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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

SWCA has prepared this architectural evaluation of the commercial building at 1144 Chorro Street, San
Luis Obispo, in connection with environmental review under the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) for the proposed Jamestown Premier SLO Retail development at 1144 Chorro Street/840 Marsh
Street (project). The building occupies County of San Luis Obispo Assessor's Parcel Number (APN) 002-
427-012. The project area limits are coterminous with the outer boundary of the parcel. As proposed, the
project entails the demolition of the commercial building, built in 1955, that operated at that location as
Rileys Department Store from 1955 to 1993.

Specifically, this report has been prepared, in conformance with 14 California Code of Regulations (CCR)
Section 15064.5 and Public Resources Code (PRC) Section 5024.1, to determine whether the former
Rileys Department Store building possesses sufficient historical significance and physical integrity to
meet the eligibility criteria for listing in the California Register of Historical Resources (CRHR), or
otherwise constitutes a “historical resource” for the purposes of CEQA, or whether it is eligible for local
designation on the City of San Luis Obispo (City) Master List of Historic Resources or as a contributing
resource to the Downtown Historic District in conformance with Section 14.01.070 of the City’s Historic
Preservation Ordinance.

This report concludes that the former Rileys Department Store commercial building located at 1144
Chorro Street does not retain sufficient physical integrity to the period of its significance (1955-1967) to
be able to convey its historic-period identity and role in the commercial life of San Luis Obispo. For a
business that relies on branding and visibility, the loss of distinctive and prominent signage (the letter “R”
above the canopy on the Chorro Street frontage, and a tall neon “Rileys” sign that rose above the roofline
at the corner of Chorro and Marsh) is a substantial loss to the building’s integrity of design, materials,
feeling, and association. The interpolation of the marble wall cladding and brick-and-cement bench on
Chorro Street; the expansive, angled canvas awning along both street frontages; and the black anodized
aluminum door frame, which replaced a display window and door on Marsh Street, have caused further
inroads on the integrity of design, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association that would need to be
present to meet the eligibility criteria for listing in the CRHR or for local designation, or otherwise
constitute historical resources for the purposes of CEQA.
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The Jamestown Premier SLO Retail, LP redevelopment project proposed for 1144 Chorro Street/840
Marsh Street (project), currently under environmental review by the City of San Luis Obispo (City),
entails the demolition of the one-story commercial building currently present on the parcel. The building,
constructed in 1955, operated as Rileys Department Store from 1955 to 1993, when it was purchased by
the current owners.

METHODOLOGY

Historic-period built-environment resources (i.e., resources 50 years old or older) are present in the
project area. Under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), such resources are considered part
of the environment and are subject to review. This architectural evaluation will determine whether any of
the historic-period resources onsite have sufficient significance and integrity to constitute “historical
resources” for the purposes of CEQA. A project that may cause a substantial adverse effect on the
significance of a historical resource is a project that may have a significant effect on the environment.'

The project area limits are coterminous with the outer boundary of County of San Luis Obispo (County)
Assessor’s Parcel Numbers (APN) 002-427-012 (Figure 1). The architectural evaluation of the subject
property is based on a combination of observations made during site visits to the property on May 2, 5,
and 8, 2019; preliminary research in standard secondary sources; archival research at the County
Assessor’s Office, San Luis Obispo County Recorder’s Office, and San Luis Obispo City/County Library;
City Community Development Department address and permit files and microfiche for 1144 Chorro; and
desktop research conducted through online databases, including Ancestry.com, Newspapers.com,
GenealogyBank.com, and the California Digital Newspaper Collection. The corporate offices of the L.A.
Darling Company in Bentonville, Arkansas, were also contacted on May 6, 2019, for information about
the original merchandise display systems installed in 1955; no reply has been received to date. SWCA
Environmental Consultants (SWCA) Senior Architectural Historian Paula Juelke Carr, M.A., conducted
the fieldwork, evaluation, and report preparation.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The historical context for the proposed project includes brief reviews of three topics: San Luis Obispo’s
Mid-Century commercial development; national Mid-Century trends in commercial architecture; and the
corporate history of Rileys Department Store and its antecedents.

