuyler Lee and awarded it to Earle C. Anthony. 
 
As part of his business plan for acquiring the Packard agency in San Francisco, Anthony leased the 
70,000 square foot Jerome Garage at Jackson and Polk streets, which was already equipped with up-to-
date equipment, to become his new service center in San Francisco.  (This building still stands but has 
been thoroughly altered.) 
 
Anthony added a third brand, the Dort, to his line of automobiles in 1920.  He kept that brand for two 
years.  In 1921 he lost the Reo agency.  In 1922, his last year at 1400 Van Ness, he sold Packard and 
Durant cars here. 
 
In that same year, he leased a large portion of the Willys Overland showroom, cater-corner across the 
intersection at 1335-1395 Van Ness, to use as his service center.  Although he had only part of the 
building, it was a huge building, and his portion of it may have been larger than all of 1400 Van Ness.  
By 1923 he had moved his full operation to 1335 Van Ness.  This was a temporary expedience, for in 
1926-1927 Earle C. Anthony built his own very large, Bernard Maybeck-designed showroom at 901 
Van Ness Avenue. 
 
1925:  Ford Motor Company occupied this building.  Why Ford opened a factory branch here for such a 
brief period is unknown.  It also had a thriving local dealership, owned by William L. Hughson, at the 
time. 
 
1927-1931:  Robert A. Smith.  Smith was San Francisco’s first important Chevrolet dealer.  The 
Chevrolet automobile was founded in 1911 by the former and future head of General Motors, William 
C. Durant, and the famous auto racer Louis Chevrolet.  Durant bought out Louis Chevrolet in 1915, took 
over General Motors in 1916, and brought the Chevrolet brand into General Motors in 1917.  This was 
GM’s low-cost car that was intended to compete with cars of that class made by Ford. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Chevrolet was sold sporadically in San Francisco until 1920, when the Anderson-Smith Company began 
to sell it here.  In about 1925 George Anderson left the firm, leaving Robert A. Smith as owner.  He 
continued to sell the car through 1933.  Smith’s main showroom (through 1931) was at 399 Golden Gate 
Avenue (demolished), but he had several branch locations over the years.  1400 Van Ness was probably 
the most important of these branches, and is the only showroom of Smith’s in the study area still 
standing with good integrity. 
 
1932:  Phil Davis.  He sold new autos of an unknown brand. 
 
1935-1940:  Used car sales.  Three used car sales rooms briefly occupied this building during these 
Depression years.  Occupants during 1941-1944 are unknown. 
 
1945-1969+:  William L. Hughson.  This was the last showroom of San Francisco’s most important 
dealer in Ford automobiles. 
 
Hughson sold autos in San Francisco from 1903 until his death in 1967.  During his early years he sold 
several brands of automobiles, including Ford; but from 1919 onward he concentrated on selling Ford 
and related brands.  In his later years he was touted as being the world’s first Ford dealer, and for this 
reason there is a collection of William L. Hughson’s papers in the Ford Motor Company archives.   
 
From 1899 into the 1950s he was partner in Hughson and Merton, manufacturers’ agents, which initially 
represented makers of buggies and bicycles, but soon became connected to the automobile industry.  It 
later sold automobile parts to the public, including (in 1909-1915) Ajax tires and Jones speedometers.  
More research remains to be done on the kinds of products that Hughson and Merton sold or 
represented. 
 
Early in 1903 William L. Hughson and his partners founded the Holle Automobile Manufacturers 
Company, with Hughson as president.  Their auto showroom was located at 1814 Market Street and sold 
Ford, Duryea, and Acme cars.  1903 was also the year that Ford Motor Company was founded.  
According to stories told by Hughson later in life, he traveled to Detroit that year to purchase bicycles, 
met Henry Ford, and with his partners invested $5,000 in the purchase of some of the first Ford autos. 
 
The Holle showroom on Market Street was destroyed in the 1906 earthquake and fire.  Afterward 
Hughson and his partners re-incorporated as the Standard Motor Car Company and moved into wood-
framed showrooms on Golden Gate Avenue (no longer standing).  During 1909-1913 Hughson’s 
Standard Motor Company was located in a substantial new brick building at the southeast corner of 
Golden Gate and Van Ness avenues (extant; now numbered 550 Van Ness).  Here, they sold Stoddard-
Dayton, Ford, Velie, and Baker Electric autos and Federal trucks. 
 
In 1913 Hughson and his partners re-incorporated again, this time for the purpose of attracting a Kissel 
Kar franchise.  They formed the Pacific Kissel Kar Branch and moved their showroom into a block-long  
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
building at the northwest corner of Van Ness Avenue and Geary Street (no longer standing).  For the 
next five years Kissel Kar was their major brand, but they also sold Ford and Federal trucks.  They also 
had a Los Angeles location where they sold Baker Electrics in addition to the above brands. 
 
In 1918 Hughson and his partners reorganized yet again, as the William L. Hughson Company, 
apparently to emphasize their line of Ford autos over the Kissel Kar line, which they dropped in early 
1919.  Two years later, in 1921, Hughson moved into his largest building yet, at the southeast corner of 
Eleventh and Market streets (no longer standing).  Hughson remained here through 1943, selling Ford 
autos and trucks, Fordson tractors, Lincoln and Mercury autos, and Federal trucks. 
 
Late in his life, in 1943-1945, Hughson moved for the last time, to two buildings that he used in tandem 
and where he remained until his death in 1967, at age 97.  These were 1270 Bush/1200 Larkin (extant) 
and 1400 Van Ness.  He moved to the former in 1943, and for two years it was his showroom and 
service shop.  He began to occupy 1400 Van Ness in 1945, and that building then became his 
showroom, while 1270 Bush remained his service shop and main office. 
 
He also occupied other buildings during the 1940s-1960s in addition to the above two.  These included 
1361 Bush (an auto painting shop; 1945-1950; extant but altered), 2020-2034 Van Ness (a used car 
salesroom and then an auto painting shop; 1951-1959; extant), 1415 Van ness (used auto sales; 1957-
1964; extant), 1350 Van Ness (used auto sales; extant), and 1267 Bush (auto repair, beginning 1961; 
extant). 
 
After Hughson’s death in 1967 his Ford showroom continued to be located in at 1400 Van Ness through 
at least 1969.  Later, in the 1970s and 1980s, this building was a Datsun showroom. 
 
In sum, this building had 36 years of known use as a showroom for new autos (through 1964, the end 
year of the period being studied).  Counting used car sales, this building had about forty years of auto-
related use (through 1964). 
 
History – Context 
 
For purpose of comparison, other buildings that share themes similar to those of 1400 Van Ness are 
listed below: 
 
Surviving early auto showrooms 
 
The oldest auto showrooms in the study area (i.e. those built through 1913) are listed below, in order of 
construction date.  These are probably the oldest auto sales buildings in San Francisco as well as in the 
study area. 
 


550 Van Ness.  Built 1908-1909.  A moderately sized showroom.  The brick walls and ornament remain intact 
while the window sash has been altered. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 


2000 Van Ness.  Built 1909-1910.  This building has lost integrity due to alterations and major additions of 
1927. 
 
690 Van Ness.  Built 1910.  A small showroom with only a few years of use as a new auto showroom; its 
integrity is fair at best. 
 
1301-1305 Van Ness.  Built 1911-1912.  This large building has good integrity, but during its first five years 
its main use was as a tire dealership; its auto showroom use was secondary.  Later in the 1910s the entire 
building became devoted to use as an auto showroom. 
 
1525 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This moderately-sized building has only fair integrity. 
 
1430-1480 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This building had early, but brief, use as an auto showroom.  Window 
openings have been altered. 
 
1001 Polk Street.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom.  Its window sash has been removed, but the integrity 
of this building is otherwise high. 
 
1400 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom with high integrity.  The building being evaluated 
here. 
 
1414-1420 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  During this building’s first decade one of its two storefronts was 
used as a showroom, and the other was a tires shop.  Integrity is good. 
 
1350 Van Ness.  Built in 1912-1913.  The cornice of this small showroom has been removed. 
 
1595 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A large showroom.  Windows have been altered, but integrity is otherwise 
good. 
 
1600 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  Large grilles cover the windows, diminishing the integrity. 
 
2050 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A moderately-sized showroom with fifteen years of such use, including a few 
years of electric auto sales. 
 
1062 Geary.  Built in 1913.  This small building had only brief use as an auto showroom, and has fair 
integrity. 
 


The best of these, in terms of integrity, longevity of use as an auto showroom, and size or capacity are 
1400 Van Ness, 1001 Polk, and 1595 Van Ness, and 1301-1305 Van Ness.  Each of these four also 
served as showrooms for major brands. 


 
Packard showrooms 
 
For purposes of comparison, all of the Packard showrooms in San Francisco are listed below: 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 


1903-1906:  Pacific Motor Car Co. sells Packards at 49-53 City Hall Avenue (destroyed in 1906) 
1907-1910:  Culyer Lee sells Packards at 453 Golden Gate (demolished) 
1910-1917:  Cuyler Lee sells Packards at 2000 Van Ness (altered and greatly added to in 1927) 
1917-1922:  Earle C. Anthony sells Packards at 1400 Van Ness (extant) 
1923-1927:  Anthony sells Packards at 1335-1395 Van Ness  (greatly altered) 
1927-1959:  Anthony sells Packards at 901 Van Ness  (extant; lightly altered) 
1938-1941:  Laurent and Niello sell Packards at 1730-1750 Van Ness (mostly altered) 


 
In sum, 1400 Van Ness is one of two surviving buildings with high integrity where Packard was sold in 
San Francisco.  It was the earlier showroom by a decade, whereas the other building, 901 Van Ness, is 
larger and was a Packard showroom for a much longer period. 
 
Reo showrooms 
 
During its 32-year existence (1904-1936) the popular Reo auto was sold in eight successive showrooms 
in San Francisco.  Only two of these showrooms still stand with high integrity.  They are 1400 Van 
Ness, where Reo was sold by Anthony during 1915-1921; and 1001 Polk, where Reo was sold in its 
declining years (1931-1936). 
 
Chevrolet showrooms 
 
Chevrolet was sold here by Robert A. Smith for five years, during 1927-1931.  Chevrolet was also sold 
at an early date at 1600 Van Ness (in 1916, 1920-1921, and 1932-1933), but that building has only fair 
integrity.  1414-1420 Van Ness also held a Chevrolet showroom very briefly (1918).  The most 
important Chevrolet showrooms are 550 Van Ness (1936-1954) and 999 Van Ness (1937-1960s), 
especially the latter. 
 
Ford showrooms 
 
Four buildings still stand that have held showrooms for this important auto brand.  They are: 
 


550 Van Ness.  Occupied 1909-1913 by William L. Hughson’s Standard Auto Company.  He sold Ford and 
other brands here. 
 
1270 Bush/1200 Larkin.  This was occupied by William L. Hughson’s Ford business from 1943 to his death 
in 1967.  Its main use was as his service shop and office, but he did sell Ford autos from here in 1943-1945. 
 
1400 Van Ness.  This was Hughson’s Ford showroom from 1945 through his death in 1967, and 
continued to serve his company for at least two years after his death. 
 
950 Van Ness.  This building held Cecil Whitebone’s Ford dealership, known as Midtown Motors, from 1940 
into the 1970s.  It was the only major Ford dealership in the study area other than Hughson’s.  All of its 
window and door sash have been altered. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
The two most important of these are 550 Van Ness, for the early date that it held a Ford showroom; and 
1400 Van Ness, for its high integrity and its longevity of this use.  Both are also of interest for their 
association with Hughson. 
 
Integrity 
 
This building has been little changed since its construction.  It retains integrity of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With 36 years of such use in 
its history, it has excellent longevity in this use.  In addition, this is one of the earliest auto showrooms 
with high integrity standing in San Francisco; it could be considered the best early example.  It is the 
second most important Packard showroom in San Francisco, and it held this brand at an early date.  It is 
the better example of two Reo showrooms left standing with high integrity in San Francisco.  It should 
probably be considered as the third best example of a Chevrolet showroom in San Francisco, for 
although it is the earliest of the three, its use as a Chevrolet showroom was brief.  It is one of the two 
best examples of a Ford showroom in San Francisco.  Finally, this building served as an auto showroom 
for many early brands – Chalmers, Dort, Durant, Grant, Hupmobile, Pope-Hartford, and Saxon – of 
which the first five listed were once popular, but are now little-remembered. 
 
For these collective reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical 
Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an automobile showroom.  The Period of 
Significance under this criterion is 1913-1932 and 1945-1964, the years the building had this use 
(considered through 1964, the end year of the period being studied). 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Three proprietors of auto showrooms in this building were individually important in this field.  Robert 
A. Smith’s use of this building was perhaps too brief for this building to be considered as historically 
significant solely for his presence.  Earle C. Anthony was here at an early date, but on balance his 
showroom at 901 Van Ness represents his history better than this building does.  1400 Van Ness is, 
however, one of three buildings in San Francisco that are needed to represent the career of William L. 
Hughson, a very important Ford dealer.  The building at 550 Van Ness represents his early career, the 
building at 1270 Bush/1200 Larkin served as his office and main service shop during the 1940s-1960s, 
and 1400 Van Ness was his main showroom during the 1940s-1960s.  Accordingly, this building 
appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2, at the local level, for its association 
with Hughson.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1945-1964, the years Hughson’s 
showroom was here (though 1964). 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is a splendid example of the Classical Revival style as applied to an auto 
showroom, designed by Herman Barth, an important San Francisco architect.  Its composition and 
proportions convey a feeling of monumentality, and the details of the cornice and pilasters are at a high 
level of excellence.  Architecturally, only a few other showrooms in the study area are in its class.  
Accordingly, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, for its 
design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1912-1913, the year of construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width along both facades; the stucco 
covering of the building; the pattern of muntins and lights in the windows above the first story; the 
shapes of the window and entrance openings in the first story; all of the ornamental details and 
moldings, including those in the cornice, frieze, and pilasters; the rusticated base; the paneled spandrels; 
and the grille along the base of the Bush Street façade. 
 
References (continued from page 5) 
 
San Francisco Chronicle articles: 
“Consolidated Is to Handle King Cars.”  Nov. 22, 1913, p. 8.  Mentions Pope-Hartford is in receivership. 
Leon J. Pinkson, “Chapman Takes the Pope-Hartford Building.”  January 17, 1914, p. 11. 
February 15, 1914, p. 46.  Earle C. Anthony will now sell Chalmers cars throughout California. 
“New Methods in Chalmers Agency.”  February 22, 1914, p. 42. 
Leon J. Pinkson, “Earle Anthony Is Named Grant Distributor.”  January 29, 1915, p. 13. 
“Selection of New Dealer Is Surprise.”  June 3, 1917, p. 45.  Anthony is named Packard distributor. 
“Reo Branches to Be Extended.”  July 31, 1921, p. A-3 and A-5.  Reo opens its own factory branches. 
Plus display ads for the dealerships in this building, 1913-1921, found through ProQuest website index. 
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Photo of 1400 Van Ness Avenue, from the Department of City Planning’s Van Ness Avenue Plan files, 
early 1980s. 


 
 


 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 1400-AB  *Required Information 








State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
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 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   12      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1412-1420 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building:     Firestone Tire and Rubber Co. store/Oldsmobile Company of California showroom           
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address      1412-1420 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 667, lot 9 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story brick masonry building fills its 70’ by 126’-9” lot at the southeast corner of Van Ness 
Avenue and Austin Street, and extends in an ell to Bush Street.  In composition, the Van Ness façade 
consists of a parapet and end piers of rough-textured tan and buff-colored bricks that surround an 
interior zone devoted largely to windows and entrances.  The parapet is decorated with corbelling 
and narrow arches formed by brickwork. 
 
At the base of the parapet a profiled cornice stretches across the building.  A course of floral 
patterning runs immediately beneath this cornice, and below it is a paneled frieze.  Each rectangular 
panel in this frieze alternates with small square panels decorated with rosettes of plaster. 
 


 (See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1912-1913; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
COUNTY ROAD ASSOCIATES  
660 WOODSIDE DR 
WOODSIDE CA  94062  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  January 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
A band of eleven windows stretches across the second story.  Windows are separated from each other by 
faceted wooden mullions; each window consists of a transom light over paired six-light casements, all 
made of wood.  A row of wooden panels runs below this band of windows.  These panels consist of a 
projecting center surrounded by flush borders. 
 
All of the elements described above are original.  They are shown in a drawing of the building that was 
published in the Chronicle (“New Home of the Firestone Tire,” Nov. 3, 1912, p. 44) as construction of 
the building commenced, and in a photograph from the late 1920s at the S. F. Main Library (see below). 
 
The first story of the building employs modern metal replacement sash for the storefront windows and 
entrance, all set within original wooden framing.  The bulkhead is faced in modern sheet metal. 
 
The Austin Street side is largely intact to the time of construction.  Its westernmost bay is finished 
identically to the adjacent Van Ness façade.  The other seven bays are clad in red brick and are topped 
by a shallow, profiled cornice of brick.  Second story windows are paired, with eight-over-eight wood 
sash.  In the first story, three bays have original wooden windows, and three have new aluminum sash.  
The two easternmost bays were originally vehicle entrances, but now only one of these is for vehicles. 
 
The narrow (31’-7”) Bush Street façade is also of red brick, is three stories in height, and is divided into 
two bays.  Paired windows in the third story have six-over-six wood sash.  Second story windows have 
replacement sash.  Of the two original vehicle entrances in the first story, one now has a replacement 
metal roll-up door, and the other has been filled in. 


 


 
 


This building in the late 1920s, when J. W. Leavitt sold Willys-Overland autos here. 
From S.F. History Center, Main Library (photo #AAD-4672). 
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Top: Detail of second story.  Bottom: Parapet, cornice, and frieze. 
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Top:  Austin Street side.  Bottom:  Bush Street side.
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Page   5    of   12      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    1412-1420 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Firestone Tire and Rubber Co. store/Oldsmobile Company of California showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto tires shop and auto showroom     B4.  Present Use:      art supplies store  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1912-1913.  First story windows and entrance altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Oser Brothers  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1913-1933  Property Type  tire store, auto showroom    Applicable Criteria    1, 3     
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History -- Introduction 
 


This building was built in 1912-1913 as an investment for owner I. L. Rosenthal to designs by Oser 
Brothers, a little-known architectural firm.  During its first decade it was divided into two storefronts, 
one of which (then numbered 1414 Van Ness) was devoted to the Firestone Tire and Rubber Company, 
and the other (#1420) to an auto showroom.  In 1923 the two storefronts were united as one auto 
showroom.  The building continued to have auto-related uses through 1945, and thereafter it was 
occupied by a bank (1948 through at least 1964). 
 
The auto showroom in this building has held some major brands (Oldsmobile, Willys-Overland, and, 
briefly, Chevrolet), brands that were once popular but are now little-remembered (Cole and Franklin), 
and some brands that are obscure by any standard (Lexington, Olympian, Saxon, and Stephens). 
 
 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permit #45025 (October 14, 1912) (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Industrial News, Sept. 17 (5:2), Oct. 1 (9:2), and Oct. 22 


(20:3), 1912. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1964 
1913, 1929 and 1948 Sanborn insurance maps 
(Continued page 12.) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants -- Firestone 
 
The building was designed in consultation with its first tenant and lessee, the Firestone Tire and Rubber 
Company of Akron, Ohio, and the plans were approved by H. S. Firestone, the head of the company.  It 
is not clear whether Firestone leased only the storefront that it occupied, or whether it leased the entire 
building and sublet the other storefront. 
 
Firestone was founded in Akron, Ohio by Harvey Firestone to make tires for wagons and carriages, but 
quickly began to mass-produce tires for automobiles as well, and was the first supplier for Ford.  This 
firm was one of the two largest U. S. tire-makers, along with Goodyear (also of Akron) into the 1970s. 
 
At 1414 Van Ness, Firestone used the first floor for its salesroom and offices.  The Bush Street wing 
was devoted to the service department, with wheelwright and blacksmith shops in the second story and 
general service work performed in the third story.  Access to these floors was almost certainly by means 
of an elevator entered from one of the vehicle entrances in Bush Street.  Firestone also had the entire 
basement, which they used for their stock room.  Here they used a stacking system that was designed to 
attain 12,000 square feet of total storage area, with minimal waste of space.  At this time Firestone sold 
not only pneumatic tires, but the older style solid tires, which some vehicles still used. 
 
Firestone’s factory branch remained at 1414 Van Ness for ten years, through 1923.  After that year it 
supplied the market through local dealers. 
 
History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships 
 
1913-1917:  Oldsmobile Company of California.   
 
Soon after the building was completed, the national Oldsmobile company leased the more northern 
storefront, 1420 Van Ness, for use as its factory branch.  The automaker was here for four years, from 
July 1913 to October 1917.  Their ground floor sales room had an area of 35’ by 95’, and for a service 
department they had all of the second floor except for the Bush Street wing, for an area measuring 70’ 
by 126’.  An elevator lifted cars from one of the vehicle entrances in Austin Street to the second floor.   
 
Oldsmobile was founded in 1897 in Lansing, Michigan by Ransom E. Olds.  Problems with financing 
led him to sell the company in 1899, and thus his connection with the brand was very brief.  (Olds went 
on to found a new company named after his initials, Reo, in 1904, and this brand was also very popular.) 
 
After the company was sold, Oldsmobile was moved by its new owners to Detroit, Michigan.  
According to the Wikipedia entry on this brand, the 1901 Curved Dash model was the first automobile 
to be mass-produced on an assembly line, rather than the Ford Model-T.  Oldsmobile was reputedly the 
best-selling car in the United States for a few years during the early 1900s.  In 1908, it became part of 
General Motors.  A limited production luxury model, the Limited Touring, won a race against a train in 
1909, adding luster to Oldsmobile’s reputation. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships (continued) 
 
In San Francisco, Oldsmobile was first sold by a local dealership during 1903-1908.  In 1911 the 
national company established a factory branch in a portion of H. O. Harrison’s auto showroom building 
at 1200-1228 Van Ness Avenue.  (This building has been heavily altered).  Not wanting, perhaps, to 
share a building with a larger auto dealer, Oldsmobile moved from there into 1420 Van Ness only two 
years later, in 1913.  By the end of its occupancy of this building, Oldsmobile made five body types, 
including roadsters, touring cars, “speedsters,” coupes, and sedans, with variously six and eight-cylinder 
engines. 
 
The factory branch had three different managers during its four years in this building, perhaps indicating 
the difficulties this brand faced in competing in a crowded field.  The second manager, L. G. Dodge, 
admitted to a reporter that Oldsmobile was better established in the eastern states than it was in the west.  
After four-plus years in this storefront, Oldsmobile abandoned the factory branch method of selling its 
cars in San Francisco and elected to market its cars once again through local dealerships.  This was by 
far the most common way of selling automobiles, in part because local dealers were more motivated 
than branch managers to aggressively advertise the autos they sold.  After 1917, Oldsmobile was sold in 
a much larger building at 1701 Van Ness (now altered) by J. W. Leavitt. 
 
1918-1920:  California Motor Sales Company (L. D. Allen). 
 
L. D. Allen was a successful real estate developer who entered into the auto dealership business in 1917.  
After occupying a small storefront at 1301-1305 Van Ness (extant), he moved into 1420 Van Ness in 
March 1918, where he remained for two years under the name California Motor Sales Company.  While 
here he sold three different brands of automobiles.  They included: 
 


Lexington (sold here in 1918).  This brand, manufactured in Connersville, Indiana, was active from 
1909-1927.  It assembled autos from parts made by other manufacturers and was best known for its 
powerful Ansted motor, developed by new owner E. W. Ansted in about 1915.  This brand made 
about 4,000 cars per year for the national market during 1918, when Allen sold them here. 


 
Chevrolet (sold here April-August, 1918).  Perhaps Allen missed an opportunity by not offering this 
low-priced car for longer than he did.  It is unclear whether he voluntarily dropped the brand or 
whether Chevrolet dropped him as its local distributor.  Previously, Chevrolet cars had been sold, 
briefly, in two San Francisco locations, during 1914 and 1915-1917.  Allen’s distributorship of this 
brand, when it had newly become a part of General Motors, was similarly brief.  Only in 1920 did 
Chevrolet gain a long-term distributor in San Francisco. 
 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Automobile dealerships (continued) 
 


Cole (sold here 1918-1920).  This was clearly the auto brand that Allen became most enthusiastic 
about during his several years as an auto dealer.  The Cole Motor Company, founded by Joseph J. 
Cole, made assembled automobiles in Indianapolis during 1909-1925.  It made an early reputation 
by winning auto races in 1909 and 1910, and in 1912 it began to build limousines for the luxury 
market.  It was one of the early auto makers to install V-8 engines in its cars. 
 
L. D. Allen began to carry the Cole in 1918, the same year the popular Cole Aero-Eight was 
introduced.  In that year, Cole offered three models, all high-priced: a roadster, a touring car, and a 
“speedster.”  In 1919 it offered seven models. 


 
Allen seems to have done well with the Cole, because in 1919 he commenced construction of his own 
large auto showroom, at 1625 Van Ness, and also opened several branch showrooms around the state.  
He left 1414 Van Ness for the new building in 1920, where he sold Cole, another brand, plus Sandow 
trucks, only to have his business quickly collapse, probably due to the recession of the early 1920s. 
 
1920-1922:  W. J. Benson Co.  This company sold the Stephens Salient-Six automobile, an obscure 
brand, from the storefront at 1420 Van Ness. 
 
1923:  Gustave A. Boyer.  With the departure of Firestone from this building, the two storefronts were 
merged, and the entire building became available for auto dealers.  The first to so occupy this building 
was Gus A Boyer, who, operating as the Franklin Motor Car Company, sold Franklin autos here.  The 
Franklin was a light-weight, air-cooled auto made in Syracuse, New York during 1902-1934.  It did 
well, and was sold from several showrooms in San Francisco from 1907 through 1930.  Why it was sold 
here so briefly is unknown. 
 
1924-1933:  Willys-Overland.  During the 1910s this was a very successful auto-maker.  In 1916-1918 it 
built a chain of factory branch showrooms around the United States, including a huge building in San 
Francisco at 1395 Van Ness (now altered).  There it sold its Willys-Knight, Stearns-Knight, Overland, 
and Whippet autos from 1916-1923.  The company over-extended, and after the recession of the early-
1920s it had to be restructured.  Today Willys is best-remembered for its role of producing the Jeep 
during World War II and afterward. 
 
During the 1920s and 1930s Willys-Overland was a much less important company than it had been 
during the 1910s, and in San Francisco it down-sized by leaving its building at 1395 Van Ness and 
selling its cars through a succession of dealerships in this much smaller building.  During these years, 
the company ended its production of the Stearns-Knight (in 1929) and Willys-Knight (in 1933) brands.  
The proprietors in this building were the Boyer-Brouillet Motor Company (1924), the Overland-Knight 
Sales Company (1925-1927), J. W. Leavitt and Co. (1928-1930), and the Willys-Overland Auto 
Company (1931-1933). 
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History – Occupants – Other automobile-related businesses 
 
1935, 1940-1942:  Used car salesrooms.  As was the case with some other auto showrooms, this building 
filtered down to used car sales rooms during the Depression.  These included the Fishman Auto 
Company (1935) and the used car department of Van Ness Motors (1940-1942). 
 
1942-1945:  Automotive Service Company.  This business performed electrical service and sold auto 
parts.  It is the last known auto-related business in this building. 
 
From 1948 through at least 1964 this building was occupied by the Anglo-California National Bank, 
later known as the Crocker-Anglo National Bank.  Its headquarters was downtown at 1 Sansome Street 
and this was one of ten or more of its neighborhood branches.  During the 1970s and 1980s this building 
was used as a post office. 
 
In sum, this building had ten years of use as a tires store (Firestone, 1913-1923), twenty years of use as 
an auto showroom (1913-1933), and at least 27 years of total auto-related use. 
 
History – Context – Early tire shops 
 
This is one of about twelve surviving buildings in the study area that had some importance as tire shops 
and retain at least moderate integrity.  Eight of these buildings had such history dating back to the 1910s, 
two back to the 1920s, and two back to the 1930s.  Of these twelve, eight had a history as a tire shop for 
at least ten years.  Those eight include: 
 


1414-1420 Van Ness (1913-1923; ten years; sold Firestone) 
1233-1237 Van Ness (1914-1924; ten years; sold Pennsylvania and National tires) 
1430-1480 Van Ness (1915-1924, and 1927; 11 years) 
1650 Pine Street (1917-1917; ten years) 
1441 Bush Street (1922-1951; about 30 years) 
1501-1519 Mission (1928 to the present) 
1601 Mission (1931 through at least 1964; sold Firestone) 
500 Turk Street (1935 to the present; sold Goodyear) 


 
From the above list, it can be seen that the buildings from the 1910s had tire stores for briefer periods of 
time – ten or eleven years – while the later buildings had tire stores for much longer periods. 
 
1412-1420 Van Ness is in the former group, i.e. it is a very early example – in fact, the earliest – with 
ten years of use as a tire shop.  It is one of four buildings in this group that are known to have held stores 
that sold national tire brands. 
 
History – Context – Early auto showrooms 
 
The oldest auto showrooms in the study area (i.e., those built through 1913) are listed below, in order of 
construction date.  These are probably the oldest in San Francisco as well as in the study area. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context – Early auto showrooms (continued) 
 


550 Van Ness.  Built 1908-1909.  A moderately sized showroom.  The brick walls and ornament remain intact 
while the window sash has been altered. 


 
2000 Van Ness.  Built 1909-1910.  This building has lost integrity due to alterations and major additions of 
1927. 
 
690 Van Ness.  Built 1910.  A small showroom with only a few years of use as a new auto showroom; its 
integrity is fair at best. 
 
1301-1305 Van Ness.  Built 1911-1912.  This large building has good integrity, but during its first five years 
its main use was as a tire dealership; its auto showroom use was secondary.  Later in the 1910s the entire 
building became devoted to use as an auto showroom. 
 
1525 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This moderately-sized building has only fair integrity. 
 
1430-1480 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This building had early, but brief, use as an auto showroom.  Window 
openings have been altered. 
 
1001 Polk Street.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom.  Its window sash has been removed, but the integrity 
of this building is otherwise high. 
 
1400 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom with high integrity. 
 
1412-1420 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  During this building’s first decade one of its two storefronts was 
used as a showroom, and the other was a tires shop.  Integrity is good.  This is the building being 
evaluated here. 
 
1350 Van Ness.  Built in 1912-1913.  The cornice of this small showroom has been removed. 
 
1595 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A large showroom.  Windows have been altered, but integrity is otherwise 
good. 
 
1600 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  Large grilles cover the windows, diminishing the integrity. 
 
2050 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A moderately-sized showroom with fifteen years of such use, including a few 
years of electric auto sales. 
 
1062 Geary.  Built in 1913.  This small building had only brief use as an auto showroom, and has fair 
integrity. 
 


The best of these, in terms of integrity, longevity of use as an auto showroom, and size or capacity are 
1400 Van Ness, 1001 Polk, 1595 Van Ness, and 1301-1305 Van Ness.  Each of these four also served as 
showrooms for major brands. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context – Early auto showrooms (continued) 
 
By comparison, 1412-1420 Van Ness had a moderately small auto showroom until 1923, when Firestone 
left and the entire building became devoted to auto sales.  The major brands it sold included Oldsmobile 
(for four years), Cole (for three years), Chevrolet (very briefly), and Willys-Overland (for ten years, and 
perhaps no longer a major brand by this time).  It also sold several early brands that are now little-
remembered.  In summary, 1412-1420 Van Ness is in the second most important group of auto 
showrooms, among those built through 1913 (along with 550 Van Ness, 1350 Van Ness, and perhaps 
2050 Van Ness). 
 
Integrity 
 
The interior zone of the first story (windows and entrance) of the Van Ness façade is generally altered, 
and this is a substantial area; but the end piers, the second story, and the parapet facing Van Ness are 
intact, and the secondary facades on Austin and Bush are also largely intact.  Of the four vehicle 
entrances this building was built with, two still have vehicle doors, while the outlines of the other two 
are apparent as such.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location, setting, feeling, and association, 
while integrity of design, materials, and workmanship are mostly retained. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With 20 years of such use in 
its history, it has good longevity in this use.  This is also one of the very earliest tire shops that survive in 
San Francisco, with ten years of such use by Firestone, a major brand.  For these reasons, the building 
appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local 
level, for its use as an automobile showroom and a tire shop.  The Period of Significance under this 
criterion is 1913-1933, the years the building had these uses. 
 
None of the proprietors of businesses in this building is known to have been individually important in 
his field.  Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 2. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Architecturally, this building is typical for its period.  Its best features are the parapet, which exhibits 
fine brickwork, and the band of second story wooden windows facing Van Ness.  Such a window 
arrangement was once common, but a band of wooden windows of this length and of this age is 
becoming rare in San Francisco; most have been replaced with modern metal sash.  For these reasons, 
and in spite of the first story alterations to the Van Ness storefront area, this building appears to be 
eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, for its design. The Period of Significance under 
this criterion is 1913, the year of construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are the height and width of both the main building and 
the ell to Bush Street; the textured tan and brick Van Ness façade, including the corbelled brickwork; the 
red brick Austin and Bush facades, including their shallow cornices; the wooden cornice, molding, and  
paneled frieze below the Van Ness parapet; the wooden transom and casement windows, and the band of 
panels beneath these facing Van Ness; the wooden casing surrounding the entire interior zone of the Van 
Ness façade; the original wooden windows in the Austin and Bush Street facades, and the outlines of the 
vehicle entrances in those facades. 
 
References  (continued from page 5) 
 
In the S.F. Chronicle: 
“New Building for Firestone Tires.” Nov. 3, 1912, p. 44. 
“Oldsmobile Branch in New Quarters.”  July 13, 1913, p. 55. 
Leon J. Pinkson, “New Man at Helm of Oldsmobile Branch.”  Feb. 13, 1914, p. 15. 
Display ads Feb. 13, 1916, p. 46; and Aug. 26, 1917, p. A-8; for Oldsmobile. 
“Allen Organization Now Cole Distributor,” March 24, 1918, p. 28. 
“Large Quarters for New Firm.”  April 21, 1918, p. A-6.  L. D. Allen’s company moves in. 
“California Motor Sales Company Changes Name.”  March 14, 1920, p. A-2. 
Display ads April 21, 1918, p. A-2; May 5, 1918, p. A-5; June 30, 1918, p. A-2; July 14, 1918, p. A-4; 


July 28, 1918; August 25, 1918, p. 30; March 30, 1919, p. A-14; April 27, 1919, p. A-14; Jan. 18, 
1920, p. A-4; for California Motor Sales Company. 
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Page   1    of   14      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1415 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):       Roos Brothers men’s furnishings store/Eugene S. Miner auto repair shop          
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address      1415 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 666, lot 4 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story, wood-framed building fills its 60’ (along Van Ness) by 100’ (along Austin) lot at the 
southwest corner of Van Ness Avenue and Austin Street.  The corner of this building at Van Ness 
and Austin is chamfered, and otherwise the building is rectangular in shape.  The higher level of 
finish is to be found on the Van Ness Avenue façade, which is divided into three bays; in the 
chamfered corner; and on the two adjacent bays on Austin Street; while the balance of the Austin 
façade is much less highly finished.  The cladding material on the second story is horizontal wood 
siding, laid flush.  There is no siding, as such, on the first story of the Van Ness side and on adjacent 
bays, as that façade area is taken up entirely by storefront windows, piers, and transom bars.  The 
balance of the first story, along Austin Street, is clad in a coating of stucco, which is a replacement 
of the original clapboard siding. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 
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P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southwest  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1906; newspaper article  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
VARLOW LLC  
50 BEACH DR 
SAN RAFAEL CA  94901  
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affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
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  February 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009.  
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Description (continued): 
 
Ornamentation is Classical Revival in style.  At the top of the building is a profiled wooden cornice.  It 
is supported by block modillions and appended brackets, of plaster, that are intensely foliated.  These 
modillions and brackets are paired, and correspond to paired pilasters below.  A course of egg-and-dart 
molding runs along the base of the cornice and wraps around the corner of the building.  Below the egg-
and-dart molding is a blank frieze, and below this is a secondary cornice.  This latter cornice is lent 
visual support by paired Ionic pilasters that enframe the second story windows.  Plaster ornament in the 
form of cartouches and foliation can be found between the pilasters and above the windows. 
 
At the second floor level another profiled cornice and a blank frieze, both original, can be found.  
Tuscan pilasters divide the first story façade into bays, and transom bars further divide the storefront 
windows.  Although these first story pilasters seem quite compatible with the classical style of the 
building, they are not original but were added in the 1980s or later; the original piers in these locations 
were thinner, and were overlapped by the transom bars.  A low bulkhead (original) forms the base of the 
storefront area. 


 


 
 


Detail of the second story cornice, ornament, and altered window sash 
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Top photo:  Drawing of this building from “Designs for Several Fine Buildings Have Been Drawn,” San Francisco 
Chronicle, September 12, 1906, p. 5, regarding new buildings designed by Julius E. Krafft.  This was a design drawing for 
the Roos Brothers clothing store, predating the construction. 
 
Bottom photo:  1415 Van Ness, from the Department of City Planning’s 1976 survey of historic buildings.  The balustrade 
shown in the top drawing is no longer in place.  The divided window sash in the second story was still in place in 1976, but 
has since been removed.  The glazed wooden doors shown in the middle bay of the Van Ness side may be the result of a 1910 
alteration made to allow vehicle entry for Libby and Miner’s auto repair shop.  These vehicle doors were removed by the 
mid-1980s.  The spandrel in the first story, as shown in this photo, appears to be an overlay of the original transom bar.  At 
far right, rustic or clapboard siding is visible in the first story of the Austin Street façade; it has since been replaced by stucco. 
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B1. Historic Name:  Roos Brothers men’s furnishings store/Eugene S. Miner auto repair shop  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    clothing store       B4.  Present Use:  retail store  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1906.  Balustrade removed before 1975.  Window sash altered and first story pilasters added after 1982. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Julius E, Krafft  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance   1906-1964   Property Type retail store, auto repair, auto sales Applicable Criteria __1___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in the second half of 1906 for the Roos Brothers clothing store as part of the 
temporary retail district being developed along Van Ness Avenue after the earthquake and fire.  The 
architect was Julius E. Krafft (1855-1937).  Krafft was a prolific architect with a diversified practice of 
designing commercial, institutional, and residential buildings.  Born in Germany, he came to the 
United States in 1872 and to San Francisco two years later.  He apprenticed with T. J. Welsh and John 
P. Gaynor before opening his own architectural office in 1889.  He was quickly successful.  A very 
fine Queen Anne style house at 1819 Jackson dates from his first year of practice, and St. Paulus 
Lutheran Church (1892; now burned) followed soon after.  Other major works of his included the 
Affiliated Colleges (with Martens and Coffey, 1897; demolished), the James L. Flood mansion at 2120 
Broadway (1901), and Mt. Zion Hospital (as J. E. Krafft and Sons; 1912; demolished).  He worked 
with his sons until the early 1930s and then retired. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
“Designs for Several Fine Buildings Have Been Drawn,” SF 


Chronicle, Sept. 12, 1906, p. 5; re: Roos Bros. store here. 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 
directory listings for occupants of this building, 1906-1964 


1912 Sanborn insurance map (“garage and repairing”) 
1936 Sanborn insurance map (“autos 1st and 2nd”) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  February 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants 
 
This building was occupied for just over two and one-half years by clothing stores (1906-1909).  It then 
became devoted to automobile use, first as an auto repair shop (1910-1916), next as a showroom for new 
cars (1917-1922), and then as a salesroom for used cars (1924-1964, passim).  In all, this building had 
about 46 years of automobile-related use, counting through 1964, the end year of the period being 
studied for this report. 
 
1906-1909: Clothing stores 
 
September 1906 to January 1909: Roos Brothers 
 
The first occupant of this building was Roos Brothers, a men’s clothing store that was long prominent in 
San Francisco.  The WPA guide to the city (San Francisco: The Bay and Its Cities, published by 
Hastings House, New York, 1947, p. 189) gives some of its history.  The founders were Adolph and 
Achille Roos, who came from France, sold clothing to Comstock Lode miners, and then opened Roos 
Brothers on Leidesdorff Street in 1865.  From 1867 to 1906 they occupied their own fine building on 
Kearny Street, then the city’s main shopping street.  That building was destroyed by the earthquake and 
fire. 
 
After the fire, and before building a permanent new downtown store, Roos Brothers built and occupied 
two temporary stores, one on each of the city’s main shopping boulevards during the post-earthquake 
and fire period.  The first, completed in June 1906, was on Fillmore Street, at the southeast corner of 
O’Farrell (per San Francisco Call, June 23, 1906, p. 5).  Roos Brothers soon added a second store, at 
1415 Van Ness, near Bush.1  A drawing of the latter building (shown on page three of this report) was 
published in the Chronicle on September 12, 1906, and two days later a display ad for Roos Brothers 
stated that their “elegant, modern store on Van Ness Avenue at Bush is nearing completion.”  By 
October 16th the Van Ness store was open, and the two stores operated concurrently.  Both the Fillmore 
Street and Van Ness Avenue stores were designed by architect Julius E. Krafft.  The interior of the 
building on Van Ness featured a balcony or gallery that wrapped around a central shopping court and 
was lighted by a central domed skylight. 
 
The two stores were open through the year 1908.  In that year Roos Brothers built a permanent 
downtown store at Market and Stockton streets.  It opened on November 30th, but Roos Brothers kept 
1415 Van Ness open for another two months.  It closed at the end of January 1909 (per a display ad in 
the Chronicle, February 1, 1909, p. 3). 
 
(The Fillmore Street store no longer stands.  The downtown store at Market and Stockton was 
completely altered in 1936-1938, but continued to serve as Roos Brothers into the 1960s.  It was 
severely altered again, in the 1990s for Virgin Records.  In 1968 the clothiers Roos-Atkins built a new 
store at 799 Market; it, too, has since been completely remodeled.) 


(Continued next page.) 
                                                           
1 City directories of  December 1906, 1907, and 1908 give the address as 1457 Van Ness.  The drawing of the building in the 
Chronicle, September 12, 1906, makes clear that Roos Bros.’s Van Ness store was today’s #1415. 
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History – Occupants 
 
March to May 1909: I. Magnin 
 
The women’s clothing store, I. Magnin, took over occupancy of 1415 Van Ness on March 1st, 1909, but 
closed two months and one week later, on May 8th, when their downtown store at Geary and Grant 
opened.  (Sources: display ads in the San Francisco Chronicle, February 28, 1909, p. 31, and May 8th, 
1909.) 
 
1910-1916: Eugene S. Miner, auto repair shop 
 
As downtown was rebuilt, retail businesses left Van Ness Avenue, and the void on Van Ness was 
gradually filled by automobile-related businesses.  For a few years the city’s auto showrooms and 
related businesses were concentrated along the stretch of Van Ness between Golden Gate Avenue and 
Market Street.  Not until the city’s new Civic Center displaced many of these businesses in 1912 did 
very many auto-related businesses move to upper Van Ness. 
 
A few auto showrooms, repair shops, etc. did locate on upper Van Ness before 1912.  One of these was 
the auto repair shop of Eugene S. Miner.  With various partners, his business occupied 1415 Van Ness 
for six or seven years, from 1910 to 1916. 
 
Born in California in 1880, Miner began working as a machinist in 1901 for the Sunset Automobile 
Company, which was managed by engineer and inventor Dorville Libby, Jr. at 1814 Market Street.  It 
was one of the first automobile dealerships in San Francisco, and Miner was thus one of the city’s early 
auto repairmen.  In 1909 or 1910 the two men, engineer and machinist, under the firm name of Libby 
and Miner, opened an auto repair shop at 1415 Van Ness Avenue.  In 1911 or 1912 Libby left the 
partnership, Sidney B. Sargeant took his place, and the firm became known as Miner and Sargeant.  In 
1913 a third partner, C. C. Barre, joined the firm, which became known as Miner-Sargeant-Barre. 
 
The 1913 Sanborn insurance map shows that their auto repair shop occupied the first story of this 
building, and that the central open gallery was still in place.  The floor, according to the Sanborn map, 
was wooden, and must have become stained with dripping grease from the automobiles.  An “aeroplane 
factory” occupied the second story.  The skylight must have supplied welcome natural light to both 
businesses. 
 
In 1916 Miner-Sargeant-Barre moved their auto repair shop to 1540 Van Ness (demolished).  In 1927 
Eugene S. Miner, then working solo, moved again, to 1540 Bush Street (extant).  He remained there 
until his death in 1941.  Afterward a relative continued the auto repair business under the name Eugene 
S. Miner Company. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants 
 
1917-1922:  Auto showrooms 
 
Two auto dealerships occupied this building during these five years.  Between them they sold four 
brands of automobiles that were once well-known, but are now little remembered.  The two were: 
 
April 1917-March 1918:  Cole-Pacific Motor Company.  This dealership formed near the end of 1915 in 
order to acquire the northern California, Nevada, and Hawaii distributorship for the Cole brand of 
automobile.  Initially Cole-Pacific was located at 2050 Van Ness (extant), but in April 1917 it moved 
into 1415 Van Ness to be at the center of Auto Row.  Here, Cole-Pacific fitted out the interior as a sales 
room, service room, and parts room, undoubtedly using both stories for these purposes. 
 
The Cole Motor Company was founded by Joseph J. Cole and made assembled automobiles in 
Indianapolis during 1909-1925.  It made an early reputation by winning auto races in 1909 and 1910, 
and in 1912 it began to build limousines for the luxury market.  It was one of the early auto makers to 
install V-8 engines in its cars. In 1918 Cole offered three models, all high-priced: a roadster, a touring 
car, and a “speedster.” 
 
After only one year at 1415 Van Ness, Cole-Pacific lost the Cole dealership for northern California to L. 
D. Allen, who then sold Cole autos across the street at 1412-1414 Van Ness (extant).  In a sort of 
musical chairs of auto dealerships, 1415 Van Ness then became home to the Leach-Frawley Motor 
Company, which sold three brands of autos. 
 
March 1918-1922:  Leach-Frawley Motor Company and Frawley Motor Company.  This company 
formed in January 1917 in order to sell the Dort automobile in northern California.  The partners were 
John W. Frawley, of Dallas, Texas, and M. A. Leach, of Los Angeles, who each owned a Dort 
showroom in his home city and who knew each other through the auto business.  They were enthusiastic 
enough about the brand’s prospects to form a partnership and to purchase the Dort agency for northern 
California. 
 
The brand they sold was a relatively new one.  Dort’s founder, Josiah Dort, had made wagons and 
carriages since 1884 and much later became an officer with Chevrolet.  With this dual experience he 
founded his own auto manufacturing company in 1915, in Flint, Michigan.  According to the San 
Francisco Chronicle (“New Firm Enters the Local Field,” January 14, 1917, p. 47), the Dort auto was 
designed by Etienne Planche, “the same genius who laid the foundation for the famous Peugeot factory 
in France.”   The Dort brand quickly became popular, and must have been attractive to prospective auto 
dealers around the country. 
 
In San Francisco Dort autos were first sold by the Logan-Cadwalader Company from their showroom at 
1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue (extant).  Leach-Frawley and Logan-Cadwalader reached an agreement 
whereby the former would acquire the Dort agency for northern California from the latter.  This deal 
was described by the Chronicle as “entirely friendly,” and the newspaper added that Logan-Cadwalader  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
was helping Leach-Frawley to set up shop (Leon J. Pinkson, “New Firm Enters Local Auto Car Field,” 
SF Chronicle, January 11, 1917, p. 4).  It is difficult to interpret this report with confidence, because 
newspapers of the period always put a positive spin on auto industry developments.  If taken at face 
value, however, Logan-Cadwalader seems to have been only too happy to unload its Dort line and to 
concentrate on selling its other auto brand, the Velie. 
 
Leach-Frawley opened a Dort showroom at 999 Geary Street in January 1917.  The partners may have 
developed doubts about Dort’s long-term popularity, for they soon added, perhaps as insurance, the 
Liberty Six auto to their line.  They soon dropped Liberty, but in February and March of 1918 they 
added two more brands, King and Mitchell (San Francisco Chronicle, February 13 and March 12, 
1918).  In these early years of the auto industry, no one could be certain which brands would remain 
popular for the long run. 
 
With three brands to sell, Leach-Frawley needed a larger showroom, and at the end of March 1918, after 
acquiring the Mitchell brand, Leach-Frawley took over occupancy of 1415 Van Ness.  Here they sold 
Dort, King, and Mitchell autos, but only briefly.  By September 1918, M. A. Leach had dropped out of 
the partnership, and John W. Frawley had let go of the Dort and King brands.  Operating as the Frawley 
Motor Company, he focused on selling the Mitchell brand.  This auto brand was founded in Racine, 
Wisconsin in 1903, and was sold by Frawley at 1415 Van Ness during 1918-1922.   
 
The recession of the early 1920s put an end to many national auto manufacturers as well as many local 
dealerships.  The Frawley Motor Company went out of business in 1922, and the Mitchell Motor Car 
Company ended production the following year. 
 
1924-1964:  Used car salesrooms 
 
Being wood frame in construction and of relatively modest dimensions, 1415 Van Ness was at a 
disadvantage compared to the many large, reinforced concrete auto showrooms that were built on Van 
Ness Avenue in the 1910s and 1920s.  Those larger showrooms typically combined new autos sales, 
service, parts, auto storage, auto painting, and sometimes used auto sales uses in one building.  By 
comparison, 1415 Van Ness had limited capacity.  With its large, plate glass showroom windows it does 
seem to have been very well-suited for used auto sales, however.  Used car sales rooms occupied the 
building for at least 33 years after the Frawley Motor Company went out of business.  They included: 
 


1923:  Max Arnold.  Arnold had recently sold new autos elsewhere, but probably sold used cars here. 


1924:  Henry H. McPike.  It is known that McPike sold autos here in this year; they were probably used cars. 


1927-1931:  L. A. Pacheco 


1932-1936:  Ansel J. Schloss 


1937:  S&C Motors.  The proprietors were A. E. Schlesinger and L. S. Clayburg.  They also sold new Dodge 
and Plymouth autos on Pacific Avenue at this time. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 


1938-1939:  Lloyd K. Hillman 
 


1945;  Hill Motors 
 
1945-1946:  Ellis Brooks.  He sold used autos in San Francisco during 1939-1945; this was the last of his 
several used car salesrooms.  Late in 1945 or in early 1946 he also began to sell Kaiser, a newly established 
brand of automobile, from this building.  He then moved to a larger auto showroom, first at 1595 Van Ness, 
and then at 1395 Van Ness, where he sold mainly Chevrolet, and where his family is still in business. 
 
1948:  Goggin and Caselli 


 
1949-1955:  Biondi Auto Sales 
 
1956:  House of Automobiles, specialists in Cadillacs 
 
1957-1964+:  William L. Hughson.  Hughson sold Ford and other brands of automobiles from 1903 until his 
death in 1967.  During the 1950s-1960s he also maintained three used car salesrooms.  The others were 2020-
2034 Van Ness (1951-1959) and 1350 Van Ness (1957-1960 and 1962). 
 
