
PHOTOGRAPHS

WRITTEN HISTORICAL AND DESCRIPTIVE DATA

REDUCED COPIES OF MEASURED DRAWINGS

HABS CA-2781
HABS CA-2781

HOTEL SAN DIEGO
301-385 West Broadway, between State & Union Streets
San Diego
San Diego County
California

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY
PACIFIC WEST REGIONAL OFFICE

National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
1111 Jackson Street, Suite 700

Oakland, CA 94607



Location: 

Present Owner: 

Present Use: 

Significance: 

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDING SURVEY 

HOTEL SAN DIEGO 

BABS No. CA-2781 

301-385 West Broadway, between State and Union Streets 
San Diego County, San Diego, California 

United States General Services Administration 
Pacific Rim Region 
450 Golden Gate Avenue 
San Francisco, California 94102-3434 

Vacant 

Built in 1914 with a southern addition built in 1924, the Hotel San Diego is 
listed as the San Diego Historical Site No. 175. The building receives its 
significance in helping to establish the urban fabric of a growing city as well as 
its association with developer John D. Spreckels and architect Harrison Albright. 
The Hotel San Diego was the third building erected by John D. Spreckels on the 
south side of Broadway. This hotel was designed by architect Harrison Albright 
to match the height and stately simplicity of his Union Building (now 
demolished) and the Spreckels Office Building and Theatre, which was built 
shortly after completion of the hotel. The Hotel San Diego was designed in the 
same "contemporary" Chicago style as the Union Building and the Spreckels 
Office Building and Theatre. The Hotel is also significant for its association 
with the burst of development in conjunction with the Panama California 
International Exposition in 1915-1916. This building, with its style and size, was 
part of an uniform skyline south of Broadway and is thus important for its part in 
establishing downtown San Diego's urban fabric. 
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PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A. Physical History 

1. Date of erection: 1914 with a 1924 addition. 

2. Architect: Harrison Albright. 

3. Original and subsequent owners: 

References to the Chain of Title to the land upon which the structure stands are in the 
Office of the Recorder County Clerk, County of San Diego, San Diego, California. 

1850-1907 

1907 

1912 

1917 

1943 

1949 

1965 

1968 

1974 

1974 

1974 

Numerous ownerships. 

Deed, January 8, 1907, recorded in Book 407, p. 339. John W. Heckert 
to John D. Spreckels, Jr. 

Deed, March 7, 1912, recorded in Book 547, p. 296. John D. and Lillie 
C. Spreckels to Spreckels-Hannam Building Company. 

Deed, May, 25, 1917, recorded in Book 722, p. 288. Spreckels-Hannam 
Building Company to J.D and A.B Spreckels Securities Company. 

Deed, June 24, 1943, File No. 37231 of Original Records, J.D. and A.B. 
Spreckels Company to San Diego Hotel Co. Inc. 

Deed, February 18, 1949, File No. 16178. Hotel San Diego Inc. to 
Herman and Blance Miller, M. Bert and Mae Fisher, Morris and Freida 
Steinbaum, and Albert Steinbaum. 

Deed, December 31, 1965, File No. 236406. San Diego composed of 
Albert W. Seeberger, H.H. Johnson, E Tyson, and A.L. Lynds to San 
Diego Hotel, a partnership composed of Albert W. Seeberger and Hobart 
Hotel Corporation. 

Deed, September 6, 1968, File No. 154626. Hotel San Diego to Jack R. 
Young and Associates, Inc. 

Deed, April 15, 1974, File No. 94711. California General Mortgage to 
San Diego Federal Savings and Loan Association. 

Deed, April 30, 1974, File No. 110913. San Diego Federal Savings and 
Loan Association to George Tate. 

Deed, May 2, 1974, File No. 113300. George Tate to Title Insurance 
and Trust Company under Holding Agreement No. 330. 



1974 
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Deed, October 1, 1974, File No. 264368. Title Insurance and Trust 
Company under Holding Agreement No. 330 to George Tate and 
Vincent Miranda. 

4. Builder, contractor, supplier: Not known. 

5. Original plans and construction: Original architectural or structural plans have not been 
located. 

6. Alterations and additions: 1924 Annex addition. The Annex closely matches the original 
building's height, detailing, and methods of construction. 

B. Historical Context 

The Hotel San Diego was originally completed in 1914 in anticipation of the 1915 Panama 
California International Exposition in Balboa Park as well as part of John D. Spreckels' plans in 
developing Broadway as a major urban thoroughfare.1 The 275 room hotel was designed by Los 
Angeles architect Harrison Albright and commissioned by John D. Spreckels. 

Typical of other metropolitan cities, San Diego's downtown area was changing from primarily 
residential to commercial. The city's growth in population and industry required the expansion 
of business and commercial districts in downtown. In addition, transportation amenities, such as 
streetcars and automobiles, enabled residents to move to the suburbs where inexpensive homes 
could be purchased. John D. Spreckels wanted to capitalize on the city's change. Spreckels had 
purchased all of the lots on the south side of "D" Street --- at the foot of which he had built his 
great wharf. He was determined to turn "D" Street into the model thoroughfare of a major city 
and he successfully enticed the City fathers into renaming his street "Broadway" in 1914. 
Spreckels built the Union Building, Spreckels Theater, the Hotel San Diego, and the Street 
Railway.2 