San Luis Obispo Mid-Century Commercial Development

For the project area, the most relevant period and theme from San Luis Obispo’s history relate to the
City’s mid-twentieth-century growth, and especially to its mid-twentieth-century commercial
development. The City of San Luis Obispo Citywide Historic Context Statement (Historic Resources
Group 2013:125-129) provides useful background information on these topics. Although San Luis
Obispo experienced a tremendous amount of building activity associated with troop training facilities in
anticipation of United States involvement in both Europe and the Pacific during World War 11, there was
very little new commercial development in the 1940s.

"' CEQA is encoded in Sections 21000 et seq. of the California Public Resources Code (PRC), with guidelines for implementation
codified in 14 California Code of Regulations (CCR) Chapter 3, Sections 15000 et seq. The definition of “historical resources”
is contained in Section 15064.5 of the State CEQA Guidelines.
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The end of wartime rationing and restrictions on building materials, together with the general post-war
economic boom and population increase, brought both new development and architectural remodeling to
downtown San Luis Obispo. As part of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s emphasis on creating a
national highway system, highway funding became more readily available with the passage of the
Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956. Locally, a new alignment of U.S. Route 101 was completed in 1958,
bypassing the former city-street route along Higuera and Monterey Streets, but greatly facilitating
automobile tourism along the Central Coast. In addition to being at the midpoint between Los Angeles
and San Francisco, and at a strategic location along the Central Coast, San Luis Obispo also benefitted
from its role as county seat and the most important shopping hub for miles around. In 1940, San Luis
Obispo’s population had not yet reached 9,000, by 1950 it had surpassed 14,000, by 1960 it was nearly
20,500, and by 1970 it had reached just over 28,000 (Wikipedia 2019). Over the course of these three
decades, San Luis Obispo both grew and modernized as a city.

Many existing commercial buildings in the original downtown core were modified with
contemporary storefronts during this period. New commercial development during this
period included a small number of low-density commercial retail and office buildings
located outside of the historic core. Many of these low-density office buildings were
developed for use as medical offices and health services. The most prominent of these is
the Kundert Medical Building, which was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and
completed in 1956. During the 1950s, San Luis Obispo saw its share of suburban sprawl
within geographically defined borders, and the first mall was built just a few miles from
downtown. In the 1970s, another mall was added. But unlike in other communities in
California, the two shopping centers proved to be little competition for downtown San
Luis Obispo as the major commercial center.

Architectural styles associated with this period include Mid-century Modern. Architects
who are represented in San Luis Obispo during this period include Frank Lloyd Wright

and Craig Ellwood, along with local architects Mackey Deasy, Homer Delawie, George
Hasslein, Warren Leopold, Paul Neel, and Piercy K. Notable local builders include Stan
Bell, Leonard Blazer, Roger Brown, Alex Madonna, Patrick Smith, Arnold Volney, and
Jack Westerman. (Historic Resources Group 2013:126)

Mid-Century Architectural Trends in Storefront Design

In his contribution to the 2000 Preserving the Recent Past 2 conference proceedings (Jackson 2000:2-57—
2-64), architect Mike Jackson, affiliated with the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency, presented a
synopsis of American storefront design from 1949 to 1970, excerpted here:

The architectural history of the storefront is one of continuous evolution, with the mid-
twentieth century as one of the most dynamic periods of innovation. Changes in
architectural fashions and construction technologies allowed commercial property owners
to use storefront design and alteration as a method of improving their niche in the
American marketplace. This transformation was never more rapid than in the mid-
twentieth century. The forces prompting these changes were physical, psychological, and
economic, and intensely promoted in the architectural and retail publications. Merchants,
by their very nature, are prompting buyers to stay current by purchasing new things.
Architects and architectural product makers promoted a similar need for merchants and
commercial property owners to keep their buildings up-to-date and appealed to the same
marketing impulses that merchants used to woo their customers . . .

