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Gardner Neighborhood in San José, California: 

Preservation Plan 

Historic sites and structures provide an educational link to San José’s past and foster a 

sense of place and community identity for San José. The preservation of appropriate 

remnants of a city’s past provides multiple benefits important to the health and progress of 

the city.1  

Envision San José 2040 General Plan 

Introduction 

The City of San José, in support of its preservation policies that encourage appropriate 

improvements, investments, and public actions that sustain the value and quality of 

neighborhoods, is considering designating the Gardner neighborhood in Willow Glen as a 

conservation area. Conservation status provides historical protection for the structures within 

the designated area, and also assigns new responsibilities to the owners of these structures.  

The Gardner neighborhood not only has distinctive architectural characteristics, but its 

development played an important role in the history of San José. Its residential architecture and 

street landscape contribute to its attractiveness as a place to live and add to the value of its 

property.  

This plan contains policy and advisory components to help neighborhood residents understand 

what it means to live in a conservation area. This plan has the following goals: 

• To educate the residents of the Gardner neighborhood about the significance of the 

neighborhood—its place in San José history and its distinctive architectural character; 

• To encourage homeowners to maintain and restore their historic homes to help them retain 

their original character; 

• To clarify the process that residents, developers, and government will participate in with new 

preservation and permit process rules; 

• To define the patterns of the neighborhood’s architecture and streetscape and provide 

guidelines for private property owners who are contemplating changes to their homes. 

                                                           
1 Envision San José 2040 General Plan, Chapter 6. Santa Clara County, California. Amendment 2018. 
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Context2 

The Gardner neighborhood in San José, California is located less than one mile southwest of 

downtown San José. It is bounded by Highways 280 and 87 on the north and east, the Joint 

Powers Board (formerly Southern Pacific) railroad right-of-way on the south, and Bird Avenue 

on the west. Established in 1889, Gardner is the northernmost section of San José’s historic 

Willow Glen, an area that was once all rich orchard land. The Gardner neighborhood is 

historically significant as in 1911, it became the first neighborhood annexed into San José.  

 

The Gardner neighborhood in Willow Glen is centrally located in San José, close to downtown, the railroad station, 

and the proposed Google complex. Gardner, along with Gregory Plaza and North Willow Glen comprise the Greater 

Gardner area. 

                                                           
2 Most of the material in this section was covered in greater detail in the “Proposal for Preservation Plan for the Gardner 

Neighborhood in San Jose,” in the “Gardner Neighborhood in San José: Site Research,” and the “Gardner Neighborhood in San 

José, California: Site Assessment.” It is summarized here to give context to the Preservation Plan. 
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The Gardner neighborhood is just over one-tenth of a square mile. It consists of 243 residential 

properties, mostly modest single-family one-story houses built before 1910, with some newer 

rental apartments and condominiums and a single commercial building, currently vacant. The 

Gardner Elementary School, Gardner Community Center, and Biebrach Park are in the center 

of the Gardner neighborhood. The Gardner Community Center, at 520 W. Virginia Street, is a 

public facility that provides classes, summer camp programs, and a youth and senior center. 

The grassy five-acre Biebrach Park, with basketball courts, swimming pool, and picnic areas, is 

a gathering place for the neighborhood. 

The neighborhood is densely populated (14,231 people per square mile compared to the city 

average of 5,864)3 but has a settled, family-friendly small neighborhood feel. Mature trees line 

the streets, and the architectural style of the homes is traditional. Houses in Gardner are 

typically between 900-1,200 square feet in size, set on narrow lots that are mostly 5,400 feet 

square. There is a wide range in the condition of the houses in the Gardner neighborhood; 

meticulously cared-for restored Victorians with neat yards sit next to houses badly in need of 

maintenance.  

Within the last thirteen years, the neighborhood has undergone many infrastructure 

improvements, largely due to the fact that Gardner and neighboring North Willow Glen and 

Gregory Plaza comprise the area known as Greater Gardner, which is one of twenty areas that 

have been designated as a Strong Neighborhoods Initiative (SNI) district and was the subject of 

SNI’s 2002 Greater Gardner Neighborhood Improvement Plan and its 2007 amendment. SNI is 

a partnership between the City of San José, the Redevelopment Agency (RDA), and San José’s 

residents and business owners. Its goal is to improve neighborhood conditions and strengthen 

neighborhood organizations.  

The SNI Neighborhood Improvement Plan resulted in substantial improvement to the Gardner 

neighborhood, improving its livability. A 2007 amendment to the plan shows that important 

reconstruction was done throughout Gardner to repair streets and make other infrastructure 

improvements. The neighborhood is on top of a wetland, which had caused severe breaks and 

dips in the roads and sidewalks, but the neighborhood has recently undergone repairs, evident 

by its fresh new sidewalks with graded curbs and evenly paved streets. New fences, sidewalks, 

curbs, and gutters were added and a new pedestrian path was installed along William Street. 