Spreckels hired architect Harrison Albright to build the first reinforced concrete structure, the 
Union Building, which occupied an entire block on Broadway. The building hosted several 
offices of many of his local companies. It also housed rentable office space. The erection of the 
Union Building inspired other modern "sky-scrapers" to be built including the Hotel San Diego. 
The Hotel was located further west on Broadway and was considered a "splendid first-class 
building of the same height and stately simplicity of architecture as the Union Building.';i Mary 
Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks Sr., Gloria Swanson, Cecil B. DeMill, the Keystone Cops, 
Dorothy Lamour, Mable Norman, and Don Knotts have been among the famous guests of the 

1 The Hotel San Diego is one of four buildings on Broadway that was commissioned by Spreckels. 

2 San Diego Historical Society. "Rufus Choate: A Taped Interview of Reminiscences." The Journal of 
San Diego History. Volume 11, Number 3 (June 1965). Spreckels was doing so much work in San Diego that he 
decided to make his home in nearby Coronado across from the Hotel del Coronado. 

3 City of San Diego. City of San Diego Historical Site Board Register. April 27, 1983. 
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Over the years the Hotel San Diego has been home to many San Diego Civic Groups as a 
meeting place. Tenants have included Oldsmobile and San Diego's first television station, 
KFMB-TV (Channel 8). KFMB-TV began broadcasting from studios in the basement of the 
Hotel San Diego on May 16, 1949. The ceremonial "switch" was thrown by Mayor Harley Knox 
in the Hotel's Ballroom and San Diego television viewers watched as city dignitaries and 
businessmen celebrated the beginning of television broadcasting in San Diego. Several well 
known personalities were early broadcasters for Channel 8 including Harold Keen and 
weathergirl Racquel Welch. 5 

The Hotel San Diego was also a second home to many Navy personnel who often dined in the 
coffee shops and used the meeting rooms and locker clubs.6 By the mid 1950s, the county 
needed additional courtroom and office space and the San Diego County Board of Supervisors 
leased the second and third floors of the Hotel San Diego and remodeled it into ten courtrooms 
with offices for the Judges. 

T.M. Heggland, the county's Chief Administrative Officer, recommended purchase of the Hotel 
for $2,000,000. The reason for the needed courtrooms and offices was that the Courthouse, then 
under construction, was already too small. On October 17, 1958, the Board of Supervisors 
decided not to buy the Hotel, but failed to produce an alternate solution to the Court space 
problem. In December, the Board of Supervisors toured the leased spaces in the Hotel and again 
studied suggestions to buy the Hotel. 7 

In February 1959, the Board authorized Heggland to negotiate the purchase of the Hotel with 
owner Bert Fisher. The following week a committee of lawyers headed by Attorney Thomas 
Whelan sent a telegram to the Board of Supervisors suggesting that they "withhold approval of 
purchase of Hotel San Diego until after Grand Jury investigation." 

The argument by Whelan was the that the Hotel was worth less than the new asking price of 
$1,250,000 and that it would cost the County more than $5,000,000 to purchase the building and 
remodel it for use as courtrooms and offices. In March 1959, Attorney Whelan won a temporary 
restraining order to prevent the purchase. The County Chief Administrative Officer and the 
Board of Supervisors vacillated on various options for a period of time and on March 5, 1959, 
they voted to lease additional space in the Hotel to meet their needs until 1962 when both the 
new Courthouse, still under construction, and the planned Courthouse Annex would be finished. 

In 1968, the building was purchased by Jack R. Young, who started a half-million dollar remodel, 
but before the work could be completed the owner was forced into bankruptcy. The building was 

4 Ibid. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Interview with Vonn Marie May, local preservationist. 

7 City of San Diego. City of San Diego Historical Site Registration. April 27, 1983. 
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again sold in 1973. 8 

Portions of the 2000 movie "Traffic" were filmed in the hotel, mostly in the fifth floor 
"Peninsula" room. The movie was nominated for Best Picture and went on to receive four ( 4) 
Academy Awards including best director and best supporting actor. 

Development of Urban San Diego and John D. Spreckels 

Alonzo Horton laid out a compact city near the waterfront in the 1870s. Horton insured the 
development of San Diego along the axis of Fifth and H (Market Street) by building a wharf at 
the foot of Fifth Street, and creating Market as the widest thoroughfare in the city plan. John D. 
Spreckels, more than any other single individual, changed all that. His visionary leadership 
helped put San Diego on the map of national and international commerce. According to the City 
of San Diego's local register nomination, 

Mr. Spreckels ' influence, backed by his heavy investments at a time 
when the future of the city was none too bright, kept the city on the path 
of progress in early days of dashed hopes, and when the tide of 
prosperity began to rise, made that path many degrees smoother and 
easier. There are not many other communities in the United States 
which have that good fortune, and as the years have gone on --- more 
than thirty have passed since he came to San Diego --- San Diego has 
come to real appreciation of what he has done. 9 

In addition, John D. Spreckels dominated the political and financial life of the city. He owned 
and operated the Hotel del Coronado, North Island, San Diego-Coronado Ferry System, San 
Diego & Arizona Railway, San Diego Electric Railway, Union-Tribune Publishing Company, 
Belmont Park in Mission Beach, Hotel San Diego, the Spreckels Building and Theater, and the 
John D. Spreckels Building. 

