THE CITY OF SAN DIEGO

Historical Resources Board
REPORT NO. P-02-226

DATE ISSUED:

December 16, 2002

ATTENTION:

Historical Resources Board
Agenda of December 20, 2002

SUBJECT:

ITEM# 13- Ocean Beach Library

APPLICANT:

City of San Diego, owner

LOCATION:

4801 Santa Monica Avenue, Ocean Beach Community, Council District 2

DESCRIPTION:

Consider the designation of the Ocean Beach Library as a Historical
Resource Site.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Designate based on HRB CRITERIA A (Community Development) and F (Contributor to a
Historic District).
BACKGROUND
This item is being brought before the Historical Resources Board (HRB) in conjunction with the
Library Department's proposed expansion to the library. The existing Ocean Beach Library is
more than 45 years old, and a historical assessment and addendum were prepared by the office of
Marie Burke Lia, Attorney at Law, and submitted to the City. The addendum is attached at the
end of the assessment and contains important additional information. Two other buildings are
impacted by the project, a service station and a two-story office building, and staff concurs with
the consultant's conclusions that these other buildings are not historically significant. The two
story office building was designed by Master Architect Richard Wheeler, is less than 45 years
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old and is not an exceptional design that would warrant historical designation. The Ocean Beach
Library was designed by Robert W. Snyder, and built in 1928. The building is one of three
1920s/1930s era library buildings in San Diego, including the Logan Heights Library which was
also designed by Snyder. HRB staff does not concur with the consultant's conclusions that the
Library is not historically significant and is recommending designation.
ANALYSIS
As indicated in the recommendation on the agenda, HRB staff is recommending that the Board
designate the site under HRB CRITERIA A (Community Development) and F (Contributor to a
Historic District). Once restored, the Ocean Beach Library could become significant under HRB
CRITERIA C (Architecture) and D (Master Architect). However, at this time, staff is unable to
recommend designation under Criteria C and D. Staffs analysis is as follows :
CRITERION A - Exemplifies or reflects special elements of the City's, a community's or a
neighborhood's historical, archaeological, cultural, social, economic, political, aesthetic,
engineering, landscaping or architectural development.
The Ocean Beach Library is an important part of Ocean Beach's cultural and social
development, as well as a reflection of the importance of satellite library facilities in areas
outside of downtown. The consultant's addendum report concludes that the Ocean Beach Library
is not significant because no significant persons or events were associated with it. This
conclusion addresses HRB Criterion B, rather than Criterion A. Development in Ocean Beach
began to be more varied starting about 1926. Commercial zoning was established on Newport
Avenue, and the area transitioned from a bedroom community into a full-fledged seaside resort
community. The Ocean Beach Library was an important civic use and building to support the
resort community for both locals and visitors. Although the character of much development
surrounding the Library has changed, the Library is in its original setting and continues to
support the mix of residential, commercial and institutional uses nearby. The library was
purpose-built in1928, and has continued to perform the important social and cultural functions to
this day. Based on the analysis above, staff is recommending designation under HRB
CRITERION A (Community Development).
CRITERION C - Embodies distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period or method of
construction or is a valuable example of the use of natural materials or craftsmanship.
The Ocean Beach Library was built in 1928 in the Spanish/Monterey style at the comer of Sunset
Cliffs and Santa Monica Blvds. Robert W. Snyder, an associate of William Templeton Johnson
at the time, designed the building. Snyder' s intent was to create a building where people could
"relax and enjoy a good book". Raised on the East Coast, Snyder was likely influenced by
Johnson and the popularity of Spanish architecture in San Diego at the time to develop his design
for the Ocean Beach Library. Snyder is also known for his design of the Fire Alarm Building in
Balboa Park and the Logan Heights Library among about 20 other buildings on both coasts over
his long career. Snyder won an AlA Certificate of Honor in 193 3 for his design of the Ocean
Beach Library. The City of San Diego Development Services Department has also identified
Robert Snyder as an important architect.
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The single story, L-shaped structure is wood framed with stucco cladding. Several elements of
the original design are still extant, including the low-pitched hipped roof form; wood-framed
windows flanking the front door with red tile sills, turned wood grilles and wood shutters;
exposed decorative rafter tails; wood headers above the large windows on the main facades; and
wood casement windows with wrought iron grilles and a red tile chevron design underneath. The
roof's original wood shingles were replaced with asphalt composition shingles some time before
1968. In 1963, an addition was constructed at the northeastern comer visible from Santa Monica
Blvd. Other changes include a Classical style element with pediment and columns installed at the
entry along with a metal door; large wood windows on the main facades were changed to
anodized aluminum; and the original gardens were paved over for parking.
Due to the cumulative alterations, the integrity of the original architectural design has been
compromised. However, many of the alterations are reversible, including the windows and
roofing material. The expansion project proposes some restoration of the building. If restored,
the Ocean Beach Library could qualify for designation under Criterion C in the future. However,
until the building is restored, staff is unable to recommend designation under HRB CRITERION
C (Architecture) at this time.
CRITERION D - Is representative ofa notable work of a master builder, designer, architect,