Streetlights, trees, and pedestrian crossings were also added.4 

While proposing improvements to increase the livability of the neighborhood with actions such 

as improving the sidewalks, adding trees and open spaces, and improving safety, SNI also 

                                                           
3 City-Data.com. Gardner neighborhood in San Jose, California (CA), 95125 detailed profile. http://www.city-

data.com/neighborhood/Gardner-San-Jose-CA.html 

4 Strong Neighborhoods Initiative. Neighborhood Improvement Plan Amendment: Greater Gardner. City of San José Department of 

Planning, Building and Code Enforcement, 2007. 
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realized that the historic and architectural character of the neighborhood are important factors in 

its livability. Priority 5 of the top ten priorities proposed in the Neighborhood Improvement Plan 

was to “Work with the Planning Division and the Redevelopment Agency to explore historic 

inventory, historic districts and/or conservation area designation(s) for vintage housing.”5  

SNI’s suggestion ultimately led to a proposal that the City designate the Gardner area as a 

conservation area. A conservation area is defined by a particular period of design or 

architectural style within a physical area, with its significance derived from a grouping of 

structures viewed as a whole. The historic significance of a conservation area generally reflects 

developmental patterns for growth in the City rather than associations with individuals or events, 

so that a conservation area would typically be an area associated with the historical 

development of the City of San José, with distinct boundaries containing similar historical and 

architectural structures.6   The conservation area designation will help preserve the Gardner 

neighborhood’s architectural character through legal means. 

The Community’s Preservation Goals 7 

Community members of Greater Gardner have been trying since 2002 to obtain historic status 

for the area consisting of the Gardner, North Willow Glen, and Gregory Plaza neighborhoods. In 

2010, the City of San José hired consulting firm Archives & Architecture, LLC to conduct a 

survey of Greater Gardner and determine whether the area should be designated a 

conservation area. The survey was completed the following year, but a lack of staff due to 

budget cuts meant that the report lay untouched until continued pressure from the community 

and budget to hire a Historic Preservation Officer resulted in the survey undergoing a revision in 

2017.8 Archives & Architecture recommended that the North Willow Glen neighborhood be 

nominated as a conservation area, based on its large number of contributing buildings. The 

survey indicated that too many structures in the Gardner neighborhood have been modified, 

causing a loss of integrity. The consultants recommended that both Gardner and Gregory Plaza 

not be considered for conservation area status. 

Community members sought to have the Gardner neighborhood included in the conservation 

area as well, stating that it has historical and architectural significance similar to that of North 

Willow Glen. Another revision of the survey was commissioned by the City to determine whether 

the altered buildings’ modifications could be considered reversible. It was also suggested that 

                                                           
5 Strong Neighborhoods Initiative. Neighborhood Improvement Plan: Greater Gardner. City of San José Department of Planning, 

Building and Code Enforcement, 2002. 

6 Winter, Noré V. Your Old House: Guide for Preserving San José Homes. San José Redevelopment Agency, 2003. 

7 This section is a compilation of information already discussed in “Proposal for Preservation Plan for the Gardner Neighborhood in 

San Jose.” 

8 Baum, Julia. “Historic Homes in Greater Gardner area could be headed for preservation.” Mercury News, August 31, 2017. 
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the community could help encourage rehabilitation that would return the historic character. The 

revised survey, while still in draft stage and not yet approved by City Planning, will propose that 

Gardner is eligible to be designated as a conservation area.9 

Threats to Preservation 

Gardner neighborhood residents are eager to obtain conservation area status to prevent the 

ongoing erosion to the historical and architectural character of the neighborhood. Today, the 

Gardner neighborhood’s Victorian and early twentieth-century houses and the character of the 

neighborhood are in danger mainly because of the high real estate values in Silicon Valley.  

San José’s City Council recently voted unanimously to sell ten and one-half acres of downtown 

land to Alphabet10, Google’s parent company, who is proposing building a megacenter adjacent 

to the Diridon Railroad Station. The northern edge of the Gardner neighborhood is a quarter-

mile from the edge of the proposed Google campus. This has caused developers to look with 

interest upon these houses, which have been valued lower than those in many other San José 

city neighborhoods. The median price of single-family homes in the Gardner neighborhood is 

$940,000 for houses that average 1100 square feet. Real estate ads encourage demolition by 

using wording such as “Rebuild your dream Home! Near Google's Future Campus!”11  

Real estate prices continue to soar in Silicon Valley and the location of Gardner, with its very 

close proximity to the Diridon railroad station and the site of a proposed Google megacenter, 

makes its modest homes of particular interest to tech workers or developers who would like to 

demolish them and build lot-line-to-lot-line houses. At least five houses that were identified as 

significant in the 2011 survey have been demolished or irrevocably altered between then and 

now. More than one house in the neighborhood has been destroyed by fire during the same 

time period. 

There has been a recent proliferation of “envelope replacements,” in which houses with wood 

siding and characteristic architectural detailing have been stuccoed over. Between 2011 and 

2018, many of the Gardner properties that were identified in the City survey as potential 

contributors or Structures of Merit have been altered in this way. Some of these envelope 

replacements may be considered to be reversible. In many cases, an eligible structure has been 

turned into a noncontributor or at best, an “altered contributor” (the term proposed by the 

                                                           
9 Interview with Franklin Maggi, owner of Archives & Architecture, October 12, 2018. The revision is based on the fact that many of 

the modified houses will be designated as “altered contributors” instead of noncontributors. 