Note:  This building had unknown occupants during 1925-1926, 1940-1944, and 1947-1949. 


 
In summary, this building had two and one-half years of use as a clothing store, seven years of use as an 
auto repair shop, six years of use as a new auto showroom, and 34 years of use as a used car salesroom, 
with a total of 47 known years of auto-related use. 
 
History – Context 
 
Temporary commercial buildings of 1906 on or near Van Ness Avenue 
 
Before the earthquake and fire of April 18-21, 1906, Van Ness Avenue was residential in character, with 
middle-class houses along the southern stretch of the avenue, residence hotels in the middle stretch 
between Ellis and Sutter streets, and mansions to the north.  The east side of Van Ness, and some blocks 
on the west side of the avenue, either burned during the fire or were dynamited to create a fire break. 
 
Downtown had burned, too, and so Van Ness Avenue became the city’s new shopping district during the 
next few years, while downtown was being rebuilt. Van Ness had the advantage of being immediately 
adjacent to the wealthiest part of San Francisco that survived the earthquake and fire, i.e., Pacific 
Heights and the Western Addition.  Surviving residences on the west side of the avenue were converted 
into stores, usually with new storefronts added to the fronts; and miles of one and two-story wood-
framed buildings were constructed on both sides of the street.  The city’s best department, dry goods, 
clothing, and jewelry stores – The White House, the City of Paris, Davis-Schonwasser, D. Samuel’s 
Lace House, Newman and Levison, Roos Bros., Andrews’ Diamond Palace, and Shreve’s – all relocated 
to Van Ness Avenue.  Nestled among them were stationers, book stores, restaurants, tailors, and 
milliners. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
The east-west streets between Van Ness and Polk Street, and Polk Street itself, were also developed, in 
part, with small, wood-framed commercial buildings in 1906.  These, too, were probably considered to 
be temporary at the time they were built; once the shops that first occupied them removed to a rebuilt 
downtown, these buildings would likely be replaced by larger structures of brick or reinforced concrete. 
Probably no one at the time considered that some would still be standing over a hundred years later. 
How many wood-framed “temporary” buildings from 1906 survive on Van Ness, or immediately east of 
that avenue?  Only two are known of at present.  One is the building at 1415 Van Ness Avenue that is 
being evaluated here.  The other is a small building at 1545 Pine Street that was initially a restaurant.  It 
is possible that a few others still stand on the east-west streets between Van Ness and Polk. 
 
Other buildings might be considered to share some aspects of this pattern of history. 819 Ellis Street 
(between Polk and Van Ness), for instance, is a brick building that was built for occupancy by Joseph 
Fredericks and Co., a major furniture store, during July-November, 1906 (at the same time that 1545 
Pine was built).  Although its materials and structure were considered permanent, the initial use was 
definitely temporary, for Fredericks and Co. soon moved to its new home on Union Square.  819 Ellis’ 
façade has been altered, but other buildings in the study area of this report might have a similar history. 
 
It might also be useful to mention that Fillmore street also became a major shopping district immediately 
after the earthquake and fire of 1906, albeit one subordinate to Van Ness Avenue.  No survey has been 
made to determine which, if any, commercial buildings from that time and place still survive. 
 
The earliest automobile-related buildings in the study area 
 
1415 Van Ness Avenue was occupied by auto-related businesses beginning in 1910.  Of the 100-plus 
buildings in the study area that had such use and still retain at least fair integrity, only one or two had 
auto-related use as early as this one did, namely: 
 


550-590 Van Ness Avenue.  This building was built as an automobile showroom in 1909. 
 
1349 Larkin Street.  This building was built as a private garage in 1909-1910, and did not have a public auto-
related use until 1913. 


 
Four other very early auto-related buildings have been heavily altered.  They include: the northwest 
corner of Jackson and Polk (built in 1908 as a public garage), 2000 Van Ness Avenue (built as an 
automobile showroom in 1910), 1461 Pine Street (built in 1911 as a public garage), and 1200 Van Ness 
Avenue (built in 1911 as an auto showroom).  Each has lost integrity as an auto-related building. 
 
Many other buildings had auto-related use during the period 1913-1919 and retain good to high 
integrity. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Auto repair shops in the study area 
 
Over forty buildings that still stand in the study area have some history of use as an auto repair shop.  
(This number does not count auto showrooms where auto repair services were also offered.)  Some of 
these have poor integrity, and some held auto repair shops for relatively brief periods of time.  The best 
examples are listed below. 
 
Four buildings held auto repair shops beginning in the 1910s, for periods of over 20 years (counting 
through the year 1964), and have good or high integrity.  They qualify as the oldest examples of auto 
repair shops in the study area with good longevity: 


 
155 Grove Street.  Harry M. Nicolson’s shop.  This is the oldest building in the study area that was built (in 
1915) as an auto repair shop.  Integrity is good. 
 
731-799 Van Ness Avenue.  Auto repair use beginning in 1917, for 28 years.  Integrity is high.  This was a 
large multi-use building; it held a public garage and an auto painting shop in addition to an auto repair shop. 
 
1465 Pine Street. A small auto repair shop, beginning in 1917, for at least 30 years.  Integrity is good. 
 
1644 Pine Street. Auto repair use beginning in 1918, for 46 years.  Integrity is high. 


 
Seven buildings held auto repair shops beginning in the 1920s, had over 30 years of such use (counting 
through 1964), and retain high integrity.  These are exceptional examples of this building type, even 
though they are not as old as those dating to the 1910s.  They include: 
 


300 Grove Street.  Built in 1920, it held auto repair shops for 38 years.  The brick façade is exceptional, and 
almost all of the wooden windows remain in place.  
 
650, 843, and 845 Polk Street.  All built in 1920.  These held auto repair shops for 40, 44, and 38 years, 
respectively.  The latter was John Blausef’s shop.  These are small buildings on the scale of 1465 Pine. 
 
824 Ellis Street. Auto repair use beginning in 1920, for 35 years.  This was one of the larger and more 
architecturally distinguished auto repair shops in the study area. 
 
1765 California Street. Hanni and Girerd’s auto repair shop beginning in 1921, for 43 years.  This was the 
largest auto repair shop in the study area. 
 
55 Oak Street. Earl E. Robbins’ shop.  Auto repair use beginning in 1929, for 35 years. 


 
Other auto repair shop buildings in the study area are of interest in other ways.  They include: 
 


1415 Van Ness Avenue (the building being evaluated here).  Built as a clothing store, it was Eugene S. 
Miner’s auto repair shop during 1910-1916.  It is the earliest auto repair shop building in the study area. 
 
1575-1595 Bush.  This building held multiple auto uses, including repair shops, upon its completion in 1923. 
 
550 Turk Street.  Built as a garage, this building also held an auto repair shop for 21 years. 
 
1540 Bush Street.  Built as a battery shop, it was Eugene S. Miner’s auto repair shop from 1927-1941. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 


1522-1524 Bush Street. This former auto supplies store held an auto repair shop for 34 years, beginning 1931. 
 
730 Ellis Street.  After long use as a garage, this held an auto repair shop for 29 years beginning in 1936. 


 
In sum, 1415 Van Ness Avenue held an auto repair shop earlier than did any other building in the study 
area, by a margin of five years.  Many buildings in the study area, however, held auto repair shops for 
much longer periods of time than this building did. 
 
Auto showrooms in the study area 
 
1415 Van Ness is one of nineteen extant buildings in the study area that held auto showrooms during the 
period 1909-1919; these qualify as the oldest auto showrooms in the study area.  Of the nineteen, some 
held auto showrooms for only a few years and then became dedicated to other uses.  Some have only 
marginal integrity.  The best examples, in terms of integrity, longevity of use as an auto showroom, 
early date, and size or capacity are 1400 Van Ness, 1001 Polk, 1595 Van Ness, 1301-1305 Van Ness, 
and 1699 Van Ness.  Each of these five also served as showrooms for major brands.  The next best 
examples include 1412-1420 Van Ness, 550-590 Van Ness, 1350 Van Ness, and 2050 Van Ness. 
 
Used auto salesrooms in the study area 
 
Numerous buildings in the study area were occupied by used auto salesrooms at some point in their 
history.  The surviving buildings in the study area that had the longest history of this use were: 
 


850 Van Ness Avenue.  Built 1919.  From that date through at least 1964 this building was occupied by used 
car sales rooms.  It is the only building in the study area that was so occupied for many years from the 
beginning of its history. This building has lost its cornice or pent roof and original window sash on the Van 
Ness side, and retains these features on its Ellis Street side. 
 
700-710 Van Ness Avenue.  Built 1915.  After very brief use as a new car showroom, the ground floor of this 
building was a used car salesroom for over 35 years (1919-1964+).  The one long-term occupant was Bank 
Chevrolet, which sold used cars here 1938-1960.  Because its integrity is high, this is the best example of a 
used car salesroom in the study area. 
 
1415 Van Ness Avenue (the building being evaluated here).  Built as a clothing store, and devoted to auto 
uses from 1910 onward.  Used car salesrooms occupied this building for 34 years during 1924-1964.  
Proprietors included William L. Hughson, who was also the city’s pre-eminent Ford dealer. 


 
Integrity 
 
Alterations to this building include the loss of its crowning balustrade, the covering of most of the first 
story on Austin Street with stucco, the addition of pilasters to the first story piers, the use of new metal 
sash in all windows, and, as is typical in the study area, the loss of the early vehicle doors.  The building 
retains its cornice, plaster ornament, second story flush siding, and the arrangement of its storefront 
windows.  In spite of its alterations, the building still largely resembles the way it looked when built in 
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Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 – Retail use, 1906-1909 
 
This is the only surviving building on Van Ness Avenue that was built in 1906 as part of the city’s 
temporary downtown, i.e., as part of the city’s primary retail district, following the earthquake and fire.  
The building was occupied by prominent retail clothing stores from October 1906 to May 1909, 
primarily by Roos Brothers and also, briefly, by I. Magnin.  At least one other building with a similar 
history (namely 1545 Pine Street) still survives on an east-west street close to Van Ness, but 1415 Van 
Ness is a much more important example of this pattern of history than 1545 Pine is.  Although the 
“temporary downtown” on Van Ness Avenue lasted for only a brief period – less than three years – it is 
an important aspect of the city’s history, closely connected with the earthquake and fire of 1906.  The 
fact that 1415 Van Ness is the last remaining building of this type on Van Ness Avenue outweighs the 
fact that some substantial alterations have been made to the building.  Overall, the building retains 
sufficient integrity to evoke this pattern of history.  Accordingly, the building appears to be eligible for 
the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its history as part 
of the city’s temporary downtown following the earthquake and fire of 1906.  The Period of 
Significance under this criterion is 1906-1909, the years the building had this use. 
 
Criterion 1 – Automobile use, 1910-1964 
 
This building had an auto-related use beginning in 1910, a very early date; only one extant building in 
the study area (at 550-590 Van Ness) had an earlier auto-related use.  1415 Van Ness also had an auto-
related use for 47 years (through 1964, the end year of the period being studied), for excellent longevity 
of such use.  In addition, among all buildings in the study area, this building had the earliest use as an 
auto repair shop, by a margin of five years.  It is one of 19 buildings in the study area that had use as an 
auto showroom during the 1910s.  It is one of three buildings in the study area that was occupied by a 
used car salesroom for at least 30 years.  All factors considered (such as integrity and longevity), there 
are much better examples in the study area of auto repair shops and auto showrooms, and one or two 
better examples of used car sales rooms.  Still, this building has one of the best histories of overall auto-
related use in the study area, and despite the substantial alterations that it has undergone, it retains 
enough integrity to evoke this history.  Accordingly, the building appears to be eligible for the California 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Three persons that were important in the auto-related history of the study area had businesses in this 
building.  One was Eugene S. Miner, whose auto repair shop was here during 1910-1916.  Miner was 
not, as far as is known, considered important in his own time, but he was one of San Francisco’s first 
auto repairmen, and his career in this field lasted for over four decades.  Another building in the study 
area, at 1540 Bush Street, held Miner’s auto repair shop for a longer period of time (1927-1941), has 
better integrity than 1415 Van Ness does, and better represents his overall career. 
 
Ellis Brooks sold cars here briefly (1945-1946).  He is much better represented by his new auto 
showroom at 1595 Van Ness.  William L. Hughson sold used cars here during 1957-1964.  He is much 
better represented by three other buildings in the study area. 
 
In sum, other buildings in the study area better represent the careers of each of these men, and so 1415 
Van Ness does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is a pleasing example of the Classical Revival style, with a distinctive 
chamfered corner.  The diminished integrity of this building, however, causes it to fall well below the 
level of quality of other commercial buildings in this study area.  Thus, this building does not appear to 
be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, the wooden siding in the second 
story, the main cornice with its modillions and brackets, the egg-and-dart molding and blank frieze 
beneath the cornice, the secondary cornice beneath the frieze, the plaster ornament and pilasters in the 
second story, the window framing in the second story, the cornice at the second floor level, the transom 
bars in the storefront windows, the mullions in the windows in the chamfered corner, and the low 
bulkheads at the base of the building.  The metal window sash, the stucco wall surface on the Austin 
Street side, and the first story pilasters are not contributing elements to the historic fabric of the building. 
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This one-story-plus-basement, reinforced concrete building fills its 120’ by 96’-6” lot, which runs 
along the east side of Van Ness Avenue, from Austin Street to Pine Street.  The building is coated 
with stucco that has been lightly scored to resemble masonry.  In composition, the Van Ness Avenue 
facade is divided by pilasters into three pavilions, or bays, of equal or nearly equal width.  Currently, 
each of these pavilions is devoted to a separate storefront, although in this building’s past, one or two 
of these pavilions were divided into two storefronts each.  On the Pine Street side, pilasters form two 
narrow bays, one at either end of the façade, leaving a wide middle section that is five windows in 
width.  On the Austin Street side, pilasters form one bay, adjacent to Van Ness Avenue, leaving the 
rest of the façade as a single section. 
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Description (continued): 
 
The composition of the building is unified by the treatment at the top of the building, which wraps 
around all three facades.  From the top down the elements of this zone include: a low parapet, a profiled 
cornice, a course of egg-and-dart molding, a course of dentils, a blank frieze, and a secondary cornice 
molding of three layers.  These features wrap around the slightly projecting pilasters that divide the 
composition into pavilions or bays.  Very small pineapples can be found in the dentil course at the 
corners formed by these pilasters. 
 
Each of the three pavilions facing Van Ness Avenue has a central entrance flanked by storefront 
windows.  Each of these windows and entrances has replacement aluminum frames or sash.  The 
northernmost of these pavilions has a transom window over the storefront windows, although the 
corresponding area over its entrance is filled in.  The entire transom area in each of the other two 
pavilions is also filled in.  On the Pine Street side, all windows have replacement frames, presumably of 
aluminum; these windows and frames have been painted over.  On the Austin Street side, the last two 
original windows in this building can be found.  These are divided by transom bars, mullions, and 
muntins into many lights. 
 
There are two vehicle entrances in this building, one at the east end of the Pine Street façade, and one in 
the east end of the Austin Street façade, each in the basement level, and each with a replacement door. 
 
A drawing of this building published in the San Francisco Chronicle (see below) at the time 
construction commenced shows that the each of the three pavilions facing Van Ness had a central 
entrance flanked by storefront windows, as is the case now.  However, each also had a transom window 
that spanned the width of the pavilion, over the storefront windows and entrance.  It is clear that most of 
this transom area has since been filled in. 


 
 


 
 


Drawing of the building from the San Francisco Chronicle, February 10, 1912, p. 8.
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Details of the northernmost (at top) and southernmost storefronts 
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Pine Street (at top) and Austin Street facades 
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Top photo:  Cornice detail.  Bottom photo:  Original windows in the Austin Street façade.
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*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1912.  Windows and entrances altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:    Sylvain Schnaittacher  b. Builder:  George Goodman Artificial Stone Company  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance        n/a                   Property Type  auto showroom            Applicable Criteria __n/a___ 
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History – Construction 
 


This building was built in four months, during February-June 1912, as an investment for the Vanpine 
Realty Company, about which nothing else is known.  At the time construction began leases had 
already been signed for two of the four storefronts, one for an auto showroom and one for an auto 
supplies store, for terms of five and ten years. 
 
History – the  architect 
 
Sylvain Schnaittacher (1874-1926) produced a large body of distinguished work during his career of 
almost thirty years in San Francisco.  He was a native San Franciscan, trained locally, and apprenticed 
with architect A. Page Brown for several years, until the latter’s death in 1896.  Shortly afterward he 
opened his own practice, interrupted by a year-long tour of Europe to study the architecture of that 
continent. 


(Continued next page.) 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Industrial News Feb. 6, 1912, 5:3 and Feb. 13, 1912, 


17:3 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


SF Chronicle, February 10, 1912, p. 8. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1912-1964 
1913 Sanborn insurance map (four storefronts: stores, auto sales, 


auto repair) 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales, radio and auto supplies) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (five storefronts) 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  April 2010  
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History – the  architect (continued) 
 
Schnaittacher’s practice was diversified, including commercial, industrial, club, institutional, and 
residential buildings.  His best-known work is Temple Emanu-El, designed in association with Bakewell 
and Brown.  Other important works include the Argonaut Club at the northwest corner of Post and 
Powell (1909), the Harcourt Hotel at 1105 Larkin Street (1906), the Post Arms Apartments at 839 Post 
Street (1925), and the Musicians’ Union Local No. 6, at 230 Jones Street (1924).  Among his fine 
residences were several in Presidio Heights and a pair at 130 and 140 Sea Cliff Avenue (1920). 
 
In the study area of this report, Schnaittacher also designed four other buildings, all very fine: the Paige 
automobile showroom at 1699 Van Ness Avenue (1919, 1923; extant), the Taxicab Company of 
California garage at 1270 Bush/1200 Larkin (1914; extant), Heald’s College at 1201 Van Ness (1913; 
demolished), and the St. Francis Garage at 1240 Post (1916; demolished).  
 
History – Occupants 
 
Automobile-related uses predominated in this building for its first twenty years, through 1932.  Auto 
supplies and accessories stores were the most frequent of these uses, followed by tire shops, used car 
sales, showrooms for new automobiles, and auto repair.  In order to serve these businesses, the building 
was equipped with an elevator capable of transporting automobiles from the basement level to the first 
story.  As far as is known, one elevator served all storefronts.  An auto loans office was also here for 
many years.  Among businesses that were unrelated to the auto industry, a branch Western-Union office 
was the longest lasting. 
 
The building was initially divided into four storefronts.  #1430 and #1436 were in the southernmost 
pavilion, #1440 was in the middle pavilion, and #1450 took up the northernmost pavilion.  At an early 
date (by 1918) the middle pavilion was divided into two storefronts, #1440 and #1448.   
 
Auto showrooms 
 
It is evident that the owners of this building expected to lease these storefronts primarily to auto 
dealerships.  This expectation was fulfilled mainly during the first two years of the building’s history.  
One major brand, Stearns-Knight, was sold here, as was a moderately successful brand, Auburn.  
Obscure brands that were sold here included Matheson, Warren, Ames, and Marathon.  The auto 
dealerships in this building included: 
 


1912-1913:  F. B. Stearns Company, at 1450 Van Ness.  This was a factory branch of the F. B. Stearns 
Company, founded in 1898 in Cleveland, Ohio.  This company was one of the earliest automakers in the 
United States and was known ca. 1910 for its auto racing and speed record exploits.  In 1911 it began to build 
engines using the Knight sleeve valve design, which was noted for its quiet operation.  The resulting luxury 
car was known as the Stearns-Knight.  It was a successful brand through 1925, when it was sold to the Willys 
Overland Corporation; production continued under the Stearns-Knight name through 1929. 
 
In San Francisco, Stearns-Knight’s factory branch was short-lived.  By September 1913, it began to sell its 
autos through a local dealership at a different showroom on Van Ness Avenue. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 


1912:  Matheson Sales Company, at 1440 Van Ness.  This local dealership sold autos made by the Matheson 
Automobile Company, of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and by the Warren company, of Detroit.  Obviously 
hopeful about their new, central location, they left their other showrooms at 442 Van Ness, at Van Ness and 
Jackson, and in Oakland as soon as this building was ready for occupancy in June 1912.  The national 
Matheson firm (founded in 1903) went into receivership in December 1912, however, apparently bringing this 
local dealership down with it. 
 
1913-1914:  Auburn Sales Company, at #1450.  This local dealership sold the Auburn automobile, which had 
been founded in 1900 in Auburn, Indiana, by Frank and Morris Eckhart, sons of a wagonmaker.  The brand 
was relatively successful until World War I material shortages put an end to production.  It is best 
remembered for its post-World War I revival, especially the years (1925-1937) that it was owned by 
industrialist E. L. Cord, who turned the brand into a luxury automobile.  In San Francisco, Auburn 
showrooms moved frequently, occupying at least five showrooms under three dealerships during 1910-1917. 
 
1913:  Ames Motor Sales Company, at #1440:  This local dealership sold two auto brands, Ames and 
Marathon.  Both were short-lived brands that are now considered obscure.  Marathon traced its history to 
1889, when the Southern Engine and Boiler Works was founded in Nashville, Tennessee.  The firm expanded 
its line to make automobiles under the Southern brand name during 1907-1910, then changed the brand name 
to Marathon.  Southern’s large factory and its brilliant engineer William Henry Collier made all of the auto 
parts, resulting in a national reputation for quality and durability.  Marathon became very popular, but then 
imploded due to production and financial mismanagement.  It failed in 1914.  
 
The other brand sold at #1440, Ames, was made by the Ames Motor Car Company in Owensborough, 
Kentucky during 1910-1915.  Its founder, Frederick A. Ames, had previously manufactured buggies and 
carriages.  According to this brand’s entry in Wikipedia, production was very modest, only 50 cars per month 
for the life of the firm.  The manufacturer nicknamed its cars “the Kentucky Thoroughbred,” and the San 
Francisco dealership advertised that its two mid-priced models, a roadster and a touring car, were “Absolutely 
not an experiment!  Standard in every detail!”  The slogans did not work, and the local firm quickly ceased 
business, followed soon thereafter by the national company. 
 
1925:  Linz Automobile Company, at #1436.  Fred J. Linz had previously sold National automobiles (in 1921) 
and the Columbia and Liberty brands (at 1157 Post Street, in 1924).  Here it sold unknown brands, quite 
possibly Columbia or Liberty. 


 
Auto supplies and accessories 
 
This was the most important auto-related use of this building.  Firms of this type were here for eighteen 
years (1912-1930) and included: 
 


1912-1914:  Prest-o-lite Company, at #1430. 


1913-1915:  Halliwell Company, at #1436.  It sold Knight tires, Gabriel Snubber springs, Hauxhurst auxiliary 
carburetors, and Boyce motometers (a heat gauge that warned of overheating), among other products.  In 
1914 Halliwell contracted with a California tire maker to make tires under the Halliwell name, an 
ambitious move that possibly backfired.  By June 1915 Halliwell had failed, and its stock was auctioned 
off.         (Continued next page.) 







 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 1430-1480-AB  *Required Information 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   9    of   11      Resource Identifier: 1430-1480 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    April 2010     Continuation      Update 
 
 
History – Occupants (continued) 
 


1916-1923:  James E. Inglis, at #1430. 


1922-1930:  Stewart-Warner Products, at #1450.  Stewart-Warner was founded in 1905 by John K. Stewart 
and became Stewart-Warner in 1912.  This Chicago firm became a nationally-prominent maker of 
instruments (such as speedometers) for automobiles.  It is still in business after changes in ownership. 


 
Tire dealers and shops 
 
This was the second most important auto use of this building.  Such shops were here for a total of eleven 
years and included: 
 


1915-1916:  Guarantee Vulcanizing and Tire Company, at #1440. 


1917-1921:  Guarantee Tire and Supply Company, at #1440. 


1918-1924:  Mohawk Rubber Company, at #1436. 


1927:  Guarantee Vulcanizing, at #1440. 
 
Auto repair 
 
One such firm, Petry and Brandt, occupied #1450 during 1915-1916. 
 
Used car sales 
 
Such firms were here for at least five years and included: 
 


1917:  Don Lee, at #1450.  His showroom for new Cadillacs was at 1601 Van Ness. 


1927-1928:  H. A. Seller, at #1436. 


1931:  McGinnis and Stanfield, at #1436. 


1932:  L. M. Schomer, at #1436. 
 


Auto finance 
 
Jules H. Bernheim sold commercial paper from the storefront at #1430 during 1923-1925, then made 
auto loans from that space during 1926-1940.  He apparently had an extensive auto career besides 
making auto loans.  His obituary (June 14, 1989) states that he “started some of the city’s first auto body 
shops, sales agencies, used car lots, and auto finance companies.”  Beginning in the 1940s he invested in 
real estate, owning at least a share of the Hobart and Sharon buildings. 
 
Other businesses 
 
Known businesses in this building that were not auto-related are listed below: 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 


1918-1964+:  Western-Union had a telegraph office at #1448 during these forty-six-plus years.  This was one 
of many Western-Union branch offices in the city. 
 
1933-1940+:  Lucky’s Lunch occupied #1440 during at least these years. 
 
1940-1953+:  Shirar-Young Refrigeration occupied #1450 during at least these years. 
 
1953-1964+:  W. P. Fuller and Co. had a paint shop at #1430 during at least these years. 


 
Summary of auto-related uses 
 
Not counting auto loans (considered in this study to be of minor importance), auto-related uses of 
several types occupied this building for twenty years, from 1912-1932. 
 
Six auto brands were sold here at a very early date, but only for two years.  Most were minor brands that 
are little-remembered today.  As an auto showroom, this building was not very successful. 
 
By contrast, this building was somewhat prominent as a home for auto supplies stores and auto tire 
shops.  Such businesses occupied this building for eighteen years, from 1912 to 1930. 
 
Integrity 
 
The storefront windows and entrances in this building’s most important façade, facing Van Ness 
Avenue, have been generally altered, with much infill and new sash.  All windows on the Pine Street 
side have also been altered.  Left intact are the cornice and frieze area, the pilasters that bound the 
pavilions and bays, walls on the Pine and Austin facades, and two original windows in the Austin Street 
façade.  In sum, the building retains integrity of location; integrity of association is largely retained; and 
integrity of design, materials, workmanship, and feeling are substantially diminished.  Integrity of 
setting is also diminished by modern construction in the vicinity.  Overall, integrity of the building could 
be described as “fair.” 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Completed in 1912, this is a very early example of a building with automobile-related uses.  With 20 
years of such use in its history, it has good longevity in this use.  The most prominent uses of this 
building, as auto supplies stores and auto tire shops, are considered in this study to be at a medium level 
in the hierarchy of auto-related uses (after auto showrooms and public garages).  This building’s use as 
an auto showroom, though very early, was also very brief, involving mostly obscure brands, and should 
be considered minor. 
 
In sum, this building’s history of auto-related use does not seem important enough to outweigh its 
lessened integrity.  Accordingly, the building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register of 
Historical Resources under Criterion 1, for its automobile related use.  Although the non-auto-related 
uses of this building were not carefully studied for this report, a similar argument would probably hold 
true for them, as well. 
 
None of the proprietors of businesses in this building is known to have been individually important in 
his field, except for one, Don Lee, who only sold used cars here for one year (his Cadillac dealership 
was elsewhere).  Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building has a very fine cornice and frieze composition.  This does not seem enough 
to outweigh the extensive changes that have been made to the building, and so it does not appear to be 
eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, for its design. 
 
 








State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   7      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1525 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):      Reliance Automobile Agency and Pacific Nash Motor Co. showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1525 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 647, lot 3 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This three-story, reinforced concrete, stucco-clad building fills its lot, which is 40 feet in width by 
133 feet in depth.   In composition, the façade forms a single pavilion of three bays that is flanked by 
fluted Corinthian pilasters.  These pilasters are three stories in height, and rise from the base of the 
building to give visual support to the parapet and frieze area at the top.  This parapet and frieze area 
is very plain, and was almost certainly once filled with a cornice and ornament.  Spandrels and piers 
are also plain, whether originally or as a result of alteration is unknown.  Windows in the two upper 
stories are paired, with wooden mullions, transoms, and sash.  Two of the windows retain their 
original wooden muntins, which divide the windows into four lights each, but the rest of the 
windows have lost these muntins and now consist of a single light.  In the first story, the storefront 
window (at right) and pedestrian entrance (center) have replacement steel sash; a vehicle entrance is 
found in the bay at left. 


 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building_________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking west  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1912; published building notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
ROBARTS 1993 FMLY TR  
300 MONTGOMERY ST #800 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94104  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  March 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 
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Detail of third story, parapet area, and flanking pilasters.
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   7      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)     1525 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Reliance Automobile Agency and Pacific Nash Motor Co. showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  retail sales  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
 Built in 1912.  Parapet/frieze and storefront areas altered, and most window muntins removed, at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:    none  b. Builder:  Northern Construction Company  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance      n/a                     Property Type  auto showroom            Applicable Criteria __n/a___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and Introduction 
 


This building was built in 1912 as an investment for the owner, the Mutual Land and Investment 
Company.  The first tenant, the Speedwell Motor Car Company, contracted to lease the building before 
construction began, and the building was designed to meet its needs.  A search of published building 
notices in various periodicals failed to turn up an architect for this building, and it appears there was 
none. 
 
This building was used as a showroom for the sale of new automobiles during its first thirteen years, 
through 1925.  Occupants during the next few years are unknown.  Afterward, from 1929 through the 
1950s, this building was a salesroom for used automobiles.  Auto dealerships (either new or used) 
continued to occupy the building through at least 1964. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Industrial News, Aug. 27, 1912 (pp. 9-10) and Sept. 24, 


1912 (p. 17, col. 1) 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Edwards Abstracts from Records, September 19, 1912. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1913-1964 
1913 Sanborn insurance map (1531 Van Ness) 
1936 Sanborn insurance map (1529 Van Ness, “auto sales”) 
References continued on page 7. 
 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  March 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History -  Occupants 
 
1912-1925:  Auto showrooms 
 
A series of auto dealerships and factory branches occupied this building for its first thirteen years, none 
of them remaining here for as long as four years.  During this period ten brands of autos, three brands of 
trucks, and a tractor were sold here.  The dealerships were: 
 
December 1912-December 1913:  Speedwell Motor Car Company. 
 
Speedwell was located in Akron (or Dayton), Ohio during 1907-1914, initially as a manufacturer of 
trucks; and began to make automobiles in 1911.  Before construction of 1525 Van Ness commenced 
they decided to establish a factory branch in San Francisco (supplanting an existing Speedwell truck 
dealership), and contracted with the owner of this property to build their showroom here.  For one year 
Speedwell automobiles, and probably trucks, were sold here. 
 
January 1914-June 1917:  Reliance Automobile Company 
 
Reliance was an ambitious but short-lived auto dealership that frequently switched the brands they sold.  
Their mainstay was Paige, an upscale brand that they sold here during 1914-1917.  Reliance also sold 
Detroit Electric, the nation’s leading electric automobile (during January-June 1914); Velie, a popular 
mid-priced car (January 1914-June 1915); King, a low-to-mid-priced car (October 1914-May 1916); 
Oakland, which was General motors’ low-to-mid-priced car (July-August 1916); Allen, an obscure 
brand (May-June 1917); Dart light delivery trucks (1914); and Knox-Martin tractors (1914). 
 
During these years, Reliance seems to have occupied not only this building, but the one adjacent to the 
north (now demolished).  Their address was 1529-1541 Van Ness, a reference, it seems, to both 
buildings. 
 
August 1917-February 1921:  Pacific Nash Motor Company 
 
Nash was the successor brand to the Thomas B. Jeffery Company and Rambler.  When Charles W. Nash 
purchased Jeffery in 1916, he renamed the car after himself.  Nash became a very popular mid-priced 
car and remained so for decades.  Much later, in the 1950s, after Nash became part of AMC, the 
Rambler brand name was re-introduced. 
 
The Pacific Nash Motor Company was a regional distributor headed by William G. Dandy, and it 
formed in mid-1917 to bring the Nash automobile to northern California, Nevada, Utah, and southern 
Idaho.  1525 Van Ness became Pacific Nash’s regional headquarters and San Francisco showroom.  
Dandy actually preferred to focus on wholesale distribution throughout his region, and so in March 1918 
he brought a local dealer, the DuBroy Motor Company, in to handle retail sales of Nash in San Francisco 
and San Mateo County.  DuBroy had the first floor and basement of 1525 Van Ness, while Dandy’s 
Pacific Nash company had the upper stories for its offices and parts department.  DuBroy, apparently, 
did not work out very well, and Pacific Nash soon took over the retail sales again. 
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History -  Occupants (continued) 
 
Pacific Nash was successful at 1525 Van Ness, and after three and one-half years here moved on to a 
much larger showroom at 1835-1849 Van Ness, where they stayed for many years. 
 
February 1921-1923:  Seller-Cummings Company 
 
This firm sold Dorris automobiles and Stewart trucks here during these years.  Previously, during 1920, 
the H. A. Seller Company occupied the adjacent building to the north, then known as 1535 Van Ness, 
where it sold Dorris and paige automobiles.  After acquiring 1525 Van Ness as well, it seems that Seller-
Cummings sold Dorris autos here, and Paige and Auburn autos at #1535. 
 
The Dorris brand was manufactured during 1906-1923 in St. Louis by engineer George Preston Dorris, 
who had earlier been co-proprietor of another auto company (since 1899).  According to Wikipedia this 
otherwise obscure brand was distinguished by its invention of a floating carburetor that was used for 
decades after Dorris went out of business. 
 
1924-1925:  Rollin Motor Cars 
 
This obscure brand was sold here first by a local dealer, T. E. McMeans (in 1924), and then, it seems, as 
a factory branch (in 1925). 
 
1929-1964:  Mostly used car salesrooms 
 
Occupants for the years 1926-1928 are unknown.  Subsequent occupants through 1964 (the end year of 
the period being studied) were mostly or entirely used car businesses.  The following list is not complete 
but is probably nearly so: 
 


1929:  J. W. Leavitt.  This building was the used car branch of Leavitt, whose Willys-Knight showroom was 
at 1414 Van Ness. 


1932:  Greer-Robbins Company. This was the used car branch of Greer-Robbins, whose Hupmobile 
showroom was at 1560 Van Ness. 


1935:  G. M. Flint, used car dealer 


1936:  W. G. Campbell, used car dealer 


1939:  Flynn and Collins.  This was the used car branch of this dealership, whose Ford showroom was at 1701 
Van Ness. 


1942:  G. A. Daniels, used car dealer 


1946-1953:  Von Walker, used car dealer 


1959:  Continental Car Company 


1964:  Paul Felton Imported Cars 


(Continued next page.) 
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History -  Occupants (continued) 
 
Summary 
 
New auto dealerships occupied this building during 1912-1925, for a total of thirteen years.  Used car 
salesrooms were here more or less continuously during 1929-1964, for up to 35 years.  The total auto-
related occupancy of this building was for up to 48 years (through 1964, the end year of the period being 
studied). 
 
History – Context 
 
Most of the auto brands that were sold here were at least somewhat important in the history of the 
automobile industry.  This section will identify those buildings in San Francisco (besides 1525 Van 
Ness) that housed the more important of these brands, and that still stand with good integrity. 
 


Detroit Electric: No other buildings in the study area where Detroit Electric autos were sold survive to this 
day.  One other electric auto brand (Rauch and Lang) was sold during 1914-1917 at 2050 Van Ness/1675 
Pacific, which also served as a garage for electric cars. 
 
Paige:  Paige and Graham-Paige autos were sold during 1922-1937 at 1699 Van Ness Avenue.  Given the far 
greater integrity of that building, and the longer period of time that this brand was sold there, that building is 
much more important than 1525 Van Ness as a Paige showroom. 
 
Velie:  This brand was sold at 1301-1305 Van Ness during 1917-1922.  Given the far greater integrity of that 
building, and the longer period of time that this brand was sold there, that building is much more important 
than 1525 Van Ness as a Velie showroom.  Velie was also sold at 550-590 Van Ness during 1909-1910. 
 
King:  After Reliance stopped selling King autos at 1525 Van Ness, this car was sold, also briefly, at 1415 
Van Ness (in 1918) and at 1699 Van Ness (1920-1921). 
 
Oakland:  This brand was sold for only two months at 1525 Van Ness.  Other surviving showrooms are, 
therefore, easily more important examples than this one is.  They include 550-590 Van Ness (1912-1914), 
1600 Van Ness (1917-1918 and 1926-1930; integrity is only fair), 1946-1960 Van Ness (1920-1923), and 
1625 Van Ness (1924). 
 
Nash:  1525 Van Ness is most important as the first showroom in San Francisco where Nash was sold (after 
its change of name from Jeffery and Rambler).  Nash was later sold for much longer periods of time at 1835-
1849 Van Ness (1921-1935) and at 1301-1305 Van Ness (1936-1954).  Both of those buildings have better 
integrity than 1525 Van Ness does.  Earlier, Jeffery and Rambler autos were sold at 68 Twelfth Street (1912-
1915). 


 
Speedwell, Allen, Dorris, and Rollin were all minor brands.  As far as is known, no other buildings stand 
in San Francisco where they were sold. 
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Integrity 
 
This building’s flanking pilasters and the general fenestration of the upper stories remain intact.  It also 
retains a vehicle entrance, with (as is usual in the study area) a non-original roll-up door.  All ornament 
and detail have been removed from the frieze and parapet area, the first story has been generally altered, 
and muntins have been removed from all but two of the windows in the upper stories.   In sum, this 
building retains integrity of location, while integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
association have been substantially diminished.  Integrity of setting is also largely gone due to the 
demolition of adjacent buildings to the north and south. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1912, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With 13 years of such use in 
its history, it has moderate longevity in this use.  With up to 35 years of use as a used car salesroom, this 
building has excellent longevity in this use.  It has up to 48 years of total auto-related use, for excellent 
longevity.  As described above, the integrity of this building is only fair.  Because of this building’s 
diminished integrity, and because the dealerships in this building were here only briefly, all of the 
important brands of automobiles that were sold here are better represented by other auto showrooms in 
the study area, except for one, Detroit Electric.  Paige, Velie and Nash, especially, are mush better 
represented by other buildings. 
 
For these reasons, and because of the diminished integrity of this building, it does not appear to be 
eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under criteria 1 or 2.  Regarding the design of 
the building, it probably lacked distinction when it was new, and is much less striking due to the 
alterations it has undergone.  Accordingly, this building also does not appear to be eligible for the 
California Register under Criterion 3. 
 
References (continued from page 3) 
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“New Distributor for Nash line,” SF Chronicle, August 5, 1917, p. A-1. 
“DuBroy Now to Handle Nash Line,”  SF Chronicle, March 10, 1918, p. 31. 
Display ads for this building’s dealerships 1913-1923, found via the ProQuest website. 
Wikipedia entries on some of the auto brands sold in this building. 
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Page   1    of   14      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1595 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Howard Automobile Company Buick and Ellis Brooks Chevrolet showrooms          
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
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*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – four-story commercial building_________                    _________  


This four-story reinforced concrete building fills its 60-foot by 134-foot lot at the southwest corner of Van 
Ness Avenue and California Street.  The surface of the building is covered with a coating of stucco, except at 
the base, where black granite has been recently applied to the bulkheads.  In composition, the Van Ness 
Avenue façade is divided by plain piers into three bays of equal width, and the California Street façade is 
divided into six equal bays.  Each bay is segmental arched at the top. 
 
The building is topped by a plain cornice with a curved soffit running along both facades; this cornice is 
supported by simple stick rafters.  The principle ornamentation on this building consists of a scroll key with 
plaster swags at the top of each bay.  Small medallions can be found evenly spaced between the swags.  The 
spandrels at the second, third, and fourth floor levels are paneled.  Windows in the three upper stories are 
divided by mullions into four parts, and are further divided by transom bars.  The sash in each part is divided 
by muntins into multiple lights; the material of this sash could not be determined from a distance, but matches 
the pattern shown in early photographs.  The first story windows have been generally remodeled with modern 
aluminum sash. 
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Detail of bays facing California Street 
 


 
 


Photo of this building in 1913, from the San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas 1913 issue.  In this photo 
the cornice is heavier than at present, and the first story has prism glass and a central marquis.
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B2.  Common Name:  San Francisco Ford Lincoln Mercury showroom  
B3. Original Use:    automobile showroom       B4.  Present Use:  automobile showroom  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1913.  First story window sash altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   M. J. Lyon      b. Engineers:  Heller and Wilson    c. Builder:       Northern Construction Co.  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
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History – Construction and architect 


This building was built in 1913 as an investment for owner Dr. Albert Abrams.  Before construction 
commenced the use of the building was announced to be an auto showroom, and it is highly likely the 
design was made in consultation with the first occupant, the Howard Automobile Company. 
 
The architect was Moses J. Lyon, who worked in San Francisco from 1890 to 1931.  He is best known 
for his Venetian Gothic-style Ohabai Shalome synagogue at 1881 Bush Street, which is the last 
survivor of his many prominent 19th century institutional and commercial buildings, many of which 
were designed for Jewish clients.  Among his more important post-earthquake and fire buildings are 
the Hildebrand Stables, of clinker brick, at 721 Filbert Street (1906); and the J. E. Adams Building at 
381-383 Bush (1907).  Some very fine houses and apartments have been attributed to Lyon, e.g. 2209 
Van Ness (1901), 2134 Van Ness (1909), and the half-timbered apartments at the southeast corner of 
Vallejo and Franklin.  Also in the study area of this report is a minor auto repair shop, 1560 Pacific 
Avenue (1922). 
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Building and Industrial News, March 11, 1913, 6:1, and April 15, 
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“Howard Company Is to Move,”  SF Call, May 11, 1913, p. 49. 
“Howard Company Joins New Row Colony,” SF Chronicle, Nov. 4, 


1913, p. 7. 
“New Distributors of Cole Open Quarters,” SF Chronicle May 29, 


1921, p. A-5. 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  January 2010  
 (This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants and auto brands sold here 
 
The Howard Automobile Company and the Buick brand 
 
The first occupant of 1595 Van Ness Avenue, beginning in November 1913, was the Howard 
Automobile Company, dealers in Buick automobiles.  This firm remained for just over seven years, into 
the first half of 1921. 
 
Howard Automobile Company 
 
This firm was founded by Charles S. Howard in 1906.  Howard was the son of a Boston piano 
manufacturer, came to San Francisco as a bicycle repairman, and became interested in automobiles.  
Reportedly, while still in his twenties he traveled to Flint, Michigan, met with William C. Durant, the 
head of the new Buick Motor Company, and secured from him the distribution rights to Buick for the 
entire west coast. 
 
Howard returned to San Francisco and opened the Howard Automobile Company, apparently just before 
the earthquake and fire of 1906.  He reopened after the fire in a small, wood-framed building at 404-408 
Golden Gate Avenue.  This building also burned down in 1907, along with eight of Howard’s 
automobiles and all of his equipment.  Howard then moved his business to two successive storefronts on 
Golden Gate Avenue, first at #489 Golden Gate, and then at #523 Golden Gate, where he remained for 
four years (1909-1913).  The latter building was brick, one story high, and about fifty feet in width.  
When he moved again, to 1595 Van Ness, he had several times as much space as previously. 
 
The showroom for Buicks was in the front part of the first story of this building.  It had a high wooden 
wainscoting, with classically decorated walls of plaster above the wood and a cornice around the ceiling 
perimeter.  Semicircular staircases led to a balcony landing at the mezzanine level, where the offices of 
president Howard, general manager R. K. Robert, the cashier, and the bookkeeper could be found.  
These offices were also finished in wood. 
 
The rear of the first story was devoted to sales of “rebuilt” (used) cars.  The rear of the mezzanine level, 
which was entered from California Street, was occupied by the service department.  The second story 
was devoted to the parts department, the third story to auto storage, and the fourth to a modern machine 
shop.  This arrangement of departments – with horizontal segregation of uses in the first two levels and 
vertical segregation through all floors – was typical of how other multi-story showrooms were planned 
in the 1910s and 1920s in San Francisco. 
 
Numerous newspaper articles pertaining to Howard’s Buick dealership were published during at least 
1914-1917 (found via the ProQuest website, and accessed through the S.F. Public Library; later years 
were not checked for this report).  In evaluating these articles, one has to make allowances for the 
sensationalistic boosterism that newspapers indulged in on behalf of local auto dealers and national auto 
brands.  These articles included stories about the record-setting trainloads of hundreds of Buick autos  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants and auto brands sold here (continued) 
 
sent from the factory in Flint, Michigan, to the Howard Automobile Company in San Francisco; the 
rapid sales of these autos; long-distance driving accomplishments of Buicks and the record times they 
set; their hill-climbing ability; their wins in the light auto class of auto races; and their endurance in 
traversing the rough winter roads of the Sierras. 
 
Leon J. Pinkson, who had been a newspaper reporter on the San Francisco auto industry since the 1910s, 
looked back on its early days in a 1940 news article (“A History of Motoring Progress in San 
Francisco,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 28, 1940).  Regarding Howard, Pinkson said that by 1915 
he had become Buick’s distributor for California, Nevada, Oregon, Arizona, and part of Washington, 
and that he sold one-tenth of Buick’s entire output.  In fact, according to Pinkson, Howard was the 
“largest distributor of automobiles in the world.”  It seems quite possible that similar claims might have 
been made about dealers in other cities.  Regardless, there is no doubt that Howard was very successful, 
and that before 1921 he was the west coast distributor for Buick.  Biographical sketches on him in 
various websites (Pre-War Buick.com, Wikipedia) and in a book on Seabiscuit, his 1930s racehorse, 
agree on his success and wealth. 
 
Display ads by Howard show that he offered five models of Buick in mid-1914, with prices ranging 
from $1,010 to $1,800 for roadsters and touring cars; and that he carried eight models of Buick in late 
1917, for prices of $940 to $2,380.  For the time, these were mid-priced to high-priced cars. 
 
By 1920 Howard had outgrown the building at 1595 Van Ness (the subject building).  In that year he 
leased or built a new four-story, reinforced concrete service building diagonally across the street at 
1748-1754 California Street.  In early 1921, after slightly over seven years at 1595 Van Ness, he moved 
the rest of his business – showroom, offices, auto storage, etc. – directly across the street to 1601 Van 
Ness, adjacent to the service building.  He remained there through his death in 1950.  (Both 1748-1754 
California and 1601 Van Ness have been demolished.) 
 
Buick Motor Company and William C. Durant 
 
A short history on the Buick brand should be added here.  The brand was founded by David D. Buick in 
1903.  Before he could offer any cars for sale he failed financially and his company was taken over by 
his principle financier, James H. Whiting.  Whiting brought William C. Durant in to be the general 
manager (and soon, president).  Durant produced the first Buicks for sale to the public in 1904. 
 
Durant was very successful.  With the profits he made from Buick he founded General Motors as a 
holding company in 1908.  He purchased Oldsmobile as a GM brand in that year, and added Cadillac, 
Oakland (the predecessor to Pontiac), Reliance trucks (the predecessor to GMC trucks), and other brands 
in 1909.  These acquisitions became an over-extension, and as a result Durant was forced out of GM in 
1910.  Starting from scratch, in 1911 he co-founded Chevrolet, which was so successful that he was able 
to purchase a controlling interest in GM stock, and became its president again in 1916.  Two years later 
he brought Chevrolet in as part of General Motors. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants and auto brands sold here (continued) 
 
At first, each GM brand functioned independently and competed with each other.  According to 
Wikipedia, Durant put an end to that by marketing each brand to a different segment of the auto buying 
public.  In the GM hierarchy, Buick was “near the top,” below only Cadillac.  Buicks were meant to 
appeal to those who wanted a very fine car, but one without the ostentation of a Cadillac.  This has 
remained Buick’s role ever since. 
 
Durant lost control of General Motors again in 1920.  Thus, his second stint as president of GM, from 
1916-1920, corresponds fairly closely to the years that the Howard Automobile Company sold Buicks at 
1595 Van Ness (1913-1921). 
 
Cole Motors (1921-1924) 
 
A local dealership named Cole Motors, Inc. occupied this building during 1921-1924 and sold the Cole 
brand of automobile here.  This brand was moderately prominent for most of its existence, and was sold 
in several successive buildings in San Francisco.  The Cole Motor Company had been founded in 1909 
by Joseph J. Cole, in Indianapolis.  This was an “assembled” brand, i.e., most of its parts were 
manufactured by other companies and were assembled at the Cole factory.  Cole made an early 
reputation by winning auto races in 1909 and 1910, and in 1912 it began to build limousines for the 
luxury market.  It was one of the early auto makers to install V-8 engines in its cars (in 1915), and in 
1918 began to call its several models of high-priced cars the “Cole Aero-Eight” to call attention to its 
aerodynamically-styled body.  The Cole brand was hurt in the recession of the early 1920s, and J. J. 
Cole voluntarily liquidated his company in 1925 to avoid going into debt. 
 
The brand was first exhibited in San Francisco in 1910, and was sold almost continuously in this city 
during 1911-1924 by a series of dealerships, none of which lasted for more than three or four years.  A 
large Cole showroom was built in 1920 at 1625 Van Ness Avenue by the local dealer L. D. Allen, but 
when he failed, his place as the city’s Cole distributor was taken by Cole Motors. 
 
When Cole Motors, Inc. formed in May 1921 to sell Cole autos at 1595 Van Ness, it hastened to assure 
the public that it was not a factory branch, and that it had no connection with any former Cole 
dealership.  The latter statement may have been put forth to distinguish Cole Motors from the recent 
dealership of L. D. Allen, whose collapse had been rather sudden.  Cole Motors was at 1595 Van Ness 
for three years, and its end was probably the result of the impending demise of the national brand. 
 
The Benson Motor Company and Stutz autos (1924-1929) 
 
Less is known about the next dealership to occupy this building, owned by William J. Benson.  Benson 
sold autos of an unknown brand in 1924.  In 1925 he sold Flint, Kissel, and Stephens cars here, and in 
1926-1928 he sold Stutz autos.  The Stutz dealership in this building seems to have been transferred in 
1929 to the McCullough Motor Company, which soon moved to another location. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants and auto brands sold here (continued) 
 
Along with Kissel (sold here only briefly), Stutz was the most prominent of the brands that Benson sold 
in this building.  Stutz was founded in Indianapolis in 1911 and manufactured automobiles until 1935.  
In its very first year the company entered one of its cars in the Indianapolis 500 race and continued to 
enter important races (such as Le Mans) and to set world speed records in order to promote its reputation 
as a fast and powerful car marketed to the wealthy.  The Stutz Bearcat was perhaps its best known 
model.  Stutz was sold in San Francisco from the founding of the company in 1911 through at least 
1933.  Of the eight buildings in San Francisco where Stutz was sold, 1595 Van Ness is one of only two 
that still stand with good integrity. 
 