John D. Spreckels first came to San Diego on a visit in 1887. The wealthy son of "Sugar King" 
Claus Spreckels, he obtained a franchise from City officials in 1888 to build a wharf at the foot 
of D Street. 10 This provided space for the Spreckels Brothers Steamship line and also the much 
needed coal bunkers for the Santa Fe Railroad. During the bust that followed the boom of 1868-
1888, Spreckels became the savior of San Diego's economy by extending credit to the Santa Fe 
Railroad so that it could continue to operate, and to the real estate developers, Babcock and 
Story, so that the Hotel del Coronado could be completed in 1889. In the 1890s, Spreckels 
became the sole owner of the Hotel del Coronado, most of Coronado, and all of North Island." 
Spreckels bought the San Diego Union, and later the Evening Tribune, and acquired the transit 
system, the water system, and various oil, rubber, and lumber companies. 

8 Ibid. 

9 City of San Diego. City of San Diego Historical Site Registration. April 27, 1983. 

10 D Street was renamed Broadway in 1914. 

11 North Island was sold to the Federal government for $5,500,000 during World War I. 
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Spreckels managed his San Diego holdings from San Francisco until 1906 when he and his 
family left there after the earthquake and settled permanently in Coronado.12 Spreckels began to 
develop his San Diego investments in earnest. He intended that Broadway should become the 
main thoroughfare of the city, and he bought all of the lots on the south side of "D" Street 
between the Santa Fe tracks and the Plaza. Between 1906 and 1913, Spreckels commissioned a 
series of buildings along "D" Street: Union Building (to house his newspaper and other projects), 
Spreckels Theatre Building, and the Hotel San Diego. The Hotel San Diego resembles the 
Spreckels Theatre building two blocks away, but it is more modest in its scale and 
ornamentation. 

In 1914, the Golden West Hotel was built on Fourth and G Street. At the time of his death in 
1926, Spreckels' largest project, the highrise Bank of America Building at Sixth and Broadway, 
was under construction. For the 1915 Exposition, Spreckels commissioned Harrison Albright to 
design the Spreckels Organ Pavilion, the largest outdoor organ in the world. His critics said that 
he had made San Diego in to a "one-man town," and that he controlled its political and economic 
life. Indeed, at one time it was estimated that Spreckels' various interests were responsible for 
more than 10% of the property tax revenues in San Diego. 

Important as all these business projects were to the development of San Diego, Spreckels' most 
significant influence on the urban growth of the city lay in his control of transportation facilities. 
To spur transcontinental traffic to San Diego, and to provide more business for Spreckels' 
overseas steamship line, he revived the idea of a direct rail connection to the Mississippi Valley 
via Arizona. Spreckels purchased the San Diego, Arizona and Eastern Railroad, and acting as 
agent for the Southern Pacific Railroad, pushed through the line from San Diego to El Centro. 
The construction, begun in 1907 and was not completed until 1919 because of the mammoth 
engineering problems encountered in blasting tunnels and building trestles in the spectacular 
Carrizo Gorge. 

Meantime, within the city of San Diego, Spreckels developed the local transit system, which he 
had acquired in 1892. He was granted a 50-year franchise from the City, against considerable 
opposition, and proceeded to electrify, extend, and reroute the streetcar lines. When one recalls 
that it was not until after 1910 that automobiles were widely used, it became clear how much 
influence street car routes had on patterns of residential and commercial development. Logan 
Heights, Sherman Heights, Golden Hills, Middletown, and Florence Heights, which had been the 
earliest "suburbs" of New San Diego, declined in popularity as the extension of streetcar lines 
provided easier access to Mission Hills, Kensington, Loma Portal, Mission Beach, and La Jolla. 
Spreckels lured residents and visitors to these outlying suburban areas by building amusement 
parks in Mission Beach and Mission Hills, and developing "Ramona's Marriage Place" in Old 
Town.13 

12 Cynthia B. Malinick. "Classiciscm and Concrete: Harrison Albright's Architectural Contributions to 
Coronado." The Journal of San Diego History. 43 (Spring 1997): 79. Harrison Albright designed Spreckels' 
Coronado home across from the Hotel del Coronado as well as a smaller beach house at the oceanfront located a 
short distance from the Hotel on Ocean Boulevard. The main house was constructed of reinforced concrete and 
according to the Union, was "one of the finest homes in Southern California." 

13 "Ramona's Marriage Place" is also known as Casa Estudillo. 
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Spreckels often remarked that "transportation determines the flow of population." His influence 
on the construction of buildings on Broadway and the extension and rerouting of streetcar lines 
did much to change the direction of San Diego's urban and suburban development. Fifth 
Avenue, south of Broadway to Horton's wharf, the previous main street of San Diego along 
which businesses were located, declined in importance as Spreckels' buildings along Broadway 
shifted commercial, office, and hotel space to Broadway, and residential development towards 
the new suburbs north and east of San Diego. 

The extension of San Diego into its suburban outreaches, a process which began at the tum of the 
century, was sharply accelerated after World War II and has continued unabated until the present 
time. 

John D. Spreckels died in San Diego on June 7, 1926. His biographer, Austin Adams, called him 
"one of America's few great Empire Builders who invested millions to tum a struggling, 
bankrupt village into the beautiful and cosmopolitan city San Diego is today."14 

Harrison Albright 

Harrison Albright was born on May 17, 1866 to Joseph and Louise Albright in Shoemakertown, 
Pennsylvania. He began his career, following his formal schooling, working as a fledgling 
architect apprentice for several years prior to establishing his own Philadelphia office in 1886.15 

In 1891, he moved to West Virginia and eventually earned the appointment of State Architect. 
While serving as State Architect, he designed one of his most important West Virginia structures, 
the Capitol Annex as well as the West Baden Springs Hotel in Indiana in 1902.16 

In 1905, the architect and his family moved to Los Angeles, California. There Albright 
established himself while designing the first reinforced concrete building erected in Southern 
California, the Laughlin Annex. 17 "With no apparent training in structural engineering, 

14 San Diego Historical Society, "John D. Spreckels (1853-1926)." San Diego Biographies. 
http://sandiegohistory.org/bio/spreckels/spreckels.htm .. 