10 Deruy, Emily, San Jose City Council approves sale of land to Google in meeting marked by arrests, protests.” Mercury News: December 

4, 2018. 
11 Redfin. Median price is calculated from single-family homes sold in the Gardner neighborhood within the last six months. 
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Planning Division for houses that, while modified, are theoretically reversible and can be 

considered contributors to the neighborhood). 12 

Currently, the City of San José requires only an over-the-counter permit to demolish a house as 

long as there is something to replace it, unless that house is in a neighborhood designated as a 

historical or conservation area. If the City of San José were to name Gardner a conservation 

area, it would enforce the preservation of the historical character of the neighborhood, apply 

controls to exterior work, and force demolitions to go through a stricter review process. 

The Gardner neighborhood can be subject to natural threats as well. The neighborhood is built 

on what was originally swampland, and the ground is soft and wet. Willow Glen was once 

subject to frequent flooding, which is now under control and managed by the Santa Clara Valley 

Water District.13 A number of houses in the Gardner neighborhood show evidence of foundation 

damage as a result of the soft soil and perhaps of the earthquakes and their aftershocks that 

frequently affect the area. 

Fire and neglect also threaten the Gardner neighborhood. An 1892 Queen Anne Victorian 

house cited as a potential Structure of Merit at 382 Brown Street burned down completely in 

2010. The house at 621 Minor Avenue, a c. 1880 National-Style cottage, had extensive fire 

damage in 1995 and has sat as an empty shell with no rear wall for the past twenty-three years. 

The property has been recently purchased but it is unlikely that the 832-square-foot house will 

be restored to its original state.   

Legal Protection in San José 

The City of San José’s General Plans for 2020 and 2040 contain sections about historic 

preservation and refer to the Historic Preservation Ordinance. The Historic Preservation 

Ordinance was adopted in 1975 (San José Municipal Code Chapter 13.48, Historic 

Preservation, Sections 13.48.010 through 13.48.660) to identify, protect, and encourage the 

preservation of significant resources and foster civic pride in the City’s cultural resources.  

A conservation area, as described in San José Municipal Code Chapter 13.48, is: 

… a geographically definable area of urban or rural character with identifiable attributes 

embodied by: (1) architecture, urban design, development patterns, setting, or geography; 

and (2) history. Conservation Areas are identified by the City Council based upon criteria in 

the City’s Historic Preservation Ordinance. 

Every potential conservation area proposed for designation shall qualify as a conservation 

area pursuant to Section 13.48.610 and shall meet one or both of the following additional 

                                                           
12 Van Laan, Krista. “Gardner Neighborhood in San José, California: Site Assessment” (Assignment, Historic Preservation Planning, 

University of Kentucky). Nov. 11, 2018. 

13 Halberstadt. P. 55. 
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criteria: A. The neighborhood or area has a distinctive character conveying: (1) a sense of 

cohesiveness through its design, architecture, setting, materials, or natural features; and (2) 

its history; or B. The neighborhood or area reflects significant geographical or 

developmental patterns associated with different eras of growth in the city. 

San José Municipal Code Chapter 13.48 “Historic Preservation.” Part 5, section 13.48.610 “Conservation 

Areas 

The section further defines the requirements for external renovations to buildings within the 

conservation area, and states that owners who want to change the exterior or build a new 

structure within a conservation area must follow design guidelines: 

A. Changes to the exterior of any structure located on property within a conservation area 

shall be performed in a manner consistent with any and all design guidelines approved 

or accepted by the city council for the preservation of historic structures and for the 

particular type of structure proposed for change.  

B. Changes to the exterior of any structure located on property within a conservation area 

may trigger the requirement for a single-family house permit pursuant to the provisions 

of Part 9 of Chapter 20.100 of Title 20 of this code.14 

The design guidelines referred to above are found in Your Old House: Guide for Preserving San 

Jose Homes. Your Old House is a document, approved by City Council on August 19, 2003, 

that describes how to rehabilitate the exteriors of San José's historic homes. The design 

guidelines were prepared through a coordinated effort by the San José Redevelopment Agency, 

Housing Department, the Department of Planning, Building and Code Enforcement, and the 

community at large. 

In other words, should the Gardner Conservation Area be established, all the properties within 

the designated area would be listed on the City of San José Historic Resources Inventory. 

Exterior changes to any single-family structure in the conservation area that trigger a building 

permit would require conformance with the guidelines in Your Old House: Guide for Preserving 

San José Homes and could potentially require a historic preservation permit.  

Any house within the conservation area that is designated as a Candidate City Landmark (there 

are four in Gardner per the 2017 survey update) must obtain a historic preservation permit 

according to Part 9 of Chapter 20.100 of Title 20. 

Part 9 is the section that pertains to permit work on historic resources, which reiterates the 

requirements of the Historic Preservation Ordinance: 

If the site is a historic resource listed on the historic resources inventory of the city 

pursuant to Chapter 13.48 of Title 13 of this Code and the site is a city landmark house 

                                                           
14 Ibid. Chapter 20.100 of Title 20 refers to the Single-Family House Permit, which governs the work done on the exterior of all 

houses in San Jose.  

https://library.municode.com/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT13STSIPUPL_CH13.48HIPR
https://library.municode.com/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT13STSIPUPL
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and/or a house located in a city landmark historic district, then all work performed on a 

city landmark or in a city landmark historic district shall be governed by the provisions 

of Chapter 13.48 of Part 3 of Title 13 of this Code that require issuance of a historic 

preservation permit. No single-family house permit shall approve work performed on a 

city landmark house or a house located in a city landmark historic district. 15 

San José Municipal Code Volume 1 2000. Title 20 – Zoning. Chapter 20.100 Part 9, “Single-Family House 

Permit.”  

