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Office of the county architect
santa barbara, california

October 19, 2002
Maryln Lortie, State Historian
California Department of Parks and Recreation
Office of Historic Preservation
Post Office Box 942896 
Sacramento, CA 94296-0001
Subject: State Historic Landmark Designation of the Santa Barbara County Courthouse

Dear Ms. Lortie: 
The Santa Barbara County Courthouse occupies an entire block in the center of the City where the business of the people has been conducted since 1850. Two earlier Courthouses on this site made way for this Spanish Revival building, which was dedicated in the summer of 1929 during Old Spanish Days--Fiesta.  The dedication plaque, given by the Native Sons of California, was set in the floor of the Rotunda in a mortar bed made from ingredients obtained from the 21 California Missions and each of the Counties
. This is the only building in the Country designed and built by local government by the will and vision of its citizens in an architectural style reminiscent of its Andalusian-Spanish roots.

The Courthouse was designed metaphorical of a Spanish castle, which fit the vision begun in 1920 by community leaders
. The building has three towers, arches, yett (large wooden gates), machicolations, embrasures, lancets, hoards (exterior defensive balcony), turrets, mural room and Moorish painting throughout. The sunken gardens (in castle terms) is an Inner Bailey. There are numerous stone sculptures, hammered copper repoussé, wrought iron grilles and six different arch types.

From the Clock Tower, the Old Mission (State Landmark NO. 309), constructed in 1782-86, is visible and is also still functioning its original purpose as a Parish church.  A few blocks down Santa Barbara Street, east toward the ocean are the restored Presidio (State Landmark NO. 636) and De La Guerra home (State Landmark NO. 307), site of the original Spanish government of this town in the late 1760’s and the Old Lobero Theater (State Landmark NO. 361).  Government has always been an integral part of the citizenry, who remain involved; the funding for the Courthouse was part bond issue, part private contributions and a smaller portion from local oil interests. The Santa Barbara County Courthouse is at least equal to the level of detail and quality as the aforementioned State Landmarks.
This is an active-working public building, but not just public business occurs here daily. The Sunken Garden continues to be the site of many regular community activities, including the annual Old Spanish Days fiesta, monthly summer concerts, receptions, concerts by the SB Symphony on the 4th of July, and hundreds of visitors every day from every country on the globe.

Prior to 1920, the majority of buildings in Santa Barbara followed the pattern of most any US cities, Victorian or Gothic architecture transplanted by eastern frontiersmen.  What remained of the original adobe buildings began to come under fire with pressure for newer buildings by property owners. 
The drive to recapture the spirit and look of an Old Spanish town continues as strong today as it did when it began in 1920. Santa Barbara was the first city in the United States to create a design review board, known as the Parks and Planting Committee. With rocky beginnings starting in 1929, the Architectural Review Board and Landmarks Committee continue today, the Courthouse is at the center of the Landmarks District. These review boards are charged by City Ordinance to implement the vision of a new Spanish town in American.

In 1922 community leaders organized
 efforts to transform all downtown Victorian commercial building facades into Spanish facades

. At the reluctant pace the property owners were taking, it seems like years would go by before any real transformation would occur. The pace quickened on June 29, 1925, when a 7.1 earthquake struck the city, killing twelve and making headlines around the world. Almost every downtown building was damaged, which required them to be rebuilt. Most Victorian buildings of this period had some amount of unreinforced masonry comprising the build façade. It is this façade that collapsed into the street. While the event was devastating, the community saw the opportunity to realize its vision for a Spanish town. The reconstruction proceeded at a quick pace under the helpful and watchful eyes of the Community Arts Association.