15 Malinick, 77. 

16 The West Baden Springs Hotel featured a six-story domed atrium (the largest clear-span dome in the 
world until the Astrodome was built in 1963), 700 rooms, and natural mineral springs used for bathing and drinking. 
Lee Wiley Sinclair, owner, resolved to build the fireproof hotel within a year. Five hundred workers labored for 
270 days to complete the hotel. Albright had agreed to forfeit $100 a day for every day construction continued over 
200 days. The building is listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP #1974-06-27) and a National 
Historic Landmark (NHL #74000016). 

17 Jack Welch, "The Homer Laughlin China Company History." http://www.hlchina.com/ 
historybyJackWelch.htm. Homer Laughlin (1843-1913) was the co-founder of Homer Laughlin China Company in 
ca. 1871 in Ohio. The company was one of the first whiteware plants in America. By 1897, Homer Laughlin was 
ready to remove himself from the business which made him wealthy. The company was bought out by William 
Wells and Louis Arron in 1897 and is still in operation today. Laughlin had invested in real estate in Los Angeles 
and wanted to spend his last days developing the city. He is known for the Laughlin building and the Laughlin 
Theater in Los Angeles. The Laughlin Annex building contains storage space for the downtown Los Angeles 
Public Library. 
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remarkably, Harrison Albright soon became popular for his commercial design utilizing 
reinforced concrete."18 

Albright's work eventually caught the eye of sugar magnate John D. Spreckels.19 Albright 
designed three of Spreckels' Broadway buildings, including Hotel San Diego, as well as the 
Spreckels' residential home and beach home in Coronado, the Coronado Bank Building, and 
Public Library.20 Albright also designed the U.S. Grant Hotel, the Organ Pavilion in Balboa 
Park, as well as several residential homes. John Lloyd Wright, second son of architect Frank 
Lloyd Wright and an employee of Albright's firm, designed the Golden West Hotel, a hotel for 
working people in downtown San Diego, which is another link in the long chain of Spreckels 
enterprises. 21 

A relationship of mutual respect between Spreckels and Albright lasted nearly twenty years. 
Albright recalled Spreckels as a "'sagacious business [man]' who was fully convinced of the 
merits of concrete construction."22 Albright's innovative use ofreinforced concrete early in the 
region's development helped to established Albright as one of the premier Southern California 
architects of his time.23 Albright retired in 1925 and died in 1933 leaving behind a legacy in the 
built environment. 

Buildings designed by Harrison Albright include:24 

• Abend-Rich House, 1889, Ogontz, Philadelphia, PA 
• Charleston Capitol Annex, ca. 1891, Charleston, WV 
• Power Plant, 1901, Columbus, IN 
• West Baden Springs Hotel, 1902, French Lick, IN 

18 Malinick, 79. Reinforced concrete is defined as concreted embedded with steel bars of the proper form 
and size and in the proper position for the purpose ofresisting tensile stresses. 

19 Spreckels favored reinforced concrete construction because of his experience as a resident during the 
1906 San Francisco earthquake. 

20 Spreckels' home on Orange Avenue has been rehabilitated into the Glorietta Bay Inn. The Coronado 
Bank Building is currently the home for the Coronado Historical Association and Coronado Visitor's Center. 

21 Richard Amero. "The Spreckels Organ Pavilion in Balboa Park." Balboa Park, Spreckels Organ 
Pavilion. San Diego: San Diego Historical Society, n.d. and Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, F AIA. "Balboa 
Park Organ Pavilion Electrical System Upgrade." July 1998. "Originally built for the 1915 Panama California 
Exposition, the Organ Pavilion is a contributing building to the Balboa Park National Historic Landmark District. 
The Spreckels organ is believed to be the largest outdoor organ in the world with 4,445 pipes ranging in size from 6 
inches to over 32 feet high. The Organ Pavilion still hosts free public concerts on a regular basis." 

22 Malinick, 79. 

23 Four of Albright's buildings are listed on the National Register of Historic Places. These are: Adams 
School, Maricopa County, AZ; U.S. Grant, San Diego, CA; Spreckels Office and Theatre Building, San Diego, CA; 
and the West Baden Springs Hotel, French Lick, IN. 

24 Malinick, 76-91. And "On the History of the Santa Fe Freight Depot, Los Angeles." 
http://www.sairc.edu/about/freightyard.html. 
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• U.S. Grant Hotel, 1906, San Diego, CA25 

• Passenger Station, 1907, Los Angeles, CA (demolished) 
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• Los Angeles Freight Depot, 1907, Los Angeles, CA (demolished)26 

• Laughlin Annex, 1907, Los Angeles, CA (first reinforced concrete building in Southern 
California) 

• Consolidated Realty Building, 1907, Los Angeles, CA 
• Spreckels Residence, 1907, Coronado, CA 
• Coronado Public Library, 1907, Coronado, CA 
• Spreckels Beach House, 1908, Coronado, CA 
• H.L. Titus Residence, 1908, Coronado (demolished 1938) 
• The Union Office Building, 1911, San Diego, CA (demolished) 
• Spreckels Theatre Building, 1912, San Diego, CA 
• Timken Building, ca.1912, San Diego, CA 
• Hotel San Diego, 1914, San Diego, CA 
• Golden West Hotel, 1914, John Lloyd Wright and Harrison Albright, San Diego, CA 
• Organ Pavilion, Balboa Park, 1914, San Diego, CA 
• Coronado Bank Building, 1917, Coronado, CA 

25 The U.S. Grant Hotel was built in 1906 and is located across from the Horton Plaza Park on Broadway 
in downtown San Diego. 