Owners of Candidate Landmarks may be required to go through a design review or a review by 

the San José Historic Landmarks Commission. The Historic Landmarks Commission, a seven-

member advisory body appointed by the City Council, maintains the Historic Resources 

Inventory. The Commission also makes recommendations to the City Council on proposed City 

Landmarks, and to the director of Planning on Historic Preservation Permits and other proposals 

which may affect historic structures, sites, or objects. 

Incentives 

The City of San José provides some incentives to help owners maintain the historical character 

of their buildings. 16 Building owners may apply for City Landmark status if their building meets 

criteria and the approval of the Historic Landmarks Commission. City Landmarks are eligible for 

use of the Mills Act/Historical Property Contract, which revises the property tax assessment in 

exchange for the preservation, restoration, and rehabilitation of the historic property.  

The Mills Act provides greater protection for a City Landmark than is otherwise provided by the 

municipal code.17 The Mills Act is of more value to a new buyer than to a long-term resident, 

who is likely to already have a fairly low property tax basis due to California’s 1978 Proposition 

13, which set all tax bases to a 1975-78 value and prevents the yearly property tax from rising 

more than two percent unless there is a new owner or new construction.18 With burgeoning real 

estate values, new home buyers can expect high property tax based on the sale price of their 

new home. New owners therefore may have an incentive to restore a house back to its original 

state in hopes of achieving City Landmark status. 

                                                           
15 San Jose Municipal Code Volume 1 2000. Title 20 – Zoning. Chapter 20.100 Part 9-“Single-Family House Permit.” A conservation 

area has less strict requirements than that of a city landmark historic district. Within the conservation area, only the City Landmarks 

or Candidate City Landmarks require a historic preservation permit. In a landmark historic district, all permits must go through the 

stricter historic preservation permit process. 

16 Sanjoseca.gov “Incentives.” http://www.sanjoseca.gov/index.aspx?NID=2179 

17 “Historical Properties.” Office of the Assessor, Santa Clara County. https://www.sccassessor.org/index.php/tax-savings/tax-

reductions/historical-properties 

18 Office of the Assessor, Santa Clara County. “Understanding Proposition 13.” 

https://www.sccassessor.org/index.php/faq/understanding-proposition-13. 

 

https://library.municode.com/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT13STSIPUPL_CH13.48HIPR
https://library.municode.com/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT13STSIPUPL


Gardner Neighborhood in San José: Preservation Plan  Krista Van Laan 

 

Dec. 10, 2018 HP617-201  11 

A San José City Landmark is also eligible for: 19 

• Building Tax Exemption from the City of San José; 

• San José Zoning Ordinance Flexibility for Reuse of Historic Structures. Pursuant to Chapter 

20.80 of the Zoning Ordinance, uses of a City Landmark that would not otherwise be 

allowed in the applicable Zoning District may be considered through a discretionary use 

permit in order to facilitate appropriate and compatible reuse of the City Landmark; 

• Federal Tax Credits. 

All San José City Historic Resources may follow the California State Historic Building Code Part 

8, Title 24, regulations that require enforcing agencies to accept reasonable alternatives to the 

requirements of regular codes and ordinances, applicable to all qualified historic resources. This 

allows alternative methods to achieve reasonable levels of safety so that original features and 

materials need not be sacrificed.  

The History of the Gardner Neighborhood20 

What is today the Gardner neighborhood was once mostly swamp. It was the home of the 

California Indians of the Costanoan tribe, who subsisted on the abundant fish, game, and 

berries that the wetlands provided. In 1777, Spain established the pueblo (town) of San José to 

support the nearby mission in Santa Clara. The swampland south of it was claimed as part of 

the pueblo lands, set aside for farming and possible later expansion of the pueblo. 21   

In 1821, Mexico gained independence from Spain, and acquired ownership of California. The 

Mexican government secularized the missions and began to offer land grants to encourage 

Mexicans to settle in California. In 1844, one of these large land grants was given to an 

emancipated Indian named Roberto who had been born on the land. Roberto’s land, called 

Rancho de Los Coches, was just over 2,200 acres and covered the northern part of The 

Willows, what is today known as Willow Glen.  

On January 1, 1847, Roberto sold his rancho to Antonio Suñol, a native of Spain who had 

opened the first mercantile store and saloon in the pueblo in 1820. Suñol sold ten and three-

quarters acres of Rancho de Los Coches to Englishman Isaac Bird, who added it to his adjacent 

320 acres. Willow Glen soil was particularly fertile, and Bird launched a number of farming 

                                                           
19 Sanjoseca.gov “Incentives.” http://www.sanjoseca.gov/index.aspx?NID=2179 

20 The information in this section is taken from “Gardner Neighborhood in San José: Site Research” (Assignment, Historic 

Preservation Planning, University of Kentucky). Oct. 14, 2018. The early history of The Willows is derived from Archives & 

Architecture, LLC. Historic Context Survey: Greater Gardner Neighborhoods, The Willow Glen Neighborhood: Then and Now by 

April Halberstadt and Clyde Arbuckle’s History of San José, all of which contain similar information on the origins of Willow Glen. 