Franklin Pacific Motor Company (1930-1931) 
 
This firm was here during 1930-1931.  It sold the Franklin auto, a brand that was made in Syracuse, 
N.Y. during 1902-1934.  It was unusual in that it used air-cooled engines and most models had wood 
frames.  These were light weight cars of relatively lesser power until 1921, when a re-design of the air-
cooling system allowed for more powerful cars to be built.   
 
Used car sales, 1932-1935 
 
Auto showrooms often “filtered down” to become used car salesrooms during the Depression, and that 
was briefly the case at 1595 Van Ness.  Charles S. Howard used this building as his used car salesroom 
in 1932, William H. Noble sold used cars here in 1933, and Earle C. Anthony, the prominent Packard 
dealer, sold used cars here in 1934-1935. 
 
Sales of Oldsmobile autos, 1936-1937 
 
As the Depression eased, new auto showrooms once again located in this building.  For two years, Lloyd 
M. Dudley sold Oldsmobile autos from this building.  He was in competition with Don Lee, who also 
sold Oldsmobile at his Cadillac showroom at 1000 Van Ness Avenue. 
 
Sales of Graham-Paige autos, 1939-1941 
 
For three years Graham-Paige automobiles were sold here, by two possibly-related firms: the Johnson 
Graham Pacific Company, in 1939; and the Transport Motor Company, headed by Luther N. Johnson 
and Reynold Johnson, in 1940-1941.  These were the last years that Graham-Paige, a once-prestigious 
high-end brand, manufactured automobiles.  Transport Motor also sold Willys autos here in 1940-1941. 
 
The Paige was a luxury, or high-end automobile founded in Detroit in 1908.  It was successful, and  
sales greatly increased when the company was purchased by the Graham brothers (formerly truck 
makers) in 1927.  As Graham-Paige, the company did well through 1934, but then lost popularity due to 
unfortunate changes in body styles.  Sales declined during 1938-1940 and production ceased in the latter 
year.  The sale of Graham-Paige autos in this building thus represents that brand’s declining years. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants and auto brands sold here (continued) 
 
Ellis Brooks Motors, 1946-1963 
 
Ellis Brooks Motors has been one of the most prominent and longest lasting auto dealerships in San 
Francisco’s history.  The founder of this dealership, Ellis Brooks, began his automobile career by selling 
used cars at various San Francisco locations for six years (1939-1945).  In 1945 or 1946 he began selling 
new autos at 1415 Van Ness, and needing a larger building, he then quickly moved to 1595 Van Ness, 
where he remained for eighteen years, from 1946-1963. 
 
In 1946-1948 he sold the Kaiser and Frazer brands of autos, both made by the Kaiser-Frazer Corporation 
of Willow Run, Michigan, in this building.  Kaiser-Frazer (founded in 1945) was the first new U. S. auto 
manufacturer after World War II.  It was founded by the industrialist Henry J. Kaiser, who had built 
Liberty ships during World War II and also founded Kaiser Hospital; and by Joseph W. Frazer, the 
president of the Graham-Paige Corporation, which had stopped making automobiles and soon (1947) 
sold all of its automotive assets to Kaiser-Frazer.  In effect, Kaiser-Frazer was a partnership or merger 
between Henry J. Kaiser and Graham-Paige.  It manufactured Kaiser autos until 1955. 
 
After three years of selling Kaiser and Frazer cars, Ellis Brooks switched to selling Hudson autos in 
1949-1954.  Hudson had been founded in 1909 and during the 1920s was one of the most successful U. 
S. automakers, but it had passed its peak by the time Ellis Brooks sold the brand.  In 1954, Hudson 
merged with Nash to form American Motors Corporation. 
 
Instead of staying with Hudson (and perhaps adding Nash), Ellis Brooks began, in 1955, to sell 
Chevrolet autos at 1595 Van Ness, and this became the brand that he stayed with for the rest of his life.  
He acquired this dealership immediately after Don Gilmore stopped selling Chevrolets at 550-590 Van 
Ness, and it may be that in the eyes of Chevrolet, Ellis Brooks became a replacement dealership for Don 
Gilmore.  There were then three Chevrolet dealerships on Van Ness Avenue:  Ernest Gilmore’s, at 999 
Van Ness; Les Vogel’s, at South Van Ness and Market; and Ellis Brooks’. 
 
In 1963 Ellis Brooks moved from this building to a much larger one, two blocks to the south, at 1395 
Van Ness, where he continued to sell Chevrolet and other GM brands.  His widow and sons sold these 
brands there until 2008, and now sell used cars there. 
 
Summary of occupants 
 
1595 Van Ness Avenue was occupied by new auto showrooms for 41 years during 1913-1963 (i.e. 
during 1913-1931, 1939-1941, and 1946-1963).  The most important was that of Charles S. Howard, 
who sold Buicks here during 1913-1921.  Another prominent dealer, Ellis Brooks, sold Chevrolet autos 
from this building 1955-1963, Hudson during 1949-1954, and Kaiser and Frazer during 1947-1948.  
More briefly, Cole autos were sold here during 1921-1924, and Stutz autos from 1926-1929. 
 
Counting used car sales, this building had about forty-five years of auto-related use (through 1964, the 
end year of the period being studied). 
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History -- Context 
 
Surviving early auto showrooms of 1908-1919 
 
For purpose of comparison with 1595 Van Ness, the oldest auto showrooms in the study area (i.e. those 
built through 1919) are listed below, in order of construction date, and with notes regarding their use and 
integrity.  These are probably the oldest auto sales buildings in San Francisco as well as in the study 
area.  Buildings that have lost half or more of their integrity are omitted from this list.  Several other 
buildings that had only brief use as a showroom, and then became devoted to other uses, have also been 
omitted. 
 


550 Van Ness.  Built 1908-1909.  This moderately-sized showroom (which first housed Ford and Velie 
brands) is the oldest in the city.  The brick walls and ornament remain intact while the window sash has been 
altered. 


 
1301-1305 Van Ness.  Built 1911-1912.  This large building has good integrity, but during its first five years 
its main use was as a tire dealership (Goodyear); its auto showroom use was secondary.  Later in the 1910s 
the entire building became devoted to use as an auto showroom. 
 
1430-1480 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This building had early, but brief, use as an auto showroom.  Window 
openings have been altered. 
 
1001 Polk Street.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom built for the Pierce-Arrow brand.  Its window sash has 
been removed, but the integrity of this building is otherwise high. 
 
1400 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom with high integrity.  Reo, Packard, Chevrolet, and Ford 
brands were sold here over the years. 
 
1412-1420 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  During this building’s early years one of its two storefronts was used 
as an Oldsmobile showroom, and the other was a Firestone tires shop.  Integrity is good. 
 
1350 Van Ness.  Built in 1912-1913.  The cornice of this small showroom, built to house Stutz autos, has 
been removed. 
 
1595 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A large showroom built for Buick sales; the building being evaluated 
here.  The first story and cornice have been altered, but integrity is otherwise good. 
 
2050 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A moderately-sized showroom with fifteen years of such use.  For its first 
four years this building was a showroom and garage for electric cars. 
 
1699 Van Ness.  Built in 1919 and expanded in 1923.  A large showroom with high integrity; it was 
principally a showroom for the Paige brand of autos. 


 
The best of these, in terms of integrity, longevity of use as an auto showroom, and size or capacity are 
1400 Van Ness, 1001 Polk, 1595 Van Ness, 1301-1305 Van Ness, and 1699 Van Ness.  Each of these 
five also served as showrooms for major brands. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
Surviving Buick and Howard Automobile Company showrooms 
 
Within the study area of this report (i.e., the Van Ness Avenue corridor), Charles S. Howard was San 
Francisco’s only Buick dealer from 1906-1940s.  Two or three other dealers also carried Buicks in the 
Mission district or on outer Geary Street briefly in the 1930s-1940s.  Other than these, Howard’s 
showrooms were the only places in San Francisco where Buicks were sold through this time period. 
 
His three early showrooms on Golden Gate Avenue have all been demolished.  1601 Van Ness, which 
served as his showroom from 1921-1950, has also been demolished, as has his service building at 1748-
1754 California.  The building being evaluated here, 1595 Van Ness, his showroom during 1913-1921, 
is his only surviving showroom in the study area. 
 
Howard also had branch showrooms in the Mission district, e.g. at 640 Valencia (in 1927; demolished) 
and at 2853 Mission (beginning ca. 1929).  The latter address may be an extant, one-story wood-framed 
storefront.  A Buick showroom of Howard’s also stands in Berkeley. 
 
Two buildings in the study area where Buick was sold beginning in the 1960s still stand: at 1395 Van 
Ness (extant; story added), and at 1535-1599 Market (altered).  Buick showrooms for the 1950s in San 
Francisco have not been researched.) 
 
Surviving Cole showrooms 
 
The Cole brand of automobile was sold in six showrooms in San Francisco during 1911-1924.  All of 
them still stand, and five of the six retain good integrity.  They are listed below: 
 


March 1911-1914:  Sold by the Pacific Motor Car Company at 500 Golden Gate Avenue (altered.) 
November 1915-April 1917:  Sold by the Cole Pacific Motor Car Company at 2050 Van Ness (extant). 
April 1917-early 1918: Sold by the Cole Pacific Motor Car Company at 1415 Van Ness (extant). 
March 1918-April 1920:  Sold by L. D. Allen at 1412-1420 Van Ness (extant). 
May 1920-ca. March 1921:  Sold by L. D. Allen at 1625 Van Ness (extant). 
May 1921-1924:  Sold by Cole Motors, Inc., at 1595 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here). 


 
Surviving Stutz showrooms 
 
The Stutz brand of automobile was sold in eight buildings during 1911-1933.  Only two of the eight 
stand with good integrity.  They are: 
 


1913-1914:  Stutz was sold at 1350 Van Ness during these two years.  This small building has lost its cornice, 
its frieze has been obscured, and the pedestrian entrance has been changed, but the rest of the main façade and 
the two secondary facades remain largely intact. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 


1926-1929:  Stutz was sold at 1595 Van Ness, the building being evaluated here, during these years.  
This building is larger, has better integrity, and was a Stutz showroom for a longer period of time, albeit still 
for a brief period, relative to 1350 Van Ness. 


 
Surviving Franklin showrooms 
 
Of six San Francisco showrooms where Franklin autos were sold during 1907-1931, two survive with 
good integrity.  Each was a Franklin showroom only briefly.  They were 1412-1420 Van Ness, where 
Franklin was sold in 1923, and 1595 Van Ness, where Franklin was sold in 1931. 
 
Surviving Paige and Graham-Paige showrooms 
 
Of the several showrooms in the study area where this auto brand was sold, three survive.  The earliest is 
1525 Van Ness, where Paige autos were sold 1914-1917.  That building has only fair integrity.  During 
1922-1937 Paige, known after 1927 as Graham-Paige, was sold at 1699 Van Ness.  These were the 
brand’s peak years, and the building has high integrity.  Graham-Paige’s final years of 1939-1941 are 
represented by 1595 Van Ness, the building being evaluated here. 
 
Buildings that held Ellis Brooks dealerships 
 
This prominent San Francisco dealership has occupied two buildings: 1595 Van Ness, where Kaiser, 
Frazer, Hudson, and Chevrolet autos were sold during 1946-1963; and 1395 Van Ness, where Chevrolet 
and other GM brands were sold through 2008. 
 
Surviving Chevrolet showrooms 
 
Chevrolet autos were sold sporadically in San Francisco during the 1910s, and were represented by 
long-lasting dealerships after that decade.  The prominent dealers and their showrooms include: 
 


1920-1933:  Robert A. Smith, principally at 399 Golden Gate (demolished), but also at 1400 Van Ness (1927-
1931; extant). 


1933-1970s:  Ernest Ingold (and his successor George Olsen), principally at 999 Van Ness (extant). 
1933-1954:  Don Gilmore, principally at 550-590 Van Ness (extant). 
1935-1960s:  Les Vogel, principally at SW corner Market and South Van Ness (altered). 
1955-2008:  Ellis and Marie Brooks, first at 1595 Van Ness (during 1955-1963; the building being 


evaluated here), then at 1395 Van Ness (1963 onward; extant). 
 
The most important Chevrolet showroom is clearly 999 Van Ness.  Showrooms of secondary importance 
include 1400 Van Ness (a Chevrolet showroom of brief duration, but during an early period), 550-590 
Van Ness (for its longevity as a Chevrolet showroom), and 1595 Van Ness (as representative of Ellis 
Brooks’ early years). 
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Integrity 
 
This building’s cornice has been replaced or modified.  Windows in the first story have replacement 
sash or frames, and the entrances have also been altered.  The upper stories, including ornament and 
window sash, remain intact.  On balance, this building should be considered as retaining integrity of 
location, design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With 40 years of such use in 
its history (counted through 1964, the end year of the period being studied), it has excellent longevity in 
this use.  In terms of longevity of auto showroom use, the size of the building, and integrity, this is one 
of the five best examples of an early auto showroom in the city.  These facts alone would be enough to 
establish its importance as an automobile showroom.  Additionally, this building is the only early 
example of a Buick showroom to survive in San Francisco.  It was also a showroom for other important 
early brands, namely Cole and Stutz, albeit briefly.  For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible 
for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an 
automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1913-1931, 1936-1941, and 
1946-1963, the years the building had this use. 
 
Two of the proprietors of auto dealerships in this building were individually important.  The first was 
Charles S. Howard, who remains well-known as an early and long-lasting Buick dealer.  He occupied 
this building for a fairly short period of seven years, 1913-1921, but these were the years he rose to 
prominence, and this is the only one of his San Francisco showrooms that survives.  The other important 
dealer was Ellis Brooks.  This building served as his showroom during 1946-1963.  These were the first 
eighteen years of his career in new car sales, and they also include the first eight years of his career as a 
Chevrolet salesman.  This building thus appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 
2 for its association with these two auto dealers.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1913-
1921 and 1946-1963, the years this building was occupied by these men. 
 
Architecturally, this building is retrained in its treatment compared to other auto showrooms in the study 
area.  The architect, M. J. Lyon, was important, but other works of his were more distinguished.  The 
most important aspect of this building’s design was the manner in which showroom departments were 
segregated among different stories, a practice that was common to other showrooms of the period.  On 
balance, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
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Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, the stucco surface of the 
building, the division of the facades into bays by unarticulated piers, the segmental arched heads to the 
top story windows, the scroll keystones and plaster swags at the top of each bay, the circular medallions 
at the top of each pier, the windows with their mullions, transom bars, and muntins, and the paneled 
spandrels at the second, third and fourth floor levels.  The cornice appears not to be original, but the 
building did have a cornice when built, and thus the existing cornice should be considered as 
contributing to the historic character of the building. 
 
 
 


 
 
View looking south along Van Ness from California Street, 1936.  1595 Van Ness, which then contained 
an Oldsmobile showroom, is visible at right.  Photo:  SF Public Library, photo AAB-3099. 
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Looking east along California Street, from just west of Van Ness Avenue, 1936.  1595 Van Ness is visible at near 
right.  Charles S. Howard’s last Buick showroom is visible at near left.  Photo:  SF Public Library, AAB-3099. 


 


 
 


Customer Floyd Gass, at left, trades in his 1929 Auburn for a new Hudson Super Jet sedan at 1595 Van Ness in 
1953.  At center is Ellis Brooks, and at right is his general manager Hart Shadrick.  SFPL photo AAD-4666. 
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of    17     *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1600 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building:       Chevrolet, Oakland, Pontiac and Hudson showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1600 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 643, lot 18 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – three-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 


This three-story, reinforced concrete building fills its 142’ by 100’ lot at the northeast corner of Van Ness 
Avenue and California Street.  The façade is covered with a coating of stucco that is lightly scored to 
resemble masonry.  In composition, each façade is divided into four bays of equal width, with those on the 
Van Ness side being slightly wider than those on the California side.  At the top of the building a profiled 
cornice supported by block modillions stretches across both facades.  Beneath the cornice is a frieze that is 
blank except for diamond patterns at each bay division; and blow the frieze is a molding of three layers.  
Simple Ionic pilasters divide, and define, the bays in the second and third stories; each pilaster rests upon a 
plain block-shaped base.  Windows in these stories are covered by very large metal grilles that were placed 
some time after the mid-1950s.  The original window sash can still be faintly seen behind these grilles.  In the 
first story, the transom windows over the storefronts have been covered by plywood.  Most of the storefront 
windows below the transoms have wooden frames and steel sash that may be original; however the vertical 
dividers in these windows are of non-original aluminum.  A former vehicle entrance on the California Street 
side has also been filled in, although the dimensions of the opening are still evident. 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 


 
 


P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1913; published building notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
ROMAN CATHOLIC 
ARCHBISHOP O  
1 PETER YORKE WY 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  April 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Top:  Photograph of this building from a montage in the San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas number, 1913.  In 
this photo the pattern of the original window sash can be seen; this sash appears to still exist behind the current 
metal grilles that were placed after the mid-1950s.  Transom windows in the first story can be seen here as well.  
The signage in this photo is the result of retouching at the time, and reflects businesses that were in this building 
then. 
 
Bottom:  Advertisement for Larkins and Company, auto body builders and repairers, located in the upper floors of 
this building during 1913-1919.  From the Crocker-Langley San Francisco city directory, 1913, p. 1996. 
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View looking east along California Street, from just west of Van Ness Avenue, 1936.  The buildings on 
the four corners were auto showrooms from the time of their construction in the 1910s through at least 
the 1950s.  They included: 
 


• 1600 Van Ness, the building being evaluated here, on the northeast corner of the intersection, 
occupied by used car salesrooms at the time of this photo (partially visible at middle left); 


• 1560 Van Ness Avenue, on the southeast corner (at near right), built in 1917 and occupied by a 
Hupmobile showroom at the time of this photo (now heavily altered); 


• 1601 Van Ness, on the northwest corner (at near left), built to designs by the O’Brien Brothers in 
1913, and occupied by a Buick showroom at the time of this photo; 


• and 1595 Van Ness, on the southwest corner (at near right), built in 1913 and occupied by an 
Oldsmobile showroom at the time of this photo (extant). 


 
Photo from the SF History Center, Main Library, photo AAB-0808.
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 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)     1600 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Chevrolet, Oakland, Pontiac and Hudson showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:   auto showroom, body shop        B4.  Present Use:   retail sales  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1913.  Windows in upper stories were covered with grilles, second floor transoms were covered with plywood, 
and the vehicle entrance on the California Street side was filled in at unknown dates (after the mid-1950s). 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architects:  O’Brien Brothers   b. Builders:  Peterson and Rupp (concrete and steel), Robert Dewar and Son (millwork)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1913-1964                       Property Type  auto showroom          Applicable Criteria __1___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Introduction; construction, initial ownership, and use of building 


This building was built in 1913 for the Royal Investment Company, on land owned by the Bradbury 
Estate Investment Company, for which Royal had a 30-year lease.  During the early years, at least, the 
building was divided into four sections, and most sections were leased to automobile-related 
businesses.  Auto dealerships, used car salesrooms, an auto body building shop, and auto supplies 
shops occupied this building through the 1950s and into the 1960s.   
 
Before construction began, an article in the SF Chronicle (“Large Auto Structure,” December 7, 1912, 
p. 12) described various aspects of it.  Partitions between the four sections would be fireproof.  The 
moving of automobiles between floors would not be accomplished by ramps, but rather, according to 
the article, “an immense electric elevator for hoisting cars will be installed.”  The four ground floor 
storefronts would be finished variously in hardwood and Oregon pine, and floors would be of red tile. 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1964 
1918 Sanborn insurance map (autos at 1600-1608, 1620; body bldrs 


at 1610-1614; auto ass’n at 1622-1628; auto repair 2nd-3rd floors) 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (autos sales; repair and ptng 2nd sty) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales at 1600, used cars at 


1610-1620, service dept at 1622-1628) 
References continued page 17. 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  April 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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The O’Brien Brothers, architects 
 
This building was designed by the O’Brien Brothers, architects.  They are being discussed here at some 
length because they were a major firm and designed many buildings for automobile uses.  References to 
the subject building, 1600 Van Ness, are in bold letters. 
 
The firm consisted of Walter J., Albert L. and Arthur T. O’Brien, and practiced in San Francisco from 
1907 through 1935.  In 1925, after the deaths of his brothers, Walter J. O’Brien began working with 
Wilbur D. Peugh; the firm ultimately became known as “O’Brien Brothers and Wilbur D. Peugh.” 
 
O’Brien Brothers had a diversified practice concentrating on industrial and commercial buildings, but 
also including many apartment buildings and residences.  Auto related buildings were only a small 
percentage of their output, but it might be accurate to say that they made a specialty of designing this 
building type, for the O’Brien Brothers probably designed more buildings for the automobile industry 
than did any other San Francisco architectural firm.  Outside of the study area, their outstanding building 
of this type is the Palace Garage, at 111-127 Stevenson Street (1921).  Other fine garage buildings by 
them include 1419 Pacific Avenue (1913-1914), 525 Jones Street (1922), and 640 O’Farrell Street 
(1924).  Their Pickwick Hotel at 5th and Mission (1925) included a bus depot. 
 
Within the study area, O’Brien Brothers designed two auto showrooms, at 1601 Van Ness (1912-1913; 
demolished) and the building being evaluated here, 1600-1630 Van Ness (1913), plus several public 
garages.  The latter group include the Jackson Garage at 1641 Jackson (1914), Kay’s Garage at 1660 
Pacific (1921), the Grand Central Garage at 66 Page (1924), and the Kern Garage at 1700 Pine (1925). 
 
These buildings were designed in prevailing styles such as Classical Revival and Tudor Revival that 
were adapted to automotive needs.  Wide expanses of industrial steel sash windows allowed generous 
amounts of light for automotive work and gave these buildings a functional or industrial feeling that was 
enlivened by the historical ornament.  Three of the garages (640 O’Farrell, 66 Page, and 1650-1660 
Pacific) are Tudor Revival in style and have three-bay compositions, and thus are markedly similar to 
each other, though they are not copies.  The subject building, 1600-1630 Van Ness, is the most 
restrained in its architectural treatment; its classical ornament is minimalist, and the skeletal 
expression of its bays (now obscured by grilles) was its predominant aesthetic.   
 
Several of O’Brien Brothers’ auto-related buildings have been demolished or heavily altered.  These 
include 401-425 Fourth Street (1912), 1360 Eddy Street (1921), 626-628 Golden Gate Avenue (1925-
1926), and 140 Hayes Street (1928).  Other works of theirs may exist that have not come to light. 
 
To recapitulate, approximately ten of O’Brien Brothers’ buildings for the automobile industry are known 
to still stand.  Eight have high integrity, one (1650-1660 Pacific) has lost its original window sash and 
doors but is otherwise fairly intact, and one (the subject building) has had most of its original 
windows covered over. 
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History -- Occupants 
 
Auto showrooms 
 
Portions, or in later years all, of this building were occupied by auto showrooms from the completion of 
the building through at least 1964, save for a brief period during 1922-1925.  Reference is given below 
to the address of each company.  Note that the auto dealers named occupied not only the storefront at 
that address, but a portion of the stories above.  The auto dealers included: 
 
1913-1914:  E. Stewart Automobile Company, sales of S.G.V. autos 
 
The E. Stewart Automobile Company occupied the storefront at 1600 Van Ness only briefly, from July 
1913 through at least March 1914.  It sold autos made by S.G.V., a firm located in Reading, 
Pennsylvania during 1911-1915.  It was founded when the three owners (whose last names began in S, 
G, and V) purchased an earlier automaker, Reber Manufacturing Company, which had made Acme 
automobiles.  These were obscure, short-lived auto manufacturers. 
 
1913-1921:  Norman DeVaux and successors: sales of Reo (1913-1915), Chevrolet (1915-1917 and 
1920-1921), and Oakland (1917-1919) autos 
 
During these eight years a succession of related dealerships and a factory branch sold Reo, Chevrolet, 
and Oakland autos, plus some lesser brands, here.  For most of this period auto sales were controlled by 
one man, Norman DeVaux.  Under his direction, Chevrolet autos were sold in this building both before 
and after it became a part of General Motors. 
 
Norman DeVaux’s career as a San Francisco auto dealer began in 1908-1909, when he sold Maxwell 
autos in this city.  He next went to Portland to sell Buicks, then returned to San Francisco late in 1910 to 
sell Reo autos.  Reo was a popular mid-priced brand that had been founded in 1904 by Ransom E. Olds 
and lasted until 1936.1  From 1910 to 1915 Reos were sold in this city by the Reo Pacific Company, of 
which Norman DeVaux was the manager and probably the principle owner.  Reo Pacific moved from 
one temporary location to another during its first few years, finally settling in June 1913 at 1600 Van 
Ness Avenue.  At first it occupied the northernmost quarter of this building, in the storefront then 
numbered 1622-1628 Van Ness.2  In late 1914 or early 1915 Reo Pacific moved a few doors south to the 
storefront at 1600 Van Ness, when that storefront became available (after S.V. G. left). 
 
Upon relocating at 1600 Van Ness, Reo Pacific began to function as a regional distributor of Reo, and 
retail sales were relegated to the Mathewson Motor Company, owned by E. Linn Mathewson.  The 
regional wholesale offices of Reo Pacific and Norman DeVaux remained at 1600 Van Ness; Mathewson 
had retail showrooms both here and in Oakland. 


(Continued next page.) 


                                                           
1 Earlier, Olds had founded, and then sold, the Oldsmobile brand of automobile.  According to the Wikipedia entry on Reo, 
this brand remained nationally popular through 1925 and continued to make automobiles through 1936.  Reo had a San 
Francisco showroom continuously from 1905 through the latter year. 
2 Reo Pacific also briefly sold the Apperson brand of automobile here, in 1913. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
1600 Van Ness was in the heart of auto row, and was probably the best-located Reo showroom to date in 
San Francisco.  Nevertheless, in June 1915 DeVaux dissolved Reo Pacific and joined the Chevrolet 
Motor Company.  Chevrolet had been founded in 1911 by William C. Durant and the famous racing 
driver Louis Chevrolet. 3  During Chevrolet’s first five years of existence, it had almost no presence in 
San Francisco.4  This began to change in 1915 when Norman DeVaux established the Chevrolet Motor 
Company of California as a regional distributorship.  His offices were at 1600 Van Ness, and his San 
Francisco dealer was, once again, the Mathewson Motor Company, which ceased selling Reo and began 
selling Chevrolet at the same address. 
 
At 1600 Van Ness, DeVaux oversaw a network of Chevrolet dealers located in eighteen California 
cities, plus Honolulu; and with R. C. Durant (the son of William C. Durant) built a huge Chevrolet 
factory in Oakland.  Meanwhile, the Mathewson Motor Car Company sold the extraordinarily low-
priced Chevrolet auto, with models at $490 and $750.  Along with Ford, Chevrolet soon became one of 
the low-priced leaders in the country.  DeVaux (as a wholesaler) and Mathewson (retail) sold Chevrolets 
here for 20 months, from June 1915 to February 1917.  Then, another local dealer, J. W. Leavitt, 
purchased or wrested the Chevrolet agency away from Mathewson and began to sell the brand at his 
own showroom.  Norman DeVaux and the Chevrolet Motor Company of California then departed 1600 
Van Ness. 
 
The Mathewson Motor Company remained, however, and as a replacement for Chevrolet acquired the 
Oakland distributorship; it sold that brand of auto at 1600 Van Ness during 1917-1918.  The Oakland 
brand had been founded in 1907 and became part of General Motors in 1909.  It was GM’s medium-to-
low-priced car and was the predecessor brand to Pontiac.  (See below for more information on Oakland.)  
To diversify, Mathewson also sold two auto brands at 1600 Van Ness that are now considered very 
obscure, Davis and Pilot.  At any rate, Mathewson did not stay at 1600 Van Ness for very much longer.  
During 1918-1919 its place at 1600 Van Ness was taken by the A. G. Somerville Company, which 
continued to sell Oakland autos during these two years. 
 
J. W. Leavitt, who had taken over the local Chevrolet agency, soon dropped this brand for unknown 
reasons, and the next two dealers to take up this brand in San Francisco did not do any better with it.  In 
light of the brand’s great success on the national scene, it is difficult to understand why early Chevrolet 
dealerships in San Francisco (that is, for the years 1914-1920) did not last for longer than they did.  At 
any rate the Chevrolet Motor Company of California, which Norman DeVaux and R. C. Durant still ran, 
returned to 1600 Van Ness during 1920-1921.  Here they operated a factory branch for one or two years.  
They soon relinquished it, however, in favor of a local dealership, the Anderson-Smith Motor Company, 
which had a showroom on Golden Gate Avenue and proved to be stable for many years. 


(Continued next page.) 
                                                           
3 Earlier, Durant had led the new Buick automobile to prosperity and founded General Motors.  After over-extending GM, he 
lost control of it and so went on to found Chevrolet.  He bought out his partner, Louis Chevrolet, in 1915.  With his profits 
from this firm, he regained control of GM and brought Chevrolet into its fold in 1918. 
4 The first Chevrolet dealership in San Francisco was at 1100-1128 Van Ness Avenue.  It lasted very briefly, in 1914.  That 
building still stands but has been completely altered in appearance.  1600 Van Ness was the next Chevrolet showroom in the 
city. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
No auto dealerships occupied this building during 1922-1925.  From 1926 onward, however, this 
business type was a constant in this building. 
 
1926-1930:  Western Motors Company; sales of Oakland, Pontiac, and Wills Sainte Claire autos 
 
The Western Motors Company occupied the storefront at 1600 Van Ness from 1926-1930.  Here it sold 
the Oakland (during 1926-1930), Pontiac (1926-1930) and Wills Sainte Claire (1926) auto brands. 
 
Western Motors had been founded in 1917 at 2000 Van Ness Avenue, a showroom at the north end of 
the city’s Auto Row.  Like many auto dealerships, it added and dropped various brands with some 
rapidity as it searched for the right mix in order to stay competitive with other dealerships.  While at 
2000 Van Ness it sold, and then dropped, the Maxwell, Liberty, and Star brands of autos.  It also sold 
three other brands that it carried over to 1600 Van Ness: Wills Sainte Clare, Oakland, and Pontiac.  
During 1926-1929 its president or general manager was Cuyler Lee, a longtime San Francisco auto 
dealer. 
 
Western Motors added and dropped showrooms almost as frequently as it did brands.  The reason is 
uncertain, but it may be that it felt the showroom at 2000 Van Ness was isolated at the north end of Auto 
Row, and that it could benefit from being closer to the center.  In 1926 it opened a second showroom at 
1600 Van Ness.  The next year it left 2000 Van Ness, leaving 1600 Van Ness as its main location, and 
added branches at 1319 Van Ness (for used car sales, it appears) and 1299 Franklin (as a service center).  
In 1929 it added three more branches: at 2860 Mission, 5630 Geary, and 1929 Market, for a total of six 
locations.  It kept all of these branches into 1930. 
 
Western Motors sold Wills Sainte Claire at 1600 Van Ness only briefly (in 1926).  This brand had been 
founded in 1921 by Childe Harold Wills, a skilled metallurgist who had worked for Henry Ford and who 
put his considerable savings and severance pay into creating his own automobile company.  His car had 
a reputation for durability and developed a modest, if brief success, before ceasing business in 1927. 
 
Oakland and Pontiac were the main brands Western Motors sold at 1600 Van Ness.  The two were 
closely related.  The Oakland Motor Car Company had been founded in the city of Pontiac, in Oakland 
County, Michigan, in 1907.  It had initial success, and was purchased by the newly formed General 
Motors Corporation in 1909. 
 
In the General Motors hierarchy, Chevrolet was the least expensive car, followed by Oakland, then 
Oldsmobile (a mid-priced car), Buick, and Cadillac (the most expensive brand).  In 1926, General 
Motors developed a companion brand for Oakland, named Pontiac, in order to fill the price gap between 
other Oakland models and Chevrolet.  Pontiac immediately outstripped the rest of the Oakland brand in 
popularity.  For four years both brands were offered by GM and sold at 1600 Van Ness.5 
                                                           
5 In 1931 the Oakland brand was discontinued, leaving Pontiac in its place.  Today, the Pontiac brand is in the process of 
being discontinued by GM. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
In 1931 Western Motors left 1600 Van Ness, moving to 1100 Van Ness and closing most of its 
branches.  It went out of business after 1932. 
 
1932-1933:  Robert A. Smith, and sales of Chevrolet 
 
Robert A. Smith was the first long-time Chevrolet dealer in San Francisco.  As part of the Anderson-
Smith Motor Company he began selling Chevrolets at 399 Golden Gate Avenue in 1920, and this 
remained his main showroom through 1931.  He also had a number of branch showrooms, some of them 
larger than the one on Golden Gate.  His last showroom was at 1600 Van Ness, where under his 
proprietorship Chevrolet was sold for the third time, for two years (1932-1933).  He then went out of 
business, and afterward three dealers emerged as major Chevrolet dealers in San Francisco:  Ernest 
Ingold, Les Vogel, and Don Gilmore. 
 
1937-1949:  Glen C. Stater and sales of Hudson automobiles 
 
During 1937-1949 Glen C. Stater sold Hudson automobiles from 1600 Van Ness Avenue.  The account 
below is on Hudson as a national brand and is taken primarily from its Wikipedia entry. 
 
Hudson was a major auto brand that is little remembered today.  It was founded in 1909 in Detroit by 
eight businessmen of that city, including J. L. Hudson, a merchant and banker.  Their initial purpose was 
to build a low-priced automobile, one that would sell for under $1,000.  The company later broadened its 
scope and became noted for the technologically advanced features on its cars.  According to Wikipedia, 
Hudson peaked in popularity in 1929 and was then the third largest auto brand in the United States, after 
Ford and Chevrolet.  In 1936 Hudson revamped its cars with an improved suspension system, larger 
interiors, more powerful engines, and a column-mounted gearshift lever.  During 1939-1941 stylistic 
changes to the exterior trim and the interior were made to designs by Betty Thatcher Oros, the nation’s 
first female automotive designer, according to Wikipedia.  In 1948 Hudsons introduced “step-down” 
bodies for improved handling, safety, and passenger comfort.  The Hudsons that were sold at 1600 Van 
Ness by Stater during 1937-1949 incorporated these technological and stylistic development. 
 
According to Wikipedia, Hudson ceased building automobiles during 1942-1945 in order to concentrate 
on wartime production, by order of the Federal government.  From this it might seem that local 
dealerships around the country might have been unable to acquire new Hudsons to sell during these 
years.  However, Glen C. Stater’s ads in the “Buyers’ Guide” section of the San Francisco city 
directories for 1944 and 1945 clearly state that he sold Hudson automobiles then. 
 
In 1954 Hudson merged with Nash (which also made Rambler) to form American Motors Corporation 
(AMC).  AMC chose to emphasize its Rambler brand, and accordingly Hudson was discontinued in 
1957. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Minor and late auto dealerships 
 
Other auto dealerships in this building included: 
 


1934:  Willys Distributors, Inc., sold Willys automobiles at 1600 Van Ness. 
1935-1936:  Carl L. Scott sold autos of an unknown brand at 1600 Van Ness. 
1955-1959+:  Reynold C. Johnson sold Volkswagen autos at 1600 Van Ness. 
1964+:  Carl Carlsen sold autos of an unknown brand at 1600 Van Ness. 
 


Summary 
 
This building was used as an auto showroom for 41 years during the period 1913-1964.  Major brands 
that were sold here included Reo (during 1913-1915), Chevrolet (1915-1917, 1920-1921, and 1932-
1933), Oakland and Pontiac (1917-1919 and 1926-1930), Willys (1934), Hudson (1937-1949), and 
Volkswagen (during at least 1955-1959).  Minor or obscure brands that were sold here include S.G.V., 
Apperson, Davis, Pilot, and Wills Sainte Claire.  Of these, only Hudson was sold here for more than ten 
years.  Chevrolet was sold here for brief periods, both before and after it became a part of General 
Motors. 


 
Used car sales rooms 
 
Used car sales occurred here during the following years: 
 


1919-1920:  Max Arnold sold used cars at 1616 Van Ness. 
1929-1931:  The Graham-Paige Company had its used car branch at 1628 Van Ness. 
1932+:  Robert A. Smith had his used car branch at 1628 Van Ness. 
1935-1936:  Flynn and Collins had their used car branch at 1620 Van Ness. 


 
Automobile body building, repair, and painting 
 
One business of this type has been located in this building.  This was Larkins and Company, which was 
located at 1610-1614 Van Ness from the opening of this building in 1913 through late 1919.  Larkins 
and Co. was probably the most important auto body building firm in San Francisco’s history; this was 
the earlier, and briefer, of its two locations. 
 
The firm was founded by William Larkins in 1865 as a carriage manufacturer.  Burned out of his South-
of-Market factory in 1906, William Larkins re-established his carriage-making factory on Guerrero 
Street.  In 1913 he sold the business to his son, William B. Larkins, who moved it to 1610-1614 Van 
Ness, in the subject building, on the new auto row.  Upon moving to this location William B. Larkins 
added a new line of service, namely the building, repairing, and painting of automobile bodies.   The 
manufacture of horse-drawn carriages was a fading concern when Larkins and Co. opened here, and the 
firm seems to have ceased such work by 1918. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
At the end of 1919 Larkins and Company moved to a spacious former streetcar barn at 3700 Geary, at 
Arguello.  The business remained there through 1935.  (That building still stands with good to high 
integrity.)   After 1935 one of William B. Larkins’ sons established his own auto repair shop and garage 
at 1528-1540 Pine Street, which remained in business into the 1960s.  (That building still stands with 
fair integrity.) 
 
Auto springs, supplies, and tire stores 
 
Three such firms are known to have briefly occupied this building.  They were: 
 


1918-1919:  Westinghouse Air Spring Company, at 1610 Van Ness. 
1918:  Phelps Motor Supply Company, at 1620 Van Ness. 
1922:  Guarantee Tire and supply Company, at 1628 Van Ness. 


 
History – Context: 
 
Surviving early auto showrooms 
 
For comparative purposes, the oldest auto showrooms in the study area (i.e. those built through 1913) 
are listed below, in order of construction date.  These are probably the oldest auto sales buildings in San 
Francisco as well as in the study area.  The integrity of these showrooms ranges from high to low, and 
the number of years that they were used as showrooms varies similarly, from a few years to several 
decades. 
 


550 Van Ness.  Built 1908-1909.  A moderately sized showroom.  The brick walls and ornament remain intact 
while the window sash has been altered. 


 
2000 Van Ness.  Built 1909-1910.  This building has lost integrity due to alterations and major additions of 
1927. 
 
690 Van Ness.  Built 1910.  A small showroom with only a few years of use as a new auto showroom; its 
integrity is fair at best. 
 
1301-1305 Van Ness.  Built 1911-1912.  This large building has good integrity, but during its first five years 
its main use was as a tire dealership; its auto showroom use was secondary.  Later in the 1910s the entire 
building became devoted to use as an auto showroom. 
 
1525 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This moderately-sized building has only fair integrity. 
 
1430-1480 Van Ness.  Built 1912.  This building had early, but brief, use as an auto showroom.  Window 
openings have been altered. 
 
1001 Polk Street.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom.  Its window sash has been removed, but the integrity 
of this building is otherwise high.         (Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 


 
1400 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  A large showroom with high integrity. 
 
1414-1420 Van Ness.  Built 1912-1913.  During this building’s first decade one of its two storefronts was 
used as a showroom, and the other was a tires shop.  Integrity is good. 
 
1350 Van Ness.  Built in 1912-1913.  The cornice of this small showroom has been removed. 
 
1595 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A large showroom.  Windows have been altered, but integrity is otherwise 
good. 
 
1600 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here).  Built in 1913.  Large grilles cover the windows, 
diminishing the integrity. 
 
2050 Van Ness.  Built in 1913.  A moderately-sized showroom with fifteen years of such use, including a few 
years of electric auto sales. 
 
1062 Geary.  Built in 1913.  This small building had only brief use as an auto showroom, and has fair 
integrity. 
 


The best of these, in terms of integrity, longevity of use as an auto showroom, and size or capacity are 
1400 Van Ness, 1001 Polk, 1595 Van Ness, and 1301-1305 Van Ness.  Each of these four also served as 
showrooms for major brands. 
 
After 1913, many more auto showrooms continued to be built.  For the subsequent six years, 1914-1919, 
the best surviving example is 1699 Van Ness.  Other autos showrooms were built in the study area 
during the 1920s-1930s and still survive.  Many other showrooms were built during all of these decades 
(1900s-1930s) but no longer stand or have been heavily altered. 
 
Surviving Reo showrooms 
 
The Reo automobile brand was in existence from 1904-1936 and was sold in San Francisco for every 
year of that period, except possibly the first year.  Eleven buildings in this city held Reo showrooms 
during 1905-1936, all of them located within the study area of this project.  The first six of them have 
been demolished or burned in 1906.  The surviving Reo showrooms include: 
 


1600 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here):  Reo sold here during 1913-1915 (integrity is fair) 
1400 Van Ness:  sold here during 1915-1921 (integrity is high) 
1730-1750 Van Ness:  sold here during 1921-1922 (integrity is fair) 
1100 Van Ness:  sold here during 1923-1930 (heavily altered) 
1001 Polk/1000 Geary:  sold here during 1931-1936 (integrity is good) 


 
Because of its high integrity and the early date Reo was sold there, 1400 Van Ness is by far the best 
example of a Reo showroom in San Francisco. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
Surviving Chevrolet showrooms 
 
Chevrolet autos were sold in San Francisco by short-lived dealerships during the 1910s, and were 
represented by long-lasting dealerships after that decade.  The most important Chevrolet dealers, i.e., 
those with the greatest longevity, have been Robert A. Smith (1920-1933), Ernest Ingold (1933-1960s), 
Don Gilmore (1933-1954), Les Vogel (1935-1961), and Ellis and Marie Brooks (1955-2008).  Each of 
them is represented by surviving showrooms, albeit of varying degrees of integrity. 
 
In all, seventeen buildings are known to have held Chevrolet showrooms in the study area of this 
project.  Nine of them still stand with at least fair integrity; they include (in chronological order): 
 


1600 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here):  Chevrolet sold here for six years by the Mathewson 
Motor Co. (June 1915-February 1917), the Chevrolet Motor Company (1920-1921), and Robert A. Smith 
(1932-1933) (integrity is fair) 


1412-1420 Van Ness: sold here for four months by L. D. Allen, during April-August 1918, immediately after 
Chevrolet became a part of General Motors (integrity is good) 


1740 Van Ness:  sold here by Anderson-Smith in 1921 (integrity is fair) 


1400 Van Ness: sold here by Robert A. Smith during 1927-1931 (integrity is high) 


999 Van Ness: sold here by Ernest Ingold and his successor George Olsen during 1937-1970s (high integrity) 


550-590 Van Ness: sold here by Don Gilmore during 1936-1954:  Don Gilmore (integrity is fair) 


1535-1599 Market: sold here by Les Vogel during 1935-1961 (integrity is fair) 


1595 Van Ness: sold here by Ellis Brooks during 1955-1963 (integrity is good) 


1395 Van Ness: sold here by Ellis and Marie Brooks during 1963-2008 (integrity for this period is good) 


 
Of the above, the most important is clearly 999 Van Ness, due to its high integrity, its great longevity as 
a Chevrolet showroom, and the importance of its proprietor, Ernest Ingold.  However, having been built 
in the 1930s, it does not represent the early period of Chevrolet sales in San Francisco. 
 
Other Chevrolet showrooms of interest include 1600 Van Ness (the only surviving building that held a 
Chevrolet showroom before its acquisition by General Motors in March 19186), 1400 Van Ness (a 
Chevrolet showroom for five years, during a moderately early period), 550-590 Van Ness (for its 
longevity as a Chevrolet showroom), and 1595 Van Ness (as representative of Ellis Brooks’ early years). 
 
On a related note, 1600 Van Ness is the only surviving San Francisco building that served as a 
showroom in this city for any future GM brand (e.g. Buick, Cadillac, Oakland, or Oldsmobile, as well as 
Chevrolet), before being acquired by GM. 


(Continued next page.) 
                                                           
6 “Chevrolet Absorbed by General Motors,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 4, 1918, p. 12, is the source for this date.  
Wikipedia, however, says Chevrolet became part of GM in 1917.  It may be that Chevrolets were sold at 1412-1420 Van 
Ness (briefly, during April-August 1918) before the transaction was fully completed. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
Surviving Oakland and Pontiac showrooms 
 
Approximately ten buildings in the study area housed showrooms for Oakland automobiles from 1909 
until 1931, when the Oakland brand name was discontinued; and for Oakland’s sister brand, Pontiac, 
from 1926 through 1964.  Six of these buildings survive with at least fair integrity; they include: 
 


550-590 Van Ness: Oakland sold here during 1912-1914 (integrity is fair) 
1525 Van Ness:  Oakland sold here in 1916 (integrity is fair) 
1600 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here): Oakland sold here during 1917-1918; Oakland and 


Pontiac sold here during 1926-1930 (integrity is fair) 
1946-1960 Van Ness; Oakland sold here during 1920-1923 (integrity is high) 
1625 Van Ness: Oakland sold here in 1924; Pontiac sold here during 1937-1938 (integrity is good) 
1395 Van Ness:  Pontiac sold here beginning in 1963 (integrity is good) 


 
Of the above, none held an Oakland or Pontiac showroom for as long as ten years.  The building with 
the greatest longevity as a showroom for these brands is 1600 Van Ness (seven years; fair integrity).  
The earliest example is 550-590 Van Ness (1912-1914; fair integrity).  The building with the highest 
integrity is 1946-1960 Van Ness (1920-1923).  Not listed above is 1560 Van Ness, which held a Pontiac 
showroom for many years (1938-1953+), but which has been thoroughly altered. 
 
Surviving Hudson showrooms 
 
Hudson was sold in nine San Francisco showrooms from 1909 through at least 1954.  The first five 
buildings, where Hudson was sold through 1925, have been demolished or heavily altered.  The 
surviving buildings include: 


 
1625 Van Ness: sold here during 1927-1932 (integrity is good) 


901 Van Ness: sold here during 1933-1935 (integrity is high) 


1600 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here): sold here during 1937-1949 (integrity is fair) 


1595 Van Ness: sold here during 1949-1954 (integrity is good) 


 
All of these buildings are of interest as Hudson showrooms.  1625 Van Ness is probably the most 
important example because it is the oldest and because sales of Hudson reached their peak (according to 
Wikipedia) while it was sold here. 
 
Surviving auto body shops 
 
As mentioned above, Larkins and Co. was probably the most important automobile body builder in San 
Francisco’s history.  It not only repaired auto bodies, it built them from scratch for many years.  1600 


(Continued next page.)  
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History – Context (continued) 
 
Van Ness represents its early years (1913-1919), whereas 3700 Geary held this firm for a longer period 
(1920-1935) and has better integrity.  Within the study area of this report, a few other auto body shops 
of some note exist: 1545 Pine, which held a small auto body building shop during 1917-1923; 824 Ellis, 
(during 1920-1929); and 1644 Pine (during 1938-1964). 
 
Of related interest is the fact that Larkins and Company also built horse-drawn carriages here during the 
fading years of this industry.  In all likelihood, no survey of carriage and wagon factory buildings in San 
Francisco has ever been performed.  Larkins and Company’s earlier buildings on Howard Street and 
Guerrero Street have all vanished.  1600 Van Ness may be the last such factory in San Francisco; 
however it is a very late example that occupied only a portion of the building it was in. 
 
Integrity 
 
The alterations of note to this building include the grilles over the second and third story windows, the 
covering of the transom windows in the first story with plywood, and the filling of the vehicle entrance 
on California Street.  These alterations probably occurred in the 1960s or 1970s as the building became 
devoted to non-automotive uses.  The cornice, piers, and some first story window sash remain in place. 
 
Judging the integrity of this building is somewhat problematical because the original window sash can 
be seen, however faintly, behind the grilles that cover them.  The best estimate is that the building 
retains integrity of location; while integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association 
are moderately diminished.  Integrity of setting is diminished by new construction and alterations in the 
vicinity.  To put it another way, the integrity of this building can also be summarized as “fair.” 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile showroom.  With 41 years of such use in 
its history (considered through 1964), it has excellent longevity in this use.  If the building had good or 
high integrity, these facts alone would make it one of the best examples of an auto showroom in the 
study area, and thus eligible for the California Register.  The building has only fair integrity, however, 
and so greater historical distinction is required to counteract the alterations it has undergone.  In addition 
to the above facts: 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
A portion of this building was occupied by a Chevrolet showroom on three occasions, in 1915-1917, 
1920-1921, and 1932-1933, for a total of almost six years; thus, at an early date, and for brief longevity.  
More interestingly, this is the only San Francisco building that was occupied by a Chevrolet showroom 
before that brand was acquired by General Motors (in 1918).7  Similarly, this is the only surviving auto 
showroom in San Francisco that housed any General Motors brand (e.g., Buick, Cadillac, Oakland, or 
Oldsmobile) before that brand became part of GM. 
 
This building was also an Oakland showroom for a total of about seven years, during 1917-1918 and 
1926-1930.  This was longer than any other building held an Oakland showroom for.  Two buildings 
(550-590 Van Ness and 1525 Van Ness) were Oakland showrooms at an even earlier date, but very 
briefly, for only a year or two.  A building with high integrity (1946-1960 Van Ness) also held an 
Oakland showroom, but for a briefer period (1920-1923).  This is also the only building that served as a 
showroom for Oakland’s better-known sister brand, Pontiac, before the 1930s. 
 
This building was also occupied by a Hudson showroom during 1937-1949, at a moderately late date 
and for moderate longevity.  Other buildings with better integrity (1625 Van Ness, 901 Van Ness, and 
1595 Van Ness) sold Hudsons at earlier and later dates, but for much briefer periods (up to six years). 
 
Finally, this is the earlier of two buildings that housed a Larkins and Company’s auto body building 
shop.  When longevity and integrity are considered, however, the other Larkins building (at 3700 Geary 
Boulevard) should be considered as more important than this one is. 
 
The cumulative automobile-related history of this building is impressive.  Particularly notable is the fact 
that this building is the only remaining one that held any of the General Motors brands (Chevrolet) 
before that brand became part of GM.  Against these facts the integrity of this building must be 
considered.  The relevant question is: does the building have sufficient integrity to evoke this history?  
Given that the cornice, the frieze, and the pilasters that define the bays remain in place, and the first 
story storefront windows – albeit only the storefront area below the transom level – remain generally 
intact; and given that the outline of the former vehicle entrance on California Street remains evident, this 
building does seem able to evoke its automobile-related history.   
 
For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources 
under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance 
under this criterion is 1913-1964, the years the building had this use. 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Robert A. Smith is the most important proprietor associated with this building; he ran a Chevrolet 
dealership here at the end of his career as a dealer in this brand (1932-1933).  His earlier showroom at  


(Continued next page.) 
                                                           
7 This does not count 1100-1114 Van Ness and 1701 Van Ness, which are very heavily altered, and each of which held 
Chevrolet showrooms for less than a year, in 1914 and 1917-1918, respectively. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
1400 Van Ness (1927-1931) has much better integrity and is better able to evoke his career.  
Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is very restrained in its detailing and appears to have been a lesser example 
of the works of the O’Brien Brothers, architects.  In addition, its integrity is only fair.  It thus does not 
appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width; the lightly scored stucco 
surface; the cornice with its block modillions; the frieze with its diamond patterns, and the molding of 
three layers beneath the frieze; the Ionic pilasters and the bases they rest upon; the general division of 
each façade into four bays; the outline of the former vehicle entrance on California Street; and all 
original window sash. 
 