26 "On the History of the Santa Fe Freight Depot, Los Angeles." http://www.sairc.edu/about/ 
freightyard.htrnl. The former reinforced concrete Freight Depot was located south of the La Grande passenger 
depot in Los Angeles. The Freight Depot was a replacement for the previous freight depot that had been destroyed 
by fire. 
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1. Architectural character: The building was designed in the style of Architect Louis 
Sullivan's "Chicago School of Architecture." 

2. Condition of fabric: Exterior: Fair to good; Interior: Poor. 

B. Description of Exterior: 

1. Overall Dimensions: 

The structure extends the entire two hundred foot length of Broadway between Union 
Street and State Street. The original Hotel was eighty feet deep on the State Street side 
and one hundred feet deep on the Union Street side. The 1924 Annex on the west side 
extended the State Street facade an additional one hundred feet. The Hotel San Diego is 
six stories high with full basement that extends below the sidewalks. The ground floor is 
nearly two stories high with a partial mezzanine. 

The Broadway elevation is divided into two wings at the east and west corners of the 
block with a deep forty foot wide light well recess at the center. The recess provided 
light and ventilation into guest rooms as well as space for skylights over the lobby and 
reception area. 

The west facade is approximately square. The upper floors are flanked with wide flat 
vertical columns supporting a classical projecting cornice at the roof decorated with a 
regular series of large and small <lentils. 

The Annex at the southwest corner of the hotel was added in 1924. This Annex provided 
seventy additional rooms and a large banquet facility in the basement. A large rooftop 
neon sign at the northeast corner was added in ca.1935 and remains in 2003. The 
vertical blade sign on the northwest corner was added in ca.1960.27 Several surface
mounted downspouts have been added as well as several flagpoles above the main entry. 
The Hotel San Diego has been refurbished and renovated several times. 

The west-facing facade of the 1924 Annex is in good condition. The upper facade is 
unchanged and the street level windows and detailing are damaged, but close to their 
original appearance. The 1924 lower facade varies from the 1914 design with its use of 
faux cut-stone walls and arch-topped, divided-lite casement windows. There are small 
concrete medallions and keystones that are original and add formality to the Annex 
facade. An original postcard from the 1920s shows a rendered one-story rooftop 
extension to the 1924 Annex that was never built. 

27The Hotel San Diego's blade sign helped to continue the urban feel along with the signs on the Armed 
Forces YMCA Building, the Pickwick Hotel, and the Spreckels Theatre Office Building along Broadway. 
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2. Foundations: 

The Hotel San Diego has a concrete foundation. 

3. Walls: 

The Hotel San Diego was one of the first hotels in San Diego containing modern 
amenities.28 At the time of its construction, the hotel was one of the largest reinforced 
concrete buildings in California. Unfortunately, the original architectural or structural 
plans have not been found. The structure is essentially concrete post and beam 
construction with concrete floor slabs and hollow clay tile exterior in-fill walls. The 
building remains essentially intact with the exception of various remodels of first floor 
commercial spaces over the years. 

4. Structural system, framing: 

The structural system of the Hotel San Diego consists of a reinforced, non-ductile 
concrete frame in-filled with non-bearing hollow clay tile (HCT). The building is 
finished in stucco. Exterior ornamentation, such as the cornice and entry parapet, is 
constructed out of cast-in-place concrete. The interior is divided by wood stud and 
plaster partitions with structural concrete columns spaced in a grid pattern. The building 
has six stories plus a basement and partial mezzanine. There are several setbacks for 
light wells above the mezzanine level that allow for natural light and ventilation into the 
guest rooms. 

5. Porches, stoops, balconies, bulkheads: None. 

6. Chimneys: None. 

7. Openings: 

a. Doorways and doors 

The only historic street level features remaining on Broadway appear to be the 
main entry double door and side lites that open into the hotel lobby. The 
cast-iron glass doors with bronze details can be seen in a ca.1935 photograph. 

The primary missing feature at the main, north entry of the Hotel San Diego is 
the metal and glass entry canopy/marquee. The canopy included signage for the 
hotel, was lighted internally and supported by two diagonal chains. Historic 
photographs indicate that a matching canopy occurred above the west entry for 
the 1924 Annex. The two original entry canopies have been replaced with 
simple, undecorated overhangs. The west canopy may contain the frame and 
diagonal supports of the original canopy. 

28Hotel San Diego Advertising Postcard, 1915. 
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The concrete ornamentation above the main (north) entry includes a shield 
flanked by two decorative brackets and a pair of oversized tassels. The 
ornamentation helped to highlight the main entrance of the Hotel San Diego. 
The ornamentation is extant behind the metal facade panels and appears to be in 
good condition. 