21 Halberstadt. 

https://www.municode.com/library/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT20ZO_CH20.80SPUSRE_PT8.5HILASTE
https://www.municode.com/library/ca/san_jose/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT20ZO_CH20.80SPUSRE_PT8.5HILASTE
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ventures before he and neighbor Henry Coe began growing hops, a climbing vine used to make 

beer. 

Bird and Coe were heavily mortgaged, and in 1881, the Odd Fellows Bank foreclosed on their 

property. The bank divided the land into five- and ten-acre lots and renamed the property the 

Odd Fellows Savings Bank Tract, marketing it to developers who would turn those lots into 

residential subdivisions. The development was ideally located, in the northernmost part of The 

Willows less than a mile from downtown San José. The rest of The Willows was still being used 

as orchard land, and for the next forty to fifty years would continue to be dominated by the fruit 

industry.  

Twenty-four of the Odd Fellow Savings Bank lots became what is today the Gardner 

neighborhood. Between 1885 and 1887, the parcels were acquired by developers who 

subdivided them into smaller house lots around 5,400 square feet in size. Lot 4, a five-acre 

piece of land at the northernmost point of the Odd Fellows Savings Tract, was acquired in 1886 

by merchant William Gardner, a native of New Hampshire who had moved to San José in 1873 

with his wife Sarah and their four children. In 1889, Gardner subdivided his property into thirty-

two house lots and called it the Gardner subdivision. William Gardner died in 1896, but before 

he passed, the area surrounding his subdivision and the school district took on his name. The 

first Gardner schoolhouse was built at the southeast corner of William and Illinois Streets in 

1894.22  

Because it was not part of the city of San José, the area lacked infrastructure such as roads, 

streetcars, a school, and especially, the right to hook into the city’s sewer system. The residents 

lobbied the City of San José and in 1911, the neighborhood was annexed into the City. 23 

Gardner has been the victim of several encroachments since its founding, starting in the 1920s, 

when the railroad was built across the southern portion of the neighborhood, cutting it off from 

the North Willow Glen neighborhood to the south and resulting in the demolition of some of its 

houses. In the 1970s, Highway 280 and Route 87 were built, causing the neighborhood to be 

surrounded by freeways and becoming physically cut off from the rest of the city. As a result of 

the freeway construction, the Gardner Subdivision lost nine of its original thirty-two lots, 

including founder William Gardner’s original house. In 1972, Bird Avenue was widened from the 

Interstate 280 to Coe Avenue to handle traffic flow to 280. This meant the loss of houses on Bird 

Avenue and some of the cross streets. Even the Gardner School was responsible for the 

demolition of adjacent houses which were removed to enlarge the school to its present size of a 

full city block. 24 

                                                           
22 Archives & Architecture, LLC. Historic Context Survey. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid. 
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The Architecture25 

Nearly all of the residences in Gardner are single-story modest houses, built in the late 1800s or 

early 1900s, sitting on narrow lots of about 5,400 square feet with shallow front yards. House 

styles range from Queen Anne to Craftsman, but most are vernacular, typically with hipped roof, 

beveled or channel wood siding, large front bay window, and wide inset front porch with 

columns. There are fewer than fifteen two-story houses in the neighborhood (and about half of 

them are due to new second-story additions) and no houses that are known to be architect-

designed. 

Folk Victorian 

Folk Victorian is defined by Victorian decorative details on simple house forms. The details are 

of Italianate or Queen Anne influence, usually found on the porch and cornice line. Porch 

supports on a Folk Victorian are often Queen Anne spindles or square posts with chamfered 

(beveled) corners.  

The typical form of this type of house is represented in the Gardner neighborhood by cross-

gabled houses, usually one story, with the porch extending from the L formed by the gable and 

wing, with spindled porch supports and Queen Anne-type ornamentation. Bay windows or oriel 

windows are on the gable end. 

 

837 Prevost Avenue. This is one of the few two-story houses in the Gardner neighborhood. It is believed to have 

been built around 1880 and moved to Prevost Avenue in the late 1890s. 

                                                           
25 The information in this section was mostly taken from Van Laan, Krista, “Gardner Neighborhood in San José, California: Site 

Assessment” with substantial modifications and additions. 
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675 Delmas Avenue  

 

609 Minor Avenue 

Neoclassical Cottage 

The Gardner neighborhood contains many one-story houses that represent a vernacular type of 

Neoclassical cottage, with similar massing and proportions to the Craftsman bungalows of the 

time, but with classical details and more refined trim than their Craftsman counterparts. Found 

throughout the neighborhood, these houses were built mostly between 1900 and 1910, many 

with similar features that suggest they were built at the same time and by the same builder. 