References (continued from page 4) 
 
“Reo Cars in New Quarters on Avenue,” San Francisco Chronicle, November 6, 1910, p. 39.  On 


Norman DeVaux’s history as a San Francisco auto dealer, and his founding of a Reo dealership.  
“Large Auto Structure,” San Francisco Chronicle, December 7, 1912, p. 12 (regarding the proposed 


building) 
Building and Industrial News, January 14, 1913, 18:1 (construction notice). 
“Old firm Moves to upper Avenue,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 15, 1913, p. 62.  On Norman 


DeVaux’s Reo Pacific Company moving into 1622 Van Ness. 
“Newest Chevrolet Cars Make and Instant Hit,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 13, 1915, p. 53.  Re: 


Norman DeVaux becoming the coast distributor for Chevrolet; the Mathewson Motor Co. is his local 
retail dealer. 


“Durant Now Heads General Motors,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 2, 1916, p. 9. 
“Leavitt Firm Will Handle Durant’s Pet,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 4, 1917, p. 45.  On Leavitt 


taking over the Chevrolet agency in San Francisco (from Mathewson). 
“Chevrolet Absorbed by General Motors,” San Francisco Chronicle, March 4, 1918, p. 12. 
“New Chevrolet Branch Opens,” San Francisco Chronicle, October 3, 1920, p. 14 (regarding the factory 


branch at 1600 Van Ness established by Norman DeVaux and R. C. Durant). 
Display ads in the San Francisco Chronicle for Reo and Chevrolet during the years they were sold at 


1600 Van Ness; found via the ProQuest website, via the SF Public Library’s website. 
Wikipedia listings for Reo, Chevrolet, Oakland, Pontiac, General Motors, and Hudson 
Coachbuilt.com website, on Larkins and Co. 
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Page   1    of   16               *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder) 1625 Van Ness Avenue/1821-1825 Sacramento St. 
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):      Allen-Weaver-Durant-Smith auto showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
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This four story, reinforced concrete building occupies an ell-shaped lot.  It has a frontage of 93’-3” 
on the west side of Van Ness Avenue and runs through the block to Sacramento Street, where its 
frontage runs for 77’.  The building wraps around an adjoining building, a former auto showroom at 
1699 Van Ness.  An office building from the 1980s or 1990s is adjacent on the south. 
 
The upper three stories of the Van Ness Avenue side are clad in variegated bricks, that are tan, 
brown and buff in color, and laid in Flemish bond; while the first story is clad in stucco.  In 
composition, the upper stories of this façade are divided into three bays, with a broad central zone 
flanked by narrower side bays.  Each of these bays is surrounded on three sides by the brick wall 
surface.  In the first story, seven openings are arranged in general conformance with the three bays of 
the upper stories. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 
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Description (continued): 
 
A highly ornate Classical Revival cornice runs across the top of the Van Ness Avenue façade.  It 
consists (from top to bottom) of four parts: a rectangular crown, a half-round molding, a fluted corona, 
and a leafy bed molding.  Beneath this is a frieze filled with a plaster arabesque of foliage and urns.  
Immediately below the frieze are moldings of calf’s-tongue over bead-and-reel. 
 
A thin molding runs around the perimeter of each of the three bays.  The middle bay is divided into three 
parts by faceted columns with rope moldings at the corners and highly ornate Ionic capitals.  Lintels 
over the windows are decorated with flutings filled with ornament; spandrels at the base of each window 
are plain.  Each window is filled with steel sash that appears to be original. 
 
At the second floor level, an entablature runs the width of the façade and forms a base for the 
composition described above.  This entablature is composed of a cornice, frieze, and architrave.  The 
cornice has a plain crown and a leafy bed molding.  Beneath it are a blank frieze and a three-layered 
architrave.  Store signage covers about half of this frieze and architrave but leaves the cornice above 
them fully visible.  Corinthian pilasters filled with plaster palmettes and foliage support the architrave 
and frame the storefront area.  Window and door openings are divided by plain piers and are filled with 
replacement metal frames.  The storefront area beneath the entablature and between the pilasters is 
generally altered, although the two middle piers are very similar to the originals in this position. 
 
The Sacramento Street wing is also four stories in height.  A profiled cornice and blank frieze span its 
top, and windows are filled with steel sash.  The permit history of this façade has not been examined, but 
from their appearance it seems the cornice and window sash may be original.  The stucco surface of this 
façade is plain in treatment and is probably the result of an alteration.  A vehicle entrance can be found 
at far left; it is one of three that were originally built into this wing.  A pedestrian entrance is at far right. 


 


 
 


1821-1825 Sacramento Street façade 
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Top photo: Detail of parapet area.  Bottom photo: Detail of middle bay.
 
DPR 523L (1/95)   Van Ness 1625-AB  *Required Information 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   4    of   16      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)   1625 Van Ness Avenue/1821-1825 Sacramento  
B1. Historic Name:  Allen-Weaver-Durant-Smith auto showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  retail store  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
 Built in 1919-1920.  First story façade facing Van Ness and Sacramento Street façade each altered at unknown dates. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Engineers:   MacDonald and Kahn  b. Builder:  MacDonald and Kahn  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance     1919-1938                Property Type  auto showroom            Applicable Criteria _1, 3____ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1919-1920 for L. D. Allen as a showroom for his automobile company 
(regarding which see page 5).  His designing engineers and builders were MacDonald and Kahn. 
 
MacDonald and Kahn formed their partnership in 1907 or 1908, undoubtedly to capitalize on the 
rebuilding of San Francisco after the earthquake and fire of 1906.  Both Alan MacDonald and Felix 
Kahn were structural engineers, and the latter co-owned a consulting firm specializing in reinforced 
concrete with offices in Detroit, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle.  By 1916 they were 
designing and building substantial, four-story reinforced concrete buildings in San Francisco.  Within 
the study area of this report they built at least ten buildings, seven of them of reinforced concrete (see 
list on next page).  Due to their expertise in this material they became, during 1931-1935, one of the 
“Six Companies” that built Hoover Dam on the Colorado River. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Industrial News, July 23, 1919, 8:2; and August 6, 


1919, 10:1 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 
directory listings for occupants of this building, 1920-1964 


1936 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales) 
References continued on page 14. 
Wikipedia entries for all auto brands sold here 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  February 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Construction and architect (continued) 
 
MacDonald and Kahn usually performed all aspects of the design of the buildings they built.  In such 
cases, they probably relied on their staff architects or draftsmen to perform the architectural aspects of 
their designs.  One such person is known: George de Colmesnil, who had formerly been a partner of 
architect James R. Miller, then had his own architectural office; and who worked for MacDonald and 
Kahn during 1919-1921, when this building was built.  It is quite possible that de Colmesnil performed 
the ornamental design for the main façade of 1625 Van Ness.  On some occasions, outside architects 
were involved in the buildings that MacDonald and Kahn built, and in these cases the latter firm 
performed only the engineering design. 
 
One of the partners, Felix Kahn, published his thoughts on industrial design slightly over a year before 
construction of this building began.  In “Comments on Industrial Engineering,” in The Architect, 
September 1918, he wrote: 
 


While the fundamental requisite of a factory building must be utility, allied with it now stands 
attractiveness, or beauty.  Beauty does not mean a lavish display of over decoration in form or 
color.  A proper regard for proportion, mass, balance, good taste in color, disposition of 
members, and in the use of materials will result in attractiveness.  Above all, a factory building 
should appear to be what it is.  This does not mean that it should have a cold, hard appearance 
and be devoid of all architectural treatment.  The employment of a minor amount of decoration 
or enrichment is certainly permissible.  A factory building of good architectural appearance 
redounds to the credit side of the ledger in a variety of ways.  As an advertising medium it is of 
decided value.  A building pleasing to the eye will undoubtedly produce in the minds of the 
workmen a different attitude towards their work, one tending to greater enthusiasm and 
contentment, unconsciously creating efficiency. 


 
Generally speaking, these guidelines or principles were closely adhered to in the design of MacDonald 
and Kahn’s buildings.  1625 Van Ness, by comparison, has a higher level of ornamentation than any of 
their other known works. 
 
One other structural engineer was also prolific as a building contractor in San Francisco before the 
1940s.  That was James H. Hjul.  He produced notable works, but MacDonald and Kahn had a much 
more important career than he did. 
 
History -- Occupants 
 
Automobile showrooms occupied this building for the first eighteen years after its construction (1920-
1938).  During those years five local dealerships and a factory branch sold nine brands of automobiles 
and one of trucks from this building.  Afterward, occupants included a machinery manufacturing firm, a 
used car salesroom, and offices for the American Red Cross. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Automobile showrooms, 1920-1938 
 
1920-1921: L. D. Allen and Co., sales of Cole and Stevens-Duryea autos, and Sandow trucks 
 
L. D. Allen was a real estate developer who entered the auto dealership business in November 1917.  
His rise in this field was swift, as was his fall.  He began by occupying a small storefront in the building 
at 1301-1305 Van Ness, where he sold the Lexington and Olympian brands, under the name California 
Motor Sales Company. Both of these brands are now little-remembered and were probably considered 
minor even in their own time.  Only four months later (March 1918) Allen acquired the rights to the 
Cole brand, which had greater potential, and he moved into a larger showroom at 1412-1420 Van Ness.  
Here the Cole was Allen’s primary brand, though he also sold Lexington and (briefly) Chevrolet here. 
 
The Cole Motor Company, founded by Joseph J. Cole, made assembled automobiles in Indianapolis 
during 1909-1925.  It made an early reputation by winning auto races in 1909 and 1910, and in 1912 it 
began to build limousines for the luxury market.  In 1918 the Cole “Aero-Eight” was introduced.  This 
name was intended to convey the sense that its body style was aerodynamically designed and that the 
engine had eight cylinders.  Cole was, in fact, one of the first auto makers to use a V-8 engine.  In 1918 
Cole offered three models, all high-priced: a roadster, a touring car, and a “speedster.”  In 1919 it 
offered seven models. 
 
Allen was clearly enthusiastic about Cole’s prospects.  Certainly, this was the brand that he pinned his 
hopes on when, in mid-1919, he began construction of 1625 Van Ness, one of the largest showrooms in 
San Francisco.  The building alone cost $250,000, and Allen variously stated that land and construction 
costs came to $385,000 or $500,000.  Either way, in 1919 this was a very considerable sum. 
 
Allen had distribution rights for the Cole automobile for all of northern California and Nevada.  
Typically, an auto distributor with this territory would open his own auto showroom in San Francisco, 
appoint dealerships in other cities, and distribute cars to those dealers on a wholesale basis.  Allen, 
however, chose to open his own showrooms around northern California.  While construction of 1625 
Van Ness was underway, Allen began construction of a three-story auto showroom in Oakland (at a cost 
to him of $250,000) and leased showroom buildings in Sacramento, Stockton, and Fresno. 
 
He acquired two other brands to sell in addition to Cole.  One was Sandow trucks, for which Allen had 
distribution rights for all of California, Nevada, Arizona, and Hawaii.  The other was Stevens-Duryea, 
for which Allen was the distributor for northern California and Nevada.  The Duryea name was 
legendary, for in the mid-1890s the Duryea brothers (Frank and Charles) had manufactured some of the 
first, if not the first, gasoline-powered autos for sale in the United States.  One of the brothers co-
founded a successor firm, Stevens-Duryea, in Massachusetts in 1901.  By 1920 its glory days were long 
past.  The company had failed and been revived, and according to its entry in Wikipedia the revived 
company produced very expensive automobiles.  It is doubtful these cars competed very well with other 
luxury brands such as Duesenberg, Stutz, Packard, Pierce-Arrow, Peerless, and Cadillac. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Allen opened at 1625 Van Ness on May 2nd, 1920.  An article in the San Francisco Examiner for that 
date (“Allen Opens New Building on Auto Row”) explained the layout of the building.  It included a 
showroom with vaulted ceilings for new automobiles, and offices for the salesmen, at the front of the 
first floor; general administrative offices in the mezzanine level; sales rooms for trucks and used cars at 
the rear of the first floor; a service department in the second story, with separate divisions for each of the 
three brands he sold; a parts department on the third floor; an auto repair department occupying portions 
of the third and fourth stories; and an auto painting department in the balance of the fourth story.  There 
were three vehicle entrances into the building, all via the Sacramento Street wing.  One of these entered 
into the truck and used car salesroom in the rear of the second story, and the other two entered into the 
second story.  (Today there remains one vehicle entrance on the Sacramento Street side.)  As his 
building opened, Allen told a reporter that he had more than 200 people on his payroll.  This number 
must have included employees at his branch showrooms in other cities. 
 
For unknown reasons L. D. Allen failed after only eleven or twelve months at 1625 Van Ness.  The 
recession of the early 1920s may have contributed to this failure, but it was probably not the only reason.  
In all probability Allen had expanded much too quickly, for he began construction of this large building 
only one year and eight months after his first small showroom opened in November 1917.  At this early 
stage of his automotive career it was probably unwise of him to build his own showroom instead of 
leasing a building like most other distributors did.  Likewise, he could have reduced his financial risk by 
appointing dealerships in other California cities instead of trying to run his own showrooms there. 
 
His line-up of brands seems, at this remove, to have been insufficiently prestigious to support a building 
the size of 1625 Van Ness.  Not that Cole was an obscure brand; it had sold in San Francisco since 1911, 
and continued to sell at another San Francisco showroom for four years after Allen failed.  Stevens-
Duryea, however, did not find a San Francisco distributor after Allen failed; nor did Sandow trucks, 
which went out of business in 1922. 
 
After leaving 1625 Van Ness in March or April 1921, Allen moved to a small (one-story, 27 feet in 
width) auto showroom that was not on, but near Van Ness, at 1157 Post.  Here he sold an obscure auto 
brand made in South Carolina, named Anderson, but only for about three months, before going out of 
the auto business permanently in the latter half of 1921. 
 
1921-1923:  Chester N. Weaver, sales of Studebaker autos 
 
On May 1st, 1921, Chester N. Weaver moved his Studebaker dealership into this building, and remained 
here for only two years before moving to a larger building. 
 
Weaver worked for Studebaker, or owned a Studebaker dealership, for most of his adult life.  He was 
born in Indiana, the home state of Studebaker, and appears to have been sent by Studebaker to San 
Francisco to work in its carriage and wagon repository at Market and 10th streets in 1898.  Here he 
worked his way up from cashier, to secretary, and to general manager and vice president by 1905.  The  


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
repository building was destroyed in the earthquake and fire of 1906, but within two months Weaver 
built a small, wood-framed sales room on the ruins.  Here Studebaker Brothers of California sold 
carriages, wagons, and, for the first time in San Francisco, automobiles. 
 
Studebaker Brothers had been founded as a wagon making company in South Bend, Indiana in 1852, 
and by 1875 was reputed to be the largest vehicle manufacturer in the world.  During 1904-1910 they 
partnered with auto manufacturers Garford and E-M-F, making the bodies and distributing the 
automobiles through their vast network of carriage and wagon shops.  Those partnerships were highly 
problematical, but by 1910, when they bought out E-M-F, Studebaker owned auto-making factories in 
South Bend, Detroit, and Canada. 
 
In San Francisco, under Chester Weaver’s management, Studebaker opened an auto showroom at 465 
Golden Gate Avenue (1907-1908), then moved to Fremont and Mission (1908-1913).  They delayed 
their move to Van Ness Avenue until it was clear where the center of Auto Row would be, then moved 
in 1913 to occupy half of the large auto showroom at 1200-1228 Van Ness.  The following year, 
Studebaker ceased to sell autos in northern California through its factory branch system, and named its 
long-time employee, Chester Weaver, to be its local distributor.  Weaver remained at 1200-1228 Van 
Ness for a few more years.  He then moved his dealership to 1560 Van Ness (1918-1921), and finally to 
his largest building yet, 1625 Van Ness, in May 1921.  Here he sold mid-priced six-cylinder Studebakers 
in three chassis designs and fourteen body styles. 
 
Two years later, in 1923, Weaver moved to a still larger building, 1395 Van Ness, where he sold 
Studebaker autos until his death or retirement in 1931.  His successors remained in this building for 
another three years.  The last known Studebaker showroom in San Francisco was at 1155 Van Ness 
(during at least 1936-1938).  All of the buildings mentioned above, except for 1625 Van Ness, have been 
demolished or heavily altered. 
 
1924:  J. W. Leavitt, sales of Oakland autos 
 
For a brief period, in 1924, John W. Leavitt sold the Oakland brand of automobile at 1625 Van Ness.  
Leavitt had been a bicycle dealer in San Francisco since the early 1890s, began selling autos in 1904, 
and continued to sell autos through 1930.  He switched brands frequently, but always seemed able to 
land a major brand to sell: Reo, Stoddard-Dayton, Willys-Knight and related brands (for almost ten 
years), Oldsmobile (for ten years), and Peerless. 
 
The Oakland auto was one of several brands sold by General Motors, being just above the inexpensive 
Chevrolet in price range and just below the mid-priced Oldsmobile.  It was the precursor to the Pontiac 
brand, which superceded it in 1931.  From 1909 through 1931 Oakland was sold in eight San Francisco 
showrooms.  Leavitt sold this brand for only one year, in 1924 at 1625 Van Ness.  He then moved on to 
another brand in another building.  After he gave up Oakland, a different dealer took up the brand in a 
different showroom.  If nothing else, Leavitt’s selling of Oakland autos illustrates the musical chairs of 
dealers, brands, and showroom buildings that was common in the study area of this report. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
1925-1927:  Durant Motor Cars, sales of Durant and Star autos 
 
The Durant auto and its sister brand, Star, were sold at 1625 Van Ness during these three years.  It 
appears the cars were sold here by a factory branch rather than a local dealership. 
 
Durant Motors was a product of William C. Durant, one of the most important names in the automotive 
history of the United States.  Durant first gained prominence in 1904, when he became the general 
manager of Buick (then still in its infancy), and produced the first Buicks for sale to the public.  He next, 
in 1908, founded General Motors and brought Oldsmbile, Cadillac, Oakland, Buick, and other brands 
into its fold.  Losing control of GM in 1910, he co-founded Chevrolet in 1911 and with his profits from 
that automobile purchased a controlling interest in GM stock, becoming its president once again in 1916.  
Durant lost control of General Motors again in 1920.  Attempting to make another comeback, he 
founded Durant Motors in 1922.  This company was successful for a decade.  It produced a mid-priced 
car, the Durant (named after the founder); an economy car, the Star, which was produced during 1922-
1928; and a third brand, named Flint.  Durant also purchased Locomobile, which became the company’s 
luxury brand during 1922-1929.  Durant Motors was successful during the 1920s, but William C. Durant 
lost heavily in the Depression and his auto company went out of business in 1933. 
 
1927-1933: Stanley W. Smith, sales of Hudson and Essex autos 
 
Hudson was a major auto brand that is little remembered today.  It was founded in 1909 in Detroit by 
eight businessmen of that city, including J. L. Hudson, a merchant and banker.  In 1919 the company 
added the Essex automobile as an economy brand to complement the more expensive Hudson and to 
compete with Ford and Chevrolet.  According to Wikipedia, Hudson peaked in popularity in 1929 and 
was then the third largest auto brand in the United States, after Ford and Chevrolet.  The Essex brand 
was phased out in 1932, leaving only Hudson.  In 1954 Hudson merged with Nash (which also made 
Rambler) to form American Motors Corporation (AMC).  AMC chose to emphasize its Rambler brand, 
and accordingly Hudson was discontinued in 1957. 
 
The proprietor of the showroom at 1625 Van Ness during 1927-1933 was Stanley W. Smith.  He sold 
new Hudson and Essex autos here through 1932, then, perhaps due to the Depression, lost the Hudson 
brand to Earle C. Anthony (at 901 Van Ness).  Smith sold used cars at 1625 Van Ness in 1933. 
 
1934-1938:  H. O. Harrison Company, sales of Pontiac autos 
 
H. O. Harrison was an early and long-lasting San Francisco auto dealer.  His career began in Los 
Angeles in 1905 or earlier.  His first San Francisco showroom, at 540 Van Ness (altered), opened in 
1909, and in 1911 he built a very large showroom at 1200 Van Ness (altered).  In these two buildings he 
sold Everett, Peerless, Hudson, Essex, Dodge Brothers, and Chrysler autos.  In the 1930s his longtime 
associate, James W. McAlister, took over 1200 Van Ness, and Harrison moved to 1625 Van Ness.  He 
sold Auburn automobiles here in 1934-1936, and Pontiac autos in 1936-1938. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Other uses of this building, 1938-1964 
 
The Moore Machinery Company occupied 1625 Van Ness in 1938-1940.  It is uncertain, but this was 
probably the same Moore Machinery that was a major shipbuilding firm on the Oakland waterfront 
during World War II. 
 
In 1941 this building served as an annex to Charles S. Howard’s Buick showroom, next door at 1601 
Van Ness Avenue.  Uses of this building from 1942-1947 are unknown; possibly the building continued 
to be used by Howard as an auto warehouse.  In 1948 the building was once again devoted to automobile 
use.  In that year, C. Ken Rhodes sold used cars here. 
 
In 1949 or 1950 the American Red Cross converted the building into offices for their own use; they 
remained here through the late 1960s.  The activities of this office of the American Red Cross have not 
been researched for this report. 
 
History -- Context 
 
Cole showrooms in San Francisco 
 
The Cole automobile was sold by three different dealerships in seven buildings in San Francisco during 
1911-1924.  The two earliest of these buildings have been demolished or heavily altered, and the others 
retain good or high integrity.  The survivors are: 
 


1915-1917:  sold at 2050 Van Ness by the Cole Pacific Motor Car Co. 
1917-1918:  sold at 1415 Van Ness by the Cole Pacific Motor Car Co. 
1918-1920:  sold at 1412-1420 Van Ness by the California Motor Sales Co. (L. D. Allen) 
1920-1921:  sold at 1625 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here) by L. D. Allen, Inc. 
1921-1924:  sold at 1595 Van Ness by Cole Motors, Inc. 


 
As one can see, Cole was sold at 1625 Van Ness only briefly, for only one year. 
 
Studebaker showrooms in San Francisco 
 
Studebakers were sold from 1906 to at least 1938 in eight different buildings.  During the early years 
(1906-1914) Studebakers were sold from a factory branch under its local manager, Chester N. Weaver.  
Over the next twenty years, Weaver owned his own Studebaker dealership.  Finally, for a few or several 
years in the 1930s, Studebakers were sold by other dealers.  Of these eight buildings, seven have been 
demolished or heavily altered, and only one, 1625 Van Ness, still stands with good integrity.  
Studebakers were sold here for only two years, 1921-1923. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
Oakland showrooms in San Francisco 
 
The Oakland automobile was sold from 1909 through 1931 in eight San Francisco buildings.  Of these, 
three retain good or high integrity, two are roughly 50% intact, and three have been demolished.  The 
five survivors include: 
 


1912-1914:  sold at 550-590 Van Ness (windows altered, else intact) 
1916:  sold at 1525 Van Ness (about 50% intact) 
1917-1918 and 1926-1930:  sold at 1600 Van Ness (about 50% intact; windows covered with grilles) 
1920-1923:  sold at 1946-1960 Van Ness (retains high integrity) 
1924:  sold at 1625 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here) 


 
Of these, the best examples of Oakland showrooms are 550-590 Van Ness and 1946-1960 Van Ness. 
 
Durant and Star showrooms in San Francisco 
 
Durant autos were sold in five San Francisco buildings from the founding of the company in 1922 
through 1932, a year before the demise of the brand.  During almost half this period the brand was sold 
from factory branches, which is what 1625 Van Ness appears to have been during 1925-1927.  The other 
years it was sold by local dealerships.  The surviving buildings include: 
 


1922:  sold at 1400 Van Ness by dealer Earle C. Anthony (extant) 
1923-1924:  sold at 1730-1750 Van Ness as a factory branch (about 50% altered) 
1925-1927:  sold at 1625 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here) as a factory branch 
1929:  sold at 1535-1599 Market by dealer Harry J. Lee (about 50% altered) 


 
Thus, 1625 Van Ness is the best example of a Durant showroom in the city, despite the fact that these 
cars were sold here for only a few years. 
 
Durant’s sister brand, Essex, was also sold at 1625 Van Ness (during 1926-1927).  The other surviving 
building where Star was sold is 2000 Van Ness (1924), which has lost integrity as an auto showroom. 
 
Hudson showrooms in San Francisco 
 
Hudson was sold in nine San Francisco showrooms from 1909 through at least 1954.  The first five 
buildings, where Hudson was sold during 1909-1925, have been demolished or heavily altered.  The 
surviving buildings include: 


 
1927-1932:  sold at 1625 Van Ness Avenue, the building being evaluated here 
1933-1935: sold at 901 Van Ness Avenue (extant) 
1937-1949:  sold at 1600 Van Ness Avenue (windows altered) 
1949-1954:  sold at 1595 Van Ness Avenue (extant) 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
All of these buildings are of interest as Hudson showrooms.  1625 Van Ness is probably the most 
important example because it is the oldest and because sales of Hudson reached their peak (according to 
Wikipedia) while it was sold here. 
 
Auburn showrooms in San Francisco 
 
The Auburn automobile was founded in 1900.  In 1925 it was purchased by industrialist E. L. Cord, who 
turned the brand into a stylish luxury car; it persisted under his ownership to 1937.  Auburn was sold in 
seven San Francisco showrooms, of which three still stand with at least fair integrity:   
 


1917:  sold at 2050 Van Ness. Integrity uncertain. 
1926 and 1929-1930: sold at 1946-1960 Van Ness.  Integrity is high. 
1934-1936:  sold at 1625 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here). 


 
Pontiac showrooms in San Francisco 
 
Pontiac was the sister brand and then the successor brand to Oakland.  The longest-term Pontiac 
showroom in San Francisco was at 1560 Van Ness (1938-1950s), which has been thoroughly altered.  
Other Pontiac showrooms in San Francisco included: 
 


1926-1930:  sold at 1600 Van Ness, along with Oakland autos (windows covered with grilles) 
1936-1938:  sold at 1625 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here) 
1963 and afterward:  sold at Ellis Brooks’ showroom at 1395 Van Ness (along with Chevrolet) 


 
Summary 
 
1625 Van Ness was a showroom for Cole autos, an important brand, for only one year (1920-1921).  
The building is the last remaining Studebaker showroom that has good integrity, though this car was 
sold here for only two years (1921-1923).  As an example of an Oakland showroom, two others are 
clearly better, for this brand was sold here for only one year (1924).  It is the best surviving example of a 
Durant showroom, although that car was sold here for only three years (1925-1927).  Of four surviving 
Hudson showrooms, this building is the best example, though the brand was sold here fairly briefly 
(1927-1932).  Finally, this was a Pontiac showroom for two to four years.  In sum, six important brands 
were sold in this building.  Despite the brief period that each was sold here (up to six years), 1625 Van 
Ness is the best example of a showroom for three of these brands (Studebaker, Durant, and Hudson).  
Three comparatively minor brands (Stevens-Duryea, Star, and Essex) were also sold here. 
 
Integrity 
 
The upper three stories of the Van Ness Avenue façade remain unchanged.  At the second floor level, 
the original entablature, consisting of cornice, frieze, and architrave, also remains intact, as do the 
Corinthian pilasters that flank the storefront.  The storefront area between the pilasters and below the  


(Continued next page.) 
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Integrity (continued) 
 
architrave has been generally altered, with the possible exception of the two central piers.  On balance, 
this façade retains integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
The Sacramento Street side appears to have been generally altered, although the cornice and frieze and 
the window sash may be original.  One of the original three vehicle entrances is still evident, with a 
replacement vehicle door.  On balance, this façade retains integrity of location, has diminished integrity 
of setting, has mostly but not entirely lost integrity of association (because it retains one of three vehicle 
entrances), and has mostly lost integrity of design, materials, workmanship, and feeling.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1920, this is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With 18 years of 
such use in its history, it has moderate longevity in this use.  During these years, this building was a 
showroom for six important brands of automobiles, including Cole, Studebaker, Oakland, Durant, 
Hudson, and Pontiac, and is the best surviving example in San Francisco of a showroom for three of 
these (Studebaker, Durant, and Hudson).  Three minor brands were also sold here: Stevens-Duryea, Star, 
and Essex.  Each of these brands was sold here only briefly – for six years or less – but cumulatively, 
this building’s history of automobile sales is impressive; few other buildings in the study area were 
showrooms for as many auto brands.  Although the building’s Sacramento Street façade is largely 
altered, its primary façade, facing Van Ness Avenue, is largely intact, and sufficient integrity remains 
for this building to evoke its history as an auto showroom.  For these reasons, the building appears to be 
eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its 
use as an automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1920-1938, the years 
the building had this use. 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Three of the proprietors of businesses in this building were individually important in San Francisco’s 
automotive history: Chester N. Weaver, J. W. Leavitt, and H. O. Harrison.  Given the brief span of years 
that each was here, however, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 2.        (Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, the Van Ness Avenue façade of this building is richly ornamented and textured.  The 
ornate cornice and frieze at the top of the building relate to those at the second floor level and to the 
pilasters that flank the storefront area.  The visual focus of the building is in the central bay, and the 
columns in this bay help to hold that focus through their fine detailing.  The variegated brick surface of 
the upper stories supplies much of the texture.  Adding to this building’s architectural importance is the 
fact that it is one of the best buildings by MacDonald and Kahn, an important engineering and 
contracting firm.  The building is unusually ornate for this firm, but this does not detract from its 
interest.  For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 
3, for its design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1919-1920, the years of design and 
construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
Under Criterion 1, the character defining features of this building are the height and width of both wings 
(Van Ness and Sacramento).  On the Van Ness Avenue façade, the character defining features include 
the brick façade, the window sash, the main cornice and frieze at the top of the building, the secondary 
cornice, frieze, and architrave at the second floor level, the columns in the middle bay, the trim molding 
around the perimeter of each bay, the pilasters that flank the storefront, and the two middle piers in the 
storefront area.  The altered finish and window frames of the storefront area (beneath the architrave and 
between the pilasters) are not contributing features.  On the Sacramento Street façade, contributing 
features include the cornice if it should prove to be original, the window sash in the upper stories if it 
should prove to be original, and the size and placement of the single remaining vehicle entrance.  The 
altered finish of this façade is not a contributing feature. 
 
Under Criterion 3, only the Van Ness Avenue façade contributes to the historic architecture of the 
building.  On this façade, the character defining features are the same as those mentioned in the 
paragraph above.  The Sacramento Street wing does not contribute under this criterion. 
 
References (continued from page 4.) 
 
W. H. B. Fowler, “Studebakers Move Auto Business to Van Ness,” SF Chronicle, July 11, 1913, p. 10. 
“New Sales Plan Is Inaugurated by Studebaker,” SF Chronicle, February 1, 1914, p. 45. 
“Allen Company to Handle Stevens-Duryea,”  SF Chronicle, March 14, 1920. p. A-2. 
“California Motor Sales Co. Changes Name,”  SF Chronicle, March 14, 1920, p. A-2. 
“Allen Opens New Building on Auto Row,”  SF Examiner, May 2, 1920, p. 6A. 
“New Building Here Opened,”  SF Chronicle, May 2, 1920, p. A-6. 
“New Building for Auto Row.”  SF Chronicle, July 26, 1920. 
 
Display ads in the SF Chronicle:  May 2, 1920, p. A-5; September 20 (or 22?), 1920 (illustration showing all five of L. D. 
Allen’s Cole showrooms); February 18, 1921, p. 4; May 1, 1921, and May 8, 1921, p. 23 (Chester N. Weaver moves into 
1625 Van Ness); February 12, 1922, p. A-2 and November 12, 1922 (list models and prices of Studebakers sold here). 
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Advertisement for L. D. Allen’s newly opened Cole, Stevens-Duryea, and Sandow showroom.  From the 
1920 Crocker-Langley city directory. 
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1625 Van Ness ca. 1950s.  Photo San Francisco Public Library, Assessor’s negatives, block 642 
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    NRHP Status Code  1S, 3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of    12     *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1699 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Paige Company auto showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1699 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 642, lot 1 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This four-story, stucco-clad reinforced concrete building fills its 102’-8” by 100’ lot at the southwest 
corner of Van Ness Avenue and Sacramento Street.  The building was constructed in two parts: the 
northern sixty feet (that is, the northern three bays on Van Ness) in 1919-1920, and the southern 
forty-two feet (of two bays) in 1923.  According to the 1936 Sanborn insurance map, the older 
portion was rated as fireproof, while the southern portion, also of reinforced concrete, was not. 
 
In composition, each of the two facades, on Van Ness and on Sacramento, are divided into five bays 
of equal width.  At the top of the building, a profiled cornice supported by scroll modillions wraps 
around the two facades.  These modillions are decorated with acanthus leaves.  In the bed molding of 
the cornice, plaster florettes alternate with the modillions.  Below the cornice are, in turn, a profiled 
molding, a frieze decorated with circular medallions, and another layer of profiled moldings. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – four-story commercial building_________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 
 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southwest  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919, 1923; building permits  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
SUSAN A SEELEY TRUST  
250 EUCLID AVE 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94118  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  April 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
In the two upper stories, pilasters with profiled capitals and bases divide the facades into bays.  These pilasters are 
decorated with raised triangular patterns near the top, center, and base.   Windows in these two stories are divided 
by concrete transoms and mullions, and are further divided by muntins of unknown material. 
 
The lower stories form a single arcaded zone that is topped by a profiled cornice at the third floor level.  Within 
each bay, arched windows with scroll keys rise for almost the entire two-story height.  The arches are supported 
by pilasters similar to those in the upper stories, save that they are decorated with raised circular and semicircular 
patterns, instead of triangular ones.  Circular medallions can be found in the spandrels between the arches.  Large 
storefront windows in these stories are divided by thin steel strips that match those shown in early photographs, 
and are probably original.  Most of the glass in these windows has been tinted in recent decades.  Low bulkheads 
form the base of the storefronts; these step up the slight rise of Sacramento Street. 
 
The two westernmost bays of the Sacramento Street arcade are devoted to vehicle entrances with non-original 
doors.  Two pedestrian entrances can be found in the Van Ness Avenue façade. 
 
To summarize, this building is skeletal in its expression and light in feeling, with narrow structural members 
richly articulated with Classical Revival ornament.  The arcaded lower stories serve as a visual base for the 
shorter upper stories; the latter posses greater texture due to the manner in which they are divided by mullions, 
transoms, and muntins. 
 
 


 


 
 


Van Ness Avenue façade 
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Top photo:  A bay on the Sacramento Street façade  
Bottom photo:  Detail of the Van Ness and Sacramento corner
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Page   4    of   12      *NRHP Status Code  1S, 3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)     1699 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Paige Company auto showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  offices and retail sales  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1919-1920 and 1923. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:  Sylvain Schnaittacher (1919 and 1923)  b. Builder:      Barrett and Hilp (1919)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance   1919-1937, 1957-1964    Property Type     auto showroom         Applicable Criteria   1, 3_ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and alterations 
 


This building was built in two phases.  The northern portion was built over a seven month period, from 
July 1919 to February 1920, for the Warbur Realty Company, which sold it soon after completion to 
the Florined Company, named for its owners, Florine and Edward Bransten, of the M. J. Brandenstein 
Company, coffee and tea merchants.  The Florined Company had the southern addition built in 1923, 
and remained the owner of the building until 1973. 
 
The principle alteration to this building since 1923 has been the loss of its original balustrade, which 
was removed before the 1950s.   After the conversion of this building to office use in the 1980s the 
storefront windows were tinted, obscuring the second floor, which had been visible through these 
windows. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permits #86865 (July 19, 1919) and #113995 (April 21, 


1923), filed under “1651 Van Ness”, at the Dept. of Building 
Inspection, 1650 Mission St. 


(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 
directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1964 


1936 Sanborn insurance map (“autos sales”) 
References continued on page 10. 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  April 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – the architect 
 
The architect of both the original portion of this building and of the 1923 addition was Sylvain 
Schnaittacher (1874-1926), who produced a large body of distinguished work during his career of 
almost thirty years in San Francisco.  He was a native San Franciscan, trained locally, and apprenticed 
with architect A. Page Brown for several years, until the latter’s death in 1896.  Shortly afterward he 
opened his own practice, interrupted by a year-long tour of Europe to study its architecture. 
 
Schnaittacher’s practice was diversified, including commercial, industrial, club, institutional, and 
residential buildings.  His best-known work is Temple Emanu-El, designed in association with Bakewell 
and Brown.  Other important works include the Harcourt Hotel at 1105 Larkin Street (1906), the 
Argonaut Club at the northwest corner of Post and Powell (1909), a matching pair of Georgian style 
apartments at 735 and 747 Geary (1922), the Musicians’ Union Local No. 6, at 230 Jones Street (1924), 
and the Post Arms Apartments at 839 Post Street (1925).  Among his fine residences were several in 
Presidio Heights and a pair at 130 and 140 Sea Cliff Avenue (1920).  Several large downtown 
commercial buildings by Schnaittacher no longer stand. 
 
In the study area of this report, Schnaittacher designed four buildings in addition to the subject building.  
Three of thee were very fine: the Taxicab Company of California garage at 1270 Bush/1200 Larkin 
(1914; extant), Heald’s College at 1201 Van Ness (1913; demolished), and the St. Francis Garage at 
1240 Post (1916; demolished).  The fourth building, the Vanpine Realty Company Building at 1430-
1480 Van Ness (1912; extant, windows altered), was smaller and simpler in its treatment. 
 
History – Occupants 
 
Through the year 1964 (the end year of the period being studied in this report), this building was 
occupied by auto showrooms for 25 years and by used car sales rooms for six years, for a total of 31 
years of auto-related uses.  It was also occupied by a machinery manufacturing firm for about six years.   
 
Auto showrooms 
 
1920-1921:  Max Arnold, dealer in King and Columbia autos and used cars 
 
It appears that construction of this building commenced before an occupant was found for it.  This was 
in contrast to the usual pattern of auto showroom development in the study area.  As a rule, a speculative 
developer contracted with an auto dealership which committed to a long-term lease before the building 
was designed and construction began.  Certain aspects of the building would then be designed to meet 
the needs of the lessee.  Instead, at 1699 Van Ness, it appears that the owner, the Warbur Realty 
Company, began construction of this building with confidence that a major auto dealership could soon 
be found to occupy it.  It may be that this building was made to be more ornate than almost any auto 
showroom that had been built before 1920 to attract a high-profile dealership that could pay top rents. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Instead, Warbur Realty settled for Max Arnold, a used car dealer, who moved into the new building in 
February 1920.  Arnold had previously sold used cars at 512 Golden Gate (in 1918) and at 1600 Van 
Ness (in 1919-1920).  He advertised that he purchased for resale only “high grade” autos, particularly 
Cadillacs and Pierce-Arrows, put them into good condition, and sold them with warranties that were the 
same as those offered for new autos.  He called these used cars “Superbilt Cars.” 
 
Arnold probably intended to become a dealer of new autos even before he leased 1699 Van Ness.  It 
may be that he intended to exploit this auto showroom, one of the finest on San Francisco’s Auto Row, 
as a bargaining chip that would enable him to lure a major auto brand from another local dealer.  The 
best that Arnold could do, however, was to land the distributorship for the King automobile, which he 
sold here during July 1920-December 1921.  This mid-priced brand was made in Detroit during 1911-
1923, and its chief claim to fame was that it made (in 1914) one of the first autos with a V-8 engine on 
the market.  King’s popularity peaked in 1916, when 3000 of its cars were manufactured, but by 1920 
this was an obscure brand.  During June-December 1921 Arnold supplemented his line with the 
Columbia auto, an even more obscure brand (made in Detroit during 1917-1924). 
 
At the beginning of 1922 he moved his showroom to a smaller storefront at Van Ness and Geary.  He 
claimed he wanted to be closer to the center of Auto Row, but it is more likely that he moved because 
the brands he sold could not support the rent he had to pay at 1699 Van Ness. 
 
1922-1937:  Paige, Graham-Paige, and Graham autos 
 
In January 1922 the Paige Motor Company opened its factory branch in this building, and in 1923 the 
owners, the Florined Company, built a major addition (the southern two bays) to accommodate this 
automaker.  Paige and its successor brands were sold from 1699 Van Ness for fifteen years, through 
1937. 
 
The Paige Motor Company of Detroit was founded in 1908 and continued under that name through 
1927.  In the latter year Paige was purchased by the Graham brothers, and the brand was then called 
Graham-Paige, until 1930, when it became simply Graham.  The automaker continued production until 
1940. 
 
The Wikipedia entry for Paige states that they made “high-end luxury cars.”  A San Francisco Chronicle 
display ad of January 8, 1922, when Paige moved into 1699 Van Ness, reveals that ten models of Paige 
were sold here, with prices from $1,465 to $3,350, indicating a range of mid-priced to high-priced cars.  
Perhaps the best-known Paige model was the Daytona, offered from 1922-1926.  The third seat of this 
three-seat car pulled out from the side, over the running board.  Paige also made a budget model, the 
Jewett, from 1923 to 1926. 
 
In 1927 Paige was sold to the three Graham brothers.  The Grahams had made trucks during 1922-1925, 
then sold their company to Dodge, and after working with Dodge for two years left to purchase Paige.   
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Wikipedia states that after Graham purchased Paige the automaker’s production increased enormously, 
from 21,881 cars in 1927 to 73,195 in 1928, a 335% increase in one year.  During the early years of the 
Depression Graham continued to be successful.  Their luxurious “Blue Streak” model of 1932 was 
called by Wikipedia, perhaps with slight exaggeration, the “single most influential design in automotive 
history.”  After 1935, however, Graham struggled to find a body style that was attractive to the public, 
and sales greatly decreased.  Production of autos ceased in 1940, after which Graham reopened its 
factories for war-related production.  Graham management joined forces with Henry J. Kaiser after the 
war to produce Kaiser and Frazer autos, but the Graham brand name was not revived. 
 
1699 Van Ness was occupied by the local factory branch of the Paige Motor Company from January 
1922 through 1927, and then by the Graham-Paige (later, Graham) factory branch through 1933.  In the 
latter year Graham ended its factory branch system in San Francisco, and sales of the auto were 
continued at 1699 Van Ness by a local dealership, that of Herbert D. Bell.  He remained here through 
1937.  In summary, 1699 Van Ness was a showroom for Paige, Graham-Paige, and Graham autos for 
fifteen years, during which period the famous Daytona and Blue Streak models, as well as the budget 
Jewett model, must have been sold here. 
 
1957-1959:  Earle C. Anthony, sales of Edsel 
 
Earle C. Anthony, who was (and remains) better known for his Packard showroom several blocks to the 
south, sold Edsel autos at 1699 Van Ness during at least 1957-1959.  This was the approximate lifetime 
of this Ford brand (1957-1960).  Edsel was introduced by Ford Moor Company to fill the price gap 
between its Ford and Mercury brands.  At first it had its own separate retail division, just as Ford, 
Mercury, and Lincoln did, but soon (in early 1958) Mercury, Edsel, and Lincoln were folded into a 
single division, known as M-E-L.  Edsel, however, did not have its own factory.  The two larger Edsel 
models were made at Mercury plants, while the two smaller models were made at Ford plants.  The 
brand sold reasonably well in its first year, but then sales plummeted, and Ford ended the brand after 
tremendous financial loss.  Edsel was a stylish car that was not accepted by the public, although today 
surviving cars are highly collectable. 
 
1961-1964+:  J. E. French and successor, sales of Dodge autos 
 
In 1961 J. E. French, a long-time Dodge representative and dealer in San Francisco (since 1914), sold 
this brand here at the end of his career. His successor, Van Ness Dodge, sold the brand here through at 
least 1964. 
 
1938-1940, 1953-1955:  Used auto sales 
 
During 1938-1940 this building became an annex to Charles S. Howard’s Buick showroom, two doors 
to the south at 1601 Van Ness.  A building permit dated 1938 indicates that this was Howard’s used car 
sales room during these years.  J. L. Glickbarg sold used cars here in 1953, and L. E. Von Schultheis 
sold used cars here in 1955. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
1941-1946:   Moore Machinery Company 
 
The Moore Machinery Company occupied 1699 Van Ness in 1941-1946.  It is uncertain, but this was 
probably the same Moore Machinery that was a major shipbuilding firm on the Oakland waterfront 
during World War II. 
 
History – Context 
 
Surviving Paige and Graham-Paige showrooms 
 
Paige, Graham-Paige, and Graham autos were sold in San Francisco every year from 1911 to the end of 
the brand’s existence in 1940.  Of the eight showrooms in the city where this auto brand was sold, three 
survive.  The earliest is 1525 Van Ness, where Paige autos were sold during 1914-1917.  That building 
has only fair integrity.  During 1922-1937 Paige, Graham-Paige, and Graham autos were sold in the 
subject building, 1699 Van Ness.  These were the brand’s peak years, and the building has high 
integrity.  During Graham’s final years, 1939-1940, it was sold at 1595 Van Ness, which has good 
integrity. 
 
Surviving Edsel showrooms 
 
This may have been the only Edsel showroom in San Francisco, and it is almost certainly the only one 
still standing in the study area of this project. 
 
Surviving Dodge showrooms 
 
The major surviving Dodge showroom in San Francisco is 1835-1849 Van Ness, where J. E. French sold 
this brand during 1937-1960.  By comparison, 1699 Van Ness is a very late example of a Dodge 
showroom. 
 
Architecturally distinguished auto showrooms in San Francisco 
 
The most distinguished auto showrooms in San Francisco that still stand with good to high integrity, and 
their architects, are listed below, in chronological order by construction: 
 


1001 Polk Street/1000 Geary Street; John Galen Howard; 1912-1913 
1400 Van Ness Avenue; Herman Barth; 1912-1912 
1699 Van Ness Avenue; Sylvain Schnaittacher; 1919-1920, 1923 (the subject building) 
1000 Van Ness Avenue; Weeks and Day; 1920-1921 
901 Van Ness Avenue; Bernard Maybeck; with Powers and Ahnden, 1926-1927 
999 Van Ness Avenue; John E. Dinwiddie; 1937, 1950. 


 
A few others are also fine but rank below these in quality.  Several others of high quality have been 
demolished or extensively altered. 
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Integrity 
 
Alterations to this building include the removal of its original balustrade, replacement of the original 
vehicle and pedestrian doors, and the tinting of the storefront-level windows.  Window sash, ornament, 
and façade cladding have otherwise been retained.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location, 
design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1920, with an addition in 1923, this is a moderately early example of an automobile 
showroom.  With 25 years of such use in its history (through 1964, the end year of the period being 
studied), it has good longevity in this use.  Counting its years of use as a used car salesroom, the 
building has 31 years of total auto-related use, for excellent longevity.  In addition, this is by far the best 
example of a Paige and Graham-Paige showroom in San Francisco.  This was an important mid-priced 
to luxury brand of automobile that was sold here for fifteen years, during its peak years of popularity.  
Less importantly, this is also the only known Edsel showroom in San Francisco.  Finally, the integrity of 
this building is at a very high level, with nearly all of its ornament and window sash intact. 
 
For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources 
under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance 
under this criterion is 1920-1937 and 1957-1964, the years the building had this use. 
 
Two proprietors in this building, Earle C. Anthony and J. E. French, were important in their field.  Each 
is much better represented by his showroom at 901 Van Ness and 1835-1849 Van Ness, respectively, 
and thus, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is one of the six finest auto showrooms in San Francisco, and it was 
designed by a very important San Francisco architect, Sylvain Schnaittacher.  The arcaded composition, 
the rich ornamental scheme, and the skeletal expression are distinguished, resulting in a feeling of 
lightness; and the level of integrity is very high.  It thus appears to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 3, for its design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1919-1920 and 1923, 
the years of construction. 
 
This building is also eligible for the California Register by virtue of the fact that it has been listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places. 
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Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width; its stucco cladding; all of its 
ornament, including the cornices, modillions, frieze moldings, pilasters, circular medallions, and keyed 
arches; the mullions, transoms, and muntins of the second story windows; the steel sash in the storefront 
windows; the bulkheads at the base of the storefront windows; and the outline (but not the doors) of the 
vehicle entrances on the Sacramento Street side. 
 
References (continued from page 4) 
 
General sources 
Anne Bloomfield, National Register nomination, Paige Motor Car Co. Building, 1699 Van Ness Avenue (1982). 
Wikipedia entries for King, Columbia, Paige, Graham-Paige, and Edsel brands of automobiles. 
 
Regarding Max Arnold: 
“Four-Story Auto Row Sales House Now Is Building,” San Francisco Chronicle, October 25, 1919, p. R-12. 
Display ad for Max Arnold, Superbilt Cars, San Francisco Chronicle, February 15, 1920, p. A-14.  This ad 


includes a drawing of the building as it appeared before the 1923 addition. 
“Arnold Throws Open Door of New Site,” San Francisco Chronicle, February 15, 1920, p. A-8. 
“Max Arnold Plans to Handle New Car,” San Francisco Chronicle, May 16, 1920, p. A-6. 
“Max Arnold Is Appointed as Distributor of King Models,” San Francisco Chronicle, July 18, 1920, p. A-4. 
“Max Arnold in New Role,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 19, 1921, p. A-2. 
“Max Arnold in New Home on Auto Row,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 8, 1922, p. A-7. 
 
Regarding Paige autos: 
“Factory Opens Branch Here,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 8, 1922, p. A-3. 
Display ad, San Francisco Chronicle, January 8, 1922. 


 


 
 


The ground floor of this building in 1929, when the Graham-Paige factory branch showroom was here.  
Photo from the San Francisco Public Library, AAC-6822. 
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1699 Van Ness as completed in 1920.  From a display ad for Max Arnold in the SF Chronicle, February 15, 1920.  
The classical entrance shown in the middle bay, if built, was removed when the building was enlarged in 1923. 
 


 
 


The building as enlarged for the Paige Motor Company in 1923.  From Pacific Coast Architect, May 1924.  This 
is the only available photograph showing the original balustrade in place. 
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Top photo:  1699 Van Ness in ca. 1953.  Photo from Assessor’s negatives, San Francisco Public Library 
Bottom photo:   From the Department of City Planning 1976 survey of historic buildings 
In these photos, only the skeleton of the original balustrade atop the building remains.  
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    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
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 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   4      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1730-1750 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):                 
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     1730-1750 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 622, lot 19 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This one-story concrete building fills its lot, which measures 63’-10” along Van Ness Avenue and 
has a depth of 123 feet.  In composition, the façade is divided by rusticated piers into three bays of 
unequal width.  The widest of the three bays is at right (to the south); it contains a storefront 
occupying over half of the entire façade.  Another storefront is at left, and a narrow entrance falls 
between the two.  The south storefront has a non-original metal frame or sash, while the north 
storefront may have partially-original framing.  The entrance has a wooden door with full-length 
glazing; it may be original or early, but the large transom area above has been filled in.  A thin, 
profiled cornice and course of dentils stretch across the top of the building.  Below them, filling the 
space above the storefront windows, is a non-original screen or awning. 
 