There is a raised, recessed entry with gray marble stairs and walls in the center 
of the Annex, facing State Street. The doors are wood with a fanlight transom 
window above and the ceiling is a pendentive dome. An entry canopy that 
originally extended over the sidewalk has been replaced and is described in 
further detail below. The two southern fanlights above the street level windows 
have been covered with stucco. 

b. Windows 

The three main street-facing facades are penetrated by large, double-hung wood 
windows. The windows consist of large, uninterrupted panes and they are 
usually grouped in sets of three. The majority of the windows are still operable 
and many have air conditioning units mounted on the sill below the lower sash. 

In contrast, the majority of the 1914 storefront windows and doors at the street 
and mezzanine levels are missing. Severe alterations to the street level 
storefronts have eliminated the historic windows and doors below the second 
floor. Historic photographs show very large display windows along the sidewalk 
and large, three-part transom windows at the mezzanine level. The corners of 
the building at either end of the north elevation were originally cut back at a 
45-degree angle at the street level. These locations have also been modified, with 
the east recess being in-filled by a storefront. In 2003, the storefronts and first 
floor windows were covered over with plywood panels to prevent vandalism and 
access by vagrants. The south elevation and the east elevation of the 1924 
Annex are simple, flat facades with no ornamentation and unadorned window 
openings. 

The corner windows are clean punctuations and the windows between the 
corners are grouped between the columns in three sets of three windows to give 
the hotel a simple modern appearance. The east (Union Street) elevation has 
four sets of window groupings between the corner windows. At the top floor 
there is an incised rectangular panel between each set of windows and at the 
corners. Below the window groups on the third, fourth, and fifth floors each 
spandrel panel has three simple rectangular relief designs. 

New tenants and changes in architectural fashion resulted in the original 
wood-framed storefront windows being replaced by aluminum storefronts and 
larger signage. In addition, painted lava rock ( ca. 1950) and stone tiles clad the 
columns at the facade and cover the bulkheads below the display windows. 
Some of the mezzanine windows are in place behind the grid of facade panels 
and were simply walled-over and concealed. 



8. Roof: 
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The sidewalks along State, Union, and Broadway extend over portions of the 
basement and have prismatic glass lites imbedded into the concrete sidewalk 
slabs to provide natural light into the basement. The condition of the glass block 
paving is poor and temporary shoring has been installed for safety reasons. 

a. The roof shape is flat with shallow slopes and crickets to perimeter roof drains. 
The roofing is typical built-up roofing with a cap sheet. The decorative upper 
cornice has an integral gutter that diverts water back to the main roof via 
scuppers. The roofing has been replaced several times over the years and the 
2003 roof is in fair to poor condition. Several large pieces of mechanical 
equipment are located on the roof of the hotel, including grease vents for ground 
floor restaurants and two large water tanks. The roofs at the bottom of the light 
wells also are used for mechanical equipment. 

b. Cornice, eaves 

Above the mezzanine level, the exterior of the Hotel San Diego looks much as it 
did in the 1914-24 historic period. Just below the sixth floor parapet at the roof 
line, a decorative concrete cornice is located along the east, north, and west main 
facades of the building. The deep cornice consists of simple, geometric bracket 
and <lentil motifs. Visual surveys of the cornice indicate that it is in fair 
condition, with some spalling and cracking. Small portions of the upper cornice 
have been cut away or otherwise altered, but the cornice is significantly intact. 

There are secondary cornices at the fifth and mezzanine levels that are simple, 
extruded moldings. The fifth floor cornice is extant and visible, but the lower 
mezzanine cornice has been concealed behind a metal panel facade that is part of 
a more recent storefront facade, dating back to the 1970s. The condition of the 
lower cornice along the north and east sides is unknown. 

c. Dormers, cupolas, towers 

None. 

C. Description of Interior: 

1. Floor Plans 

The general layout of the hotel is as follows: The ground level consists of a main 
entrance on Broadway which leads into a public lobby. A central stair and bank of two 
elevators are at the back wall of the lobby. The large, double-height lobby has undergone 
many significant changes since its original completion in 1914. Historic photographs 
obtained from the San Diego Historical Society's Photograph Collection indicate that 
there were two different designs for the lobby in ca.1915 and ca.193 5. The oldest known 
design of the lobby had a streamlined, classical appearance using sturdy materials such 
as marble and tile. The front desk was the same pale gray marble that is found on the 



HOTEL SAN DIEGO 
HABS No. CA-2781 (Page 14) 

main stairs and as the wall bases in the ground floor rooms. 

The remainder of the original 1914 building has ground floor spaces for various 
commercial and retail uses that have been altered and display almost no original, historic 
fabric. Most of the storefronts facing Broadway and Union Street have undergone dozens 
of remodels and are vacant in 2003. The northwest comer was the home of a Burger 
King fast food franchise. Two small retail spaces were added on either side of the main 
entry, reducing the size of the lobby. 

When the Annex was added in 1924, the southwest comer of the lobby was modified to 
provide a connection between the two wings. The ground floor of the Annex portion 
once housed assembly and banquet spaces and has been heavily remodeled. The east side 
of the Annex was used for hotel rooms. The entire first floor is vacant and in disrepair. 

The Hotel San Diego has a partial mezzanine level above the center portion of the main 
building. Originally, the mezzanine ringed three sides of the lobby where it was open to 
the space below. The mezzanine was later enclosed on the east and west sides for 
management offices and storage areas. There is also a small non-historic dining 
mezzanine in the former Burger King restaurant at the northwest comer. 