By 1923 the 51-year old gothic courthouse; Italianate Hall of Records and stone Jail, were becoming inadequate to serve local government and its people. A design competition
 was held to solicit ideas and proposals from qualified architects to replace these old buildings. There were a number of submissions, none selected at the time due to estimated construction costs. After the 1925 earthquake the Courthouse buildings became unusable and had to be replaced. The William Mooser Company, the oldest architectural firm in California at the time was selected to design the new Courthouse. William Mooser II, owner of the firm was the second choice of the Selection Committee in 1924, but the favorite of the Chair of the County Board of Supervisors. After the contract was signed with the William Mooser Company to design and build the new Courthouse, William Mooser III was assigned as Chief Architect. 

William Mooser III had just returned from a twelve-year sojourn in southern Spain. Designing the new Courthouse was a natural extension of William Mooser III experience while in Spain. He moved to Santa Barbara in late 1926, living in a house across the street from the Courthouse site. The community was very much involved in the project, as too was the Chair of the Board of Supervisors. William Mooser III was on site every day directing each trade as the building was executed. The firm was also responsible for many important buildings in northern California
. 

During the period of national significance (1925-1930), the Courthouse could have easily been designed in a streamline, modern style or simply replaced with a larger version of the existing buildings. The trend in public architecture during this time picked up on the general public desire for all things modern; many public buildings of this period have soft-round edges, are often made of raw concrete and very little, if any ornamentation. The fact that the Santa Barbara County Courthouse cuts across this national trend places it as the only example of romanticized public building that echo’s the cities past, in the Nation. While there are other Spanish-Revival buildings in the Country, none of them executed by a public agency for the community. 

During the 1991 ADA requirements integration, Charles Moore, FAIA
 said of the Santa Barbara County Courthouse, that it was the finest 20th century example of public architecture in the United States. The draw and power the building and grounds have over its citizens, here and around the world
, is remarkable. Just like the early days of the city, when traveling to Santa Barbara, you would stop and pay your respects to the Del La Guerra family, so visitors come to the Courthouse to pay their respects to the community. In 1983 when the Queen of England visited the United States, she first stopping at the Courthouse before continuing on to President Reagan’s ranch in the Refugio Mountains. Refugio Canyon is also where the Courthouse stone quarry is located. These kinds of royal and presidential visits occurred on this site as early as 1909. The first ever visit by a royal to the United States, occurred in October 1919 by the King and Queen of Belgium, including a visit to the 1872 Courthouse. The original 1872 surrounding sand stone wall is still in-place today and many of the stones from the 1872 Courthouse and Jail help form the terraced sunken gardens.

For almost 75 years, the grounds, buildings and contents of the Santa Barbara County Courthouse are still used for their original purpose—Courts and Public Administration—and loved by thousands of people around the world.

The people of Santa Barbara appreciate you time and effort in reviewing this State Historic Landmark application! If you require additional information, clarifications or corrections, please do not hesitate to contact me. As I indicated on the phone, Mr. Itogawa believes we can make the April agenda of the Historic Resources Commission meeting when they meet in Santa Barbara on Thursday April 24, 2003.
Sincerely, 
Robert Ooley, AIA
County Architect
historic county courthouse—annex 
1100 anacapa street • santa barbara, california • 93101
Phone: 805.568.3085 • Fax: 805.568.3249
web: www.santabarbaracourthouse.org or www.countyofsb.org 
email: countyarchitect@co.santa-barbara.ca.us 

Encl: 
State Historic Landmark Application components: 523a, 523b, 523i, 523j and 523k
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Grounds Planting Index


Courthouse Book

� Holy water from the Missions and gravel, lime and sand from the Counties—symbolizing the cultural (Missions) and California industry (Counties) roots.


� Community Arts Associations, now the Pearl Chase Society and Historical Society


� Community Arts Association


� Journal of the AIA, September 1926, pg. 395-403


� Dr. David Gebhard: Santa Barbara-The Creation of a New Spain in America, 1982


� get magazine reference


� Get list from Michael Crowe


� Charles Moore, FAIA was retained by the Office of the County Architect with broad community involvement during the ADA integration project.


� Courthouse Docent records indicate that ~5000 visitors from as many as 29 countries have toured the Santa Barbara County Courthouse within the last two years.