Presumably this building, which originally held auto showrooms, once had a vehicle entrance 
through the façade, but no such entrance currently exists. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – one-story commercial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919-1920; pub. building notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
AMERICAN BUDDHIST CULTUR 
1750 VAN NESS AVENUE 
San Francisco CA 94109 
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  December 2009  
 *P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 


survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   2    of   4      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1730-1750 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:    
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  Buddhist temple and bookstore  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1919-1920.  Windows altered and awning-screen added at unknown dates. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Edward E. Young  b. Builder:  day work  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


This building was built as an investment for the Julius Levin Company, a brokerage firm, to designs by 
architect Edward E. Young.  The occupants for the first six years were automobile dealers.  During 
1920-1921 three dealers occupied this building simultaneously, while after that date the building held a 
single auto showroom.  Other types of businesses were here after 1926, except for four years during 
1938-1941, when an auto showroom occupied the building once again.  The auto dealerships were: 
 


1920-1921:  Anderson-Smith Motor Co. occupied the storefront at 1730 Van Ness.  This newly-organized 
and important firm sold Chevrolet and Scripps-Booth autos here (briefly) and at its main branch, at 377-399 
Golden Gate.  After 1921 Anderson-Smith (and later, Robert A. Smith) continued to sell Chevrolet autos at 
399 Golden Gate and at many other locations, one of which, 1400 Van Ness (occupied by Smith 1927-
1931), still stands. 


 (See Continuation Sheet, page 3.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Engineering News, Nov. 19, 1919, 16:3 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1953 
1929 Sanborn insurance map: two stores here, #s 1730 and 1740 
1948 Sanborn insurance map: bakery here 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  December 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 


1920-1921:  Berthold L. Levin, auto sales, 1740 Van Ness.  This man may have been related to the building 
owner.  The brand of auto he sold here is unknown. 
 
1920-1921:  Wright Motor Co., which sold Columbia Six autos, shared the storefront at 1740 Van Ness with 
B. L. Levin. 
 
1923-1924:  Durant Motor Co., distributor of Durant and Flint automobiles.  This company’s showroom 
moved around during the 1920s.  Earlier, and later, it occupied much larger showrooms at 1400 Van Ness (in 
1922), 1625 Van Ness (in 1925-1926), and 1535-1599 Market (1929).  Both 1400 and 1625 Van Ness still 
stand with good integrity. 
 
1926:  Elcar Sales Co., distributor of Elcar autos, a minor brand. 
 
1938-1941:  Laurent and Niello, dealers in Packard autos.  This firm was a minor dealer in Packards.  The 
city’s major Packard dealer was Earle C. Anthony, who sold this brand in much larger showrooms at 1400 
Van Ness (1916-1922; extant), 1395 Van Ness (1922-1927; altered), and 901 Van Ness (1927-1961; extant). 


 
Other uses held by this building include: 
 


1927:  The Servel Corporation, dealer in electric refrigerators. 
 
1933:  Reliance Acceptance Corp., an auto finance firm, at #1730; and Boardman and Flowers Pleasure 
Boats, at #1740. 
 
1946:  Greenline Bakeries 
 
1953:  Security Finance Corp. 


 
Integrity 
 
The cornice and rusticated piers are original, while the balance of the building is mostly altered.  An 
important consideration is that the early location of vehicle entrances is no longer clear due to alteration 
for storefronts.  Overall, the building retains integrity of location and setting, while integrity of design, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association are mostly lost. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 
The automobile dealerships in this building were here only briefly.  The two most important brands sold 
here, Chevrolet and Packard, are much better represented for this period by other, much larger auto 
showrooms that still stand with good integrity: at 1400 Van Ness, for Chevrolet; and at 901 Van Ness, 
for Packard.  Similarly, the Durant auto brand is much better represented by showrooms at 1400 Van 
Ness and 1625 Van Ness. 
 
For these reasons, and because of the building’s poor integrity, this building does not appear to be 
eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under criteria 1 or 2.  Under Criterion 3, this 
building is modest, with minimal detailing and poor integrity, and thus does not appear to be eligible for 
its design. 
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Page   1    of   13      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Pacific Nash-J. E. French auto showroom  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN     *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 618, lots 1 and 1B  
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This four-story building fills two lots at the southwest corner of Van Ness Avenue and Washington 
Street.  Collectively, these two lots measure 122’ along Van Ness by 190’ along Washington.  That 
this building occupies two lots reflects the fact that it was built in two stages.  The older portion of 
the building (at the corner of Van Ness and Washington) was built in 1920 and runs for 72’ (five 
bays) along Van Ness.  The addition of 1926 is adjacent to the south and runs for 50’ (three bays) 
along Van Ness. 
 
In structure, the building is reinforced concrete.  The 1936 Sanborn map states that it had a wood 
truss roof but was otherwise fireproof in construction.  The facades facing Van Ness and Washington 
are covered with a coating of stucco. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – four-story commercial building; _________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 
 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southwest  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1920-1921, 1926; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
STEPHENS ELISA & SCOTT  
79 NEW MONTGOMERY ST FL3 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94105  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  March 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
Regarding the composition of the building, the division of the facades into bays is the strongest 
architectural motif.  Monotony is avoided through the grouping of bays as follows: 
 
In the older structure of 1920, all five bays in the Van Ness façade are of equal width, with the middle 
three bays grouped as a pavilion and the outer bays flanking this central group.  This grouping was 
achieved by making the outer piers wider than the two inner piers.  On the Washington Street façade, the 
two outer bays and the middle bay are slightly narrower than the others, and the separating piers were 
made wider or narrower to enhance this differentiation. 
 
In the addition of 1926 (adjacent to the south, and facing Van Ness), the middle bay is much wider than 
the flanking bays.  Thus, differentiation of bays was achieved somewhat differently in this addition than 
it was in the original structure, and it is clear from the sidewalk that the southern part was an addition to 
the northern part.  However, because the materials and details of the two parts are otherwise identical, 
they read as two parts to the same building. 
 
The window sash in both parts was installed very recently (2009).  In the arrangement of the mullions, 
transoms, and muntins, and in the size of the lights, the new sash is virtually identical to the original.  
The sash opens differently, however.  In the original windows, the outer segments opened as casements.  
In the present windows, the lower segments open as awnings.  (See historic photos below.) 
 
Ornament is minimalist.  At the top of the building, wrapping around both facades, are a profiled 
cornice, consisting of a cymatium, corona, and bed molding; a blank frieze; and a thin molding beneath 
the frieze.  Spandrels between the stories have recessed panels but are otherwise plain.  A plain cornice 
runs along the second floor level, and beneath this is a profiled molding. 
 
Plaster ornament in classical style that was once located at the top of the wider piers on the Van Ness 
side has been removed.  In the first story, the walls are plain and the fenestration has been changed since 
the construction of 1920.  The fenestration in this story is now similar to that shown in a 1950s 
photograph (see below), although the storefront window sash appears to be fairly recent. 


 
One vehicle entrance can be found in the westernmost bay of the Van Ness Avenue façade.  It has a non-
original metal roll-up door.
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Top photo:  Perspective view showing both facades.  Bottom photo:  Detail of window and cornice.
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 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Pacific Nash-J. E. French auto showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  private college  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1920-1921.  The southern three bays were added in 1926.  The first story façade was altered by the 1950s.  
Window sash in the three upper stories was replaced with new sash very similar to the original in 2009. 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:  Howard R. Schulze (1920)  b. Structural engineers and builders:       MacDonald and Kahn (1920)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1920-1960                     Property Type    auto showroom    Applicable Criteria _1, 2, 3___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction, owner, engineers, and architect 


This building was built in two parts.  The older part, at the southwest corner of Van Ness and 
Washington, is five bays (72’) in width and was built in 1920-1921 for owner L. D. Allen as an 
investment.  Allen had worked as a developer during the 1910s with his relative, Harry B. Allen, the 
primary developer of Sea Cliff.  In 1917, L. D. Allen left real estate development to become an 
automobile dealer, selling Cole and other brands of autos.  At 1835-1849 Van Ness, Allen returned to 
his career of real estate development to build an auto showroom, to be occupied, not by his own 
dealership, but for the Pacific Nash Motor Company.  As was a common practice among auto 
showrooms in San Francisco, this occupant was selected before construction of the building began, and 
the building must have been designed with the specific needs of Pacific Nash in mind. 
 
The southern three bays (50’in width) of this building was built in 1926, to designs by an unknown 
architect or engineer.  It matched the height and closely followed the style of the original portion. 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #93854 (July 20, 1920) 
Heritage files for data regarding the 1926 addition (taken from a 


building permit that is no longer available) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory listings for occupants of 


this building, 1921-1960 
1936 Sanborn insurance map (“reinf. concrete, wood truss roof”) 
Nash, Dodge, and Plymouth listings in Wikipedia website 
Continued on page 12. 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  March 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Construction, owner, engineers, and architect (continued) 
 
The architectural designer of 1835-1849 Van Ness was Howard R. Schulze.  Schulze also worked as an 
in-house architect for Harry B. Allen in the design of a number of Sea Cliff houses, and this association 
is very likely how L. D. Allen came to employ Schulze.  Schulze also designed one other auto-related 
building in the study area of this report, at 1133 Post Street, for Allen and Company (1917).  Aside from 
his work for Harry B. Allen and L. D. Allen, Schulze is unknown as a San Francisco architect.  He never 
had his own office, as far as is known, and this is the only large building he is known to have worked on. 
 
The structural engineers and building contractors for this building were MacDonald and Kahn.  This 
partnership formed in 1907 or 1908, undoubtedly to capitalize on the rebuilding of San Francisco after 
the earthquake and fire of 1906.  Both Alan MacDonald and Felix Kahn were engineers, and the latter 
co-owned a consulting firm specializing in reinforced concrete with offices in Detroit, San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle.  By 1916 they were designing and building substantial, four-story 
reinforced concrete buildings in San Francisco.  Within the study area of this report they built at least ten 
buildings, seven of them (including this one) of reinforced concrete (see list below).  Due to their 
expertise in this material they became, during 1931-1935, one of the “Six Companies” that built Hoover 
Dam on the Colorado River. 
 
MacDonald and Kahn usually performed all aspects of the design of the buildings they built.  In such 
cases, they probably relied on their staff architects or draftsmen to perform the architectural aspects of 
their designs.  On some occasions, outside architects were involved in the buildings that MacDonald and 
Kahn built, and in these cases the latter firm performed mainly the engineering design.  Although this is 
not certain, at 1835-1849 Van Ness MacDonald and Kahn probably established the general architectural 
character of the building and performed the engineering design, leaving Howard R. Schulze to handle 
details such as the cornice and ornament. 
 
One of the partners, Felix Kahn, published his thoughts on industrial design slightly over a year before 
construction of this building began.  In “Comments on Industrial Engineering,” in The Architect, 
September 1918, he wrote: 
 


While the fundamental requisite of a factory building must be utility, allied with it now stands 
attractiveness, or beauty.  Beauty does not mean a lavish display of over decoration in form or 
color.  A proper regard for proportion, mass, balance, good taste in color, disposition of 
members, and in the use of materials will result in attractiveness.  Above all, a factory building 
should appear to be what it is.  This does not mean that it should have a cold, hard appearance 
and be devoid of all architectural treatment.  The employment of a minor amount of decoration 
or enrichment is certainly permissible.  A factory building of good architectural appearance 
redounds to the credit side of the ledger in a variety of ways.  As an advertising medium it is of 
decided value.  A building pleasing to the eye will undoubtedly produce in the minds of the 
workmen a different attitude towards their work, one tending to greater enthusiasm and 
contentment, unconsciously creating efficiency. 


 
Like most of MacDonald and Kahn’s buildings, 1835-1849 Van Ness closely followed these principles. 







 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 1835-1849-AB  *Required Information 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   6    of   13      Resource Identifier: 1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    February 2010     Continuation      Update 
 
 
History -- Occupants 
 
This building was occupied during its first four decades by two auto dealerships, each of which sold 
major brands of automobiles:  Nash, during 1921-1935; then Dodge and Plymouth, during 1936-1960. 
 
1921-1935:  Pacific Nash Motor Company 
 
The first occupant of this building was the Pacific Nash Motor Company, which was the distributor of 
the Nash brand of automobile in northern California during 1917-1941.  Pacific Nash occupied several 
showrooms in San Francisco during these 24 years, and of these, 1835-1849 Van Ness was occupied by 
them for the longest period of time (during 1921-1935). 
 
Nash was the successor brand to the Thomas B. Jeffery Company, which had been founded in 1902 as 
maker of the Rambler automobile.  When Charles W. Nash purchased Jeffery in 1916, after the 
founder’s death, he renamed the car after himself.  His factory was located in Kenosha, Wisconsin. 
 
During its entire existence Nash was a mid-priced car.  According to its entry in Wikipedia, Nash’s 
slogan was “Give the customer more than he has paid for,” and the company “largely lived up” to that 
ideal.  Nash cars were technologically advanced, thanks in part to Nash’s engineer Nils Erik Wahlberg, 
who used wind tunnels in the design process.  Nash was a popular brand for nearly all of its existence 
and merged with Hudson in 1954 to form American Motors Corporation (AMC).  In 1957 the Nash 
name was phased out by AMC in favor of the revived Rambler brand. 
 
Nash was first sold in San Francisco by the Pacific Nash Motor Company, a local dealership founded in 
1917.*  As its name implies, its specific purpose was to sell Nash autos in northern California and in 
other western states.#  Pacific Nash’s first showroom was at 1525 Van Ness (extant; altered), and it 
remained here to early 1921.  Pacific Nash must have done very well there, for it then committed to 
leasing the much larger building at 1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue. 
 
Negotiations for the purchase of this property by owner L. D. Allen, the lease arrangement between 
Allen and Pacific Nash, and the design of the building by Howard R. Schulze and engineers MacDonald 
and Kahn occurred simultaneously.  The building was already designed when the SF Chronicle 
announced that the sale of the property to Allen had been consummated (“Auto Company to Build 
Home,” June 12, 1920, p. 8).  Construction began in July 1920 and was completed in February 1921. 
 
At the time of opening, the front of the first story of the building was devoted to a showroom for new 
automobiles, and sales offices were located directly behind the showroom.  Executive offices were in a 
mezzanine level reached by a staircase from the showroom.  There were also departments for sales of 
trucks and used cars, service, auto painting, trim work, and custom building of autos. 


 (Continued next page.) 
                                                           
* This is not counting the Jeffery/Rambler predecessor, which was sold at various San Francisco showrooms during 1908-
1917.  Two of these still stand: 68 Twelfth Street, and 550-590 Van Ness Avenue. 
# When 1835-1849 Van Ness opened, Pacific Nash also had outlets in Oakland, Fresno, Salt Lake City, and Ogden, Utah.  It 
probably also acted as distributor for Nash in other western states.  Source:  Ad in SF Chronicle, Feb. 20, 1921, p. F-8. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Pacific Nash remained in this building through 1935.  In 1926 the building’s owner added a fifty-foot 
wide addition to the south, the present southernmost three bays.  Through these fifteen years the only 
auto brand that is known to have been sold in this building besides Nash is LaFayette, a luxury brand 
that was owned largely by Nash and then merged with Nash in 1924.  LaFayette was sold here in that 
year, but then Nash discontinued the brand and turned its LaFayette plant to other uses. 
 
In 1936, due perhaps, to the Depression, Pacific Nash Motor Company moved from 1835-1849 Van 
Ness to a smaller but still very substantial building, now numbered 1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue.  It 
remained in business there until 1942, and then Nash autos were sold in that building by James Motors 
until 1954, the year Nash merged with Hudson to form AMC. 
 
1937-1960:  The J. E. French Company, and sales of Dodge and Plymouth 
 
James E. French (1876-1965) held the leading role in the sales of Dodge automobiles in San Francisco 
for 46 years.  He got his start in San Francisco’s automobile industry during 1908-1914, as the manager 
of the Pennsylvania Rubber Company’s branch automobile tires store in San Francisco.  In 1914, the 
Dodge Brothers began to manufacture automobiles, and French then became that auto brand’s first 
district manager San Francisco.  In this capacity he managed wholesale sales of Dodge autos in the 
region from his office in the Flatiron Building, at 544 Market Street. 
 
Dodge Brothers was founded in 1900 by Horace and John Dodge in Detroit.  They made engine and 
chassis parts for various auto manufacturers and were extremely successful at this, supplying first  
Oldsmobile, then Ford and other brands.  A San Francisco auto industry reporter stated that of 1,250,000 
autos in the United States in 1914, Dodge Brothers had made parts for 500,000 of them (Pinkson, 
“Harrison Secures Coveted Dodge Agency,” SF Chronicle, August 30, 1914).  They had an excellent 
reputation for the quality of their parts. 
 
The brothers were ambitious, and decided to manufacture their own automobiles.  They built a factory 
and were immediately successful.  According to Wikipedia, theirs became the second most popular 
brand in the United States by 1916.  Both brothers died of illness, however, in 1920.  Their widows 
retained control, gave the presidency to long-time employee Frederick Haynes, and began building light 
trucks, in which they also became a leader.  The company became complacent in the design of its 
automobiles however, and sank to #5 nationwide by 1925.  The company was then sold to investors, 
sank to #7, and then was sold again, in 1928, to the Chrysler Corporation.  As Wikipedia states, Walter 
Chrysler wanted Dodge “more for its name, dealership network, and factory than for anything it was 
producing at the time.”  In 1930, Dodge Brothers became known simply as Dodge.  Styling and other 
changes turned the brand’s fortunes around.  Its “Windstream” body was introduced in 1935 and was 
followed by the “Luxury Liner” in 1939.  That body style was updated through 1942 and remained in 
effect (because of World War II shortages) through 1948.  Then three very modern styles – the Coronet, 
Wayfarer, and Meadowbrook – were introduced.  The former of these remained popular (with many 
updates) into the 1960s. 


(Continued next page.) 
 







 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 1835-1849-AB  *Required Information 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   8    of  13       Resource Identifier: 1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    February 2010     Continuation      Update 
 
 
History – Occupants (continued) 
 
When the Dodge Brothers announced they would begin building automobiles, their reputation as a parts 
maker was such that they did not have to aggressively search for dealerships to handle their cars, like 
most car makers did.  San Francisco reporter Leon J. Pinkson stated that Dodge Brothers received 5,511 
applications from hopeful dealers, thirty of them in San Francisco.  Dodge Brothers’ San Francisco 
agent, James E. French, selected H. O. Harrison, probably because he already had a large showroom on 
Van Ness Avenue (#1200) where he sold Hudson and Peerless automobiles. 
 
Harrison was so successful selling Dodge Brothers autos in this building that he dropped the Hudson and 
Peerless brands and, in mid-1921, expanded to occupy the entire building.  Early the next year, in what 
must have been a surprise to him, the Dodge Brothers company took Harrison’s dealership away from 
him in order to award it to a new dealer.  That dealer turned out to be J. E. French, who relinquished his 
role as district manager to sell the automobiles himself.  Harrison went back to selling Hudson autos, 
and French opened a Dodge showroom in a new building at 910 Polk Street.  The J. E. French Company 
continued to be the local Dodge dealership even after the sales of the national company in 1925 and to 
Chrysler in 1928. 
 
In 1936 or 1937, when the much larger building at 1835-1849 Van Ness became available, the J. E. 
French Company moved its dealership there, and remained through 1960.  The years French was at 
1835-1849 Van Ness represent the years Dodge grew again in popularity through the styling changes 
mentioned above.  In 1960 the French Company moved again, to 1699 Van Ness Avenue. 
 
When French first occupied 1835-1949 Van Ness, he acquired a second Chrysler brand to sell, 
Plymouth.  The J. E. French Company continued to sell Plymouth, along with Dodge, in this building 
through 1960.  Plymouth had been founded by Chrysler in 1928 as its low-priced brand, and as such was 
meant to compete with Ford and Chevrolet.  By 1930, Plymouth cars were being sold through all three 
of Chrysler corporation’s divisions: Chrysler, DeSoto, and Dodge.  According to Wikipedia, it became 
the nation’s third best-selling auto (after Chevrolet and Ford), and even surpassed Ford for a time in the 
1940s.  Plymouth’s Wikipedia entry credits the brand with helping Chrysler to survive the Great 
Depression.  It also writes, “Through 1956, Plymouth vehicles were known for their durability, 
affordability, and engineering,” and improved further with new styling in 1957. 
 
Summary 
 
This building held the Nash showroom of Pacific Nash Motor Company for fifteen years (1921-1935).  
It then held the Dodge and Plymouth showroom of the J. E. French Company for 23 years (1937-1960).  
In sum, it held showrooms for major auto brands for 38 years (through 1964, the end year of the period 
being studied). 
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History -- Context 
 
Buildings by MacDonald and Kahn in San Francisco 
 
The largest known building that was designed and built by this firm in San Francisco was the seven-
story, reinforced concrete National Paper Products Co. warehouse at 1789 Montgomery (ca. 1918).  It 
still stands, but all of its windows have been removed, and replacement windows are deeply recessed, a 
major alteration. 
 
In or adjacent to the study area of this report, MacDonald and Kahn constructed ten buildings that are 
known of.  Seven of these were reinforced concrete buildings, all of some prominence.  They included: 
 


1563-1565 Mission (1916-1917; extant)  2001 Van Ness (1919-1920; altered) 
1701 Van Ness (1917; altered)   1625 Van Ness (1919-1920; extant) 
1700-1720 Van Ness (1919; demolished)  1946-1960 Van Ness (1920; extant) 
1835-1849 Van Ness (1920; the building being evaluated here) 
 


One of these, 1835-1849 Van Ness, had a minor architect associated with the design.  The others appear 
to have been designed as well as built by MacDonald and Kahn.  One, 1625 Van Ness, is faced in brick, 
while the others are clad with a coat of stucco. 
 
Nash showrooms in San Francisco 
 
For purposes of comparison, the four buildings where this important brand was sold in San Francisco are 
listed below (using current addresses).  (This list does not include buildings were Nash’s predecessor, 
Thomas B. Jeffrey’s, cars were briefly sold.) 


 
1917-1921:  1525 Van Ness Avenue.  This was the first home of the Pacific Nash Motor Company.  This 
moderate-sized building has only fair integrity. 
 
1921-1935:  1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue – the building being evaluated here.  It was the second, longest-
lasting, and largest home of Pacific Nash Motor Company.  Integrity is good. 
 
1936-1954:  1301-1305 Van Ness Avenue.  Nash was sold here, first by the Pacific Nash Motor Company 
(1936-1941), and then by James Motors (1942-1954).  Thus, this building held a Nash showroom for 18 
years, longer than any other.  These years include the peak years of Nash’s popularity (1949-1951).  This 
building has the highest integrity of the four. 
 
1955-1957:  550 Van Ness Avenue.  Nash was sold here by Harvey Motors for the last few years of its 
existence. 


 
Two of the above buildings, 1835-1849 Van Ness and 1301-1305 Van Ness, are clearly the most 
important, for they account for the bulk of the years Nash was in existence.  1835-1849 Van Ness is the 
older and larger example of the two, while 1301-1305 Van Ness held a Nash showroom for a longer 
period. 


(Continued next page.) 
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Dodge and Plymouth showrooms in San Francisco 
 
Again, for purposes of comparison, the buildings where these brands were sold in San Francisco are 
listed below: 
 


1915-1922:  1200 Van Ness Avenue.  H. O. Harrison occupied the south half of this, the largest auto 
showroom in San Francisco when it was built, and received the first shipment of Dodge Brothers autos sold in 
San Francisco in early 1915.  He expanded to occupy the entire building in 1921, only to lose the Dodge 
agency in 1922.  This building has been completely altered. 
 
1922-1936:  910 Polk Street.  Dodge Brothers autos were sold here by the J. E. French Company.  This one-
story building covered a large area and was built for French’s occupancy.  It has been demolished. 
 
1937-1960:  1835-1849 Van Ness Avenue (the building being evaluated here).  Dodge and Plymouth autos 
were sold here by the J. E. French Company. Integrity is good. 
 
1961-1964+:  1699 Van Ness Avenue.  First the J. E. French Company (briefly) and then Van Ness Dodge 
sold Dodge autos here.  Integrity is high. 


 
As one can see, 1835-1849 Van Ness is the only building still standing with good integrity where Dodge 
and Plymouth autos were sold before the 1960s.  Not listed above is the ten-story office building at 540-
548 Market Street, where J. E. French was district manager (wholesale) for Dodge Brothers before he 
opened a retail showroom. 
 
Integrity 
 
Plaster ornament has been removed from the top of four of the piers facing Van Ness Avenue, the 
original storefront facade was altered by the 1950s, and original window sash has been replaced with 
new sash that is nearly identical to the original.  The skeletal character of the building and the texture 
provided by the window sash remains intact, as does the original cornice and frieze.  In sum, the 
building retains integrity of location, materials, feeling, and association; while integrity of design and 
workmanship are slightly diminished; and integrity of setting is diminished through demolition or 
alteration of some nearby buildings. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1921, this is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With 38 years of 
such use in its history (through 1964, the end year of the period being studied), it has excellent longevity 
in this use, which is the most important of all auto-related uses in the study area.  In addition, this is one 
of two important Nash showrooms in San Francisco, and it is the only good example of a Dodge and 
Plymouth showroom.  For these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of 
Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an automobile showroom where 
important brands were sold.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1921-1960, the years the 
building had this use. 
 
Criterion 2 
 
One of the auto showroom proprietors in this building was individually important in his field.  James E. 
French was the district manager for wholesale sales of Dodge Brothers autos in the San Francisco region 
from the time that company began to manufacture automobiles in 1914 until 1922.  Later, during 1922-
1961, he owned showrooms for Dodge and Plymouth autos in San Francisco.  1835-1849 Van Ness is 
the only surviving showroom of his that pre-dates the 1960s.  It appears to be eligible for the California 
Register under Criterion 2 for its association with James E. French, the most important dealer of Dodge 
automobiles in San Francisco’s history. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1937-1960, the 
years French was here. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is notable for the rhythm of bays across its skeletal facades and for the 
texture imparted by its divided windows.  Although it has lost ornament from the top of four of the piers, 
it is still a striking example of a reinforced concrete industrial building of the period.  The structural 
engineers, and in all likelihood the primary designers, of this building were the important firm of 
MacDonald and Kahn, who were also the contractors for its construction.  Three examples of their work 
in San Francisco might be considered to be better ones: 1946-1960 Van Ness, 1625 Van Ness, and 1563-
1565 Mission Street.  This is a small number, and 1835-1849 Van Ness comes close to them in quality.  
Accordingly, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, for its 
design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1920-1921 and 1926, the years of construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, the stucco surface, the cornice 
and frieze at the top of the building, the window sash in the second through fourth stories in both 
facades, the paneled spandrels in these stories, and the opening for the vehicle entrance in the 
Washington Street façade.  The window and door sash and frames in the first story, and the roll-up 
vehicle door, are not contributing elements to the historic character of this building. 
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This building as constructed in 1920-1921, before the addition to the south of 1926.  Note the arched 
entrance in the first story, since remodeled, and the ornament atop two piers on the Van Ness side, since 
removed.   Note also the pattern of the window sash, which remains essentially the same today.  From an 
ad in Architect and Engineer, January 1921. 
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This building in the 1950s.  The three bays to the south (at left) constitute the addition of 1926.  The first 
story has already been altered, and is very similar in character to how it is today.  The ornament atop the 
piers is still in place in this photo.  From the SF Public Library, Assessor’s negatives. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   5      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1900 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Stutz, Peerless, and Franklin auto showroom            
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     1900 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 598, lot 9 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This three-story, stucco-clad building fills its 47’-8” by 123’ lot at the northeast corner of Van Ness 
Avenue and Washington Street.  According to a published building notice, the structure is brick with 
reinforcing steel.  In composition, the façade is divided into three bays of equal width along Van 
Ness and seven bays, also of equal width, along Washington.  Nearly all of the original ornament has 
been removed.  What remains consists of diamond patterns within panels that are impressed into the 
piers that define the bays.  In the parapet, panels can be found where balustrades of clathri screens 
once were.  All windows have replacement metal frames or sash; however, those in the upper two 
stories are divided in a pattern identical to that of the original wooden windows in those stories.  
Four mezzanine windows, all with new sash, survive in the Washington Street façade, while six 
others have been filled in. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – three-story commercial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919; published building notices  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
1900-1902 VAN NESS LLC  
1902 VAN NESS AVE 3RD FLR 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  December 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Photo of 1900 Van Ness ca. 1940s.  At the San Francisco History Room, SFPL.  Assessor’s negatives, 
block 599, #35. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   5      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    1900 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Stutz, Peerless, and Franklin auto showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  retail store and offices  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1919.  Cornice and other ornament removed, parapet balustrade filled in, and window sash altered at an 
unknown date (1950s or later). 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architects:  Rousseau and Rousseau  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


This building was built in 1919 as an investment for the Gerard Investment Company, to designs by 
Rousseau and Rousseau, architects.  Automobile showrooms occupied this building for its first thirteen 
years, and non-auto-related businesses were here afterward.  The auto dealerships were: 
 


1919-1921:  Latham, Davis and Co., Stutz autos.  This popular brand of expensive, powerful autos was sold 
in San Francisco from its inception in 1911 through at least 1933, in eight different buildings, remaining at 
none for more than a few years.  Most of these have been heavily altered or demolished.  The best surviving 
examples of Stutz showrooms in San Francisco are 1350 Van Ness (where Stutz was sold during 1913-
1914) and 1595 Van Ness (during 1926-1928). 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 4.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Engineering News, March 19, 1919, 8:2 
“Three-Story Auto Showroom…,” SF Chronicle, May 31, 1919, p. 9. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 19-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales & service; repairs, 3rd sty) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (store, rug cleaning on 2nd-3rd stories) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  December 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 


1922-1925:  The Pioneer Motor Company sold Peerless autos here during 1922-1923.  When this firm failed, 
the Peerless Motor Co. of Cleveland, Ohio continued to sell its autos here through 1925, occupying 1900 Van 
Ness as its San Francisco branch.  Peerless was a popular, expensive brand aimed at a wealthy market.  Eight 
San Francisco showrooms offered this brand between 1903 and 1929.  All of them have either been heavily 
altered or demolished except for one, 1301-1305 Van Ness, where Peerless was sold for only one year (1929). 
 
1926:  Flint Motor Company.  This minor brand was sold at one other San Francisco showroom, 1730-1750 
Van Ness Avenue (also altered). 
 
1927-1930:  Franklin autos were sold here for these four years by a succession of firms: the Boyer-Tennant 
Motor Co. (1927), the Franklin-Tennant Motor Co. (1928), and the Franklin-Pacific Motor Company.  This 
reasonably long-lasting brand of automobile was also sold at three other auto showrooms in San Francisco 
during 1907-1924, all of which have been demolished. 
 
1931:  Stutz of Northern California.  This was the second (very brief) occasion when Stutz was sold here. 
 
1932:  Lloyd Veitch, autos sales.  The brand he sold here is unknown. 


 
In sum, three auto brands that were once well-known -- Stutz, Peerless, and Franklin – were among the 
automobiles sold here over thirteen years. 
 
After 1932 this building was occupied by a manufacturers’ agent (1933), the North End Athletic Club 
(also in 1933), and the Turko-Persian Rug Co. (1930s-1950s). 
 
Integrity 
 
This building has suffered the loss of its cornice, the filling in of the parapet balusters, removal of most 
ornament, and alteration of all window sash.  It retains integrity of location and has lost integrity of 
design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association.  Integrity of setting is diminished through the 
alteration of nearby buildings. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
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History (continued) 
 
Due to its loss of integrity, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
criteria 1 or 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building was once handsome, but due to loss of integrity (e.g. removal of the 
cornice and other ornament, and alteration of window sash) it does not appear to be eligible for the 
California Register under Criterion 3. 


 
 
 


 
 


Illustration of 1900 Van Ness Avenue, from the San Francisco Chronicle, May 31, 1919, p. 9. 
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Page   1    of   4      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  1940 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):                 
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address      1940 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 598, lot 10B 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  


This one-story, stucco-clad concrete building fills its lot, which measures 25 feet along Van Ness 
Avenue and has a depth of 111’-6”; the lot also has a five-foot wide ell to Jackson Street.  In 
composition the façade consists of a single storefront pavilion, with end piers supporting a parapet 
and frieze.  The parapet is decorated with a simple cornice molding, from which decorative shields 
have been crudely chipped away.  The inside perimeter of the piers and frieze is bordered with a thin 
molding that wraps around the storefront.  Portions of this molding, along with the entire mezzanine 
area, are obscured by a long awning.  The entrance has paired wooden doors with full-length glazing 
and is topped by a wooden hopper transom.  To the right of the entrance is a narrow sidelight.  To 
the left is a three-part, wood-framed storefront window over a brick bulkhead.  This entrance, 
window, and bulkhead composition can be seen in a ca. 1940s-1950s photograph and probably date 
to that general time period. 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1921; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
MICHAEL A HONNERT TRUST 
200  
1940 VAN NESS AVE 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  December 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Photo of 1940 Van Ness Avenue, ca. 1940s or 1950s.  The shields in the cornice have been removed 
since this photo was taken, and the mezzanine window, if still extant, is now obscured by an awning.  
The storefront windows, paired doors, and brick bulkhead shown in this photo are still present today, 
and were probably installed after automobile use of the building ended in the 1930s.  From the San 
Francisco History Center, Main Library.  Assessor’s negatives, block 598, #39. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   4      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 1940 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:    
B2.  Common Name:  Honnert and Son  
B3. Original Use:    auto tires sales       B4.  Present Use:  office/storefront  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1921.  Storefront area probably altered in the 1930s-1950s.  Cornice ornament removed after that date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Samuel Lightner Hyman  b. Builder:  O. W. Britt  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto service building  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1921 as an investment for the owners, prominent real estate developer L. A. 
Myers and his partner in this instance, architect Samuel Lightner Hyman, who also designed this 
building.  Samuel Hyman was a prominent architect in his time, and several of his buildings are well-
known today.  He opened his office in 1917 and added a partner, Abraham Appleton, in 1922.  They 
designed many institutional buildings in San Francisco, most importantly the Jewish Old People’s 
Home at Geneva and Mission (Hyman, 1921-1922) and the Eureka Benevolent Society building at 
1600 Scott (1930-1931); two notable downtown buildings, namely 625-627 Sutter, in the Spanish 
Colonial Revival style (1921, 1925), and the Art Deco style 343 Sansome (1930); and many fine 
houses and apartment buildings in Sea Cliff, Pacific Heights, and Russian Hill. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permit #97533 (March 4, 1921) (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1923-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (“radio service”) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (“store”) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  December 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 


 
DPR 523B (1/95)   Van Ness 1940-AB  *Required Information 







 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 1940-AB  *Required Information 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   4    of   4      Resource Identifier: 1940 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    December 2009     Continuation      Update 
 
 
History -- occupants 
 
Automobile-related businesses – a tire shop, auto repair shops, and a used car sales room – occupied this 
building for approximately its first fifteen years.  Each was here only briefly.  They were: 
 


1923:  Norwalk Tire and Rubber 
 
1924:  Jack Lawson, auto repair 
 
1926-1928:  Edward W. Torello, auto repair 
 
1933:  Tuohy and Ercell Auto Service 
 
1935:  James H. Lemmon, used cars 
 


Among the later occupants were the Artistic Piano Shop and M. A. Castell furniture repair (both here in 
1938-1940), a bakery (here beginning in 1943); and Al Honnert, interior decorating (1953 to present). 
 
Integrity 
 
It is probable that the entire interior zone of this building, i.e. the area between the end piers and below 
the frieze, was altered after the last auto use of the building in the mid-to-late 1930s.  In particular, the 
removal of the vehicle entrance has removed any association of this building with its early auto-related 
use.  Regarding setting, a number of buildings in the vicinity have been altered.  To summarize for the 
period through 1935, this building retains integrity of location, has diminished integrity of setting, has 
greatly diminished integrity of design and materials, and has lost integrity of workmanship, feeling, and 
association.  For the period of the 1940s and 1950s (i.e., of the photograph on page 2), integrity has been 
further diminished by the removal of the cornice ornament. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
This building was briefly occupied by very minor auto-related businesses through 1935.  The later 
businesses here probably also lack historic importance.  Architecturally, this building lacked distinction 
even in the 1940s-early 1950s, before further alterations occurred.  For these reasons, and due to a 
substantial loss of integrity, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
criteria 1, 2, or 3. 








State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   15      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   1946-1960 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):           Duesenberg showroom/Ahrens Bakery     
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       1946-1960 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 598, lot 10A 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building_________                    ___ 


This three story reinforced concrete building fills its 65’ by 111’-6” lot at the southeast corner of 
Van Ness Avenue and Jackson Street.  The building is clad in stucco that has been lightly scored to 
resemble masonry.  In composition, the two upper stories of the Van Ness Avenue façade are 
divided into five bays of equal width, while the upper stories of the Jackson Street façade are divided 
into ten bays, also of equal width.  The first story composition is different, with a single storefront 
running along the Van Ness Avenue side and along 40% of the Jackson Street side.  The balance of 
the Jackson Street façade is devoted to service bays, with windows and doors loosely aligned with 
the division of bays above. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1920; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
MCALLISTER REVOC MNGMNT 
TRU  
ONE POST ST #800 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94104  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  February 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
The building is almost devoid of ornament or style details.  Instead of possessing ornament, the building 
derives its architectural expression from the rhythm and proportions of its bays, the skeletal treatment of 
the upper stories, and its details and texturing.  In these ways it is similar to many other multi-story, 
reinforced concrete industrial buildings in San Francisco that date from the 1910s to the 1930s. 
 
A plain parapet runs along the top of the building on all sides.  A rectangular cornice, also plain, projects 
from the wall plane at the base of this parapet.   
 
The window bays in the second and third stories are surrounded, and defined, by a horizontal molding 
along the top (located immediately beneath, and lending support to, the cornice) and vertical piers along 
the sides.  All of these elements are concrete, are curved or slanted in profile, and are clad in stucco that 
has been scored.  They have been painted a peach color that contrasts with the beige window area within 
each bay.  The piers are crowned with leaf ornaments that meet the horizontal molding.  Aside from the 
scoring of the stucco, these are the only decorations on the building. 
 
Windows in these upper stories are held by a concrete frame that runs along the inside perimeter of each 
bay.  These frames are profiled in three layers, are clad in scored stucco, and as mentioned above are 
painted beige, in contrast to the adjacent peach piers and molding.  Mullions and transom bars divide 
each bay into a 3x3 grid in each story.  Within each grid segment is a casement window with a sash 
(probably wooden, but this is uncertain) divided by muntins into nine lights.  Slightly recessed spandrels 
can be found at the top of each bay and at the third floor level. 
 
The first story is topped by a cornice and a blank frieze that stretch across both facades.  The storefront 
area consists of large plate glass windows held in place by steel frames and steel muntins strips that 
appear to be original.  The main entrance is centered in the Van Ness façade and is boarded up.  The 
transom area between the storefront windows and the second floor frieze has been painted over. 
 
On the Jackson Street side, east of the storefront area, four tripartite windows and one single window, 
each divided by muntins into smaller lights, can be found in the mezzanine area.  Below these, two 
tripartite windows and two single windows, each of which has lost its original muntins, can be found.  
There are also two vehicle entrance doors at this level.  Each of these has glazing divided by muntins in 
the upper zone and panels below.  This building is one of only three in the study area with automobile-
related histories that retain their original vehicle doors. 
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Jackson Street façade 
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Top photo:  Detail of window bays.  Note the profiling of the piers, the leafy ornament at the top of each pier 
where it meets the slanted molding above, the scoring of the stucco surface, and the window sash divided by 
muntins. Bottom photo:  Vehicle entrance doors, Jackson Street side. 
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Top photo:  Van Ness Avenue façade in the 1950s.  SF Public Library photo, Assessor’s negative, block 
598.  Bottom photo:  Jackson Street façade in 1946. SF Public Library photo AAC-6294.
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   6    of   15      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    1946-1960 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Duesenberg showroom/Ahrens Bakery  
B2.  Common Name:  Ahrens Bakery  
B3. Original Use:   auto showroom        B4.  Present Use:  vacant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Early 20th century reinforced concrete industrial  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1920. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Engineers:     Macdonald and Kahn   b. Builders:  Macdonald and Kahn  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance         1920                    Property Type     auto showroom              Applicable Criteria __3___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and engineers 
 


This building was built in 1920 as an investment for owner Leon Lewin, a coffee importer.  It was both designed 
and built for Lewin by the firm of MacDonald and Kahn, engineers and contractors.  The initial occupant of the 
building, the California-Oakland Motor Company, signed a lease with the owner before construction began, and 
their specific needs were incorporated into the design process. 
 
MacDonald and Kahn formed their partnership in 1907 or 1908, undoubtedly to capitalize on the rebuilding of 
San Francisco after the earthquake and fire of 1906.  Both Alan MacDonald and Felix Kahn were engineers, and 
the latter co-owned a consulting firm specializing in reinforced concrete with offices in Detroit, San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle.  By 1916 they were designing and building substantial, four-story reinforced 
concrete buildings in San Francisco.  Within the study area of this report they built at least ten buildings, seven 
of them of reinforced concrete (see list on next page).  Due to their expertise in this material they became, 
during 1931-1935, one of the “Six Companies” that built Hoover Dam on the Colorado River. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 7.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permit #91197 (February 11, 1920) (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1920-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (“auto sales and service”) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (“bakery and Venetian blinds”) 
See also last page of Continuation Sheets. 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  February 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Construction and engineers (continued) 
 
MacDonald and Kahn usually performed all aspects of the design of the buildings they built.  In such 
cases, they probably relied on their staff architects or draftsmen to perform the architectural aspects of 
their designs.  One such person is known: George de Colmesnil, who formerly had his own architectural 
office, and who worked for MacDonald and Kahn in 1920.  There must have been others as well.  On 
some occasions, outside architects were involved in the buildings that MacDonald and Kahn built, and 
in these cases the latter firm performed only the engineering design. 
 
One of the partners, Felix Kahn, published his thoughts on industrial design slightly over a year before 
construction of this building began.  In “Comments on Industrial Engineering,” in The Architect, 
September 1918, he wrote: 
 


While the fundamental requisite of a factory building must be utility, allied with it now stands 
attractiveness, or beauty.  Beauty does not mean a lavish display of over decoration in form or 
color.  A proper regard for proportion, mass, balance, good taste in color, disposition of 
members, and in the use of materials will result in attractiveness.  Above all, a factory building 
should appear to be what it is.  This does not mean that it should have a cold, hard appearance 
and be devoid of all architectural treatment.  The employment of a minor amount of decoration 
or enrichment is certainly permissible.  A factory building of good architectural appearance 
redounds to the credit side of the ledger in a variety of ways.  As an advertising medium it is of 
decided value.  A building pleasing to the eye will undoubtedly produce in the minds of the 
workmen a different attitude towards their work, one tending to greater enthusiasm and 
contentment, unconsciously creating efficiency. 


 
Generally speaking, these guidelines or principles were closely adhered to in the design of MacDonald 
and Kahn’s buildings. 
 
One other structural engineer was also prolific as a building contractor in San Francisco before the 
1940s.  That was James H. Hjul.  He produced notable works, but MacDonald and Kahn had a much 
more important career than he did. 
 
History -- Occupants 
 
This building was occupied by automobile dealerships during its first ten years.  During this time two 
low to mid-priced brands, Oakland and Kissel, and three luxury brands, Duesenberg, Auburn and 
Delage, were sold here.  The building then passed out of automobile use and was next occupied by a 
bakery from 1938 into the 1990s. 
 
Automobile dealerships, 1920-1930 
 
1920-1923:  California-Oakland Motor Company and Oakland Motor Car Company 
 
The first occupant of this building was here for only two years.  Its brief occupancy is illustrative of the 
ephemeral nature of many auto dealerships during the early decades of the industry in San Francisco. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
This first occupant was the California-Oakland Motor Company.  Their name indicated that they were 
distributors of the Oakland brand of automobile for the state of California.  This firm was founded in 
Los Angeles as Hawley, King and Company, dealers of wagons and farming implements, and it began 
selling the Oakland brand of autos in southern California in 1908.  They were so successful that in 1916 
the national Oakland Motor Car Company, by then a subsidiary of General Motors, named Hawley, 
King and Company as distributors of their autos for the entire state. 
 
Instead of selling Oakland autos directly to the northern California public, Hawley, King and Co. chose 
to limit its role to that of a wholesaler and to appoint local dealerships around the region.  The two 
Oakland dealerships it appointed in San Francisco – first at 1525 Van Ness (in 1916) and then at 1600 
Van Ness (1917-1918) were both short-lived.  (Both of these buildings still stand, with poor to fair 
integrity.)  Disappointed by these results, Hawley-King began to sell Oakland autos on a retail basis at 
1130-1138 Polk, which had been their service center and parts storehouse.  It was not suitable as an auto 
showroom, and they began to search for a permanent home on “Auto Row,” Van Ness Avenue. 
 
Hawley-King’s northern California manager, Reeve Gartzmann, selected a site at the southeast corner of 
Van Ness and Jackson Street, near the north end of Auto Row.  From articles published in the S. F. 
Chronicle it is clear that Gartzmann leased the new building from owner Leon Levin before construction 
began, and he must have specified aspects of its plan.  The showroom was at the front of the first story 
and was finely finished in order, it was said, to appeal to women, who were increasingly interested in 
Oakland’s fully enclosed cars.  Here the four models of Oakland autos would be displayed.  A 
mezzanine level was devoted to “wholesale departments,” meaning, probably, offices for the company’s 
wholesale distribution system.  The parts and service departments were in the rear of the first story.  The 
second story housed automobiles and tires, and the third story was used as a machine shop.  An elevator 
was used instead of ramps to move vehicles between floors in order to conserve space.  A private alley 
behind the building aided vehicle access to it. 
 
Upon moving into 1946-1960 Van Ness, Hawley, King and Company changed its name to the 
California-Oakland Motor Company.  The building opened in August 1920, but Oakland-California 
remained there for less than two years.  In March 1922 the national Oakland company took over 1946-
1960 Van Ness as a factory branch, one of eighteen it established in the country.  It is unknown whether 
the local distributor, California-Oakland, failed, forcing the manufacturer to step in; or whether Oakland 
ended the relationship in a desire to have more control of local markets.  Two events outside of the local 
firm’s control may have precipitated the change.  One was the national recession of the early 1920s, 
which caused many local dealers to fail.  Another was quality control problems in Oakland autos, which 
emerged in early 1920 just as construction of this building commenced, and may have driven customers 
away from the brand at the worst possible time for California-Oakland. 
 
Oakland proclaimed that it expected its factory branch in San Francisco to become its second largest in 
the country, after the one in New York.  Despite this purported optimism, Oakland’s SF branch 
remained in this building for only one more year, to 1923.  Afterward, Oakland returned to the former 
system of selecting local distributors to sell their automobiles in San Francisco. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
A few words should be added about the Oakland brand.  (This account is from the Wikipedia entries on 
Oakland and Pontiac automobiles.)  The Oakland Motor Car Company was founded in the city of 
Pontiac, in Oakland County, Michigan, in 1907.  It initially made a two-cylinder car, then began making 
four-cylinder cars the following year.  This was about the time Hawley, King and Co. began selling the 
brand in Los Angeles.  Oakland did well, and the company was purchased by the newly formed General 
Motors Corporation in 1909.  After V-8 engines began to be used in Oakland autos in 1916 the brand 
became even more popular, and production increased.  As mentioned above, quality control problems 
emerged in early 1920, but were addressed the following year. 
 
In the General Motors hierarchy, Chevrolet was the least expensive car, followed by Oakland.  
Oldsmobile was a mid-priced car, Buick was the next most expensive brand, and Cadillac was the most 
expensive brand.  In 1926, General Motors developed a new model or companion brand for Oakland, 
named Pontiac, in order to fill the price gap between other Oakland models and Chevrolet.  Pontiac 
immediately outstripped the rest of the Oakland brand in popularity, and in 1931 Oakland was 
discontinued, leaving Pontiac in its place.  Today, the Pontiac brand is in the process of being 
discontinued by GM. 
 
1926-1930:  The Lloyd S. Johnson Company, dealers in Duesenberg, Auburn and Delage automobiles 
 
Occupants of this building for the years 1924-1925 are unknown.  During the following five years the 
Lloyd S. Johnson Company sold three brands of luxury autos here: Duesenberg (during 1926-1930), 
Auburn (during most of the same period), and Delage (in 1927 and 1930). 
 
Duesenberg was founded in 1913 in Des Moines, Iowa by Fred and August Duesenberg, self-taught 
German-born engineers.  According to Wikipedia their first cars were sports cars and racing cars.  The 
brothers were great automotive engineers but not such great businessmen, so in 1919 the brothers sold 
their company to investors and stayed on as employees, and the plant was moved to Indianapolis.  
Duesenberg then began to make hand-crafted luxury autos in very small numbers.  It continued to make 
racing cars as well, winning the Indianapolis 500 three times and many other races in the 1920s.  Despite 
the brand’s racing prowess, it struggled financially, and was sold again in 1926, to E. L. Cord, a major 
industrialist who also owned numerous other automotive, aircraft, and shipbuilding businesses.  Cord 
instructed Fred Duesenberg to make “the biggest, fastest, and most expensive car ever made,” according 
to Wikipedia.  About the expense there is no doubt, for Duesenbergs sold for tens of thousands of 
dollars, often to major movie stars.  They were also extremely stylish, if not breathtaking, in appearance.  
Meanwhile, August Duesenberg continued to make racing cars in a separate plant.  The brand continued 
until 1937, when E. L. Cord suffered Depression-related setbacks. 
 
Wikipedia states that only about 1,140 passenger Duesenbergs were ever built during 1921-1937.  About 
half of all of these still survive and are extremely collectible. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
Duesenbergs were first sold in San Francisco in 1922, at 928 Van Ness Avenue, by the A. W. Rawling 
Company.  This business did not last long, but in 1924 Lloyd S. Johnson, who had been Rawling’s sales 
manager, opened a new Duesenberg showroom at 1930 Van Ness Avenue.  After two years there, in 
1926, he moved two doors to the north, into the building being evaluated here, 1946-1960 Van Ness, 
where he stayed through 1930.  In the last year here he had a partner and operated as the Johnson-
Blalack Company. 
 
The year Johnson moved to 1946-1960 Van Ness corresponds to the year that E. L. Cord purchased the 
Duesenberg company.  Johnson also carried a second brand owned by E. L. Cord, the Auburn, which he 
sold here at least during 1926 and 1929-1930.  That brand had been founded in 1900 in Auburn, Indiana, 
by Frank and Morris Eckhart, sons of a wagonmaker, and was relatively successful until World War I 
material shortages put an end to production.  The company was sold and revived in 1919 and was sold 
again in 1925, on the latter occasion to E. L. Cord.  Under his ownership the Auburn became another 
stylish luxury car, albeit without Duesenberg’s power.  Like the Duesenberg, it continued production 
until 1937. 
 