Floors two through six are typical hotel floors with double-loaded corridors serving 
rooms in the L-shaped building. The modest guest rooms are accessed via long, narrow 
corridors that are periodically interrupted by original light wells. The light wells provide 
light and ventilation into the rooms. These floors have undergone major remodeling. The 
individual guest rooms are in a variety of configurations and sizes. Many of the rooms 
have been combined to provide for larger suites or other uses. 

The roof of the Hotel San Diego has typical penthouse equipment such as elevator 
hoistways, water tanks, and mechanical equipment. A small meeting room was added in 
ca.1940 and is located on the west side with two porthole windows and a wood floor. 

The basement of the Hotel San Diego originally contained public banquet spaces and 
building services. In 2003, the basement is vacant and the finishes are seriously 
damaged from water leaks and mold. The banquet rooms are gutted and there is no 
indication of original historic fabric. 

2. Stairways: 

The main central stair is behind a bank of two elevators at the back wall of the lobby and 
the treads, risers, walls, and wall caps are all gray marble at the first floor and basement 
levels. The main stair is carpeted from the mezzanine level up. Four additional 
convenience stairs are distributed around the hotel for guest and worker use. Two non
historic stairs were added to the north end of the lobby to provide additional access to the 
mezzanine. The date of these stairs in not known. 



3. Flooring: 
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The lobby originally had a mosaic ceramic tile floor, arranged in a pattern of connected 
rings and consisting of three colors. The lobby tiles are extant beneath the existing 
burgundy carpet and pad. Some of the original tiles are visible in small closets below the 
lobby stairs. The tiles are round and the colors are white with hunter green and dark red 
patterns. Some areas in the basement have mosaic tile floors made up of white and hunter 
green hexagonal and square tiles. These floors date from the original period. The 
Geometric commercial grade carpeting throughout the building in burgundy, yellow, and 
blue hues is not original. On floors two through six, the corridors and guest rooms have 
non-historic wall-to-wall carpeting. Vinyl flooring in the guest room bathrooms is typical 
and is not original. The stairs typically are covered in contemporary carpeting. 

4. Walls and ceiling finish: 

The original interior walls are gypsum plaster over lath attached to wood stud walls. 
Recent partitions are drywall over wood or steel studs. Gray marble wainscoting is extant 
in portions of the basement corridors. The original ceilings and ornamental crowns and 
capitals in the lobby are gypsum plaster over the concrete structure. The original ceilings 
in the guest rooms are gypsum plaster. On floors two through six, the corridors have 
suspended, T-bar ceilings used to conceal later utilities. 

The plaster and drywall corridor walls, doors, casework, hinges, knobs, bases, and 
ceiling have been spray "texture-coated" with an ivory-colored paint with turquoise and 
pink specs. The interior of the rooms is much like the corridors with all surfaces except 
for the windows, floors, and fixtures texture-coated with the same paint. Remnants of 
wood picture moldings and baseboards can be seen in many of the rooms. According to 
historical records, there were at least three painted wall murals in the mezzanine 
depicting natural country landscapes. The murals have either been removed or painted 
over. The artist (or artists) of these murals is not known. 

5. Openings: 

a. Doorways and doors 

Most of the doors throughout the hotel have been replaced with simple slab 
doors and their hardware is also new. In the basement there are remnants of the 
original marble toilet partitions, wood partition doors, and wood panel doors. On 
floors two through six, the original wood panel doors, casework, and hardware 
can be found inside the guest rooms. The doors and casework have been 
texture-coated, concealing the original dark stain finish. 

b. Windows 

Large, double-hung wood windows are typical in the guest rooms. The windows 
consist of large, undivided panes and they are usually grouped in sets of three. 
The majority of the windows are still operable and some have air conditioning 
units mounted on the sill below the lower sash. Some of the corridor and 
stairwell windows have been retrofitted with plastic faux stained glass panels on 
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the interior side, ca. 1980. A large, semicircular art glass window has been 
installed above the main entrance in the lobby. Because of its contemporary
looking design and ill-fitting installation the art glass window appears to be a 
recent addition, ca.1980. 

6. Decorative features and trim: 

Some doors and casework in the lobby area date from the 1924 period. A tall, gray 
marble wall base can be found in much of the first floor of the Annex. In ca.1915 gray 
marble was used in the lobby to clad the lower part of the columns and as a wainscoting 
treatment. Other missing historical features seen in old photographs include the repeating 
classical motifs stenciled on the facade of the mezzanine and on the column capitals and 
coffered ceiling beams. 

Remaining lobby features from the historic period are the columns, column capitals, 
plaster ceiling moldings, and gray marble stairs. Missing features, in addition to those 
previously listed include doors, wall ornament near the west stairs into the Annex, and 
wood-capped metal mezzanine railings. 

7. Hardware: 

The original door hardware consisted of ball-tip hinges, thumb tum deadbolt locks, and 
simple knobs with rectangular escutcheon plates. The original hardware finish appears to 
be oil-rubbed bronze with nickel-plated finishes used in the restrooms. Most of the 
remaining doors have a combination of new and old hardware. The majority of the 
window hardware appears to be extant. Remaining elevator call button cover plates and 
floor indicators are extant adjacent to an abandoned elevator. 