Standard original features of these houses include a hipped roof, some with a cross-gabled form 

while others have a central dormer, and asymmetrical recessed front porch with railings and 

classical columns. The house design includes a projecting tripartite bay window on the front 

façade, often with a leaded glass upper sash or transom. The houses have beveled siding and 

flat-board trim, and sometimes feature fish-scale and diamond-shaped shingles.  
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775 Delmas Avenue  

 

830 Delmas Avenue 
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851 Delmas Avenue 

 

456 Jerome Avenue 

Craftsman 

The many Craftsman-style houses in the Gardner neighborhood were built between 1905 and 

1912. They contain character-defining features such as deep eaves with exposed rafter tails, 

decorative knee braces, and large covered porches with large square or tapered columns.  
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348 Jerome Avenue 

 

437 Jerome Street 
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450 Jerome Street 

 

825 Willis Street 

Historical Designations 

Designation as a conservation area will cause all of the buildings in Gardner to be placed on the 

City of San José Historic Resources. The buildings will then be classified as follows (more than 

one may apply): 

Eligible for National Register  

State Landmark 

California Register Site/Structure 

Eligible for California Register 

City Landmark Site/Structure 
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Candidate City Landmark 

Contributing Site/Structure 

Noncontributing Site/Structure 

Structure of Merit 

Identified Site/Structure 

The 2017 revised survey estimates that approximately sixty percent of the buildings in the 

Gardner neighborhood are Contributing Structures or Structures of Merit. The following four 

houses in the neighborhood have been designated as a Candidate City Landmarks. 

663 Delmas Avenue: The house at 663 Delmas Avenue, built in 1891 by contractors George 

and Robert Decker26, is an especially fine example of a Folk Victorian with elaborate Queen 

Anne detailing, including delicate spindlework porch supports and lacy spindlework frieze at the 

tops of the supports. Distinguishing original features include a bulls-eye window in the gable end 

and lacy molding under the cornice. Italianate brackets support not only the main roof but also 

the roofs of the oriel window and the porch, as well as the eave returns. 

 

663 Delmas Avenue 

  

                                                           
26 San Jose City Polk Directories, 1890-1898 show that George Decker lived there beginning in 1891. He was in the contracting 

business with brother Robert, who moved to the same street the same year. Sanborn Maps, San Jose, 1891 and 1915 show that 

the house did not exist in 1891. 
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689 Delmas Avenue: The house at 689 Delmas Avenue is a two-story National-style residence 

built around 1870 and moved to the site in the late 1880s. National is a type of Folk house, 

characterized by modest dwellings built after 1850 when local lumberyards made wood building 

materials commonly available,27 but this house also has Italianate and Queen Anne influences, 

some of them perhaps due to renovations. 

This two-story house has a simple gabled roof, raised rectangular footprint, and channel-rustic 

siding. A full width porch is supported by thin square posts with decorative corbels; a wood hand 

rail surrounds the porch. The house is significant in the neighborhood for its association with 

William Gardner. The house was said to have been built around 1870 by William Gardner28 and 

moved to Delmas Avenue in the late 1880s for use by his widowed daughter Mary Field and her 

children. William and Sarah Gardner lived a few doors up the street on Delmas Avenue. (The 

William and Sarah Gardner house is no longer extant.) Mary Field became a co-owner of the 

development when Gardner gave his estate to his children shortly before his death in 1896.  

 

689 Delmas Ave.  

  

                                                           
27 McAlester, Virginia Savage. A Field Guide to American Houses. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013.  

28 Archives & Architecture, draft DPR for 689 Delmas Avenue.   
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777 Delmas Avenue: The house at 777 Delmas Avenue is one of the oldest in the 

neighborhood, a one-and-a-half-story side-gabled National style design, built around 1870 and 

moved to the site between 1888 and 1895, with shallow boxed eaves, flat-board trim, and 

channel rustic siding with a small central porch. The first known owner was blacksmith John 

Balbach in the mid-1890s.29  

 

777 Delmas Avenue 

614 Minor Avenue: The house at 614 Minor Avenue is a two-story Italianate style. It is believed 

to have been built in 1870 and moved to its site in the late 1890s, perhaps by its owner, Fred 

Fanselow, a fireman who lived there with his wife Wilhelmina and five children. Fanselow died in 

1902 and his widow remained in the house until 1936.30 

The Italianate architectural style is characterized by overhanging eaves with decorative brackets 

beneath and tall, narrow windows. The Fanselow house has a cross-hipped roof. Its tall double-

hung windows have flat board trim with bullseye corner medallions, flutes, and bracketed sills. 

The front porch is inset into the building footprint and has a hipped roof that sits over thin turned 

posts. Matching engaged posts are attached at the front wall. 

                                                           
29 Archives & Architecture, draft DPR for 777 Delmas Avenue. 

30 San Jose Polk City Directory, 1890-1936; Mercury Evening News. “F. Fanselow Passes Away.” February 5, 1902. 
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614 Minor Avenue. Photograph courtesy of Archives & Architecture. 

Managing Change 

Following the guidelines in Your Old House will be a change for the current residents and 

would-be developers in the Gardner neighborhood. Exterior changes such as additions have 

been done frequently without oversight or permits. Demolitions have been pushed through with 

only an over-the-counter permit. While many of the neighborhood’s long-term residents are 

interested in maintaining the historic fabric of the neighborhood and in the increased pride and 

value it could bring to their properties, the details of what this will mean are not always clear to 

them. The additional costs of following historical building guidelines, as well as potential 

involvement by the City, may come as an unpleasant surprise to homeowners.  

Since the City will be designating Gardner as a conservation area, residents will not have a 

choice in the designation should it occur. Community outreach and involvement in the early 

stages are critical. It is recommended that the residents who have heretofore been active in 

driving this process help with the outreach. Residents should be fully informed about the 

meetings of the Historic Landmarks Commission and encouraged to attend and express their 

views, either pro or con, before the designation is complete.  