Instead of diversifying his line with a mid-priced car, like some luxury auto dealers in San Francisco 
did, Lloyd S. Johnson added a third luxury brand to his line.  This was the Delage, which was made in 
France during 1903-1953.  Like the Duesenberg, this was also a prominent racing car during the 1920s.  
Johnson sold this brand at least during 1927. 
 
Johnson could not have sold very many Duesenberg cars at 1946-1960 Van Ness, for not many were 
made during the entire history of the company.  Johnson may have had space to spare in this building, 
and in 1928 he shared it with the Kissel Motor Car Company, makers of a popular mid-priced car. 
 
In sum, auto dealerships occupied 1946-1960 Van Ness for eight years, during 1920-1923 and 1926-
1930.  There is some evidence that Lincoln autos were sold or stored in this building in the early 1930s, 
but no further information is available regarding this. 
 
Ahrens Bakery, 1938-1980s 
 
During the years 1929-1938 three former auto showrooms at the north end of “Auto Row” were 
converted into restaurants.  These three included 2050 Van Ness (in 1929), 2100 Van Ness (in 1936), 
and 1946-1960 Van Ness.  The latter became a bakery known as Ahrens Brothers Pies in 1937 or 1938.  
The business had been founded four years earlier as Ahrens Brothers Pie Stores, with retail locations 
downtown, on Polk Street, and in the Marina District, plus a wholesale plant on outer Geary Boulevard.  
By 1938 this business had consolidated at one location, in the building being evaluated here. 
 
There are uncertainties regarding the scope of their business here.  The building was certainly large 
enough to accommodate a wholesale operation, but it is unknown whether they continued to operate on 
this scale.  At an unknown point in time, perhaps from the beginning, this business also included a 
restaurant, and the business ultimately became known as Ahrens Bakery and Coffee Shop, then Ahrens 
Bakery and Restaurant.  It remained in business into the 1990s. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
There are several very brief items on the internet about Ahrens Bakery.  They concern memories of 
going there in childhood, of working there as staff, and of wanting a recipe for one of Ahrens’ pastries; 
and there are photos of the bakery’s signs.  No detailed descriptions of the business could be found, 
however. 
 
Historical context 
 
Showrooms in the study area where Oakland autos were sold 
 
Approximately seven buildings in the study area housed Oakland showrooms through 1931, when the 
Oakland brand name was discontinued.  They included: 
 


324 Van Ness (1909-1910; demolished) 
550-590 Van Ness (1912-1914; windows altered) 
1525 Van Ness (1916; about 50% altered) 
1600 Van Ness (1917-1918 and 1926-1930; windows covered with grilles) 
1130-1138 Polk (Housed Hawley, King and Co.’s service and parts centers during 1916-1918 and served as 


their Oakland showroom ca. 1919-1920.  Possibly demolished.) 
1946-1960 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here; 1920-1923; extant) 
1625 Van Ness (1924; extant) 


 
Only one of these served for more than three years as an Oakland showroom.  That building, 1600 Van 
Ness, was an Oakland showroom for seven years, but has only fair integrity. 
 
Showrooms in the study area where Duesenberg and Auburn autos were sold 
 
Duesenberg and Auburn showrooms were located in eight buildings in the study area.  They were: 
 


555 Golden Gate.  Auburn autos were sold here in 1910-1912; demolished. 
1430-1480 Van Ness.  Auburn sold here in 1914; windows altered. 
2050 Van Ness.  Auburn sold here in 1917.  Integrity uncertain. 
928 Van Ness.  Duesenberg sold here in 1922 by A. W. Rawling; altered. 
1930 Van Ness.  Duesenberg sold here in 1924-1925 by Lloyd S. Johnson, and Auburn sold here in 1927 by 


L. H. Knittel; altered. 
1946-1960 Van Ness (the building being evaluated here.)  Duesenberg sold here in 1926-1930, and Auburn 


sold here in 1926 and 1929-1930, by Lloyd S. Johnson. 
1155 Van Ness.  Duesenberg sold here by Johnson-Blalack in 1931; demolished.  Auburn and Cord autos 


were also sold here during 1931-1934, and Duesenbergs may have been sold here then as well. 
1625 Van Ness.  Auburn sold here in 1934-1936.  Integrity is good. 


 
Thus, 1946-1960 Van Ness is the only surviving Duesenberg showroom in San Francisco with good 
integrity, and is one of two surviving showrooms where Auburn autos were sold for more than a year. 
          (Continued next page.) 
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Bakeries 
 
Undoubtedly many buildings in San Francisco still stand that held well-known bakeries, pastry shops, 
and related businesses before the 1960s.  As far as is known, no effort has been made to identify these 
buildings or to document which ones were the earliest, were especially popular, or had great longevity.  
One of the best-known, Blum’s, had two locations, one at the southwest corner of California and Polk 
streets (since the 1920s) and one on Union Square.  The former building, at least, has been demolished. 
 
Examples of the works of MacDonald and Kahn 
 
Their largest known building in San Francisco that was designed and built by this firm was the seven-
story reinforced concrete National Paper Products Co. warehouse at 1789 Montgomery (ca. 1918).  It 
still stands, but all of its windows have been removed, and replacement windows are deeply recessed, a 
major alteration. 
 
In or adjacent to the study area of this report, MacDonald and Kahn constructed ten buildings that are 
known of.  Seven of these were reinforced concrete buildings, all of some prominence.  They included: 
 


1563-1565 Mission (1916-1917; extant)  2001 Van Ness (1919-1920; altered) 
1701 Van Ness (1917; altered)   1625 Van Ness (1919-1920; extant) 
1700-1720 Van Ness (1919; demolished)  1835-1849 Van Ness (1920; extant) 
1946-1960 Van Ness (1920; the building being evaluated here) 
 


One of these, 1835-1849 Van Ness, had a minor architect associated with the design.  The others appear 
to have been designed as well as built by MacDonald and Kahn.  One, 1625 Van Ness, is faced in brick, 
while the others are clad with a coat of stucco. 
 
Their other three buildings in the study area are brick masonry buildings.  They include 1522-1524 Bush 
(1916; extant), 1540 Bush (1916; extant), and 214 Van Ness (1917; altered). 
 
Integrity 
 
No alterations of note have occurred to the façade of this building.  Most notably, it retains its industrial 
steel sash windows and two vehicle entrance doors.  It retains integrity of location, design, materials, 
workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1920, this building is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With eight 
known years of such use in its history, it has brief to fair longevity in this use.  It is most important for 
its history as a showroom where two luxury auto brands owned by E. L. Cord, Duesenberg and Auburn, 
were sold during 1926-1930.  No other Duesenberg showroom in the study area survives with good 
integrity, and only one other showroom survives where Auburn autos were sold for more than a year.  
Nevertheless, these brands were sold here for relatively brief periods of time. 
 
On balance, because of the brevity of time when these brands were sold here, this building does not 
appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 1, as a Duesenberg and Auburn 
showroom.  Regarding this building’s overall history as an auto showroom, this history was also fairly 
brief (eight years), and thus the building does not appear to be eligible in this way, as well. 
 
Regarding this building’s history as a bakery, there is no doubt that Ahrens had great longevity, and that 
it was well-known among residents in the northern part of San Francisco.  Without doing more research 
it is difficult to say that it was renowned, however.  In order to properly evaluate this building for its 
history as a bakery, more research on Ahrens should be performed, and a historic context statement on 
San Francisco bakeries of the 1930s-1960s should be developed.  Therefore, no evaluation of this 
building based on its history as a bakery is being attempted.  
 
Criterion 2 
 
None of the proprietors of businesses in this building is known to have been individually important in 
his field.  Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 2. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building is a notable example of reinforced concrete construction by MacDonald 
and Kahn, an important firm of engineers and contractors.  The building is skeletal in its expression, 
well-proportioned, and finely detailed while being possessed of a minimum of ornamentation.  It also 
retains very high integrity.  The industrial steel sash windows, virtually all of which survive, contribute 
to the building’s textured feeling.  Another building in the study area by MacDonald and Kahn, at 1625 
Van Ness, is somewhat atypical for this firm in that it is made of reinforced concrete but clad in brick.  
Another example, at 1563-1565 Mission, is very similar to 1946-1960 Van Ness, but is not quite as fine 
in its detailing.  Among known buildings by MacDonald and Kahn, 1946-1960 Van Ness is the  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
surviving building that best exemplifies Kahn’s architectural philosophy of uniting utility with beauty 
through clarity of expression and a restrained use of ornament.  Regarding its design as an automobile 
showroom, this is one of only three buildings in the study area that retain their original (or early) vehicle 
entrance doors.  For these reasons, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 3 for its design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1920, the year of 
construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, its scored stucco surface, all of 
its industrial steel sash windows, the parapet, the cornices at the base of the parapet and at the second 
floor level, the molding and piers that enframe the bays, the storefront windows with their frames in the 
first story, and the wooden vehicle entrance doors in the Jackson Street side of the building.   
 
References (continued) 
 
On sales of the Oakland brand in San Francisco: 
 
Leon J. Pinkson.  “Big Southern Auto Firm to Invade the Field.” SF Chronicle, May 25, 1916, p. 4.  On Hawley, 
King and Co.’s arrival in San Francisco as an Oakland distributor. 
 
_____.  “Big Southern Auto Firm Ready to Come Here.” SF Chronicle, June 6, 1916, p. 11. 
 
_____.  “Reliance Company New Oakland Agents.” SF Chronicle, June 28, 1916. 
 
“New Establishment Will Be Opened at Top of Row.” SF Chronicle, January 18, 1920, p. A-7. 
 
“New Building Houses Agency.” SF Chronicle, August 8, 1920, p. A-8.  See also a display ad for the opening of 
1946-1960 Van Ness on the same date, p. A-3. 
 
“Direct Branch Opens Here.” SF Chronicle, March 19, 1922, p. A-3.  On the supplanting of the California-
Oakland Motor Co. by a factory branch. 
 
On sales of the Duesenberg brand in San Francisco: 
 
“Duesenberg ‘8’ in Line Here.” SF Chronicle, February 12, 1922, p. A-22. 
 
On MacDonald and Kahn: 
 
Felix Kahn. “Comments on Industrial Engineering.” The Architect, September 1918. 
 
Plus entries on Auburn, E. L. Cord, Delage, Duesenberg, Oakland, and Pontiac in Wikipedia. 
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Display ad for the opening of 1946-1960 Van Ness.  SF Chronicle, August 8, 1920, p. 3. 
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Page   1    of   8      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  2000 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):       Medical Arts Building          
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       2000 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 595, lot 5 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP7 – seven-story commercial building; _________                    _________  


This seven-story, stucco-clad, reinforced concrete office building fills its 67’ by 123’ lot at the northeast 
corner of Van Ness Avenue and Jackson Street.  The building was built in two phases – the first three stories 
in 1909 and the upper four stories in 1927 – the final result being a stylistically unified Classical Revival mid-
rise building.  The main entrance is on Van Ness Avenue, but both facades, on Van Ness and Jackson, have an 
equal level of architectural treatment.  The composition is in three parts, with a base of two stories, a middle 
section of one story, and top of four stories.  Entablatures with cornices and friezes crown the lowest and top 
parts, while the middle part has a simpler treatment, being topped by a cornice but no frieze. 
 
The cornice at the top of the building is topped by a course of swags and (at the corners) anthemions.  Below 
this is a blank corona, a course of dentils, and a frieze minimally decorated with medallions.  The four stories 
below are plain in treatment, save for profiled capitals at the top of the piers that separate the windows.  
Windows are punched voids, are paired, and have shallow sills. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1909, 1927; building permit and 
published building notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
D & T COMPANY LLC 
2000 VAN NESS AVE # 400  
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  December 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
The middle section (i.e., the third story) is topped by a cornice composed  of (from top to bottom) a bead molding, 
a blank corona, an egg-and-dart molding, and a course of dentils.  Windows are paired and set back from stubby 
piers with profiled capitals and bases.  Medallions of concentric circles decorate the corner piers. 
 
The bottom section of two stories is the most finely detailed.  Bays are defined by fluted Corinthian columns and 
pilasters that are paired at the corners.  They support an entablature of a profiled cornice and blank frieze.  
Spandrels at the second floor level are decorated with cartouches and swags.  The spandrel over the arched entry 
on Van Ness Avenue is decorated with medical insignia.  Decorative wrought iron lanterns are attached to the 
columns on either side of the recessed entrance.  This entrance is finished in travertine and has paired bronze 
doors with full-length glazing. 
 
The first story windows and spandrel panels have profiled metal sash and appear to date to 1927.  Upper story 
windows appear to have metal sash from a later date.  Aside from the upper story window sash, all elements 
described above appear to date to either 1909 or 1927. 


 


 
 


Detail of the entrance
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   8      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 2000 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Medical Arts Building  
B2.  Common Name:  Medical Arts Building  
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  medical office building  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


The first three stories were built in 1909-1910 as an auto showroom.  (See photo on page 8 for its appearance then.)  
The top four stories were added, and some decorative details were changed, in 1927. 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architects:   D. H. Burnham and Co. (1909); Clausen and Amandes (1927)      b. Builder:      Charles Wright (1909)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance 1909-1910, 1927-1964 Property Type    medical office building    Applicable Criteria    1, 3__    
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architects 


The first three stories of this building were built in 1909-1910 as an auto showroom for owner Cuyler Lee (see 
photo on p. 8), to designs by D. H. Burnham and Co., a famous Chicago firm whose San Francisco branch was 
headed by Willis Polk.  The list of major buildings designed by D. H. Burnham and Co. under Polk’s direction, 
and by Willis Polk himself, is very large; this was one of the most important firms in the city’s history. 
 
In 1927, after seventeen years of use as an auto showroom, this building was converted into a medical office 
building through the addition of four stories and other alterations.  The architects for the conversion were C. O. 
Clausen and F. Frederick Amandes.  During their three-year partnership (1927-1930) they designed mainly 
residential buildings such as the Alexander residence hotel at 230 Eddy (1927) and apartment buildings at 2785 
Jackson (1927) and 199 Chestnut (1930).  Before and after this partnership, Clausen was extraordinarily prolific, 
designing hundreds of houses and apartment buildings in Pacific Heights, Lower Nob Hill, the Richmond 
district, and many other neighborhoods.  Amandes’ later career was slowed by the Depression, but he did design 
a few Art Deco theaters, including the Bridge Theater (1939), in addition to many Period Revival houses. 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #24998 (Sept. 1909) 
Architect and Engineer, June 1927, p. 107. 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1909-1933 
1913 Sanborn insurance map (“Packard Service Building”) 
1918 Sanborn insurance map (“Western Motors”) 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (“Medical Arts Building”) 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  December 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 


 
DPR 523B (1/95)   Van Ness 2000-AB  *Required Information 







 
DPR 523J (1/95)   Van Ness 2000-AB  *Required Information 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   4    of   8      Resource Identifier: 2000 Van Ness Avenue   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    December 2009     Continuation      Update 
 
 
History – Occupants – Cuyler Lee and his Packard distributorship 
 
This is the second oldest automobile showroom still standing in San Francisco.  The oldest, by one year, 
is 550 Van Ness Avenue, at the southeast corner of Golden Gate Avenue (built 1908-1909).  That 
building conformed to the prevailing geography of showrooms at the time, for Golden Gate Avenue had 
been the main location for auto showrooms since before the earthquake and fire of 1906. 
 
The subject building, Cuyler Lee’s showroom at 2000 Van Ness, by contrast, was fourteen blocks to the 
north, far from any other auto showroom in San Francisco.  Over the next several years the gap between 
these two locations would be filled by other buildings of this type.  Over this period and afterward 2000 
Van Ness helped to define the northern end of San Francisco’s auto row.  Only a few other showrooms 
were built farther north on Van Ness. 
 
Cuyler Lee had begun selling automobiles in San Francisco in 1903.  Then, and for the next seven years 
he was San Francisco’s only Cadillac dealer.  In 1907, re-established on Golden Gate Avenue after the 
earthquake and fire, he added a second luxury brand, Packard, to his line of autos.  He must have been 
very successful, for in September 1909 he began construction of this building, which upon completion in 
May 1910 was by far the largest and most architecturally distinguished auto showroom in San Francisco.  
 
Carved into the frieze of this building were the names of the brands that he sold: Cadillac and Packard.  
The same month he moved in, Cadillac yanked the distributorship of that brand away from him and gave 
it to another firm.  Thus, Cadillac autos were only sold at 2000 Van Ness for about one month. 
 
Cuyler Lee insisted to a reporter that relations between him and Cadillac had been cordial, and that 
rumors of difficulties between them had no basis.  Cadillac simply had a policy that its dealers could 
carry no other brands besides Cadillac, and since Lee also sold Packards, his loss of the Cadillac 
distributorship was just a matter of business.  (See “Cadillac to Have New Agents in this City, SF 
Chronicle, May 29, 1910, p. 45.)  However, the new Cadillac firm for San Francisco, the Morrison-Cole 
Motor Company, was obscure, and its sales room was modest.  It was probably only a placeholder for 
Cadillac until it could get the distributor they really wanted.  Less than one year later, they found that 
person.  It was a Los Angeles auto dealer, Don Lee, the brother of Cuyler Lee.  (See “Cadillac Agency 
in New Hands in this City, SF Chronicle, February 26, 1911, p. 39.)  Don Lee went on to be San 
Francisco’s Cadillac distributor for the next thirty-six years.  His showroom at 1000 Van Ness became 
the finest in the city. 
 
Meanwhile, at 2000 Van Ness, Cuyler Lee continued to sell Packards.  That auto was fully as prestigious 
a brand as Cadillac, if not more so.  It was considered to be one of the “Three Ps” of luxury auto brands, 
along with Pierce-Arrow and Peerless.  Sales must have been encouraging, for in 1913 Cuyler Lee built 
a new Packard showroom in Oakland, at 24th and Broadway, to a design by Willis Polk and Co. (extant). 
 
In June 1917, however, Cuyler Lee lost his Packard distributorship.  Earle C. Anthony, of Los Angeles, 
had proven to be such a dynamic seller of Packards in that city, Pasadena, and San Diego, that Packard  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Cuyler Lee and his Packard distributorship (continued) 
 
awarded him distribution rights to the entire state.  Packard was impressed with Anthony’s service 
system (he had over 100 Packard service affiliates around the state) and his marketing ideas.  As part of 
his plan for acquiring the Packard agency in San Francisco, Anthony leased the 70,000 square foot 
Jerome Garage at Jackson and Polk streets, which was already equipped with up-to-date equipment, to 
become his new service center in San Francisco.  With these credentials and business plan, Anthony 
replaced Cuyler Lee as the Packard distributor for San Francisco.  (See SF Chronicle, “Selection of New 
Dealer is Surprise,” SF Chronicle, June 3, 1917, p. 45.) 
 
Signs that Packard would switch to a new dealer may have been forthcoming.  Early in 1917 Lee had 
added a budget brand to his line of autos, the Maxwell, perhaps to cushion any loss that might occur.  
Once Lee lost Packard, however, he folded up his shop.  He sold 2000 Van Ness, his Oakland 
showroom, and the distribution rights to Maxwell to the Western Motors Company.  The transfer 
between owners was immediate, for Western took over 2000 Van Ness and began selling Maxwells 
there only two weeks after the formal announcement that Lee had lost the Packard line. 
 
History – Occupants – Western Motors Company, distributor of Maxwell and Wills Sainte Claire autos 
 
The Western Motors Company sold autos at 2000 Van Ness for nine years, from June 1917 through 
1926.  This newly-formed company apparently came into existence for the purpose of taking over the 
Maxwell distributorship from Cuyler Lee.  Its general manager was Robert L. Alvies, who had for the 
previous eight years worked for Cuyler Lee’s brother, Don Lee, in selling Cadillacs.  Under Alvies,  
Western gained Maxwell distribution rights for all of northern California. 
 
Maxwell was founded in New York in 1904 as the Maxwell-Briscoe Co.  It moved to Indiana in 1907, 
then reorganized in Detroit in 1913.  Although it once made several models of autos, it dropped the 
larger ones to concentrate on its lowest-cost model, which it sold for $695.  Thanks to this car, Maxwell 
became one of the most successful auto makers in the United States during the 1910s, and it must have 
been an attractive acquisition for Cuyler Lee and Western Motors.  Due in part to its success, Maxwell 
over-extended, went into debt, and wound up with a huge unsold stock during the post-World War I 
depression.  It was acquired by Walter P. Chrysler in 1921 and phased out in 1925.  The years that 
Maxwell autos were sold at 2000 Van Ness – 1917-1920 – reflect its pre-Chrysler history. 
 
In 1920 Western Motors added the Kissel Kar to its Maxwell line.  In 1921 it stopped carrying both of 
these autos and switched to a newly-established brand, Wills Sainte Claire, as its primary auto.  This 
brand had a brief life.  Its founder, Childe Harold Wills, was a skilled metallurgist who had worked for 
Henry Ford and who put his considerable savings and severance pay into creating his own automobile 
company.  His car had a reputation for durability and developed a modest, if brief success, before going 
out of business in 1927.  Western Motors offered the Wills Sainte Claire during 1921-1926, almost the 
entire duration of that brand’s existence. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Western Motors Company, distributor of Maxwell and Wills Sainte Claire autos 
(continued) 
 
During those six years Western Motors also offered a second brand in addition to Wills Sainte Claire.  
During 1921-1923 that brand was Liberty, now little remembered.  In 1924 it was the Star, also very 
obscure.  In 1925 it was the Oakland automobile, and in 1926 it added Pontiac, the eventual, very 
successful successor to Oakland. 
 
Western Motors had a new general manager in 1926, none other than Cuyler Lee, who had built their 
building.  In 1926 Western also opened a second location, at 1600 Van Ness Avenue.  After that year 
Western closed 2000 Van Ness and removed to 1600 Van Ness plus two other locations, where it 
continued to sell Oakland and Pontiac autos.  Although the firm was viable, it chose to leave 2000 Van 
Ness in favor of locations closer to the center of Auto Row. 
 
History – Occupants – Medical Arts Building 
 
After Western Motors moved this building was sold and redeveloped into a medical office building.  
Four stories were added, and other changes were made to the existing three-story auto showroom.  Floral 
ornament was removed from the top of the third story cornice.  Medallions of concentric circles were 
applied to the end piers in the third story.  Spandrels at the second floor level were raised in height to 
accommodate added ornament (a cartouche with swags).  The pedestrian entrance in the middle bay on 
the Van Ness side became arched at the top, with medical imagery applied to its spandrel.  Wrought iron 
lanterns were attached to the columns on either side of this entrance.  Undoubtedly the interior was 
completely refinished to accommodate the needs of patients and staff.  Although the fluted pilasters and 
columns and some other details remained unchanged from D. H. Burnham and Co.’s design, in most 
respects this became a new building in 1927. 
 
The Medical Arts Building, as it was (and still is) called, became one of San Francisco’s more 
conspicuous medical office buildings upon its completion.  Analyzed for the period before World War II 
(based in part on a tally of 1929 city directory classified listings): 
 


It was the second largest medical office building in San Francisco outside of the immediate 
downtown area.  It was much smaller than the Medical Building at 909 Hyde Street (extant), which 
retains high integrity and is the most important medical office building in the city outside of 
downtown.  2000 Van Ness was, however, much larger than the Medical Center Building at 1195 
Bush (demolished) and the Lakeside Medical Building at 2105-2115 Ocean Boulevard (extant).  
Only two other buildings outside of downtown held at least several medical offices in 1929; they 
included the Sentinel Building, at 916 Kearny, and the Columbo Building, at 21 Columbus Avenue. 
 
During the 1920s, 2000 Van Ness contained many fewer medical and dental offices compared to 
eight buildings downtown.  Those were the Medical-Dentil Building at 450 Sutter (extant), the Flood 
Building at 870 Market (extant), the Medico-Dentil Building at 490 Post (extant), the Fitzhugh  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants – Medical Arts Building (continued) 


 
Building at 384 Post (demolished), the Physicians’ Building at 500-516 Sutter (extant), the Union 
Square Building at 350 Post (demolished), the Butler Building at 135 Stockton (completely altered), 
and the Head Building at 209 Post (extant).  Only three of these (450 Sutter, 490 Post, and 500-516 
Sutter) were built specifically to be medical office buildings.   


 
The Medical Arts Building was not close to downtown, nor located near a major hospital, as 909 Hyde 
was, and therefore could not draw its clientele from these sources.  It was well-situated in a another way, 
however, being near the intersection of four neighborhoods – Nob Hill, Russian Hill, Pacific Heights, 
and the Western Addition.  It was also the closest medical office building to the Marina district.  
Physicians in this building may have catered to housewives and retired people in these neighborhoods 
who spent more time at or near their homes than they did downtown. 
 
Integrity 
 
The integrity of the auto showroom of 1909-1910 has been largely lost as a result of the addition of four 
stories, removal of some original details from the lower stories, and addition of new ornament to those 
stories, in 1927.  Regarding the integrity of the Medical Arts Building of 1927, the only notable change 
to the exterior has been the apparent replacement of most original window sash.  In sum, this building as 
rebuilt retains integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This building had a rich history as an auto showroom during 1910-1926, but it has lost integrity for this 
period. 
 
2000 Van Ness does appear to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources at the local 
level under Criterion 1, as an early and important example of a medical office building outside of the 
downtown area.  Before World War II only a handful of such buildings existed.  Others have been built 
since then, some quite large, and most located adjacent to or across the street from major hospitals such 
as UCSF.  2000 Van Ness can be considered one of the oldest examples of this building type in San 
Francisco, ranking only after 909 Hyde in importance.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 
1927-1964, the years the building had this use (through 1964, the period being studied in this report.) 
 
No physician that occupied this building is known to have had historical importance in his field.  
Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is distinguished by a well-ordered composition, and by fine detail in the 
fluted columns and pilasters, in the spandrels at the second floor level, over the entrance, within the 
recessed entrance, and in each of the cornices.  It is a fine example of the Classical Revival style as 
applied to an office building and thus this building appears to be eligible for the California Register at 
the local level under Criterion 3, for its design. The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1909-
1910 and 1927, the years of construction. 
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Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, the stucco surface, the three 
cornices with their moldings, the capitals and bases of the piers in the third and seventh stories, the size 
and shape of the window openings, the fluted columns and pilasters in the first two stories and their 
Corinthian capitals, the decorative spandrels at the second floor level, the medallions that decorate the 
corner piers, the decorative arch over the main entrance, the wrought iron lanterns flanking the main 
entrance, the travertine finish of the recessed main entrance, and the bronze doors at this entrance. 


 
 
 
 


 
 


Photograph of Cuyler Lee’s auto showroom as completed in 1910.  From Architect and Engineer, April 
1911, page 64. 
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    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   10              *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   2020-2034 Van Ness Avenue/1665 Pacific Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):        Marine View Garage  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address  2020-2034 Van Ness Avenue/1665 Pacific Avenue   City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 595, lot 6 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story, stucco-clad, Class C, reinforced concrete building fills its ell-shaped lot.  The main 
wing of the building fronts on Van Ness Avenue and measures 85’-8” in width by 123’ in depth, 
while the ell to Pacific Avenue measures 23’ in width by 102’-8” in depth.  (The two wings wrap 
around an adjacent building at 2050 Van Ness, at the southeast corner of Pacific).  Each wing of the 
subject building is different in its architectural treatment, and thus there is no indication from the 
street that they are part of the same structure. 
 


 (See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___ HP8 –  industrial building; HP6 – two-story commercial building _________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


Reproduced in larger format on page 3.


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1914; published building notice  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
ROSENTHAL JUDITH H LIV TR  
2015 FOXTAIL CT 
SANTA ROSA CA  95403  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  March 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
Stylistically, the main wing at 2020-2034 Van Ness is a blend of Craftsman and Mission Revival styles.  
In composition, the façade is divided into three bays of equal width.  Narrow piers separate and define 
these bays; each pier is finished with an inset panel topped by a diamond pattern set in a square, and 
rises to pierce the roofline.  A pent roof covered with imitation Spanish tiles and supported by carved 
wooden brackets stretches across the top of the building, except where interrupted by the façade piers.  
Plain rectangular panels are set into the stucco surface of the frieze.  In each bay of the second story, 
windows are four-part, with mullions and transoms, and are divided by muntins into smaller lights.  The 
first story is devoted mainly to vehicle entrances.  The central bay is filled entirely by a vehicle entrance.  
The bay at right is half filled by vehicle entrance that leads to a ramp to the second story, and half filled 
by a window with modern metal sash.  The bay at left is devoted almost entirely to a vehicle entrance, 
the remainder being filled by an original pedestrian entrance with a modern metal and glass door. 
 
The ell at 1665 Pacific Avenue is designed in a restrained Classical Revival style.  The composition is 
divided into two bays, and is topped by a stepped parapet, a simple, profiled cornice, and a blank frieze.  
The second story contains paired windows with three-over-three wooden sash and wooden mullions.  In 
the first story, the bay at left contains a paired window with wooden frame, sash, and mullion, and the 
bay at right is devoted to a vehicle entrance. 
 


 
 


 
 


Detail of pent roof, Van Ness Avenue facade 
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Top photo:  Main façade, 2020-2034 Van Ness Avenue 
Bottom photo:  Ell at 1665 Pacific Avenue
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BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   4    of   10      *NRHP Status Code    3CS  
                                           *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)     2020-2034 Van Ness Avenue/1665 Pacific Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Marine View Garage  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    public garage       B4.  Present Use: auto lube, auto body, and auto radio/alarm shops  
*B5. Architectural Style:  blend of Craftsman and Mission Revival (Van Ness façade); Classical Revival (Pacific Ave. façade)  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1914.  Transoms in first story removed at an unknown date (1950s or later). 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:    O. R. Thayer  b. Builder:  G. Elders  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance   1914-1942, 1951-1964    Property Type    public garage            Applicable Criteria __1___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1914 as an investment for owner B. Davidow, to designs by architect O. R. 
Thayer.  The building was designed in stages, first for a smaller (60’) lot on Van Ness in 1913; then for 
the present sized lot, with one of the wings being of one story; and finally, after construction had 
commenced, as a two-story building throughout.  The intended use of the building, according to a 
published building notice, was as a garage and auto sales room. 
 
O. R. Thayer was a relatively minor architect who worked in San Francisco from 1907 to 1942.  His 
most notable known buildings were designed in partnership with John C. Hladik, as Hladik and 
Thayer, during 1909-1913.  They included the elaborate Haynes auto showroom at 601 Turk Street 
(1913; altered), plus Lower Nob Hill and Tenderloin hotels at 620 Post (1910), 534 Hyde (1912), and 
585 Geary (1912).  2020-2034 Van Ness/1675 Pacific may be one of the larger buildings that Thayer 
designed solo. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)          HP 36 -- Japanese  
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Industrial News, Nov. 5, 1913 (13:1), Nov. 26, 1913 


(13:1), January 14, 1914 (27:1) and February 11, 1914 (28:1) 
(Sketch map with north arrow required) 


Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, PT&T reverse directory, 
and PT&T yellow pages listings for occupants of this building, 
1915-1964 


1918 Sanborn insurance map (autos; garage in ell at 1665 Pacific) 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (garage) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (Lyon Van lines Terminal) 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  February 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants 
 
This building was used for automobile and truck related purposes from the time of its completion in 
1914 to 1942, and again from 1951 to 1964 (the end year of the period being studied).  During the 
intervening period (1943-1950) the building was occupied by a storage and moving company. 
 
The initial and most frequent use of this building during its history was as a public garage (for 22 years).  
It has also been an automobile painting shop (for fifteen years), a used car salesroom (nine-plus years), 
an auto repair shop (five years), and a showroom for the sale of new trucks (five years).  Some of these 
uses occurred concurrently, as the building was sometimes divided into two parts, numbered 2020 and 
2034 Van Ness.  On at least one occasion the ell at 1665 Pacific was devoted to a separate business.  
Usually (through 1964), however, this building has held only one business at a time, with an address of 
2020 Van Ness.  Occupants have included: 
 
Public garages 
 
1914-1915:  Van Ness Garage.  In their city directory listing for 1915 this business advertised they offered auto 
storage (i.e., parking) and auto supplies, and had touring cars for hire. 
 
1922-1924:  Van Ness Avenue Garage.  The proprietor was Sam Schiller, and his business opened in July 1922.  
 
1925-1942:  Marine View Garage.  The name of this garage was probably changed from “Van Ness Avenue 
Garage” to “Marine View Garage” in 1925, in order to avoid confusion with a “Van Ness Garage” that had 
opened nearby, at 2100 Van Ness.  The proprietor in 1941-1942 was Elmer A. Tabeau.  The words “Marine View 
Garage” can be seen painted on a window of his garage in a photograph by Dorothea Lange, taken to document 
the relocation of Japanese residents from San Francisco to internment camps around the state (discussed below). 
 
Truck sales 
 
1916-1921:  International-Mack Corporation.  This business opened here in January 1916 as a factory branch of 
the Allentown, Pennsylvania truck manufacturer.  The Mack brothers had once been carriage and wagon makers, 
began to manufacture busses in 1900, and added trucks to their line soon afterward.  By 1910 their trucks were 
known simply as “Mack Trucks.”  In 1911 they merged with the Sauer Motor Truck Company, and the firm 
became known as the International Motor Truck Company, or International-Mack.  Trucks were sold under both 
the Mack and Sauer brand names at 2020 Van Ness until 1918, when the Sauer brand name was dropped.  In 1921 
this company left 2020 Van Ness to move to the South-of-Market district, which was a more logical location for a 
truck showroom than upper Van Ness Avenue was.  Mack trucks is still in business as a subsidiary of Renault, 
which itself is a subsidiary of the truck maker Volvo AB of Sweden (which no longer has any connection with the 
Ford-owned Volvo automobile maker). 
 
Auto painting businesses 
 
1921-1923:  Henry Butt and Company 
 
1933:  John Peterson 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
1951-1959:  William L. Hughson.  Hughson sold Ford and other brands of autos in San Francisco from 1903 until 
his death in 1967.  In his later years he advertised himself as being “the world’s first Ford dealer,” which was 
quite possibly true.  During the 1950s Hughson used 2020-2034 Van Ness for two purposes: auto painting, and 
used car sales (mentioned below). 
 
1961-1964+:  Spray Craft Auto Painting 
 
Auto repair 
 
1924-1925:  G. H. Hackett, who shared his space with the public garage in this building. 
 
1927:  Joseph Casazzo, who shared his space here with the Marine View Garage. 
 
1940:  Jim’s Automobile Repair.  This was located in the ell at 1665 Pacific. 
 
1960:  British Motor Car Distributors body shop. 
 
Delivery and Storage 
 
1943-1950:  Lyon Van and Storage 
 
Used cars sales 
 
1916:  Pacific Motor Company.  This was the used car branch for this business, which sold Cole autos at 500 
Golden Gate Avenue.  They shared this building with International-Mack. 
 
1951-1959:  William L. Hughson, who shared his used car salesroom with his own auto painting shop. 
 
Auto upholstery 
 
1961-1964:  Auto Beauty Shop.  They shared this building with Spray Craft Auto Painting. 
 
Summary 
 
The automobile and truck-related uses of this building were: 
 


public garage (22 years), 
automobile painting shop (fifteen years), 
used car salesroom (nine-plus years), 
showroom for the sale of new trucks (five years), 
auto repair shop (five years), and 
auto upholstery (four years). 
 


Some of these businesses were here concurrently.  The total automobile and truck-related use of this 
building (through the year 1964) was for 42 years. 
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History – Japanese internment during World War II 
 
During April 1942 the southern portion of this building was taken over by the Wartime Civil Control 
Administration for use as an evacuation station.  664 Japanese and Japanese-Americans were sent here 
for transfer by Greyhound Bus to assembly centers and thence to internment camps for the duration of 
the war.  This event was documented by Dorothea Lange, who took 24 photographs of Japanese as they 
arrived here, plus one elevation photograph of the building.  These photos are part of the “War 
Relocation Authority Photographs of Japanese American Evacuation and Resettlement Collection” 
(Series 4) at the Bancroft Library, and can be viewed at the Online Archive of California website.  In all, 
nearly 70,000 Japanese and Japanese-Americans from California, Oregon, and Washington were sent to 
internment camps at remote locations in eight western states.  One other building in the study area was 
used for the same purpose as 2020 Van Ness in 1942: 1701 Van Ness, which has since been altered. 
 
History – Context 
 
Public garages in the study area 
 
Of the many auto-related building types in the study area of this report, public garages are considered to 
be one of the most important, after auto showrooms.  Within the study area, nineteen public garage 
buildings still stand that have at least fair integrity.  Eight of them were built and had such use before the 
1920s, and qualify as the oldest garages in the study area.  For purposes of comparison with 2020-2034 
Van Ness, these oldest garages are listed here, in order of construction date, and with the number of 
years of garage use they had through 1964: 
 


The Alaska Garage, 1349 Larkin Street.  Built 1909-1910.  Years of public garage use:  14 (beginning in 
1913).  During most of its years of garage use (1915-1926) it was joined in operation with its next-door 
neighbor at 1335 Larkin as a single garage.  Its integrity is high. 
 
The Pine Garage, 1461 Pine Street.  Built 1911. Years of public garage use:  28.  Its integrity has been harmed 
by the sandblasting of its brick façade and the installation of modern metal windows. 
 
Graystone Garage, 1335 Larkin Street. Built 1913-1914. Years of public garage use: 27.  Integrity is high. 
 
The Jackson Garage, 1641 Jackson Street.  Built 1914. Years of public garage use:  31.  Integrity is high. 
 
Clay Street Garage, 1745 Clay Street.  Built 1914. Years of public garage use:  33.  Its windows have been 
altered, but otherwise integrity is high. 
 
Marine View Garage, 2020 Van Ness Avenue (the building being evaluated here).  Built 1914. Years of 
public garage use:  22.  Its initial use as a garage was brief (1914-1915); its main garage use was during 1922-
1942.  Integrity is good to high. 
 
Inverness Garage #2, 1267 Bush Street.  Built 1917-1918. Years of public garage use:  27.  Integrity is high.   
 
Patrick J. Kelly garage, 731-799 Van Ness Avenue.  Built 1916-1917. Years of public garage use:  24 
(beginning in 1919).  Its integrity is high. 
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History – Context (continued) 
 
From the above list of eight, one (1461 Pine) has at best fair integrity, leaving seven as excellent 
examples of early public garages.  2020-2034 Van Ness is one of these, although it should be noted that 
its initial garage use (1914-1915) was brief, and that its long use as a garage began in 1922. 
 
In addition to the public garages listed above, four others from the 1900s and 1910s still stand in the 
study area but have been heavily altered.  At least ten garages from the 1900s and 1910s that once stood 
in the study area have been demolished. 
 
Outside of the study area, only six other San Francisco public garages from the 1910s are known of.  
They include 618-634 Stanyan (1911), 1419 Pacific Avenue (1914), 1776 Green (1914), 2405 Bush 
(1916), 3536 Sacramento (1917), and 651-675 Post (1918).  It is probable that a few others may be 
identified. 
 
It is evident from the above list that 2020-2034 Van Ness is one of the oldest public garage buildings 
with high integrity in the study area, and almost certainly in all of San Francisco, as well. 
 
Automobile painting shops 
 
Auto painting shops are considered to be a comparatively minor building type among auto-related 
buildings.  Within the study area of this report, only a few buildings were devoted to automobile 
painting for more than a few years.  All of them have high integrity.  They include: 
 


731-799 Van Ness. 14 years of auto painting use beginning in 1917. 
 
Marine View Garage, 2020 Van Ness Avenue (the building being evaluated here).  15 years of auto 
painting use beginning in 1921. 
 
1575-1595 Bush Street.  At least twelve years, and possibly many more, of auto painting use beginning in 
1923.  (Demolition of this building has been approved.) 
 
1349 Larkin Street.  17 years of auto painting use, beginning in 1947 (and counting only to 1964). 


 
Integrity 
 
A comparison of historic photos of the Van Ness Avenue façade of this building, dating from 1942 (by 
Dorothea Lange) and the 1950s (included below), reveal that transoms have been removed from the 
northernmost and middle bays in the first story, and that the window in the first story of the 
southernmost bay was once a vehicle entrance.  The piers, the second story windows, and the pent roof 
remain unaltered, save for the insertion of three small exhaust fans in the second story.  The narrow 
Pacific Avenue façade is virtually unaltered.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location, setting, 
feeling, and association, while integrity of design, materials, and workmanship are only slightly 
diminished. 
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Evaluation 
 
Criterion 1 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1914, this is an early example of a public garage, and with 22 years of such use in its 
history, it has good longevity in this use.  The building is one of the better, though not one of the very 
best, examples of a public garage in the study area.  This building also had 42 years of general auto-
related use, for excellent longevity in such use.  Less importantly, this was also, briefly, an early 
showroom devoted to sales of a major truck brand, Mack trucks (1916-1921); it is one of four good 
examples in the study area of an auto painting shop (for fifteen years, beginning in 1921); and it is a late 
example of a building associated with the important Ford dealer, William L. Hughson (during 1951-
1959).  Finally, the building retains good-to-high integrity, to a degree unusual for an auto-related 
building of this early date.  For these cumulative reasons, this building’s automobile and truck-related 
history is impressive, and it thus appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical 
Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its auto-related use.  The Period of Significance under 
this criterion is 1914-1964, the years the building had this use (through 1964). 
 
This building’s use as an evacuation station for Japanese-Americans during World War II should be 
evaluated in the overall context of World War II-era bus stations, assembly centers, and internment 
camps for Japanese throughout the western United States.  It is doubtful that any of the internment 
camps still exist, but other places, in addition to 2020-2034 Van Ness, might.  The fact that 2020-2034 
Van Ness was used as an evacuation station for Japanese for a very brief period, perhaps only a matter 
of days, should also be taken into consideration.  Given the lack of a survey of buildings with a related 
history, and the need for a contextual history for such buildings, a formal evaluation of 2020-2032 Van 
Ness under this historical event is not being attempted here. 
 
Criterion 2 
 
Only one of the business proprietors in this building was individually important in his field.  That was 
William L. Hughson, who is better represented by other buildings in the study area (namely, two of his 
auto showrooms, and his office headquarters and repair shop).  Accordingly, this building does not 
appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, the Van Ness Avenue façade of this building has some notable features, namely the pent 
roof at the top of the building, the band of windows across the second floor, and the symmetrical 
composition.  The Pacific Avenue façade, though intact, is comparatively minor.  If the transoms still 
existed in the first story of the Van Ness façade, this building would probably be eligible for the 
California Register under Criterion 3; but as it is, it appears to fall slightly short of eligibility under this 
criterion. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building include: for both wings, the height and width of the 
structure, and the stucco surface; for the Van Ness Avenue façade: the paneled piers topped by diamond 
patterns, the pent roof covered with Spanish tiles and supported by carved wooden brackets, the paneled 
frieze, the second story windows with their wooden mullions, transoms and muntins, the framing of the 
pedestrian entrance (but not the modern metal door), and the outlines of the vehicles entrances; and for 
the Pacific Avenue façade: the stepped parapet, profiled cornice, blank frieze, the windows with their 
wooden sash, mullions, and muntins, and the outline of the vehicle entrance. 
 


 
 


2020-2034 Van Ness during the 1950s.  San Francisco Public Library, Assessor’s Negatives. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  7  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   8      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   2100 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):       Grison’s Steak and Chop House  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address       2100 Van Ness Avenue     City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN              *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 574, lot 14 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 


This one-story building fills its 91’-8” by 107’-6” lot at the northeast corner of Van Ness and Pacific 
avenues.  Because of the descending slope of Van Ness Avenue toward the north end of the lot, a 
basement level is evident along the Van Ness side elevation.  In structure this is a reinforced 
concrete, Class C building, and in form the building is rectangular, save for a chamfered corner at 
the corner of Pacific and Van Ness.  The façade is coated in stucco.  In composition, the Van Ness 
façade is divided into six bays of equal width, and the Pacific Avenue façade is divided into six bays 
of similar width to those facing Van Ness, plus two narrow bays.  A very simple cornice with 
recessed panels wraps around both facades plus the chamfered corner a few feet below the parapet.  
Window bays are defined by plain piers with flared tops and profiled bases.  Extremely narrow 
pilasters frame the window openings.  All former window transoms have been filled in, and several 
windows have been filled in entirely.  The main entrance at the chamfered corner has been generally 
altered by the addition of a three-sided pavilion with a profiled cornice.  


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919-20; published building notice
  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
LEVY LEONARD J TRUST  
3890 CLAY ST 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94118  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  March 2010  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2009.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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View looking north along Van Ness Avenue from Pacific, in 1926.  2100 Van Ness is at far right.  In 
this photo, the chamfered corner is flat (and thus lacks the three-sided entrance pavilion that has since 
been added).  This corner appears to be devoted to a window (instead of an entrance, as at present) with 
a transom (since filled in), and is topped by a cartouche with swags (since removed).  Transoms can be 
found at the top of the other window openings as well (these have also since been filled in).  The cornice 
and parapet in this photo seem to be the same as at present.  From the San Francisco Public Library, 
photo AAB-5680. 
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Page   3    of   8      *NRHP Status Code  7  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)  2100 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Grison’s Steak and Chop House  
B2.  Common Name:  Harris Restaurant  
B3. Original Use:     auto showroom      B4.  Present Use:     restaurant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1919-1920.  Windows and entrance altered in 1940 for Grison’s restaurant. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:  Alfred Henry Jacobs  b. Builder:  W. D. Henderson  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance         n/a                  Property Type  auto showroom            Applicable Criteria __n/a___ 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Introduction, construction, architect 


This building was built in 1919-1920 for owner M. L. Levy as an investment, for intended use as an automobile 
showroom, to designs by architect Alfred Henry Jacobs.  It is unclear whether a tenant for the building was lined 
up before construction began, as was often the case with showrooms on Van Ness Avenue, but in December 
1919, when the building was one month away from completion, the White-Humphries Motor Company was 
announced as the tenant.  Auto showrooms, a public garage, and an auto repair shop occupied the building 
during its first fourteen years of existence (1920-1934).  The subsequent use of the building, from 1936 to the 
present, has been as a restaurant.  In 1940 the entrance and windows of this building were altered for Grison’s 
Steak and Chop House, bringing the exterior of the building to, probably, its present appearance. 
 
The original (1919) architect, Alfred Henry Jacobs, had an office in San Francisco from 1907 through at least 
the 1940s.  He is best known for designing the Curran Theater (1922); the almost equally elaborate California 
Theater, at 4th and Market (1917; demolished); a school and temple for Congregation Emanu-el at 1335 and 
1337 Sutter (1918 and 1912); and the Hotel Herald at 308 Eddy (1910). 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Engineering News, Sept. 19, 1919, 17:2 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1953 
Building permit 1940 re: alterations to windows and entrance; 


available at Dept. of Building Inspections, 1650 Mission Street. 
References continued on page 8. 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  March 2010  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – Occupants 
 
1920-1934:  Automobile-related occupants 
 
Jan. 1920-June 1921:  White-Humphries Motor Company, sales of Standard and Commonwealth autos 
 
The first occupant of this building was the White-Humphries Motor Company, which formed in 1919 to 
acquire the northern California and Nevada distributorship for two automobile brands, Standard and 
Commonwealth.  The company opened for business in January 1920 while the finishing touches were 
being made to the building at 2100 Van Ness. 
 
Both of these auto brands were extremely obscure and were little-known even in their own time.  The 
“Standard Eight” automobile came in seven models and was made near Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania by the 
Standard Steel Car Company.  White-Humphries frequently advertised this brand in an effort to bring 
attention to it to the public, confessing in one ad that “Today the Standard Eight is not so widely known 
as other cars,” but insisting that it was a leader in its price class.  Some background on this brand can be 
gleaned from a Wikipedia entry on the city of Butler, Pennsylvania.  It appears that the Standard Steel 
Car Company was founded in 1902 as a maker of railroad cars by the famous financier “Diamond Jim” 
Brady.  Auto manufacturing must have been one of its sidelines.  White-Humphries sold this auto at 
2100 Van Ness for eighteen months, through June 1921. 
 
White-Humphries sold autos of the Commonwealth Motors Company of Chicago for an even briefer 
period, perhaps only during January-May 1920.  In one ad it claimed the auto was “priced hundreds of 
dollars below” other autos of similar quality.  Today it would seem that the most notable aspect of 
Commonwealth’s history is that it was purchased just as it was going bankrupt in 1924, and was then 
merged with another business to form the Checker Cab Company. 
 
Judging from newspaper articles and display ads in the San Francisco Chronicle (found via the 
ProQuest website), it appears that White-Humphries officers were energetic in promoting these brands, 
but the brands’ obscurity, the company’s location at the extreme north end of the city’s Auto Row, and 
the recession of the early 1920s worked against them.  If the history of other San Francisco auto dealers 
of the period is any guide, White-Humphries probably hoped to make a big enough splash at 2100 Van 
Ness to attract a more promising auto brand later, and to move to a larger building in the center of Auto 
Row.  It didn’t work out that way, and White-Humphries went out of business eighteen months after it 
opened. 
 
1922-1934:  The Van Ness Garage, the Winton Company, and Madison and Richards auto repair 
 
Being located far from the center of Auto Row, close to where Nob Hill, Russian Hill, and Pacific 
Heights meet, this building site was probably better suited to use as a public garage than as an auto 
showroom, and it is not surprising that it was converted to this use after White-Humphries left.  The Van 
Ness Garage occupied part of this building from 1922-1934. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
During 1923-1924 it shared the building with the local factory branch of the Winton Company, an auto 
manufacturer.  Incorporated in Cleveland, Ohio in 1897, it was one of the country’s earliest auto makers, 
and according to Wikipedia was the best-selling maker of gasoline autos in 1899, with sales that year of 
over one hundred hand-made autos.  In 1903 Winton became the first auto to make a coast-to-coast trip.  
It was a successful maker of high-priced cars through the 1910s, but like many auto manufacturers 
struggled in the early 1920s, perhaps in part due to the recession of those years.  It went out of business 
in 1924, and thus was sold at 2100 Van Ness during its last years of existence. 
 
From 1924 to 1931 the auto repair shop of Madson and Richards shared this building with the Van Ness 
Garage.  Their address was variously given as 1674 and 1698 Pacific Avenue. 
 
In sum, this building was occupied by auto-related uses for fourteen years. 
 
1936-1980s:  Grison’s Steak and Chop House 
 
During the years 1929-1938 four former auto showrooms at the north end of “Auto Row” were 
converted into restaurants.  These three included 2050 Van Ness (in 1929), 2100 Van Ness (in 1936), 
1906 Van Ness (by 1938), and 1946-1960 Van Ness (1938).  The most prestigious restaurant among this 
group was the one at 2100 Van Ness. 
 