11
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In a major competition sponsored by [architectural trade journal] Pencil Points magazine
in 1942, architects around the country were invited to submit designs for the “Storefront
of Tomorrow.” . . . The winning entries to this competition all explored the display
window as both a window and an architectural form, released from the normal bounds of
the wall. The storefront became far more three-dimensional than the Art Deco and Art
Moderne designs promoted in the Modernize Main Street competition just seven years
earlier. The jutting, floating, jewel-box quality of the display window was emphasized.
The same effort was placed in the manipulation of the signs and canopies. The overall
effect seemed to be to defy gravity, since the structural elements that held it together were
minimized in expression. The limits of glass as a self-supporting material were explored.
Manufacturing advances in glass technology, including tempering (higher strength) and
improved attachment details, allowed more glass and less framing.

The “open front” or visual front” was the name attached to this new generation of
storefronts. While the earliest versions date to 1940, the limits of the wartime economy
meant that this form did not gain center stage until the 1950s and 1960s, when the last of
the Art Moderne and streamline designs were fading from popularity. In its ideal
variation, the “open front” was integrated with an interior renovation so that the entire
interior of the store became the “display window,” not just a front window zone. The
principal design characteristics of the “open front” included large display windows that
were often cantilevered . . . , nonsymmetrical and angular plans, angled or jutting support
structures, projecting flat canopies, floating elements such as signs (often used with free-
form cutouts or silhouettes), and a picture-frame motif instead of a display window as the
most prominent design element, a marked contrast to the storefront designs of the
previous decade, which placed much more emphasis on the wall and graphics framing the
display window.

In addition to form changes, the palette of construction materials changed. Clear polished
plate glass was the largest single surface, but the front bulkhead and enframement could
be brick, stone, or tile. The smooth monolithic surfaces of the streamline era gave way to
textured surfaces or those made of very small tile. Brick, in a blond color as well as the
traditional red, with a stacked bond pattern was particularly popular. Regional stone was
used for the bulkhead panels and sidewalls, including simulated stone of cement and
asphalt in the most utilitarian versions. The storefront framing was almost always tubular
aluminum, with varying finishes. Beginning in the mid-1950s, a light tan-colored
(“‘champagne”) aluminum gained popularity . . .

The front canopy as both a shading device and integral part of the architectural
composition was a major difference from previous generations of commercial structures,
It replaced the fabric awning, which had served for centuries. The canopy separated the
display window from the structure or from the surface above and could be extended into
the interior in a similar design capacity . . . In its most utilitarian form, the canopy was a
thin, cantilevered horizontal line in the overall composition.

In the same article, Jackson goes on to quote Morris Lapidus, a trend-setting Mid-Century architect who
specialized in storefront and hotel design:

The store front is the silent salesman working on the street 24 hours a day . . . Mr. and
Mrs. America and their children have been educated to shopping habits in which the store
front plays a stellar role. Window shopping is probably the greatest single pastime of
men, women and children throughout the country. Millions of dollars are spent on
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window display, and retailers today are much too canny to spend their money on
anything that does not produce an ample return on investment. To my mind, store fronts
are the catalysts which turn window shoppers into customers and as such are a vital part
of the retailer’s selling equipment. As an architect who has spent many years in the store
field, I feel that nothing contributes more to the quick and continued recognition of a
retailing establishment by the public than a store front.”

In another contribution to the 2000 Preserving the Recent Past 2 conference proceedings (Longstreth
2000:2-1-2-11), architectural and cultural landscape historian Richard Longstreth used Mid-Century
architectural changes in Savannah, Georgia, as an example of the national trend of sweeping postwar
alterations in downtown commercial districts and the rising competition with suburban shopping centers:

Broughton Street served as the primary retail corridor for the city from the late nineteenth
century until the 1960s, when it was eclipsed by shopping centers and other development
on the urban periphery. Most of Broughton Street’s fabric dates from the period of its rise
in the 1920s . . . But another major component dates from the 