engineer, landscape architect, interior designer, artist or craftsman.
As previously mentioned, Robert Snyder has been identified as an important architect in San
Diego by the City of San Diego Development Services Department. If the building retained all of
its architectural integrity, staff would be recommending designation under Criterion D for its
association with a Master Architect. However, because of the cumulative alterations mentioned
in the section above, staff is unable to recommend designation under HRB CRITERION D
(Master Architect) at this time. As with Criterion C, once restored the Ocean Beach Library
could qualify for designation under Criterion D in the future.
CRITERION F -Is a finite group of resources related to one another in a clearly distinguishable

way or is a geographically definable area or neighborhood containing improvements which have
a special character, historical interest or aesthetic value or which represent one or more
architectural periods or styles in the history and development of the City.
The Ocean Beach Library is located within the boundaries of the Ocean Beach Cottage Emerging
Historical District and was built during the District's era of significance. Currently the only
buildings designated as contributors to the District are residential. However, the District is still
emerging and a complete historical study has yet to be completed. The District's definition as a
"Seaside Resort Community" allows not only for the inclusion of residential properties but also
for civic buildings that encouraged growth and provided basic services, recreation and
entertainment to the community. Without such ancillary uses the community would have been
only a bedroom community instead of the seaside resort it was and is today. The Ocean Beach
Library was one of the first cultural institutions in the community, enabling residents and visitors
to access varied written materials in their locale instead of having to go downtown. Therefore,
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Staff is recommending designation and inclusion of Ocean Beach Library in the Ocean Beach
Cottage Emerging District under HRB CRITERION F (Contributor to a Historic District).
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
As mentioned previously, the Library Department will be constructing an addition to the Ocean
Beach Library. Funding for the project is through bond financing enabled by Proposition 40,
which has resulted in a very tight time frame for the project. Due to community input which
emphasized the importance of the building to the community, the project does not propose to
demolish the building and construct a new library. Instead, a large expansion is proposed to the
Ocean Beach Library. When HRB staff discussed whether to take the building to the HRB for
potential designation with Policy Subcommittee, the Subcommittee said that the HRB should
consider designation and that the Design Assistance Subcommittee (DAS) should review the
project before the designation hearing.
The DAS reviewed the project on December 4, 2002. The project architect was present at the
meeting. With respect to the existing building and its immediate environs, the project proposes
to: restore wood windows where the large anodized aluminum windows were installed on the
main facades; remove the 1963 addition at the northeastern comer ofthe building; re-create a
courtyard and gardens; and install various landscaping and low wall improvements. In addition,
the existing non-original asphalt composition roofing is proposed to be replaced with copper
shingles. DAS suggested that a section of low wall between the building and the sidewalk on
Sunset Cliffs Blvd. be eliminated to keep the open character of the building visible from the
street. They also said that the replacement roof material should be wood, consistent with the
original material, rather than copper shingles which will not give the appearance of wood. They
questioned the Classical style entry element, although the project does not currently propose to
alter the existing entry. The intended use of the existing building would be as a community
meeting facility, and the new main entrance would be located off a courtyard between the
existing building and the new addition along Santa Monica Blvd.
HRB staff attempted to meet with other affected City department staff on December 12 before
completing this report, but conflicting schedules resulted in many key people not being present.
A follow-up Email was sent to staff along with a draft of the staff report before it was distributed
to the HRB. Other than the roofing material and the section of low wall, the project appears to be
consistent with the U.S. Secretary ofthe Interior's Standards. HRB staff and DAS will continue
to work with key City staff on the project design if the Ocean Beach Library is designated.
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CONCLUSION
Based on the information submitted and staffs own field check, it is recommended that the
Ocean Beach Library be designated under HRB CRITERIA A (Community Development) and F
(Contributor to a Historic District). Restoration of the building could enable the HRB to
designate the building under Criteria C (Architecture) and D (Master Architect) in the future.
Designation brings with it the responsibility of maintaining the building in accordance with the
US Secretary of the Interior's Standards. The benefits of designation include the use of the more
flexible Historical Building Code, flexibility in the application of other regulatory requirements,
the use of the Historical Conditional Use Permit that allows flexibility of use, and other programs
that vary depending on the specific site conditions and owner objectives.
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Teri Delcamp
Senior Planner Historian
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Attachment: Applicant's Historical Assessment with Addendum under Separate Cover.
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