2100 Van Ness became Grison’s Steak and Chop House on February 27, 1936.*  The partners were 
Robert Grison (1903-1998; variously said to have been born in Switzerland and Italy) and Charles 
Morosin (of Italy).  Grison had apprenticed at restaurants in France, Belgium, and Spain.  He moved to 
the United States at age 20 and worked at fine restaurants in New York City, Daytona Beach, Los 
Angeles, New Orleans, and Chicago before settling in San Francisco in 1930.  Here he managed the Bal 
Tabarin night club in North Beach for four years, briefly owned the well-known roadhouse Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin in San Bruno, and then opened Grison’s Steak and Chop House. 
 
The restaurant dining room seated 150, had high wainscoting of polished white pine, and pine booths 
covered with blue leather; and a kitchen opened onto full view of the dining room.  Corn-fed beef 
imported from the Midwest, broiled lamb chops, trout, and baked or whipped potatoes were among the 
specialties.  This restaurant closed during 1942-1945 because Midwestern beef became unavailable 
during the war, but re-opened afterward.  Robert Grison owned Grison’s Steak House until 1984, when 
he retired, and another steak house, Harris’ Restaurant, took its place at 2100 Van Ness. 
 
Grison’s was recommended in various books on San Francisco restaurants and guidebooks from the 
1930s to the 1960s.  Ruth Thompson wrote on Grison’s at length (along with 109 other restaurants) in  
 


(Continued next page.) 
                                                           
* According to Grison’s obituary (J. L. Pimsleur, “Bob Grison, Legendary S.F. Restaurateur,” San Francisco 
Chronicle, November 23, 1998), Herb Caen ate at Grison’s on its opening night and became a regular there 
afterward. 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
her book Eating Around San Francisco (1937; pp. 237-240) and praised it highly.  Long before people 
were concerned about the cruelty of feeding grains (instead of their natural diet of grass) to cows she 
wrote “There’s nothing like corn-fed beef!  Its flavor, enhanced by perfect broiling, is very different 
from the ordinary steak.”  Katherine Kerry, in Look What’s Cooking! (1950), included Grison’s among 
54 San Francisco restaurants she wrote about, writing “their fame is almost world-wide because of the 
consistent high quality of the food served….  To both Robert Grison and Charles Morosin, the owners, 
should go an accolade as perfectionists in their art.”  Herb Caen’s Guide to San Francisco (1957, p. 78) 
profiled Grison’s Steak House among 66 restaurants that he reviewed, writing “Grison’s is a first-rate 
restaurant that has maintained a consistently high standard for many years.”  Doris Muscatine, in A 
Cook’s Tour of San Francisco (1963, pp. 346-347), profiled Grison’s among 68 San Francisco 
restaurants.  She stated that the steaks came from Kansas City, and she gave the restaurant’s recipe for 
brook trout.  Ben Adams’ San Francisco: An Informal Guide (1961, revised 1968; p. 105) was much 
less effusive than the other books, writing “San Francisco is not a haven for steak lovers.  Its steak 
houses do not on the whole compare with those of New York, Chicago, or even – let’s face it – Los 
Angeles.  But there are some restaurants that specialize in serving a pretty good steak…,” and it listed 
Grison’s as one of three. 
 
The books named above are more descriptive than seriously critical; some are chatty and boosterish; but 
from them one can get a very good idea of which restaurants were the most popular, and perhaps the 
best, in San Francisco during the 1930s-1960s. 
 
Only a few restaurant sites are included in all five of these books.  Besides 2100 Van Ness, they include 
243 O’Farrell (originally Charles Fashion Grill, later Bardelli’s) and 886 Broadway (Alfred’s; since 
altered).  Many other restaurants are listed in three or four of these five books.  For another side of San 
Francisco’s restaurants, see Richard A. Lewis’ Poor Richard’s Guide to Non-Tourist San Francisco 
(1958).  It does not mention Grison’s, which one probably would not go to if one was poor.  For a 
description of San Francisco restaurants in 1914, see Clarence E. Edwords’ Bohemian San Francisco.  
More than a few of the restaurants it wrote about lasted into later decades, and some of the buildings 
they were in still stand today. 
 
Robert Grison was also the proprietor of Grison’s Chicken House, across the street at 2050 Van Ness, 
from 1938 to the 1970s.  This restaurant was also mentioned in some of the books mentioned above.  In 
addition, he was the first president of the Golden Gate Restaurant Association, from 1938-1946, 
according to that organization’s website. 
 
Integrity 
 
This building retains integrity of location and setting for all periods since its construction.  Because of 
the alterations to the entrance area, the filling in of all of the window transoms, and the filling in of 
several windows, it has greatly diminished integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – Occupants (continued) 
 
association for the period through 1940, when these alterations were made for Grison’s.  For the period 
since these alterations were made in 1940, the building has, as far as is known, integrity in all areas.  A 
closer examination of the permit record than has so far been made may help to clarify knowledge of 
integrity for the period since 1940. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Automobile use 
 
Completed in 1920, this is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With 14 years of 
such use in its history, it has moderate longevity in this use.  The auto dealerships that located in this 
building during its early years were minor; and the longest lasting auto-related business in this 
building’s history was the Van Ness Garage, which occupied part of the building for twelve years.  
Integrity for the 1920s and 1930s, when this building was devoted to auto uses, is fairly low.  For these 
reasons, the building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources 
under Criterion 1, for its auto-related use. 
 
Restaurant use 
 
This building was occupied by a restaurant, Grison’s Steak and Chop House (later, Grison’s Restaurant) 
from 1936 to 1984, and it appears to have high integrity for the period since 1940.  This was clearly a 
popular and well-known restaurant that was generally considered to be of high quality; this restaurant 
also had great longevity.  How it compares in importance to other buildings that held restaurants through 
the early 1960s is difficult to say at present.  At least a few restaurant buildings that still stand with good 
integrity date to the 1910s and 1920s.  This does not preclude later restaurant buildings such as 2100 
Van Ness from being eligible for the California Register.  In sum, a historic context for San Francisco 
restaurant buildings should be developed before 2100 Van Ness can be properly evaluated for its 
significance for its restaurant history.  This building has high potential for California Register eligibility 
under this theme, but lacking a historic context, it is too difficult to say that it is eligible at present. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Criterion 2 
 
The only business proprietor at this location that might be historically important under this criterion was 
Robert Grison.  He was the proprietor of two popular and highly regarded San Francisco restaurants, 
Grison’s Steak and Chop House and Grison’s Chicken House, over a period of 48 years (1936-1984) 
and was the first president (for eight years, 1938-1946) of the Golden Gate Restaurant Association.  As 
with Criterion 1, above, a historic context should be developed on restaurants before this building can be 
properly evaluated under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building lacks distinction, especially after its alterations of 1940.  Accordingly, it 
does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
 
Status code 
 
Because this building cannot be evaluated for its restaurant use until research is performed on the 
restaurant industry in San Francisco, and a historic context on the subject is developed, this building is 
given a status code of 7, meaning “not evaluated.” 
 
References (continued from page 3.) 
 
“New Distributing Firm Opens,” San Francisco Chronicle, December 14, 1919, p. A-3.  Regarding 
White-Humphries, soon to open at 2100 Van Ness. 
 
“Handsome Quarters for New Motor Cars…,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 11, 1920.  White-
Humphries opens at 2100 Van Ness. 
 
Display ads in the San Francisco Chronicle 1920-1921 by the White-Humphries Motor Company, 
dealers of Standard-Eight and Commonwealth autos, found via the ProQuest website.  See especially 
Jan. 11, 1920, p. A-5 (opening day); Sept. 26, 1920, p. A-7; Feb. 20, 1921; and June 2, 1921 (last known 
ad by this company). 
 
J. L. Pimsleur, “Bob Grison, Legendary S.F. Restaurateur,” San Francisco Chronicle, November 23, 
1998.  Obituary. 
 
Malcom Glover, “San Francisco Restaurateur, Bob Grison,” San Francisco Examiner, November 24, 
1984.  Obituary. 
 
Wikipedia entries on Butler, Pennsylvania (re: Standard Steel Car Company) and Winton Motor 
Carriage Co. 
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Page   1    of   11      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  550-590 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Standard Motor Car-Frank O. Renstrom-Don Gilmore auto showrooms  
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     550-590 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94102  
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*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This is a two-story brick masonry building that fills its 80’ by 100’ lot at the southeast corner of 
Golden Gate and Van Ness avenues.  The composition is asymmetrical, with narrow bays in each 
façade at the corner of Van Ness and Golden Gate, and much wider bays to the south and west, 
respectively.  The surface of each façade is brick that has been painted, largely but not completely 
obscuring the ornamental paneling in the second story piers and friezes.  Piers are brick, and impart a 
skeletal appearance to the composition. 
 
At the top of the building is a paneled parapet with short, castellated caps above each pier.  These 
caps are highly elaborated at the corners of the building.  Below the parapet is a paneled cornice with 
diamonds between each panel.  This cornice is supported visually by block modillions and a course 
of dentils. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 
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(View, date, accession #) 
Van Ness Avenue façade, view 
looking east.  June 2009.  
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Description (continued): 
 
In the upper story, window openings are set in brick casings, with keystones, that are slightly recessed 
from the wall plane.  The original primary entrance to the building has become a window, but its 
original brick casing and transom are still evident in the middle bay of the Golden Gate Avenue facade.  
This casing is profiled with three layers and has brick voussoirs and a keystone in the flat arch.  A brick 
transom with a central panel and diamond are immediately beneath the voussoirs. 
 
Save for the original entrance casing and transom described above, all original windows, doors, and 
transoms have been removed and are replaced by modern aluminum windows and doors. 


 
 


 
 
 


Perspective view, looking southeast.  June 2009. 
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Cornice details on the Golden Gate Avenue and Van Ness Avenue sides.  Original entrance on Golden Gate Avenue. 


 
DPR 523L (1/95)   Van Ness 550-AB  *Required Information 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   4    of   11      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    550-590 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Standard Motor Car-Frank O. Renstrom-Don Gilmore auto showrooms  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  restaurant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1908-1909.  Window and door opening altered ca. 1996. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
 
B9a. Architect:   Frederick H. Meyer  b. Builder:  Kittle Construction Co.  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1909-1959  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   1, 2  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History: Construction and architect 


This building was built in 1908-1909 as an investment for the Sarah Coffin Estate to designs by architect 
Frederick H. Meyer.  The architect, Meyer, is one of the most important in San Francisco’s history.  He 
apprenticed as a draftsman during the 1890s – first for his father, a cabinetmaker; then for architect John C. 
Pelton; for a building contractor; and finally for Samuel Newsom, before being admitted into junior partnership 
with Newsom in 1899.  He opened his own office in 1900, quickly gained major commissions (e.g. the Rialto 
Building, 1901-1902), and played a major role in the reconstruction of downtown San Francisco after the 
earthquake and fire of 1906.  He often worked in partnership (e.g. Meyer and O’Brien, Meyer and Johnson, 
Meyer and Evers, etc.), was extremely prolific, and designed for a wide variety of building types – tall office 
buildings, banks, factories and other industrial buildings, libraries, schools, firehouses, club buildings, a county 
courthouse, hospitals, retail stores, hotels, apartment buildings, and residences.  He also collaborated on the 
Civic Auditorium in the Civic Center.  Refined and often rich detailing, and well-considered compositions 
characterizes most of his work.  He was honored with a retrospective of his career as early as 1909 (in Architect 
and Engineer) and continued to work more than a half century after that date, until his death in 1961. 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #19651, filed under 595 Golden Gate (Oct. 3, 1908) 
Architect and Engineer, October 1909, p. 67 (top photo) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, PT&T reverse directory, 


and PT&T yellow pages listings for occupants of this building, 
1910-1964 


1912, 1913, 1929 and 1948 Sanborn insurance maps 
SF Chronicle, June 15, 1913, p. 62, display ad (Kissel Kar) 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History – occupants of this building 
 
This is the oldest automobile showroom left standing in San Francisco.  It was occupied by auto dealers 
for fifty years, from the completion of its construction in 1909 through at least 1959.  During its early 
years, the building was divided into four or five storefronts, most devoted to auto-related businesses.  At 
the time, the building was considered to be more a part of the established auto row along Golden Gate 
Avenue than of the emerging auto row along Van Ness.   
 
The principle storefront in this building was always an auto showroom in the northwest corner of the 
building, numbered 583 Golden Gate Avenue.  The first floor of this showroom was devoted to auto 
display, mezzanine offices overlooked the showroom, and the entire second story was devoted to its 
parts and service departments.  For a brief period (1912-1914) a second showroom simultaneously 
occupied a second storefront, facing Van Ness Avenue. 
 
A summary of the occupants is as follows: 
 
Automobile showrooms 
 
1909-1913:  The Standard Motor Car Co.   This firm occupied the corner storefront in this building for 
four years.  Its president was William L. Hughson, one of the first sellers of Ford automobiles in the 
United States, and often said to be the world’s first Ford dealer.  Of the eleven San Francisco buildings 
occupied by Hughson during his 64-year career in auto sales and service (from 1903-1967), six survive, 
and this is by far the earliest of them.  (He occupied the other five survivors from 1944 onward.) 
 
Newspaper ads reveal that Standard Motor Car moved into this building from its previous location (at 
343-347 Golden Gate Avenue) some time between April 27th and May 4th, 1909.  During the four years 
it was here, Standard sold Ford (during the entire period), Velie (during 1909-1910), Stoddard-Dayton 
(1911-1912), Baker Electric (1911-1913), and Kissel Kar (1913) autos; and Federal (1911-1913) and 
Mogul (1913) trucks.  Standard also had an auto repair shop on the premises, run by Ivan L. de Jongh, 
who had previously owned his own shop. 
 
Ford was the brand that Hughson stayed with for his entire 64 year career of auto sales.  Velie was a 
popular mid-priced auto made in Moline, Illinois from 1908-1929.  Stoddard-Dayton was a powerful, 
well-crafted, expensive car made in Dayton, Ohio from 1905-1913.  Baker Electric (Cleveland, 1899-
1914) was the nation’s best-selling electric car until it was passed by Detroit Electric in 1913.   
 
A 1913 article on the history of the Standard Motor Car Co. stated that its building at Golden Gate and 
Van Ness (the subject building) was, when it first opened, “the largest building in the city to be used 
exclusively for the housing of automobiles” (S. F. Chronicle, May 18, 1913, p. 54).  This was a slight 
exaggeration, for the building did not at first house autos exclusively (it also housed two auto supplies 
stores), but this was clearly an important auto showroom when it was built.  Much larger showrooms 
were built, however, in 1910 and 1911.  In 1913, many large new showrooms were built, and Hughson 
moved his reorganized dealership into one of them. 


(Continued on next page.) 
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History – occupants of this building (continued) 
 
1913-1922:  Frank O. Renstrom Co.  Renstrom began selling automobiles at a store on Stanyan Street in 
1906, and in 1910 moved to the southwest corner of Golden Gate And Van Ness, where he sold Kline 
and Regal autos.  In December 1913, needing more room, he moved across the street into the storefront 
recently vacated by William Hughson, at 583 Golden Gate Avenue.  Here he sold Regal autos (1913-
1916), Kline autos (1913-1914), Grant Six autos (1916-1920), Jeffery autos (1916-1917), Premier autos 
(1918-1920), Briscoe autos (1919-1921); and, at various times, Grant, Jeffery, and Atterbury trucks.  
Except perhaps for Premier, these were all national brands that had their periods of success; except for 
Jeffery, however, none stayed in business for more than thirteen years. 
 
Renstrom was a very aggressive salesman who fed newsy auto tips to the newspapers, decorated his 
showroom with splashy displays, held late-evening “open houses” to lure in customers, and always 
described his brands to reporters in the best possible light.  In return for his efforts he was granted the 
northern California franchise first for Regal and then for Grant automobiles.  By arrangement with these 
manufacturers, he contracted with auto dealers in the interior of the state to take on these brands while 
also selling them himself from 583 Golden Gate.  Probably the most important brand that Renstrom sold 
was Jeffrey, formerly known as Rambler, and soon renamed as Nash, after the company’s new buyer. 
 
It is not clear whether Renstrom changed brands so often because he jumped at offering popular brands 
as they became available to him, because he lost the rights to sell popular brands to more aggressive 
dealers, or because the brands he carried stopped selling well.  By the end of 1918 he was selling used 
cars at 583 Golden Gate as well as new cars and trucks.  The end of his business in 1922 coincided with 
the post-World War I national depression. 
 
1912-1914:  Oakland Motor Co.  Oakland was the precursor to Pontiac, later part of General Motors.  Its 
showroom was in the storefront numbered 542 Van Ness. 
 
1925-1928:  Flynn and Collins.  This firm sold Ford autos from the storefront at 583 Golden Gate Ave. 
 
1930-1934:  James F. Waters.  Like Hughson, Waters was one of the most important auto dealers in San 
Francisco’s history.  Initially he sold used autos, but in 1930-1934 he began selling new DeSoto and 
Plymouth autos from this building, in the storefront numbered 590 Van Ness.  He then moved to a much 
larger building at 1355 Van Ness, where he sold the same brands for the next 28 years (1935-1963).  
Late in his career he switched to selling Buicks. 
 
1936-1954.  Don Gilmore.  From 1920-1933 Chevrolet was sold in San Francisco by one dealer, Robert 
A. Smith.  He was replaced as a Chevrolet distributor in this city by three dealers, who each carried this 
brand for over thirty years.  Of the three, Don Gilmore (in this building) had the smallest showroom; 
both Les Vogel (at 1535-1599 Market) and Ernest Ingold (at 999 Van Ness) had much larger buildings.  
Nevertheless, Gilmore was successful, selling Chevrolets in this building for 18 years, making him the 
longest-term occupant of this building. 
 
1955-1959:  Harvey Motors.  This dealership sold and serviced Nash automobiles. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History – occupants of this building (continued) 
 
Except for Chevrolet, all of the brands listed above were sold here briefly, for six years or less.  That 
fact is representative of the early automobile industry generally, when national brands flourished briefly 
and then failed, local dealers switched the brands they sold as opportunity or necessity dictated, and 
dealers jumped from smaller to larger buildings, or vice-versa, as their fortunes shifted. 
 
550 Van Ness was a launching pad for two major auto dealers, William L. Hughson and James F. 
Waters, who went on to occupy much larger buildings.  It was the final and longest-lasting home for 
another dealer of some importance, Don Gilmore. 
 
It is also worth noting that 550 Van Ness is one of the very few buildings left standing that served as 
electric automobile showrooms.  Electric autos were only sold here for two to three years, 1911-1913.  
Still, only one other building in the city has more importance for its association with electric autos, 
namely 2050 Van Ness/1675 Pacific. 
 
Automobile parts and supplies 
 
Auto parts and supplies stores shared this building with auto showrooms during the first four years after 
construction.  The two auto parts dealers during these years were: 
 
1909-1913:  Hughson and Merton.  The principle owner was William L. Hughson, who was also the 
president of Standard Motor Car Co. in this building.  Hughson and Merton was founded in the 1890s as 
manufacturers’ agents, selling buggies, bicycles, and their parts.   It incorporated at the end of 1898 (S. 
F. Chronicle, Jan. 1, 1899, p. 51).  Soon Hughson and Merton also began to represent makers of 
automobile parts.  Newspaper ads reveal that they sold Ajax tires and Jones speedometers at 550 Van 
Ness; in all likelihood they sold many other products as well. 
 
1909-1910:  Moore Motor Supply Co.  This firm sold general auto supplies. 
 
After the 1950s this building became devoted to use as offices.  Alterations to windows and doors 
occurred over time.  The pivoting transom windows that stretched across both facades (visible in early 
photos) were removed at an unknown date.  The building became rehabbed for use as a restaurant in the 
mid-1990s, which is most likely when the current window sash and doors were installed. 
 
Integrity 
 
All window and door opening have been altered.  The rest of this building’s exterior remains intact.  As 
a result, this building retains integrity of location, design, and association.  Integrity of materials, 
workmanship, and feeling are diminished but not lost.  Regarding setting, many other old buildings in 
the vicinity still stand but have been heavily altered; others have been replaced.  Integrity of setting, 
then, has been mostly lost. 


(Continued next page.) 
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Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Criterion 1 
 
Completed in 1909, this the earliest example of an automobile showroom in San Francisco that retains 
fairly good integrity.  With 50 years of such use in its history, it has excellent longevity in this use.  
These two factors by themselves lend the building a high degree of significance.  In addition, certain 
specific aspects of its history are important.  This is the earliest example of a Ford salesroom in the city.  
It is the earliest of three showrooms in the city that sold Velie.  It is the only surviving showroom that 
sold Stoddard-Dayton, Regal, Kline, Grant Six, Premier, or Briscoe autos. It is the earliest surviving 
example of an Oakland or Pontiac showroom.  It is the earlier and longer-lasting of two showrooms 
where Baker Electrics were sold.  It is the less important of two surviving showrooms where Jeffery (the 
precursor to Nash and AMC) was sold.  It is the earlier example of two surviving DeSoto and Plymouth 
showrooms.  Of four buildings in the study area that have some importance as Chevrolet showrooms, 
this is perhaps the second most important (well after the Ernest Ingold showroom at 999 Van Ness).  
Finally, this is one of the few buildings left standing where electric autos were sold. 
 
For these cumulative reasons, this building represents the very early automotive history of San Francisco 
better, perhaps, than does any other building.  Despite the loss of the original windows and doors, which 
account for a large percentage of the total façade area, this building appears to be eligible for the 
California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an 
automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1909-1959, the years the 
building had this use. 
 
Criterion 2 
 
This is the earliest surviving showroom associated with William L. Hughson, who was probably the 
most important auto dealer in San Francisco’s history.  Hughson’s other surviving auto showrooms were 
occupied by him much later in his career, from the 1940s-1960s.  This building, then, appears to be 
eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2, as the only showroom associated with Hughson’s 
early career.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1909-1913, the years Hughson was here. 
 


(Continued next page.) 
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Criterion 3 
 
Architecturally, this building has some fine points, especially in the cornice area.  However, due to the 
removal of the original windows and doors, which occupy a large area of the façade, this building does 
not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and its width along both facades, the semi- 
castellated paneled parapet, the cornice with its modillions and dentils, the shape and dimensions of the 
window openings, the brick casings with keystones around the windows, and the brick casing, voussoirs, 
and transom around and over the former Golden Gate Avenue entrance. 


 
 


 
 


Photograph of 550 Van Ness Avenue soon after its completion in 1909, when it held (from left to right) 
William Hughson’s Standard Motor Car Co., Hughson and Merton, and Moore Motor Supply Co. 
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Standard Motor Company ads for sales of Ford (Chronicle, Dec. 26, 1909, p. 34) and Velie (Call, 
November 13, 1910, p. 54), at the building now numbered 550 Van Ness Avenue. 
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Top:  Three bays of the Van Ness Avenue façade, showing the storefront of the Oakland Motor Co. in 
1913 (San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas issue, 1913). 


Bottom:  Ad for the Frank O. Renstrom Co. (Chronicle, April 30, 1916, p. 49). 
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Looking east along Golden Gate Avenue from Van Ness in 1913.  Today’s 550-590 Van Ness is on the 
right.  A sign states that the Pacific Kissel Kar Branch has succeeded the Standard Motor Car Company 
in this building.  Both were owned primarily by William L. Hughson, who soon moved the firm from 
this building to 1101 Van Ness Avenue.  (That building was replaced by the Jack Tar Hotel in the 
1950s.)  Photo: from the San Francisco Newsletter, Christmas 1913 issue. 
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   5      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  690 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):      Speedometer Electric Company shop           
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     690 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94102  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 763, lot 12 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This is a one-story, brick masonry commercial building that fills its 50-foot by 109-foot lot at the southeast 
corner of Van Ness Avenue and Turk Street.  The building is faced in brick that has been painted.  At the top 
of the building is a parapet that is plain except at the corners, where piers rise to a height several inches above 
the rest of the parapet.  Each of these end piers is capped by a molding and course of dentils of recent design 
and manufacture.  A molded belt course – also recent – stretches across the bottom of the parapet, where a 
pent roof was originally located.  Below this is a frieze that is blank save at the ends, where original 
ornamental brickwork can be found.  Below the frieze, four piers divide the Van Ness façade into three bays; 
five other piers can be found on the Turk Street side as well.  Each pier is capped by a course of original egg-
and-dart molding and a squeezed, rounded pediment.  The transom area, originally devoted to prism glass, is 
now filled with signage.  The base, or bulkhead of the storefront is brick.  Doors and windows have modern 
metal frames or sash.  In sum, the original parts of the two facades are the parapet (excluding the dentilated 
caps and the molded belt course), the frieze, the piers and their capitals, and the brick buildheads. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – one-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    __ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 
 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1910; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
690 VAN NESS LLC  
P.O. BOX 8899 
STOCKTON CA  95208  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  


 *P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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(Still need to take a Turk Street façade photo.) 


 
 
 


 
 


Top photo: Turk Street façade.  Bottom: detail of capital. 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   5      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 690 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Speedometer Electric Company shop  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  restaurant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1910.  Pent roof and prism glass removed at unknown date.  Belt course and parapet capitals added recently. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
 
B9a. Architects:   Cunningham and Politeo  b. Builder:  Lillie P. Dana  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   auto industry  Area      San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


This building was built in 1910 for owner Lillie P. Dana as an investment, to designs by architects 
Cunningham and Politeo.  Occupants through 1912 are unknown.  For the next thirty years this 
building held a wide variety of auto-related uses, and none of the individual proprietors remained for 
more than five or six years.  During 1913-1915 this building was an automobile showroom where new 
Lincoln (1913), Autocar (1913-1914), Havers (1913-1914), and Saxon (1915) autos were sold.  These 
were mostly minor brands not well remembered today.  C. D. Martin performed auto repair here in 
1915-1916; and from 1916-1919 the firm of Power, Turner and Marisch sold Racine and Goodyear 
tires and auto supplies.  During 1924-1933 used cars were sold here, first by Coast Auto Co. (1924-
1927) and then by James F. Waters (1929-1933).  The latter went on to become a prominent dealer in 
DeSoto and Plymouth automobiles (from 1930-1963).  The Coast Auto Finance Co. occupied this 
building during 1936-1938, and was followed in 1940 by Maggini Motor Co., which sold used cars. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 4.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit #29075 (April 13, 1910) 
S.F. Newsletter, Christmas issue, 1913 (photo) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (“auto sales”) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (“auto service”) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
The building’s one long-term auto-related occupant followed next.  From 1933 through the 1980s the 
Speedometer Electric Company performed speedometer, carburetor, ignition, radio, and automobile 
electrical service from this building.  By the 1960s the business was also known as Speedo Ignition 
Service, a nickname that persisted into the 1980s.  One other surviving building in the study area held an 
important business that did general auto electrical servicing for a substantial length of time: 950 Van 
Ness, which held the Automotive Service Agency during 1920-1941.  That building has fair integrity. 
 
The principle alterations to the exterior have been the removal of the pent roof and the replacement of 
the transom prism glass by signage.  Doors and window frames have been replaced, and minor trim in 
the parapet area has been added.  The cumulative effect is that the façade is a little over 50% intact. 
 
Integrity 
 
The basic form of the building remains intact, and the surviving brick elements – parapet, frieze, and 
piers – preserve the original outlines of the design.  The only ornamental details that survive are the 
capitals of the piers and the brickwork at the ends of the frieze.  In sum, this building retains integrity of 
location, while integrity of design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association are 
substantially diminished but not entirely lost. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1910, and first occupied (as far as is known) by automobile uses in 1913, this is an early 
example of an automobile-related building.  With about fifty years of such use in its history (through 
1964), it has excellent longevity in this use.  All specific uses and occupants were brief until 1943, when 
a long-term occupant, a speedometer, carburetor, and electrical systems repair shop opened here.  This 
building illustrates two themes: 1) the variety of minor businesses that proliferated, but often did not 
flourish, during the early decades of the automobile era in San Francisco, and 2) businesses that 
performed general auto electrical servicing.  The former is an interesting, but not one of the most 
compelling, themes in the city’s auto-relayed history; the latter theme is better represented by another 
building, 950 Van Ness Avenue, where a similar business existed at an earlier date.  For these reasons, 
and because the integrity of this building is not good, the building does not appear to be eligible for the 
California Register of Historical Resources under criteria 1 or 2.  The integrity problems of the building 
also prevent it from being eligible under Criterion 3. 
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Top photo:  The building in 1913 (from the S.F. Newsletter, Christmas, 1913).  Note the pent roof at the base of 
the parapet and the prism glass in the transom area.  Lincoln, Autocar, and Havers Six autos were sold here then. 
 
Bottom photo:  The building in the 1980s.  Photo from the Department of City Planning.   
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   8      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)    700-710 Van Ness Avenue/678 Turk St. 
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Gallagher-Marsh Business College/Bank Chevrolet/Walt Baptiste studio      
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     700-710 Van Ness Avenue/678 Turk Street  City     San Francisco   Zip     94102  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 742, lot 15 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story commercial building fills its 60-foot by 96-foot lot at the northeast corner of Van Ness Avenue 
and Turk Street.  According to the building permit the structure of the building is primarily brick, with first 
story exterior columns of cast iron, interior columns of wood, a first floor of concrete, a second story floor of 
wood, and cornices of artificial stone.  The surface of the building is faced in stucco, which is lightly scored to 
resemble masonry.  Each façade is finished with a cornice, a range of windows in the second story, and an 
arcaded first story. 
 
At the top of the building is a profiled cornice supported by scroll-and-acanthus leaf modillions.  Below this is 
a blank frieze defined along its top and bottom edges by profiled moldings.  This entablature is visually 
supported by compound pilasters at the three corners of the facades.  The facing planes of these pilasters are 
paneled, while, in the second story, the receding plane has fluting (see detail photo).  The capitals of the 
pilasters are profiled with moldings that wrap around the compounded corners. 


(See Continuation Sheet, p. 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP15 – educational building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
Looking east at Van Ness façade.  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1915; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
DAGOVITZ MELVIN & ANGELA  
714 VAN NESS AVE 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94102  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
A range of paired, rectangular windows stretches across each façade in the second story.  Window pairs 
are separated by pilasters, and a narrow vertical bar divides each window into a pair.  Immediately 
below, the spandrel between the stories takes the form of a blank frieze which, like the one beneath the 
cornice, is defined at the top and bottom by profiled courses. 
 
Arcaded windows stretch across the first story of each façade.  The transom area of each window is 
wooden, and divided into smaller lights by vertical mullions and muntins.  Circular medallions are found 
in the spandrel between each arch.  Below the arched transoms and transom bars are rectangular 
storefront windows separated by fluted pilasters with unarticulated, blocky capitals.  These storefront 
windows are set in modern metal frames.  Aside from these frames, six of the first story bays retain their 
original design, while two (facing Van Ness Avenue) have been opened up for new entrances, and three 
(facing Turk Street) have been filled in with new windows.  Two of the latter bays were originally 
vehicle entrances. 
 
At far right in the Turk St. façade is an original arched entrance leading to the second story.  This entry 
has a floral keystone, paneled sides in the recess, and paired wooden doors with full-length glazing. 


 


 
 


Perspective view.  The window treatment is identical to that in the historic photo shown on page 8. 
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Detail photos.  Top: cornice.  Middle: arched wooden transom.  Bottom: compounded pilaster. 
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*Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 700-710 Van Ness Avenue/678 Turk Street  
B1. Historic Name:  Gallagher-Marsh Business College/Bank Chevrolet/Walt Baptiste studio  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom and business college      B4.  Present Use: largely vacant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1915.  Five of the eleven first story storefront bays have been generally altered. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
 
B9a. Architect:   William Knowles  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance  1915-1964 (passim)    Property Type   auto sales, offices      Applicable Criteria  1, 2, 3 
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


This building was built in 1915 for the William Ede Co. as an investment, to designs by architect 
William Knowles.  Knowles worked in San Francisco from 1897-1926 and afterward in Oakland to the 
1940s.  He is known primarily for his Shingle style and other fine residences, and he also designed 
some large institutional buildings, e.g. the Athens Athletic Club in Oakland (ca. 1925). 
 
The first floor of this building was occupied by a long series of mostly short-lived auto-related 
businesses from 1917 to at least 1964.  These included new auto sales (1917 and 1930), used auto sales 
(1919-1921, 1926-1928, 1931-1960, 1964), tire sales (1918-1919), and general auto supplies (1922).  
The only one of these businesses to remain in this building for more than four years was Bank 
Chevrolet, which sold used cars and occupied the ground floor for 22 years (1938-1960). 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building permit (September 2, 1915) 
The Architect, March 1916, p. 140 (photo) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1917-1964, and 
for Walter Baptiste, 1940-1962. 


Richard Rosen, “Walt Baptiste,” Yoga Journal website. 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales at #700-708, store at 


#710, business college in second story) 
B13. Remarks: 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
A list of first floor occupants through 1964 is as follows: 
 


1917:  Richardson Automobiles (sold new King-Eight autos) 
1918:  Pacific Pipe and Supply (tires) 
1919:  Haldeman Tire Co. 
1919-1921:  Universal Motors  (used autos) 
1922:  California Auto Supply Co.  (auto supplies including tires) 
1922-1923:  Golden Gate Autos (either new or used autos) 
1926-1927:  Perrine, McGurron and Harts (used autos) 
1928:  Standard Autos (used) 
1930:  Johnson-Blalack, Inc. (new Auburn, Cord, and Duesenberg autos) 
1931:  W. N. Noble (used autos) 
1932:  O. J. Masters (used autos) 
1933-1936:  E. I. Klein (used autos) 
1938-1960:  Bank Chevrolet (used autos) 
1964:  Cecil Whitebone, Inc.  (used autos) 


 
As can be seen from the above, used car sales predominated in the ground floor of this building, with at 
least 36 years of such use between 1919 and 1964. 
 
Of the many buildings that have stood in the study area and that were devoted primarily to used car sales 
for a substantial number of years, this is one of seven good examples that remain.  The others include: 
 


850 Van Ness Avenue (41 years of such use during 1919-1964) 
1415 Van Ness Avenue (34 years of such use during 1923-1964) 
824 Ellis Street (27 years during 1938-1964) 
714 Van Ness Avenue (24+ years during 1920-1960) 
1545-1549 Pine Street (about 20 years of such use during 1938-1964) 
1350 Van Ness Avenue (about 20 years during 1944-1964) 


 
Of the above, only one building, 850 Van Ness, had a longer, or as early, history of use as a used car 
salesroom, compared to 700-710 Van Ness.  Of the above, only two buildings, 824 Ellis and 1545-1549 
Pine, retain as high a degree of integrity as 700-710 Van Ness.  To summarize, in terms of early date of 
this use, longevity of this use, and integrity, 700-710 Van Ness is, by a fairly wide margin, the best 
example of a used car salesroom in the study area. 
 
The second floor of this building, entered through 678 Turk, was always occupied by non-auto-related 
businesses.  The first was the Gallagher-Marsh Business College, which remained here for 20 years, 
from 1915-1935.  The proprietor was Robert F. Gallagher and he taught stenography, bookkeeping and 
typing here.  This was one of several business colleges in San Francisco during these years.  By far the 
most important, and the one with the greatest longevity, was Heald’s Business College, none of whose 
buildings of the 1890s-1970s remain standing.  Others (during the 1920s) included La Salle, which 
taught accounting, salesmanship, law, and business administration from several sites; Merken’s, which  
 


(Continued next page.) 
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History (continued) 
 
taught bookkeeping, accounting, commercial law, typing, and shorthand from the Phelan Building; and a 
number of secretarial schools.  Gallagher-Marsh was one of the longest-lasting of these colleges, but its 
programme was less extensive than some others’.  After 1935 it moved to 995 Market Street, where it 
remained well into the 1940s. 
 
From 1952-1962 the second floor was occupied by the studio of Walter Baptiste (1917-2001), San 
Francisco’s earliest-known and longest-lasting yoga teacher.  According to Richard Rosen, who wrote 
an obituary of Baptiste in Yoga Journal, Baptiste learned of yoga from his uncle, who was a disciple of 
Paramahansa Yogananda, a nationally-known meditation teacher from the Hindu tradition whose books 
are still widely available.  Walt Baptiste began teaching breathwork at age 17 and soon afterward began 
teaching weight training in combination with yoga and meditation.  His studios were listed in San 
Francisco city directories beginning in 1940.  He moved his studio frequently during the 1940s and early 
1950s, from 358 Sutter, to 315 Sutter, 567 Sutter, 48 Golden Gate, and back to 315 Sutter.  678 Turk 
was the first studio he remained at for more than four years; his name for it was variously Moderne 
Physical Culture Studio and then the Academy of Integral Arts.  He later moved his studio to an upper 
floor at 419 Sutter (1963-1970) and then to the southwest corner of Clement and Arguello (1973-1990s).   
 
One other yoga studio in San Francisco was well-known before the 1980s.  That was Swami 
Satchinananda’s Integral Yoga Institute, in a Victorian house at 770 Dolores Street, from 1972-present. 
 
Integrity 
 
The main alteration has been to five of the eleven first story openings; the rest of the exterior of this 
building remains essentially intact as built.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location, design, 
materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as 
automobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according 
to the criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings 
were auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto 
painting shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry 
in San Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a 
building are its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in 
local auto industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to 
evaluations of buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-
1964. 
 


(Continued on next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
This building’s most important auto-related use was as a showroom for used cars, for 36 years between 
1919-1964.  As auto-related businesses go, used car sales is less important in the history of the study 
area than new car sales or public garages, and should also be considered less important than some of the 
larger and longer-lasting auto repair shops or auto supply houses.  Nevertheless, used car businesses 
were quite numerous in the study area during the 1920s-1960s, and the best examples of buildings that 
housed such businesses represent a major theme of the Van Ness auto row history.  As noted above, in 
terms of early date of this use, longevity of this use, and integrity, 700-710 Van Ness is clearly the best 
example of a used car salesroom in the study area.  For this reason, this building appears to be eligible 
for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as an 
automobile showroom.  The Period of Significance under this criterion and theme is 1919-1921, 1926-
1928, and 1931-1964, the years the building had this use. 
 
This building also has significance as one of the first yoga studios in San Francisco, and perhaps the first 
to remain in one building for more than a few years.  This is a little-researched area, but there is no 
doubt that Baptiste was a pioneer in teaching yoga to westerners in this country, and that this was his 
first long-lasting studio.  Given yoga’s great popularity, and the seeming certainty that this popularity 
will last, the first important teacher of this practice in San Francisco should be considered to have 
significance.  Accordingly, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 1, as an early yoga studio, and under Criterion 2, for its association with Walt Baptiste.  The 
Period of Significance under each of these criteria is 1952-1962, the years his studio was here. 
 
More contextual research on San Francisco’s pre-World War II business colleges should be done before 
evaluating this building for its twenty-year history of this use. 
 
Architecturally, this building is notable for its arcaded facades and its ranks of paired second story 
windows.  The detailing of this building is not quite as good as that of some auto showrooms of similar 
class and age, but the composition is fine, and the best features, the long ranges of arcaded window 
transoms and second story windows along both facades, remain intact.  Thus, this building appears to be 
eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3, for its design.  The Period of Significance under 
this criterion is 1915, the year of construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, the lightly scored stucco 
surface, the cornice with modillions, the frieze with its moldings, the paired second story windows with 
intervening pilasters, the spandrel between the two stories and its moldings, the arcaded transom with its 
wooden mullions and muntins, the spandrels with medallions between the arches of the transom, the 
pilasters at the corners and in the first story, the size and shape of the first story windows, and the 
entrance at 678 Turk, with its arch, ornament, paneled sides, and wooden doors. 
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Top: Historic photo of the building, from The Architect, March 1916 


 


 
 


Bottom:  Entrance to the second floor at 678 Turk Street. 
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   5      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  714 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):                 
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     714 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94102  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 742, lot 15 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This is a one-story, stucco-clad, brick masonry building that fills the width of its 30-foot wide lot.  
At the top of the building is a parapet that rises to a shallowly pitched gable flanked by stubby 
towers.  Immediately below the parapet is a cornice that is decorated with a band of Xs and is 
supported by Gothic arch corbels.  This cornice projects forward at its ends to wrap around the 
building’s three-sided end piers.  These end piers have molded bases and rise through the cornice to 
form the stubby parapet towers mentioned above.  The interior zone of the façade is generally altered 
with modern metal window frames and doors.   


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – one story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1913; published building contract  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
DAGOVITZ MELVIN & ANGELA  
714 VAN NESS AVE 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94102  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Detail of cornice 
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BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   5      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    714 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:    
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto repair shop       B4.  Present Use:  offices  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Gothic Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  Built in 1913.  Window and door openings altered at an unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
 
B9a. Architect:   Herman Barth  b. Builder:  C. D. Rankin  
*B10. Significance:  Theme    auto industry  Area       San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto sales room  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


This building was built in 1913 for owner William Goeggel as an investment, to designs by architect 
Herman Barth.  Barth trained as a draftsman with Charles Kenitzer, Edward Swain, and T. J. Welsh 
during 1882-1893 before joining in partnership with Kenitzer from 1893-1899.  He then worked solo 
until his death in 1923 and had a prolific, diversified practice of designing commercial, institutional, 
and residential buildings.  He designed the German Hospital on Castro Street and a wing of S. F. 
General Hospital (both demolished), St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church on 16th near Dolores, the Dr. 
Krotoszyner office and residence at 995-999 Sutter, and the Brandsten residence at 1735 Franklin – all 
notable buildings – as well as many downtown commercial buildings.  Within the study area of this 
report he also designed the auto showrooms at 1400 Van Ness and 2050 Van Ness/1675 Pacific (both 
1913).   
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 4.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Building and Engineering News April 1, 1913, p. 20, col. 3 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1914-1960 
1929 Sanborn insurance maps  (“auto sales”) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
This building held auto-related businesses during 1913-1935 and 1945-1960, and perhaps into later 
years.  Except for an auto repair shop (for three years) and an auto tops and trimmings shop (for five 
years) the known occupants have all been auto sales businesses, mainly of used autos.  All of the 
occupants were here fairly briefly, for less than ten years.  The list follows: 
 


1913-1916:  Davies Auto Repair Co., general machine work, auto rebuilding, vulcanizing, and electrical 
systems work 
 
1917-1919:  Crow-Elkhart Sales Co., which sold new Crow-Elkhart autos (a short-lived brand made in 
Indiana; it failed in 1919). 
 
1920-1925:  Thurston Motor Co., used car sales 
 
1926-1927:  M. J. O’Callaghan, used car sales 
 
1927:  Fred Coustette, auto sales (almost certainly used cars) 
 
1929:  Noble-Spaulding Co., used car sales 
 
1930-1931:  E. I. Klein, used car sales 
 
1933:  J. B. McDonald, probably used car sales 
 
1935:  C. H. Wait, used car sales 
 
1936-1944:  unknown occupants 
 
1945-1949:  Noel Waggoner, auto tops, trimmings, cushions and seat covers 
 
1953-1960:  William E. Carter, used car sales (possibly here a few additional years) 


 
In sum, this building has held auto-related businesses for at least 32 years, probably more; including 
roughly 24 years as a used car showroom, beginning in 1920. 
 
Of the many buildings that have stood in the study area and that were devoted primarily to used car sales 
for a substantial number of years, this is one of seven good examples that remain.  The others include: 
 


850 Van Ness Avenue (40 years of such use during 1919-1964) 
700 Van Ness Avenue (35 years during 1919-1964, passim) 
824 Ellis Street (27 years during 1938-1964) 
1415 Van Ness Avenue (26 years of such use during 1927-1964) 
1545-1549 Pine Street (about 20 years of such use during 1938-1964) 
1350 Van Ness Avenue (about 20 years during 1944-1964) 
 


(Continued on page 5.) 
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History (continued) 
 
Of the above, two buildings, 850 Van Ness and 700 Van Ness, had a substantially longer and very 
slightly earlier history of use as a used auto showroom, compared to 714 Van Ness.  Of those two, 700 
Van Ness has much better integrity than #714, while 850 Van Ness has roughly the same level of 
integrity.  The other four buildings had a roughly equivalent number of years of use as a used auto 
showroom (compared to 714 Van Ness), beginning at later dates.  Of those four: 824 Ellis and 1545-
1549 Pine have much better integrity, 1415 Van Ness has slightly better integrity, and 1350 Van Ness 
has roughly equivalent integrity, compared to 714 Van Ness. 
 
Integrity 
 
The perimeter of this building remains intact, while the inner zone has been generally altered.  This zone 
contains most of the façade area.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location and setting, while 
integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association are diminished. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1913, this is an early example of an automobile industry building.  With 32 years of such 
use in its history, it has excellent longevity in this use.  However, the integrity of this building is not 
very good.  Added to this is the fact that the history of this building, other than its early date, is not very 
compelling.  Its occupants were generally not successful; none of them before the 1950s remained for 
more than five years.  Regarding the building’s historic use as a used auto showroom, it is one of the 
seven best examples of that type that remain standing in the study area.  Five of the other six, however, 
are better examples, either because of their length of such use or their better integrity.  For these reasons, 
the building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under 
Criterion 1.  For similar reasons, this building also does not appear to be eligible under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is modest.  Only the parapet and cornice are of substantial interest, and the 
level of detail in these areas is not great.  Because of this, and the building’s diminished integrity, it does 
appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
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 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   7                           *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)   731-799 Van Ness Avenue/811 Eddy Street  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Patrick J. Kelley garage/William B. Gibson auto painting shop   
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     731-799 Van Ness Avenue/811 Eddy Street      City     San Francisco   Zip     94102  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 743, lot 1 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  


This two-story-plus-basement, reinforced concrete building fills its 120-foot by 125-foot lot and 
faces on three streets: Van Ness Avenue (the east façade), Eddy Street (the north façade), and Larch 
Street (the south façade).  The three facades have an equal level of finish in the Classical Revival in 
style and are coated with stucco.  The building is two stories in height along Eddy Street, but due to 
the slope of Van Ness Avenue the basement level reaches a full extra story at Larch Street.  Both 
corners of the building – at Van Ness and Eddy, and at Van Ness and Larch – are chamfered for 
entrances.  The pedestrian entrance to the building is in the former corner and one of the building’s 
several vehicle entrances is in the latter corner. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


 
*P4.  Resources Present:            Building   Structure   Object   Site   District   Element of District    Other 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 


 
 


(View, date, accession #) 
View looking NW at Van Ness and 
Larch St. facades, June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1916-1917, 1925; original plans  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
OSAMU & MICHI TANAKA 
REVOC  
442 24TH AVE 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94121  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  
P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite 
survey report.)     William Kostura.  
Van Ness Auto Row Support 


Structures.  San Francisco Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
A paneled parapet and a profiled cornice can be found at the top of the building, and a similar cornice 
can be found at the second floor level.  In the first and second stories the wall surface consists of paired 
pilasters that rest on a plain beam.  Below, in the basement level, the walls take the form of rusticated 
piers that correspond to the pilasters above.  The moldings in the two cornices and in the pilaster capitals 
wrap around the corners of the building, linking the three facades into a continuous composition. 
 
The spaces between the pilasters are filled by wooden windows, each divided by muntins into twenty-
five (in the second story) or thirty (in the first story) lights.  Basement windows are similar in treatment. 
 
In the corner at Van Ness and Eddy the pedestrian entrance has a strongly classical treatment, with a 
profiled pediment, transom bar, and casing; paired doors; and pilasters to the sides; all made of wood.  
Each door is glazed with five lights arranged in a column.  A transom of many lights is above this 
entrance, and a flight of eight semicircular concrete steps leads up to it.  One other pedestrian entrance 
exists, in the Eddy Street façade; it has a modern metal door and transom. 
 
Early, perhaps original vehicle doors can be found in the chamfered Van Ness and Larch corner and 
almost adjacent on Larch Street.  These are paired wooden doors of differing paneled designs, and are 
utilitarian in character.  Three other vehicle entrances with non-original roll-up metal doors can also be 
found in this building: two in the Eddy Street façade and one in Larch Street.  One of these (in Eddy St.) 
has a ramp leading to the second story. 


 


 
 


View looking southwest at Van Ness Avenue and Eddy Street facades 
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Top photo:  Pedestrian entrance in the chamfered corner at Van Ness and Eddy Street 
Bottom photo:  Two early or original vehicle entrances at Van Ness and Larch Street 
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DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   4    of   7      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  


*Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 731-799 Van Ness Avenue/811 Eddy Street  
B1. Historic Name:  Patrick J. Kelley garage/William B. Gibson auto painting shop  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    public garage, auto painting, an auto repair      B4.  Present Use:     vacant  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 
  The first story was built in 1916-1917.  The second story was added, matching the design of the first, in 1925. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
 
B9a. Architect:   Willis Polk and Co.  b. Structural engineer:    T. Ronneberg         c. Builder:    unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance   1916-1954   Property Type   auto shop and garage  Applicable Criteria   1, 3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 


The first story of this building was built in 1916-1917 for the Wallace Estate Co. as an investment, to 
designs by Willis Polk and Co.  The second story was added in 1925, also by Willis Polk and Co., one 
year after Willis Polk’s death.  This addition left the first story intact and closely followed its design.  
The plans for this addition were signed by James H. Mitchell, then the designing partner in the firm 
and previously a long-time draftsman of Polk’s.  The structural engineer in 1925, and presumably also 
in 1916-1917, was T. Ronneberg, who had been Polk’s in-house engineer since 1906, when Polk 
headed the San Francisco branch of D. H. Burnham and Co.  This building was one of four or five 
auto-related buildings designed by Polk in the study area.  One of the others, 2000 Van Ness, was 
altered at an early date with the addition of several new stories, and the others have been demolished, 
leaving this building as the only one by Polk with high integrity in the study area. 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Original plans at Dept. of Bldg. Insp. (via Heritage), 1916 and 1925 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1918-1964 
1928 Sanborn insurance map 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
From 1917 through the early 1940s this was a multi-use building, with two to four auto-related 
businesses here simultaneously.  These included auto repair shops, auto painting shops, and a public 
garage.  During 1944-1954 only one business occupied the building.  Addresses varied over time, with 
the Van Ness and Larch entrance variously known as 731 or 735 Van Ness; and the Van Ness and Eddy 
entrance variously known as 759 or 799 Van Ness, or 801 Eddy.  The list of occupants follows: 
 


1917-1925:  American Auto Painting Co. 
1917-1921:  Van Ness Auto Repair 
1919-1942:  Patrick J. Kelly (garage) 
1919-1925:  Edwin L. Stone (auto repair) 
1927-1935:  William B. Gibson  (auto painting through 1932, then auto repair) 
1933-1937:  Archie Proben  (auto repair) 
1939-1940:  K&M Auto Reconstruction 
1940-1941:  Pacific Motor Sales 
1944-1954:  Don Gilmore Chevrolet, service division 
1955-1964:  vacant, or occupants unknown 


 
The last known occupant, Don Gilmore, owned a Chevrolet dealership nearby at 550 Van Ness Avenue 
from 1936-1954.  His was one of three important Chevrolet dealerships in the study area during those 
years.  Evidently his business outgrew that building, which had been constructed in 1909, and he then 
acquired 731-799 Van Ness for use as his service division from 1944 onward. 
 