8. Mechanical equipment: 

a. Heating, air conditioning, ventilation 

The public spaces, such as the lobby and meeting rooms, were supplied with 
retrofitted heating, air conditioning, and ventilation distributed via ductwork and 
wall and ceiling grilles. Many of the guest rooms had window mounted air 
conditioning units. Operable windows provided natural ventilation. The ground 
floor retail tenants provided their own HV AC systems. 

b. Lighting 

Chain-hung glass chandeliers within metal frames and original wall sconces are 
seen in historic photographs, but have been replaced. Remaining original light 
fixtures, consisting of ceiling mounted globes, are still located in isolated storage 
rooms and in some guest bathrooms. Most of the lighting in the basement and 
floors two through six is provided by flourescent box fixtures, ceiling mounted. 



c. Plumbing 
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Most of the hotel rooms have bathrooms with a toilet, wall-mounted sink, and 
tub or shower. The plumbing fixtures are not original. Several plumbing fixtures 
in the basement restrooms are original, including the toilet partitions. 

d. Elevators 

A bank of two passenger elevators are located at the back wall of the lobby, and 
appear to have replacement cabs, although they were not available for 
inspection. A freight elevator is located in the south end of the east wing. Two 
additional elevators are located in the north end of the Annex wing. The Annex 
passenger elevator nearest the light well is the only elevator that accessed the 
roof. 

9. Original furnishings: 

D. Site: 

In the lobby, several portions of the historic marble bases are extant, but the marble desk 
that can be seen is historic photographs is missing. The front check-in desk was 
originally located in the southwest portion of the lobby. The ca.193 5 lobby photographs 
show many alterations including a new location for the front desk, which became 
dark-stained wood, the addition of carpet for the lobby floor, new chandeliers, stenciling, 
and column bases. A large, brass "letter drop" box at the west end of the lobby is a 
feature that dates from the original period. 

Non-original features and relocated components found in the 2003 lobby include doors, 
shutters, office windows, railings, "Hotel San Diego" coats of arms, upholstered column 
seating, and partitions that close-off the east and west mezzanines and the north end of 
the lobby adjacent to the entry doors. Older, non-original features in the hotel include 
the front desk, the east and west mezzanine stairs, the telephone booth, and several art 
glass windows. 

1. General setting and orientation: 

The building faces north on Broadway on what has historically been part of the 
downtown commercial district area. The Hotel San Diego was one of three important 
public building constructed by John D. Spreckels on Broadway. 

2. Historic landscape design 

The Hotel San Diego was built right up to the property lines, so there was no opportunity 
for site work or landscaping. Historic photographs from the 1930s show small potted 
trees flanking the main Broadway entrance. 

3. Outbuildings 

None. 



PART III. SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

A. Architectural Drawings: 

Original architectural or structural plans have not been located. 

B. Historic Views: 
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Historical photographs are courtesy of the San Diego Historical Society Photograph Collection. 

Historic Photo 1: The newly completed Hotel San Diego, looking southwest, 1913. 

Historic Photo 2: Southwest "Annex" under construction, ca.1923. 

Historic Photo 3: Hotel San Diego Annex under construction, ca.1923. 

Historic Photo 4: Hotel San Diego looking southeast, ca.1930. 

Historic Photo 5: The Hotel San Diego looking southeast, 1938. 

Historic Photo 6: Original entry to the Hotel San Diego, with the canopy and shield, ca.1935. 

Historic Photo 7: Original lobby of the Hotel San Diego, with tile floor and marble desk, ca.1915. 

Historic Photo 8: Hotel San Diego, interior, ca. 1935. 

Historic Photo 9: Hotel San Diego, interior, ca. 1935. 

Historic Photo 10: Hotel San Diego, stairs to the Annex, ca. 1935. 

Historic Photo 11: Hotel San Diego, Annex banquet room, ca. 193 5. 

Historic Photo 12: Hotel San Diego, ground floor cafe, ca. 1935. 

Postcards and pamphlets: 

Figure 1: 

Figure 2: 

Figure 3: 

Figure 4: 

Historic postcard of the newly completed Hotel San Diego, looking southwest, 1913. 
Courtesy of Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, FAIA, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego, looking southwest, ca. 1913. Courtesy of 
Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, F AIA, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego, ca. 1915, showing the J.W. Leavitt & 
Company and Oldsmobile signs as occupants of the building. Note that the Annex has 
not been built yet. Courtesy of David Marshall, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego with the Annex, looking southeast, ca. 1930. 
Courtesy of Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, FAIA, private collection. 



Figure 5: 

Figure 6: 

Figure 7: 

Figure 8: 

Figure 9: 

Figure 10: 

Figure 11: 
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Historic postcard rendering of the Hotel San Diego showing the Annex addition. Note 
this rendering included a rooftop structure (upper right) that was never constructed. 
Courtesy of David Marshall, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego advertising the Continental Room, ca. 1940. 
Courtesy of Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, F AIA, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego, ca. 1940. Note the rooftop and blade signs. 
Courtesy of Architect Milford Wayne Donaldson, FAIA, private collection. 

Postcard of the Hotel San Diego, front entrance, ca. 1950. Courtesy of Architect Milford 
Wayne Donaldson, FAIA, private collection. 

Historic postcard of the Hotel San Diego, looking southeast, ca.1955. Courtesy of David 
Marshall, private collection. 

1915 Advertising pamphlet for the Hotel San Diego in conjunction with the Panama 
California Exposition. Courtesy of David Marshall, private collection. 

1915 Hotel San Diego advertising postcard for the Panama California Exposition. 
Courtesy of David Marshall, private collection. 

C. Interviews: None. 
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