Residents should also be educated about Gardner’s history and significance, and about its 

characteristic architecture. The Gardner Community Center is in an excellent position to present 

information locally. Information should be presented in both English and Spanish as the 

population of Gardner is predominantly Latino.31 

                                                           
31 City-Data.com. Gardner neighborhood in San Jose, California. 
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Finally, the residents must be informed about how the designation affects and will affect them in 

terms of renovations. Again, the Gardner Community Center is an ideal place to present the 

information to residents. 

Current homeowners cannot be forced to restore or even maintain their homes but may become 

interested in doing so if it is encouraged. Once the neighborhood is a designated conservation 

area, however, new buyers will be acquiring property with a full understanding of what is 

expected of them and will be choosing to buy historic property rather than new construction. 

These new buyers will presumably be willing to treat the property according to preservation 

guidelines. 

Design Guidelines 

Permit work on historically designated buildings are required to follow the guidelines in Your Old 

House. Your Old House follows the goals and policies laid out in the San José 2020 General 

Plan and the Historic Preservation Ordinance, Chapter 13.48 of the Municipal Code. The design 

principles in Your Old House are based on those of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 

Rehabilitation. (The Standards can be found in Appendix A on page 30.) 

Your Old House applies the following principles:32 

1. Respect the historic design character of the building. 

Don’t try to change a building’s style or make it look older than it really is. Confusing the 

character by mixing elements of different styles is not appropriate. 

2. Protect and maintain significant features and stylistic elements. 

Distinctive stylistic features or examples of skilled craftsmanship should be treated with 

sensitivity. The best preservation procedure is to maintain historic features through proper 

maintenance from the outset so that intervention is not required. This includes rust removal, 

caulking, limited paint removal and reapplication of paint. 

3. Preserve key, character-defining features of the property. 

Key features are those that help convey the character of the resource as it appeared during 

its period of historic significance. These may include the basic structural system and building 

materials, as well as windows, doors, porches and ornamentation. Typically, those features 

that are on the front of a building or that are highly visible from a public way will be most 

important. 

4. Repair deteriorated historic features, and replace only those elements that cannot 

be repaired. 

                                                           
32 Your Old House. “The Basic Principles for Preservation in San Jose.” page 8 
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Maintain the existing material, using recognized preservation methods whenever possible.  

The photographs in this document are of Gardner residences that have largely adhered to 

preservation guidelines, by maintaining the original materials and elements, or by doing repair 

and renovation work that replicates the originals. The houses shown on pages 13-22 are among 

those that can be used as models of preservation in the Gardner neighborhood. 

Whenever possible, features such as doors, windows, trim, and other architectural elements 

should be kept and repaired rather than replaced. Porches, transoms, fish-scale shingles, 

leaded glass windows, beveled wood or wood channel siding, and bay windows are important 

characteristics of the houses in the Gardner neighborhood. Removal of these features detracts 

from the historic character of the buildings and subsequently, the whole neighborhood. 

Preservation Issues in Gardner33 

Your Old House contains guidelines for all aspects of historic home preservation and new 

construction in a historic area and should be reviewed and followed by all Gardner 

homeowners. There are several issues covered in Your Old House that have special relevance 

to the Gardner neighborhood that Gardner homeowners should be aware of. Homeowners who 

want to reverse ill-informed changes to their Gardner homes or avoid making the preservation 

mistakes common to the neighborhood should consider the following: 

Window restoration: Many of the original houses in Gardner have casement or double-hung 

windows, as well as distinctive front bay windows with a central leaded-glass transom. Many 

houses throughout the neighborhood have lost the original windows, the transoms, and often 

the wood frames, if they were replaced with aluminum. Even some of the model houses shown 

in this document have replaced windows, removing leaded-glass transoms or wood casings. It 

is recommended that the owners avoid removing or replacing windows. If they are damaged, 

owners are encouraged to repair rather than replace and refer to Your Old House for ideas on 

window replacement. 

When window replacement is absolutely necessary, match the replacement to the original as 

closely as possible. Homeowners who have lost their original windows should refer to earlier 

photographs of their homes or to neighboring homes with similar designs to replace the original 

style of the windows.  

Removing envelope replacements:  A great number of the houses in the Gardner 

neighborhood have been recently stuccoed to cover original wood siding. Owners are strongly 

urged not to cover the original façade materials with stucco or vinyl covering. If a historic house 

has been improperly stuccoed, the removal of this stucco is encouraged. Owners should get 

professional advice to determine whether the stucco placement has damaged the building. (If 

                                                           
33 Your Old House, chapters 3 and 4. 
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the wood was originally roughened to bond the stucco, it can cause permanent damage to the 

original wood and make stucco removal not feasible.)34 However, application of the stucco 

directly onto wood siding or applied over a wrap such as roofing felt that covers the house are 

potentially reversible. 

Revert concrete porch steps to wood: Most porches in Gardner have kept their original form 

and materials with the exception of many original porch steps that have been replaced with 

concrete. Owners may consider restoring them to their original, wood condition. If termite control 

is a concern, a solution is to make the bottom step concrete and not the entire stair assembly. 

Seismic Retrofit: Insurance companies require seismic retrofitting on new policies and even 

long-time owners are encouraged to take steps to reduce the risk of earthquake damage. 