In summary, this building was occupied by auto-related businesses for 36 years (through 1954).  The 
building held two to four businesses simultaneously for its first 24 years.  Auto repair shops were here 
for 26 years, a public garage was here for 24 years, and auto painting shops were here for fourteen years. 
 
History – Context 
 
Multi-use automobile buildings 
 
This is one of four surviving buildings in the study area that generally held three or more auto-related 
businesses simultaneously, and is the most intact of the three.  The others are: 
 


1430-1480 Van Ness Avenue (built 1912; occupied by new and used auto showrooms, tire stores, auto supplies stores, 
and an auto finance company; window sash altered) 
 
1600-1630 Van Ness Avenue (built 1913; occupied by new and used auto showrooms, an auto body builder, and auto 
supplies shops; window sash altered) 
 
1575-1595 Bush Street (built 1923; occupied by auto tops and trimming shops, auto painting shops, auto repair shops, 
wheel aligning and brake shops; high integrity, but demolition has been approved) 


 
Buildings with original vehicle entrance doors 
 
This is one of only three buildings in the study area that still retain their original (or early) vehicle 
entrance doors; the others are 1946-1960 Van Ness (built in 1920) and 1565 Bush Street (built in 1923). 
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Integrity 
 
This building is little changed from the time of the second story addition in 1925.  It retains nearly all of 
its wooden windows, its wooden pedestrian doors, and two of its vehicle entrance doors.  The building 
retains integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, setting, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Built in 1916-1917 (with an added story in 1925), this is an early example of a building that was 
intended to hold multiple automobile-related uses (in the case of this building, auto painting, auto repair, 
and a public garage).  With 24 years of such multiple uses in its history (1917-1941), it has good 
longevity in such uses.  With 36 years of total automobile usage (1917-1954), it has excellent longevity 
in such use.  In addition, this is one of the two best examples of buildings in the study area that generally 
held multiple automobile uses, and it is expected to become the single best example, for at this writing 
demolition of the other has been approved.  Finally, the integrity of this building is exceptionally high, 
with nearly all of its wooden windows plus two of its early vehicle entrance doors intact.  This is one of 
only three buildings in the study area that retains such doors.  For these several reasons, this building 
appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1, at the local 
level, for its long and early history of general automobile usage, and its high integrity.  The Period of 
Significance under this criterion is 1917-1954, the years the building had such use. 
 
None of the proprietors in this building’s history, except for Don Gilmore, are known to have been 
particularly important in his field, and Gilmore is better represented by another building, at 550 Van 
Ness.  Accordingly, this building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under 
Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is a fine example of an automobile-related building by an extremely 
important architectural firm, Willis Polk and Co. (generally recognized as a master architect).  It is also 
the last intact building by Polk in the study area, out of four or five that he designed.  The design of the 
pedestrian entrance in the chamfered corner at Van Ness and Eddy is particularly fine, and the integrity 
is remarkably high.  For these reasons, this building appears to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 3.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is 1916-1917 and 1925, the years of 
construction. 
 
 
 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   7    of   7      Resource Identifier: 731-799 Van Ness Avenue/811 Eddy Street   
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date    November 2009     Continuation      Update 
 


 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width, its stucco surface, its parapet 
and cornices, the paired pilasters in the two main stories and the rusticated piers in the basement story, 
all of the windows that have been divided by wooden muntins into many lights, the pedestrian entrance 
with its paired wooden doors, pediment, transom bar, pilasters, and transom, the semi-circular concrete 
steps leading up to this entrance, and the two sets of wooden vehicle doors at Van Ness and Larch. 
 


 
 


 
 
 
 


731-799 Van Ness Avenue, shown at right, some time during 1927-1935, when 
William B. Gibson had his shop here.  Photo from San Francisco History Center, 
Main Library, photo AAB-5689. 
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Page   1    of   7                             *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder) 800 Van Ness Avenue/790-798 Eddy Street 
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Pioneer Motor Bearings Company shop   
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     800 Van Ness Avenue/790-798 Eddy Street  City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 739, lot 5 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This two-story-plus-mezzanine brick masonry building fills its 30-foot by 109-foot lot at the northeast corner of Van 
Ness Avenue and Eddy Street.  The facades are clad in buff-colored brick that are textured with vertical tooling.  In 
composition, the Van Ness façade is treated as a single bay that is divided by wooden pilasters into three segments.  The 
Eddy Street façade is five bays in width, and each of its bays is similarly divided into segments. 
 
Both facades are given an equal level of finish regarding detailing and ornament.  A profiled cornice supported by block 
modillions stretches the full width of each façade.  Second story windows are wooden, with casements of four large 
lights in the lower zone and fixed sash of smaller lights in the upper zone.  The pilasters that separate the windows are 
paneled, and they relate to the spandrels below, at the second floor level, which are also paneled.  Mezzanine windows of 
metal sash are divided into many lights, in a manner similar to those in the upper zone of the second story.  In their 
pattern, they are identical to the mezzanine sash shown in a photo of this building in the S.F. Chronicle, Nov. 7, 1920 
“Elgin Distributor…”).  First story windows have modern metal sash or frames set in their original openings.  The most 
prominent alteration is to the main entrance on Van Ness, where doors, sidelights, and transoms of modern metal are 
enframed by new tan brick.  Considerable modern signage and a fire escape add visual clutter to the building facades. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – two-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1920; published building contract  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
VNRE PROPERTIES LLC  
790 EDDY ST 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94109  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Detail of textured tan brick piers, cornice, second story windows, pilasters, and spandrel 
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*Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 800 Van Ness Avenue/790-798 Eddy Street 
B1. Historic Name:  Pioneer Motor Bearings Company shop  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  restaurants  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1920.  Modern metal doors, transoms, and sidelights installed at unknown date. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   William L. Schmolle  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance      1920  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History – Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1920 for owner H. H. Helbush as an investment, to designs by architect 
William L. Schmolle, who worked in San Francisco from 1909 to 1930.  Schmolle’s most important 
surviving work is probably the Chanslor and Lyon auto parts store at 730 Polk Street (1922), also in 
the study area of this report.  Other works of his included the huge William L. Hughson Ford 
showroom at Market and 11th streets (1921, demolished), McNutt Hospital at 1045-1055 Pine (1910, 
altered), and a bachelor hotel at 334 Stockton (1910; extant). 
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 3.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Edwards’ Abstracts, May 29, 1920 (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
“Mark Company Opens New Quarters,” and “Elgin Distributor in New 


Headquarters,” both in S. F. Chronicle, Nov. 1, 1920 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales and machine shop) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (restaurant at 800 VN; autos and 


machine shop at 1st and 2nd stories of 770 Eddy) 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History -- occupants 
 
The initial, though brief, use of 800 Van Ness (1920-1922) was as an automobile showroom.  Two firms 
were located here, each selling brands now considered obscure.  They were: 
 


1920-1922:  The Mark Motor Company, named for its manager, Grant A. Mark.  This company opened a 
showroom here in October 1920 in an ambitious bid to establish the Elgin automobile as an important brand 
in San Francisco and the western United States.  Besides resident manager Grant Mark, the firm included a 
sales manager, H. A. S. Perch; a district sales manager, H. Clay Bernard; a territorial sales manager, Frank 
Bartels; a service department manager, F. Serls; and a parts department manager, F. C. Carey.  Mechanics 
were trained at the Elgin home office.  Service branches of Mark Motor Company were established in five 
western states, in an apparent attempt to induce dealerships to carry Elgin cars in those areas. 
 
Sales of Elgins must have been disappointing, for within three months Mark added another brand to its line, 
the DuPont auto, and featured that car in its ads rather than Elgin.  The Mark Motor Co. lasted for one more 
year, into early 1922, and then went out of business.  Its place in this building was taken by: 
 
1922:  The De Bruton Motor Co., which sold Premier autos.  This car featured an aluminum engine and an 
electric gear shift.  The company’s manager, E. C. De Bruton, was a little less ambitious than Mark had been; 
he expected to distribute Premiers only in northern California and Nevada.  Within a year, perhaps by the end 
of 1922, this firm was also out of business. 


 
After that year, the interior of the building became divided so that each floor was occupied by a different 
business. Neither of these was a showroom for new automobiles, which may be an indication that the 
field of obscure auto manufacturers and hopeful distributors had thinned out by this time.  The first two 
occupants were: 
 


1923-1955:  The Pioneer Motor Bearings Company.  This machine shop was located upstairs; it made and 
sold metal bearings, bushings, shims, nuts, and bolts.  One city directory listing for Pioneer, in 1924, states 
that it manufactured bearings and bushings “for autos,” but otherwise there is no indication that this firm 
specialized in such parts for automobiles.  (Note that one other building that contained a roughly similar 
business still stands in the study area.  That is 1033-1039 Polk, where Frank M. Cobbledick was a 
representative for makers of automotive and industrial ball bearings from 1920-1933.) 
 
1924-1928:  The Patterson Parts Company, an automobile parts store, occupied the first story during these 
years.  After 1928 this firm moved nearby, to Turk Street. 


 
For the next decade the first story was occupied by used car sales rooms.  The proprietors (or business 
name) were: 
 


1929:  Milton J. Main 
1930-1931:  Warren Ellsworth 
1933-1935:  Fillmore E. Fritz 
1936:  Lion Auto and Loan Co. 
1938-1939:  J. B. McDonald 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5) 
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History (continued): 
 
In about 1940 two small storefronts were carved out of the first floor of this building.  One or both of 
these were usually occupied as a restaurant.  The rear portion (the bulk of the first story) had unknown 
uses after this time. 
 
To summarize the known uses of this building through 1964: 
 


Sales of new automobiles: two years 
Sales of used automobiles:  ten years 
Sales of auto parts:  five years 
Manufacturing of motor bearings and other parts:  23 years. 


 
The total auto-related use (not counting Pioneer Motor Bearings) was for 17 years 
 
The most interesting aspect of this building’s history is that it housed auto dealers who sold three 
obscure auto brands very briefly in the early 1920s.  This was typical of the early automobile industry, 
when hundreds if not thousands of hopeful manufacturers in the northern United States attempted to 
gain prominence in the industry by inducing local dealers around the country to carry their cars. 
 
Other buildings in the study area, roughly fourteen in all, also held showrooms for obscure auto brands 
during the 1909-1920s.  The six with the best integrity, and the brands that they sold, include: 
 


550 Van Ness (sold Velie, Baker Electric, Stoddard-Dayton, Regal, Kline, and Grant during 1909-1917) 
 
1301-1325 Van Ness  (sold Simplex, Mercer, Henderson, and Maxwell autos during 1912-1916; Jordan, Falcon-Knight, 
and Viking during 1922-1930; and the more popular brands Velie and Dort during 1917-1922) 


 
1625 Van Ness (sold Cole and Stevens-Duryea autos in 1920; Star autos in 1926-1927; and the more popular Durant, 
Hudson, and Essex autos during 1925-1933) 
 
1595 Van Ness (sold National autos in 1913; Cole, Flint, and Stephens autos during 1921-1925; plus the more popular 
Kissel, Stutz, and Franklin autos during 1925-1931) 
 
1946-1960 Van Ness (sold Auburn and Deluge autos during 1926-1930) 
 
2050 Van Ness (sold Rauch and Lang Electric, Owen Magnetic, Baker Electric, Cole, Hupmobile, Lexington, and 
Gardner autos during 1914-1928) 


 
The first five of these also sold much more prominent brands (such as Ford, Buick, Oakland, Chevrolet) 
in addition to the brands that are listed here.  The sixth had an interesting history as a salesroom and 
garage for electric automobiles. 
 
In sum, these six buildings have a substantially better history of having sold now-obscure auto brands 
than 800 Van Ness does.  Another eight buildings stand that also sold such autos, some for longer 
periods of time than 800 Van Ness did, but that have lesser integrity than 800 Van Ness does. 
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Integrity 
 
The brick walls, cornice, upper story windows, and spandrels of this building remain unchanged, and the 
first story and mezzanine window openings remain the same.  Window and door frames in the lower 
levels have been replaced.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location, design, feeling, and 
association, while integrity of materials, workmanship, and setting are somewhat diminished. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1920, this is a moderately early example of an automobile showroom.  With only two 
years of such use in its history, it had very brief longevity in this use.  This building also had brief 
longevity as an auto parts store (five years), moderate longevity as a used car salesroom (ten years), and 
moderate longevity for all known auto-related use (17 years).  The longest-term occupant was the 
Pioneer Motor Bearings Company, which remained for 33 years, for excellent longevity.  Its role as a 
maker of auto parts is uncertain. 
 
As mentioned above, the most interesting aspect of this building’s history is that it housed auto dealers 
who sold obscure brands in the early 1920s.  However, six buildings in the study area have substantially 
better histories in this area; they also have an overall auto-related history that is much more compelling 
than that of 800 Van Ness.  For these reasons, this building does not appear to be eligible for the 
California Register of Historical Resources under Criterion 1.  For similar reasons, this building also 
does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is typical of small brick commercial buildings for its period.  Its best 
features are the textured, tan brick surface, which imparts a warm feeling; the finely molded cornice; and 
the wooden second story windows.  As buildings with such features become less common, those that 
remain, even modest examples, become more significant.  Better examples of buildings with features 
such as these remain fairly numerous in the general downtown area.  By contrast, brick buildings with 
such warm coloring and with wooden windows and cornices of this quality are becoming scarce in the 
general Van Ness Avenue and Polk Gulch corridor.  This building stands out for its pleasing color and 
texture, and so, despite its first story window and entrance alterations, appears to be eligible for the 
California Register under Criterion 3, for its design.  The Period of Significance under this criterion in 
1920, the year it was built. 
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Character Defining Features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height, width, and depth; its textured tan brick 
walls; its wooden profiled cornice with supporting block modillions; the profiled molding at the base of 
this cornice; the wooden casement windows and transoms in the second story; the paneled spandrels at 
the second floor level; the paneled pilasters that divide the windows and spandrels; the pattern of the 
mezzanine level windows; and the size and shape of the first story windows.  The new window sash and 
door framing in the first story, and the modern tan brick surrounding the main entrance on Van Ness, are 
not contributing elements to the historic building.   


 
 
 


 
 
 
 


800 Van Ness Avenue, shown in the middle distance (at right), with 
the sign of the Pioneer Motor Bearings Company.  Photo from the 


San Francisco History Center, Main Library, photo AAB-5698. 
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Page   1    of   6      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  850 Van Ness Avenue/869 Ellis St.  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):       J. E. French and Don Gilmore used auto sales room          
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     850 Van Ness Avenue/869 Ellis St.    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 739, lot 10 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This is a one-story, L-shaped brick masonry commercial building with a frontage of 44’-4” on Van 
Ness Avenue and 27’-6” on Ellis Street.  (Another small brick building, 899 Ellis, fills the angle of 
the ell.)  Both facades are faced in brick that has been painted and are almost devoid of ornament.  
The Van Ness Avenue façade is divided into three bays and rises to a pediment-shaped parapet over 
the central bay.  All openings are filled with new metal window and door sash and frames.  It 
appears that a cornice or decorative band of ornament once stretched across the building near the top 
and that this has been removed or chipped away.  The Ellis Street façade is more intact, with a 
simple cornice with block modillions just below the parapet and three large, evenly-spaced windows 
that are divided by mullions into smaller lights.  The entrance in this façade also now has a new 
metal door. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 


 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east at Van Ness 
façade, June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919; published building contract  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
RKI INVESTMENTS LLC  
121 SPEAR STREET, SUITE 
#25SAN FRANCISCO CA  94105  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Looking south at the 869 Ellis Street façade 
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 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 850 Van Ness Avenue/869 Ellis St  
B1. Historic Name:  J. E. French and Don Gilmore used auto sales room  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    used auto sales       B4.  Present Use:  piano sales  
*B5. Architectural Style:  none  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1919.  Window sash on the Van Ness Avenue side was replaced at an unknown date.  A cornice or decorative 
strip on the same façade was removed at an unknown date. 


 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Henry Shermund and John T. Harms  b. Builder:     Paul K. Jones  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance     n/a   Property Type   used auto sales room  Applicable Criterion     n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History: Construction and architect 


This building was built in 1919 as an investment for the owners, Nellie and Agnes Lowrey and Isabel 
Soule, to designs by architects Henry Shermund and John T. Harms.  Henry Shermund trained as a 
draftsman under Edward Swain and Newton Tharp and opened his own office in 1904.  He was active 
as an architect of houses through 1927 and did little work afterward.  Some of his houses are quite 
striking; the best include a shingled Craftsman-style house at 1432 Fifth Avenue (1910); a house in a 
blend of Mission Revival and Craftsman styles at 12 Jordan Avenue (1911); and Mannerist Classical 
Revival apartments at 500-528 Laguna Street (1912).  Besides other residential buildings in San 
Francisco he designed houses in Menlo Park, Los Gatos, and San Anselmo and a small number of 
commercial buildings in San Francisco. 


 
B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Edwards’ Abstracts, July 17, 1919 (building contracts) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1964 
S. F. Chronicle classified ads 1919-1922 (found via ProQuest) 
1929 Sanborn insurance maps (auto sales, with repair in ell) 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History -- Occupants 
 
This building was occupied almost continuously from the time of completion through at least 1964 as a 
sales room for used automobiles.  Auto sales took place in the wing facing Van Ness while the wing 
facing Ellis was devoted to servicing and repairs.  In all, eight used car dealers occupied this building, 
three of them for seven to ten years each and the others for shorter periods.  The dealers were: 
 


1919-1921:  Associated Auto Company.  Their classified ads in the Chronicle newspaper used language 
similar to that of used car dealers several decades later: “Cars Near New,” “All Guaranteed,” “Clearance Sale 
– Prices Slashed – Real Bargains,” and “Reliable Used Cars – Prices Right.”  They sold used Stutz, Cadillac, 
Buick, Ford, Chevrolet, Dodge Brothers, Haynes, and many other cars. 
 
1922-1925:  Hessel Motor Car Co.  This firm advertised that it sold “Slightly Used Cars” including Buick, 
Nash, Hudson, Chevrolet, Stephens, Cleveland, Olds, and of course others. 
 
1926-1927:  Van Ness Avenue Company (used cars) 
 
1927-1936:  J. E. French Company.  French’s used car sales in this building were a sidelight to his main 
business of selling new Dodge Brothers autos at the northeast corner of O’Farrell and Polk streets. 
 
1937-1938, 1941-1944, 1953:  Don Gilmore, Inc.  Like French’s, Gilmore’s used car sales here were a 
supplement to his main business, which was selling new Chevrolets at 550 Van Ness Avenue. 
 
1945-1947:  Sam Hines (used car sales) 
 
1948-1950:  H. A. Stoll (used car sales) 
 
1954-1964+:  Jack Philes’ Wholesale House (used car sales) 


 
In sum, this building held used car sales for forty-one years through 1964. 
 
Of the many buildings in the study area that were devoted primarily to used car sales for a substantial 
number of years, this is one of seven good examples that remain. The six others include: 
 


*700-710 Van Ness Avenue (36 years of such use during 1919-1964) 
1415 Van Ness Avenue (34 years of such use during 1923-1964) 
*824-828 Ellis Street (27 years during 1938-1964) 
714 Van Ness Avenue (24+ years during 1920-1960) 
*1545-1549 Pine Street (about 20 years of such use during 1938-1964) 
1350 Van Ness Avenue (about 20 years during 1944-1964) 


 
Of these seven, 850 Van Ness is the only one that was devoted to used car sales from the beginning of 
its history; the other six buildings were devoted to other uses at first and became used car salesrooms 
later.  Three of the above buildings – those marked with an asterisk (*) – have substantially better 
integrity than 850 Van Ness does. 


(Continued next page.) 
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History (continued) 
 
To recapitulate, 850 Van Ness held used car dealerships for longer than any other building that still 
stands; only 700-710 Van Ness comes close to its record.  850 Van Ness had this use beginning at a date 
as early as, or earlier than, any other building.  Only 700-710 Van Ness equals its early date for this use, 
while 714 Van Ness comes close.  Three of the other used auto sales buildings that still stand have better 
integrity than 850 Van Ness does.  Ranking these buildings is difficult, but considering length of use, the 
earliest date of such use, and integrity, it seems that 700-710 Van Ness is the best example of a used car 
salesroom still standing in the study area; while 850 Van Ness is the second best example; and 1415 Van 
Ness is the third best example. 
 
Integrity 
 
This building has lost its original window sash, plus a cornice or pent roof, on its more important Van 
Ness Avenue side, but retains such features on its Ellis Street side.  In sum, it retains integrity of 
location, while integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association are present but 
somewhat diminished.  Due the replacement of several older buildings in the vicinity integrity of setting 
is also diminished. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed in 1919, this is one of the two earliest examples of a used automobile salesroom in the study 
area, and is the only building in the study area that was a used car salesroom from the beginning of its 
history.  With 41 years of use as a used car salesroom in its history (through 1964), it has excellent 
longevity in this use.  Its integrity is not as good as that of some other buildings that had this use.  As 
noted above, it is perhaps the second best example of a used car salesroom in the study area. 
 
As auto-related businesses go, used car sales is less important in the history of the study area than new 
car sales or public garages, and should also be considered less important than some of the larger and 
longer-lasting auto repair shops or auto supply houses.  Given that that this is a relatively minor building 
type among auto-related buildings, and that the main façade of this building has been so substantially 
altered, it appears that this building should not be considered to be eligible for the California Register of 
Historical Resources under Criterion 1. 


(Continued on page 6.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
The only people associated with this building that stand out in any way are J. E. French and Don 
Gilmore, both of whom were more important as new car dealers in other buildings.  Accordingly, this 
building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building is very modest, and lacks distinction.  It does not appear to be eligible for 
the California Register under Criterion 3. 

























































State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   3      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  928 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):     Pacific Finance Corporation building   
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     928 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN                *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 718, lot 13 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This one-story, stucco-clad brick masonry building fills its 30-foot by 109-foot lot at the southeast 
corner of Van Ness Avenue and Olive Street.  The building is chamfered at the corner, creating an 
entrance bay.  Ornament is limited to two plain belt courses that stretch across the top of the 
building, leaving space for a blank frieze between them.  The entrance with its transom and the two 
flanking windows all have modern steel sash and frames, whereas the other six bays of windows 
along Olive Street all have their original industrial steel sash. 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking southeast  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1920; published building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
STAN KWONG TRUST  
211 GOUGH ST., 3RD FL 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94102  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   2    of   3      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    928 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Pacific Finance Corporation building  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  cell phone sales room  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1920.  The entrance bay and the two adjoining windows were altered at an unknown date, with probable loss of 
ornament. 


*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   John A. Ettler  b. Builder:  unknown  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    auto showroom  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 
 


This building was built in 1920 for the Bothin Real Estate Company as an investment by its house 
architect, John A. Ettler.  Bothin Real Estate was owned by Henry E. Bothin, who invested his profits 
from a coffee and spice business into downtown real estate, which in turn allowed him to buy a 
controlling interest in the Judson Manufacturing Company, manufacturers of structural steel and iron.  
By 1906 Bothin owned 79 pieces of property.  Rebuilding after the earthquake and fire, he retained 
John A. Ettler (by 1909) to design new buildings for these and other lots.  Among other works by 
Ettler for Bothin were a public garage at 1444 Green (1909-1910; demolished) and an apartment 
building at 2222-2254 Polk (1913), both very fine. 
 
This building, 928 Van Ness, was an auto showroom from 1920-1926 and 1933-1935.  It then became 
the office for financing companies that almost certainly specialized in auto finance. 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 3.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Engineering News, April 7, 1920, 17:3 (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1921-1964 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (“auto sales”) 
“In Memoriam – Henry E. Bothin.”  Pacific Service Magazine, 


October 1923, p. 143. 
 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
Known occupants of this building include: 
 


1920-1922:  Kiel-Barnes Co. (auto sales) 
 
1922:  A. W. Rawling Co., distributors of Duesenberg autos.  Duesenberg was popular during the 1920s as a powerful, 
high-priced automobile. 
 
1923-1924:  Rolls Royce of America (auto sales) 
 
1925-1926:  Roy Mires, Inc. (used auto sales) 
 
1927-1932:  unknown occupants 
 
1933-1935:  Murray Benton (used car sales) 
 
1936:  Fisher Finance Corporation 
 
1937-1959:  Pacific Finance Corporation 


 
Integrity 
 
The chamfered entrance and the immediately adjacent windows on Van Ness and Olive Street have been 
generally altered with modern sash and frames; while the other windows along Olive Street remain 
intact.  In all likelihood ornamentation has also been removed from the top of the building and the area 
surrounding the entrance.  In sum, this building retains integrity of location and setting, has diminished 
integrity of materials and workmanship, and has largely lost integrity of design, feeling, and association.   
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
This building had only brief or unknown occupancy by several businesses through 1936, and then had a 
long period of occupancy by a finance company, probably for auto loans.  Two of the autos sold here, 
Duesenberg and Rolls Royce, were important brands, but they were sold here only during 1922-1924.  
Overall, neither the history nor the architecture is very compelling, and the integrity of the building is 
poor.  For these reasons it does not appear to be eligible for the California Register of Historical 
Resources under criteria 1, 2, or 3. 
 








State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
PRIMARY RECORD    Trinomial    
    NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   7      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  930-950 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Automotive Service Agency/Midtown Motors building             
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     950 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN     *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 718, lot 21  
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This three story, stucco-clad, reinforced concrete building fills two adjacent lots along the east side 
of Van Ness Avenue, from Olive Street on the south to O’Farrell Street on the north.  Combined, the 
lots measure 120 feet along Van Ness by 109 feet along the other streets.  The building is across the 
street from two other auto showroom buildings, at 999 Van Ness and 1000 Van Ness, and is a block 
north from another, at 901 Van Ness. 
 
The building has a similar finish on all three facades (Van Ness, O’Farrell, and Olive).  Published 
building notices reveal 950 Van Ness was actually built as two structures, but because they are 
mirror images of each other they “read” as a single, symmetrically-designed building.  
 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – three-story commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    ___ 
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking east  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1919; published building notices  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
EUROMOTORS INC  
500 8TH ST 
SAN FRANCISCO CA  94103  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 


 
DPR 523A (1/95)   Van Ness 930-950-AB  *Required Information 







State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #   
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI/Trinomial   
CONTINUATION SHEET 
Page   2    of   7      Resource Identifier:     950 Van Ness Avenue  
Recorded by    William Kostura  *Date   November 2009    Continuation      Update 
 
 
Description (continued): 
 
In composition, the Van Ness façade of this building is six bays in width.  The second and fifth bays 
from O’Farrell are slightly recessed relative to the outer and inner bays.  Projections and recesses aside, 
these bays are defined by paired Doric pilasters.  In the center of the façade two pairs of Doric pilasters 
meet – evidence that this building was constructed as two structures.  On the O’Farrell and Olive facades 
the end bays project slightly forward from the three middle bays.  A plain cornice wraps around all three 
facades slightly below the parapet.  Circular medallions decorate the frieze beneath the cornice on each 
façade.  Simpler medallions can also be found in the spandrel at the second floor level on the side 
elevations. 
 
All windows and doors have replacement modern metal frames and sash that post-dte 1960.  Shiny 
metal panels have been applied to the second floor spandrel area across the Van Ness façade and to two 
bays in each of the secondary facades. 


 
 


 
 


Perspective view looking southeast, June 2009
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State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   3    of   7      *NRHP Status Code  6Z  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder)    950 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Automotive Service Agency/Midtown Motors  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Uses:    automotive electricians shop and tire store     B4.  Present Use:   
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


Built in 1919.  Mullions in the second and third story windows were removed, sash in all windows were replaced, awnings 
were applied to the third story, and panels were applied to the second floor spandrel, after 1960. 


*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   Joseph L. Stewart     b. Builders:   Mission Concrete Co. (south half) and Thomas A. Cavanagh (north half)  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    n/a  Property Type    automotive uses  Applicable Criteria   n/a  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History:  Construction and architect 
 


This building was built in 1919 for E. L. Goldstein Co. (owner of the south half) and A. Steinberger (owner of the north 
half) as an investment, to designs by architect Joseph L. Stewart.  Each half was built by a separate contractor, and 
construction of the north half began six weeks after the south.  The combined structures were considered to be two stories 
plus a mezzanine in height, but they read as three stories.  The building was long in the planning.  The same owners 
announced that auto showrooms would be built here in 1913 (to designs by Cunningham and Politeo) and again in 1917 (to 
designs by Rousseau and Rousseau). 
 
The architect, Joseph L. Stewart, practiced in San Francisco from 1912 through the 1940s.  During 1912-1917 he was in 
partnership with Thomas Smith, as Smith and Stewart, and thereafter he worked solo.  His most fruitful years, by far, were 
1920-1924, and several of his buildings from this period are notable.  Most conspicuous are his two tall apartment 
buildings: the eight-story, four-winged Crest View Apartments, at the northeast corner of Washington and Gough streets 
(ca. 1922-1923); and one of ten stories at Francisco and Larkin (1921-1922).  On a smaller scale, he designed at least six 
houses in St. Francis Wood during 1920-1924, including his own very fine residence at 135 St. Francis Boulevard (1922).  
Among his commercial buildings were several garages, including one in the study area of this report, at 1663-1671 Market 
Street (1920-1921) and a smaller, but very fine garage at 150 Turk (1922).  After 1924 his career waned considerably. 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building and Engineering News, August 6 and Sept. 24, 1919 (Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1920-1969 
1929 Sanborn insurance map (office, electrical equip., batteries) 
1948 Sanborn insurance map (auto sales and repair at #930-950) 
“New Motor Car Service Firm….”  SF Chronicle, March 30, 1919, p. 


A-6 
“Firm Changes Selling Policy.”  SF Chronicle, Dec. 7, 1919, p. A-11. 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History: Occupants 
 
This building held two occupants, one at 930 Van Ness and another at 950 Van Ness, through the 1930s.  
Thereafter, in about 1942, the two storefronts were united to serve a single occupant.  All but one of the 
occupants through 1964 were devoted to automobile use; the exception was a wholesale radio business. 
 
Occupants were as follows: 
 
1920-1941:  Automotive Service Agency.  This corporation was founded by Ernest Ingold in 1919.  It 
began by buying out a small, existing firm at 1452 Bush and within a year moved into the newly 
completed storefront at 950 Van Ness.  It sold primarily electrical parts for automobiles, including 
batteries, starters, ignitions, magnetos, and speedometers; as well as carburetors and wire wheels.  
Apparently it was well-capitalized, for the newspaper article about its inception stated that it had 
“appointed” eleven new U-S-L brand battery service stations in the state. 
 
This business moved next door to #930 during 1927-1928, then back to #950 in 1929-1937, and finally 
to #930 again in 1938-1941.  Afterward, this firm moved to 1414 Van Ness for a brief continued 
existence (1942-1945), and then folded. 
 
Its founder, Ernest Ingold remained president through 1928, then began a new business, a wholesale 
radio firm (see below).  Next, in 1933, he opened a Chevrolet dealership in a large showroom on Van 
Ness Avenue, and in 1937 he built his own Art Deco showroom at 999 Van Ness (extant).  Before the 
1950s he was one of the city’s two most important Chevrolet dealers. 
 
1920-1925:  Kelly-Springfield Tire Co.  Previously this company had sold tires in San Francisco through 
dealers, but then, according to a newspaper article, changed its system to sell and service tires directly to 
the public through a shop at 930 Van Ness, in this newly completed building.  That article notwith-
standing, an independent firm also sold Kelly tires at the same time at Polk and Market streets. 
 
1928-1932:  Ernest Ingold wholesale radios.  In between his principle ownership of Automotive Service 
Agency (see above) and his opening of a Chevrolet dealership, Ingold sold radios on a wholesale basis 
from 930 Van Ness in this building. 
 
1940-1970+:  Cecil Whitebone’s Midtown Motors.  In 1940 Whitebone occupied the storefront at #950, 
but from 1942 onward he occupied the entire building (using the same address).  He sold Ford autos 
during this entire period, and also sold Lincoln and Mercury autos during the 1940s. 
 
A color photograph of this building on the Internet (“Ford Agency on Van Ness at O’Farrell,” Charles 
W. Cushman Archive, Indiana University Archives), dated 1960, shows that the windows in the second 
and third stories were once divided by mullions; that paired windows in the third story had nine lights 
each; and that paired windows in the second story had double-hung sash.  It is clear from this photo that 
the mullions were removed and the current larger metal sash were placed in these stories after 1960. 
 
By the early 1980s this building was occupied by a Mercedes-Benz dealership.  It then acquired a blue 
and gray color scheme and awnings – common to Mercedes stores and shops – at that time, and retained 
that color scheme into 2009. 
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History: Occupants (context) 
 
This the earliest and most important of three buildings in the study area that housed businesses 
specializing in general electrical servicing for automobiles.  The second of the three is 1414-1420 Van 
Ness, where the Automotive Service Agency was briefly located (during 1942-1945) after leaving 950 
Van Ness.  The third and last is 690 Van Ness, which was occupied from 1943 into the 1980s by 
Speedometer Electric Company.  That business performed electrical servicing and installed ignitions and 
speedometers; the integrity of the building is only fair. 
 
This is one of many buildings in the study area where tires were sold; at least eight of these buildings 
held tire shops for substantially longer periods (ten years or longer) than 950 Van Ness did. 
 
This is one of five auto showrooms in the study area where Ford autos were sold and that retain at least 
fair integrity.  The other four are: 
 


550 Van Ness Avenue.  William L. Hughson sold Fords here during 1909-1913. 
 
1670 Pine Street.  Knoph and Dunbar sold Ford here during 1917-1922. 
 
1270 Bush Street.  Hughson sold Fords here during 1943-1944, then used this building as his office and 
service center through the 1960s. 
 
1400 Van Ness Avenue.  Hughson sold Fords here from 1945 through the 1960s. 


 
For the period being studied in this report (through 1964), 950 Van Ness held a Ford showroom for the 
longest period of time (25 years).  1400 Van Ness was a Ford showroom for almost as long, and has 
better integrity than 950 Van Ness does. 
 
Many other Ford showrooms – most notably 1455-1495 Market, 1101-1157 Van Ness, and 1701 Van 
Ness – have been demolished or greatly altered. 
 
Integrity 
 
Mullions have been removed from the second and third story windows, and all windows and doors have 
replacement sash and frames of modern metal.  Shiny metal panels also hide the second story spandrel 
on the Van Ness side and on a portion of the adjacent sides.  On the plus side, the parapet, cornice, and 
frieze at the top of the building; the pilasters in the upper stories; the third floor spandrels; and much of 
the second floor spandrels on the side elevations are intact.  In sum, this building retains integrity of 
location, setting, and association; while integrity of design, materials, workmanship, and feeling are 
diminished. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the  
 


(Continued next page) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were  
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
Completed at the end of 1919 and occupied by early 1920, this is a moderately early example of a 
general automotive use building.  With 44 years of general auto use in its history (through 1964), it has 
excellent longevity in such use.  More specifically, this building has two notable aspects to its history:  
1) It is the most important of three surviving buildings in the study area where general electrical auto 
servicing was performed, including sales of batteries, starters, ignitions, magnetos, and speedometers.  
2) It is also one of five surviving buildings in the study area where Ford autos were sold.  Of these five, 
it has the greatest longevity as a Ford showroom (considered for the period through 1964); but it has 
lesser integrity compared to the Ford showroom with the next greatest longevity, 1400 Van Ness.  Both 
950 Van Ness and 1400 Van Ness were Ford showrooms during a similar period, the 1940s-1960s. 
 
The cumulative auto-related uses of this building is striking, and its history as a Ford showroom is 
especially important.  Because of its alterations, however (removal of mullions in the upper stories, 
replacement of window sash, and addition of panels to the second floor spandrel), the building suffers by 
comparison with another building, 1400 Van Ness, that held an important Ford showroom during a 
similar period.  Largely due to these alterations, it appears that this building is not individually eligible 
for the California Register under Criterion 1. 
 
The two most important people in this building’s history were Ernest Ingold and Cecil Whitebone.  
Ingold is better represented, however, by his auto showroom at 999 Van Ness Avenue, and Whitebone 
was substantially less important as a Ford dealer than William L. Hughson was.  Accordingly, this 
building does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 2. 
 
Architecturally, this building has pleasing proportions and composition, but it has suffered some 
alterations, and on balance it does not appear to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. 
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Olive Street side of 950 Van Ness (December 2009) 
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    NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 Other Listings       
 Review Code    Reviewer     Date    


Page   1    of   9      *Resource Name or #:  (Assigned by recorder)  999 Van Ness Avenue  
 
P1. Historic name of building (if any):    Ernest Ingold Chevrolet showroom             
P2. Location:    *a: County   San Francisco   Not for Publication  Unrestricted 
 *b. USGS 7.5' Quad       Date        T        ; R        ;          ¼  of           ¼ of Sec          ;      B.M. 
 c. Address     999 Van Ness Avenue    City     San Francisco   Zip     94109  
 d. UTM:  Zone                   ;                            mE/          mN      *e.  Assessor’s parcel #:  Block 719, lots 1 and 13 
  
*P3a.  Description:  (Describe resource and its major elements.  Include design, materials, condition, alterations, size, setting, and boundaries) 


 


This reinforced concrete auto showroom fills two lots.  The original building of 1937 measures 120’ 
along the west side of Van Ness Avenue, from O’Farrell Street on the north to Olive Street on the 
south, and extends 178’-6” to the west; while the addition of 1950 sits on an adjoining lot, measuring 
68’-9” along O’Farrell and stretching 120’ to Olive.  The height of the building is two stories at the 
front (facing Van Ness), and three stories toward the rear.  The addition to the west is also three 
stories, but rises to a higher level.  Much of the first story toward the rear is underground due to the 
rising slope of the street.  The Van Ness and O’Farrell facades (including the façade of the 1950 
addition) and a short stretch of the Olive Street façade are decorated with Art Deco ornament and 
coated with stucco; while the balance of the Olive Street façade has a lower level of finish, its 
concrete surface being unfinished except for paint. 


 (See Continuation Sheet, page 2.) 


*P3b  Resource Attributes:  ___HP6 – commercial building; HP8 –  industrial building_________                    _________  
 


*P4.  Resources Present:           
 Building   Structure   Object  
 Site   District   Element of 


District    Other 


 
 


 
P5b.  Description of Photo: 
(View, date, accession #) 
View looking northwest  
June 2009  
*P6.  Date Constructed/Age and 
Source:   Historic 


 Prehistoric  Both 
1937; building permit  
*P7.  Owner and Address: 
999 VAN NESS LLC  
119 GABLE COURT 
SAN RAFAEL CA  94903  
*P8.  Recorded by:  (Name, 
affiliation, and address) 
William Kostura  
P. O. Box 60211  
Palo Alto, CA  94306  
*P9.  Date Recorded:   
  November 2009  
*P10. Survey Type: (Describe) 
  intensive  


P11.  Report Citation*:  (Cite survey report.)     William Kostura.  Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures.  San Francisco 
Department of City Planning, 2010.  
*Attachments:  NONE   Location Map   Sketch Map   Continuation Sheet   Building, Structure and Object Record 


 Archaeological Record   District Record   Linear Feature Record   Milling Station Record   Rock Art Record 
 Artifact Record   Photograph Record   Other (List) 
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Description (continued): 
 
The top story consists of a band of industrial steel sash windows that wraps around the main facades and 
is broken in places by compound pilasters with Art Deco detailing.  A thin concrete shelf runs along the 
top of this band of windows, wrapping around corners and piercing the crown of the pilasters.  Similar 
steel sash windows can also be found on the first story of the O’Farrell façade and on Olive Street.  
 
The first story front consists of very large, plate glass windows held in place by original bronze strips 
and interrupted by compound columns with capitals detailed in a restrained Art Deco style.  These 
storefront windows wrap around the curved corners of the building onto O’Farrell and Olive streets.  A 
profiled molding runs along the top of these windows, also wrapping around corners.  A foot or two 
above this molding is an incised belt course with intermittent, paired knobby projections; these relate to 
the cornice above.  One original sign survives: the word “SERVICE” in Moderne-style lettering over an 
O’Farrell Street vehicle entrance. 
 
The main pedestrian entrance is recessed into the center of the Van Ness Avenue façade.  It consists of 
plate glass set into molded bronze frames, and the shape is that of a semi-circle of six facets.  A huge 
faceted canopy projects from the top of this entrance over the sidewalk; a circular bronze medallion is 
attached to the soffit of this canopy. 
 
From the sidewalk one can see that the interior possesses a tile floor, columns clad in wood, and a 
curvilinear wooden staircase with bronze railings. 


 


 
 


View looking southwest 
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Top photo:  Entrance as shown in Architect and Engineer, June 1938 
Bottom photo:  Entrance detail, June 2009 
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Top photo:  Service bay on O’Farrell Street, with original signage.  This sign shows in a photo in 
Architect and Engineer, June 1938, p. 16. 


Bottom photo:  Olive Street façade 
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Bottom:  The addition of 1950 (O’Farrell Street side) 
 


Top: Detail of column capital 
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(Sketch map with north arrow required) 
Note: Lot 13 is also included in this evaluation 


State of California — The Resources Agency   Primary #    
DEPARTMENT OF PARKS AND RECREATION   HRI #    
BUILDING, STRUCTURE, AND OBJECT RECORD 
Page   6    of   9      *NRHP Status Code  3CS  
 *Resource Name or # (Assigned by recorder) 999 Van Ness Avenue  
B1. Historic Name:  Ernest Ingold Chevrolet showroom  
B2.  Common Name:    
B3. Original Use:    auto showroom       B4.  Present Use:  auto showroom  
*B5. Architectural Style:  Classical Revival  
*B6. Construction History: (Construction date, alterations, and date of alterations) 


The main building (120’ x 178’-6”) was built in 1937.  An addition to the west (68’-9” x 120) was built in 1950. 
 
*B7. Moved?    No      Yes    Unknown Date:     Original Location:    
*B8. Related Features: 
    none 
 
B9a. Architect:   John E. Dinwiddie  b. Builder:  R. J. Fisher  
*B10. Significance:  Theme   automobile industry  Area   San Francisco  
 Period of Significance    1937-1964  Property Type   auto showroom   Applicable Criteria   1, 2, 3  
(Discuss importance in terms of historical or architectural context as defined by theme, period, and geographic scope.  Also address integrity.) 
 
History 
 


This building was built in 1937 for Ernest Ingold, as his Chevrolet showroom, to designs by architect 
John E. Dinwiddie (1902-1959).  The architect is known principally for this building and for an 
International style house at 2660 Divisadero Street (1938).  In Berkeley, he also designed a “Mid-
century Modern” house at 2785 Buena Vista Way (1948).  He worked in partnership with the well-
known Modernist architect Henry Hill from 1938-1946. 
 
The first owner of this building, Ernest Ingold, became active in the automobile industry in San 
Francisco in 1919, when he founded the Automotive Service Agency, which specialized in electrical 
servicing, starters, ignitions, magnetos, batteries, and speedometers.  It was perhaps the major shop in 
San Francisco that specialized in such work.  His next business, from 1928-1932, was a wholesale 
radio store.  Both of these businesses were located at 930-950 Van Ness Avenue (extant). 


(See Continuation Sheet, page 5.) 


B11. Additional Resource Attributes: (List attributes and codes)       
 
*B12. References: 
Building permit #27471 (May 10, 1937), filed under “945 Van Ness” 
John Elkin Dinwiddie, “Modern Trend Reflected in New auto Sales 


Building,” in Architect and Engineer, June 1938 
Crocker-Langley and Polk’s city directory, and PT&T reverse 


directory listings for occupants of this building, 1919-1978 
1948 Sanborn insurance map 
1951 Sanborn map (shows addition of 1950) 
B13. Remarks: 
 
*B14. Evaluator:  William Kostura   
Date of Evaluation:  November 2009  
 


(This space reserved for official comments.) 
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History (continued) 
 
In 1933 Ingold opened a Chevrolet dealership at two locations, 1700 Van Ness (this has been 
demolished) and 1100 Van Ness (now heavily altered).  These were both large buildings, but ample as 
the space in them was, and despite the fact that the Depression continued, he purchased his lot at Van 
Ness and O’Farrell and built this building, one of the largest auto showrooms in San Francisco. 
 
As was true at other multi-story showrooms, the various departments were segregated spatially, 
according to a hierarchy of uses.  The display room was at the front of the building and rose to two 
stories in height.  Two levels of offices, a meeting room, and an auto parts sales room were located 
directly behind the showroom.  A circular staircase (located at the rear of the sales room) connected 
these two levels of offices, etc.  All of these areas, including the staircase, were finished in wood 
paneling. 
 
Toward the rear of the building, west of the sales room and offices, were two levels with utilitarian 
finishes devoted to auto storage and servicing.  The first level was used to store new autos and was 
mostly below grade (due to the upward slope of O’Farrell and Olive streets).  Above, in the second (or 
mezzanine) story, was the automobile service area, into which one could drive from either O’Farrell or 
Olive.  It was conveniently located adjacent to the parts sales room.  Both the storage area for new autos 
and the service area occupied the bulk of the first and second stories.  The entire third story was devoted 
to utilitarian uses.  It held shops for heavy repairs and auto painting as well as the parts department.   It 
was reached via a ramp from the rear of the second story. 
 
Ernest Ingold’s practical needs for the parking and maneuvering of automobiles influenced the structural 
planning of the building.  Normally (according to the architect in his article for Architect and Engineer) 
columns would have been spaced 22 feet apart.  Ingold however desired wider spacing that would allow 
three cars to be placed, with room for servicing, between columns.  The solution was to use beam and 
girder construction, at greater cost, to allow 27 feet between columns. 
 
The first story front was intended to have “advertising value,” according to architect Dinwiddie.  
Toward this end he created very large show windows for display of automobiles and gave the rest of the 
façade what he thought to be “a rather dramatic application of detail”, i.e., Art Deco ornament. 
 
Writing just several months after the completion of the building, architect Dinwiddie referred to the 
“extraordinary amount of business done since its occupancy,” which he attributed to the architectural 
treatment.  At least one other factor contributed to the sales volume as well.  Ingold sold a large number 
of his automobiles to the San Francisco Police Department in December 1937, just one month after the 
building opened.  This single transaction must have involved dozens of automobiles. 
 
Ingold and his successor sold Chevrolet autos in this building for many years.  In ca. 1947 Ingold took 
on two partners, George Olsen and W. V. A. “Jimmy” Schmidt, and in 1958 the business became known 
as Ingold-Olsen Chevrolet, with Olsen as president and Ingold largely retired.  In 1966 Ingold dropped 
out and the business became George Olsen Chevrolet.  Sales of Chevrolet came to an end in 1972, when 
Olsen switched to selling Cadillac.  This business remained George Olsen Cadillac into the 1980s. 
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History: Context 
 
Previous to 1933, sales of Chevrolet in San Francisco had been dominated by one man, Robert A. Smith.  
He sold Chevrolet autos from 1920 to 1932 and had as many as nine outlets in the city (in 1929) until his 
business underwent contraction and then failure.  His place was taken by three long-lasting Chevrolet 
dealers.  The first was Don Gilmore, whose showroom at 550 Van Ness ran from the 1930s-1950s.  
Next, and longest-lasting, was Ingold.  The third was Les Vogel, whose dealership at 1535-1599 Market 
ran from 1935-1961.  Ingold’s showroom has the best integrity of the three, for Vogel’s has been altered 
with modern window sash on the first story and exterior shades that cover the second story windows; 
and Gilmore’s has also suffered alterations to the window sash and doors.  999 Van Ness, then, is easily 
the best example of a Chevrolet dealership in San Francisco. 
 
(Note that Ingold’s Chevrolet earlier showrooms of 1933-1937, at 1700 Van Ness and 1100 Van Ness, 
have been demolished and heavily altered, respectively.  Note also that another important Chevrolet 
dealer, Ellis Brooks, came along at a substantially later date, beginning in 1955.) 
 
This building was the last auto showroom that was built in the study area.  After 1937, new auto 
showrooms in San Francisco were built outside of the study area, most often on outer Geary Boulevard 
and in the outer Mission district. 
 
Integrity 
 
This building has lost its original vehicle doors but is otherwise in almost original condition.  It retains 
integrity of location, design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association.  Integrity of setting has 
been diminished by new construction to the north. 
 
Evaluation 
 
This is one of more than 100 buildings along the Van Ness Avenue corridor that have a history as auto-
mobile support structures, and that are being evaluated for possible historic significance according to the 
criteria of the California Register of Historical Resources.  With a few exceptions, these buildings were 
auto showrooms, public garages, auto repair shops, auto parts and supplies stores, and auto painting 
shops.  The time period that is being studied is from the initial years of the automobile industry in San 
Francisco through 1964.  Among the factors that have been considered when evaluating a building are 
its date of construction, its longevity of auto-related use, the importance of its occupants in local auto 
industry history, integrity, and architectural quality.  These factors, and how they apply to evaluations of 
buildings, are discussed in a cover report, Van Ness Auto Row Support Structures, 1908-1964. 
 
As an auto showroom beginning in 1937, this is a moderately late example of automobile showroom 
useage.  With 27 years of such use in its history, it has good longevity in this use.  As shown above, it is 
also the best example in San Francisco of a showroom for Chevrolet, an extremely important brand.  For 
these reasons, the building appears to be eligible for the California Register of Historical Resources 
under Criterion 1, at the local level, for its use as a Chevrolet showroom.  The Period of Significance 
under this criterion is 1937-1964, the years the building had this use. 
 


(Continued on next page.) 
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Evaluation (continued) 
 
Ernest Ingold had a long career in the automobile industry in San Francisco, first as the main owner of an 
automotive electrical service shop (during 1919-1927), and then as a major Chevrolet dealer (from 1933 into the 
1960s).  He was also probably the most important Chevrolet dealer in San Francisco’s history before the 1950s, 
although three other men, Robert A. Smith, Les Vogel and Don Gilmore, were also important.  This building 
represents the most important period in Ingold’s career, and thus appears to be eligible for the California Register 
under Criterion 2.  The Period of Significance under this criterion is the same as that for Criterion 1. 
 
Architecturally, this building is a distinguished example of the Art Deco style, and in addition is the only Art 
Deco automobile showroom in San Francisco.  It’s integrity is also extremely high.  For these reasons this 
building appears to be eligible for the California Register under Criterion 3. The Period of Significance under this 
criterion is 1937 and 1950, the years of construction. 
 
Character defining features 
 
The character defining features of this building are its height and width; the stucco finish on Van Ness and 
O’Farrell and on a portion of the Olive Street façades; the first story storefront windows that front on Van Ness 
and wrap around onto the adjacent facades, including the original sash; the compound columns in the storefront 
area; the faceted pedestrian entrance with molded brass framing; the large awning over this entrance; the course of 
molding immediately above the storefront windows; the incised belt course with knobby projections located 
immediately above this molding; all industrial steel sash windows; the Art Deco pilaster in the top story; and the 
original sign reading “SERVICE” over an O’Farrell Street vehicle entrance. 
 


 
 


Photo December 1937, on occasion of sale of new autos to S. F. police Department.  The tower of St. Mary’s 
Cathedral is in the background.  SFPL photo AAD-4670. 
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