Seismic retrofitting should be executed in such a way as to have the least impact on a house’s 

character. 

Additions: Older additions that have achieved their own level of historic significance should be 

preserved in the same manner as the rest of the house. However, recent additions that are not 

significant may be removed. New additions should be placed at the rear of a building or 

otherwise out of view. An addition should be set back at least ten feet from a primary façade. An 

addition should be compatible in scale, character, and building materials with the primary 

structure and simple in design to avoid competing with the primary façade. 

Best Practices for Improvement 

Distinctive features, finishes, and examples of craftsmanship that characterize a building should 

be preserved, within the ability of homeowners to afford them. Often, contemporary, affordable 

materials can be used that simulate the general look and quality of historic structures. 

Using historical materials and techniques is always preferable; however, many homeowners, 

including many long-term Gardner residents, do not have unlimited resources. Affordable 

restoration in conservation area often involves doing one’s best to be aware of and respect the 

important patterns and features of a neighborhood like Gardner.  

Goals and Timeline 

A number of actions are recommended to help the Gardner neighborhood succeed on its path 

to halting the destruction of its architectural character. 

Goal 1: Designate Gardner as a conservation area. 

Action 1. There are many vocal supporters of the conservation area designation and their 

voices are being heard by the City Planning Department. Supporters are encouraged to 

                                                           
34 Ibid., p. 38. 
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attend the monthly meetings of the Historic Landmarks Commission during which they can 

obtain a place on the Agenda or speak during the Open Forum portion of the meeting.  

Action 2. The Gardner Neighborhood Association meets the third Monday of every month in 

the Gardner Community Center. The Association is encouraged to discuss Conservation 

Area status at their general meeting and on the Association’s Facebook site so that 

residents are informed about the meaning of conservation area status and able to 

participate in the City process.  

Goal 2: Encourage residents to maintain or restore their old homes to their original state. 

This goal can be achieved even if Gardner doesn’t become a conservation area and can begin 

immediately. 

 Action 1. Dedicate a Gardner Neighborhood Association meeting agenda item to the 

subject of the history of the Gardner neighborhood. Invite a speaker if necessary and tell the 

story of the neighborhood. 

Action 2. Make preservation “cool.” Dedicate an entire Gardner Neighborhood Association 

meeting to the topic of architectural character in the neighborhood. Show slides and pictures 

of as many houses as possible and show the residents what gives the neighborhood its 

character. Create a flyer that describes the neighborhood’s house styles in a few bullet 

points. The flyer must be in both English and Spanish. 

Action 3. Create neighborhood preservation awards in different categories and give awards 

to houses that help preservation—not just the expensively maintained houses, but the less-

maintained ones as well. Publish a picture and the story of the house(s) on the Association 

Facebook site. Make this a regularly occurring event at the neighborhood meetings and 

announce the recipients of the title (no need for expensive plaques) and maybe give them a 

printed certificate so they can have a plaque made with the details of the award. 

Goal 3: Help residents understand the meaning of renovating a house while living in a 

conservation area.  

Action 1. Print pamphlets in English and Spanish explaining the restoration guidelines as 

explained in Your Old House. Make them available in the Community Center and consider 

dropping one at each house. 

Action 2. Publish preservation guidelines and links to Your Old House on the Gardner 

Neighborhood Association Facebook site. Send email links to those in the neighborhood 

who have provided their email addresses.  

Action 3. Invite a speaker to present at the Community Center who can help residents learn 

about less expensive ways to maintain and restore historic features. Include information on 

what not to do going forward while assuring residents that those who have already stuccoed 
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over wood siding or otherwise changes a home’s integrity are not forced to reverse the 

changes. 

Action 4. Plan to make public awareness an ongoing, continual learning for the residents of 

the neighborhood. Thinks of ways to socialize these ideas more within the neighborhood 

and also to the greater city of San José. Investigate ideas such as neighborhood and block 

parties, and events at Biebrach Park or the Community Center where the neighborhood can 

be celebrated. 
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Appendix A: The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 

for Rehabilitation35 

The Standards (Department of Interior regulations, 36 CFR 67) pertain to historic buildings 

of all materials, construction types, sizes, and occupancy and encompass the exterior and 

the interior, related landscape features and the building's site and environment as well as 

attached, adjacent, or related new construction. The Standards are to be applied to specific 

rehabilitation projects in a reasonable manner, taking into consideration economic and 

technical feasibility. 

1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that requires 

minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site and environment. 

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of 

historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be 

avoided. 

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use. 

Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural 

features or architectural elements from other buildings, shall not be undertaken. 

4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired historic significance 

in their own right shall be retained and preserved. 

5. Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship 

that characterize a property shall be preserved. 

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match the 

old in design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials. 

Replacement of missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or 

pictorial evidence. 

7. Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage to historic 

materials shall not be used. The surface cleaning of structures, if appropriate, shall be 

undertaken using the gentlest means possible. 

8. Significant archeological resources affected by a project shall be protected and 

preserved. If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures shall be undertaken. 

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy historic 

materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 

                                                           
35 The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation, Introduction to the Standards  at 

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/rehabilitation/rehab/stand.htm 
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and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale, and architectural features to protect 

the historic integrity of the property and its environment. 

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a 

manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property 

and its environment would be unimpaired. 

The Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation, Introduction to the Standards  

 

 

 


