
Three Small Houses in an Orchard – a Personal Recollection 
 

 
Introduction 
 
I first heard of Richard Neutra (1892-1970) in the late 1980s, at a time when I was a student of 
architecture in New York City. Some twenty years earlier I had worked as an intern in a 
prominent Manhattan architect’s office and had enrolled in the graduate program at Columbia, 
but after a semester I departed and began to do construction work in the city. I was heavily 
influenced by the mainstream modernist ideology of the time as practiced on the East Coast. 
Many of the apartments, stores and furnishings I built were designed by well-known New York 
architects, most of whom were trained in Ivy League schools where European-based 
architectural thought held sway. When in the 1970s I began to design and construct artists’ 
lofts in Lower Manhattan, I was guided by the modernist ideas I had absorbed. I found the 
clean lines and geometric shapes highly appealing. Moreover, the cool, crisp volumes worked 
perfectly in the open floor plans of the large industrial buildings, contrasting richly with the 
ornate, cast-iron Victorian storefronts. 
 
When I decided to re-enroll in architecture school, my studio projects had a decidedly 
modernist appearance. I was especially attracted to the sophisticated aesthetics of the Neutra 
and R. M. Schindler, émigrés from Vienna. Neutra’s smooth, planar architecture and 
Schindler’s more volumetric explorations inspired me. In particular, I found the manner in which 
Neutra figuratively and sometimes literally dissolved the barrier between the outside and the 
inside extremely compelling, though I was equally energized by the kinesthetic gymnastics of 
Schindler’s constantly shifting volumes. 
 
After earning my professional degree, I moved to San Francisco to manage a commercial 
reconstruction project for a general contractor I knew. At the same time this project was being 
built (1997), the contractor was renovating Neutra’s Hofmann House in Hillsborough, a 
bedroom community some twenty-five mile south of San Francisco. Up to then, I had known 
Neutra’s work only through books and at that point was wholly unfamiliar with his projects 
outside of Los Angeles. Thus, it was a huge treat for me to visit the Hillsborough jobsite. The 
Hofmann House is on the National Historic Registry, and although the original exterior remains 
generally intact, the interior has been so altered by a succession of wealthy owners that its 
historical integrity is largely a thing of the past. The house was situated on a magnificent bluff 
with terrific views to the south and west, but the truth be told, I found the exterior composition a 
little standoffish in a regal sort of way. It was not nearly so welcoming as many of the other 
Neutra’s I would later come to know and enjoy. 
 
When I learned that the architect for the current Hofmann remodel had no particular affinity for 
Neutra’s work, I asked the owner if he might find it helpful to approach Neutra’s son Dion in Los 
Angeles, himself an architect and heir to his father’s practice. However, this individual had 
purchased the Hofmann House as an investment and was intent on calling all of his own shots 
during its renovation. Thus, he had no interest either in aiming for historical accuracy or in 
hiring Dion as a consultant, despite the fact that the house was listed on the National Historic 
Registry. Nonetheless, the prospect of the Neutra office’s possible involvement led me to 
telephone Dion. When I let on that I would be soon driving to LA for a visit, he invited me to his 
Silver Lake home. That initial meeting led to a long and fruitful – if sometimes uneven – 
friendship, which lasts to this day. 
 
During my afternoon at his residence, Dion stated that he had undertaken an archival project to 
locate, document the conditions and record the current owners of all his father’s buildings, a 
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number of which no one affiliated with the firm had seen in years and some of which had 
become figuratively lost in the distant past. Since I resided in the Bay Area, he asked whether I 
would volunteer to visit all of the Northern California Neutra residences. I jumped at the offer, 
as much for the adventure as for the opportunity to contribute to the preservation of the work of 
one of my architectural heroes. Dion’s typed list contained eighteen buildings, but I later found 
two additional ones he was unaware of. The revised total of twenty encompassed two 
residences on the Monterey Peninsula, two in Mammoth Lakes, and a federal project in 
Sacramento. The remaining fifteen residences were built in the Bay Area. Eleven of these were 
fairly easy to track down, though gaining entry to each was much more difficult. I was able to 
visit the first eleven over a period of a several weekends. Getting to the others took 
considerably more effort, requiring two long drives to the eastern Sierras and several more to 
the Monterey Peninsula. In the end, a number of years passed before I was able to locate the 
very last one - the Davey in Monterey. And one building I never did get to examine - the 1939 
National Youth Administration Center in Sacramento, as it had long ago been demolished. 
Though I tried mightily, I was never able to pin down precisely where that project had stood. 
 
 
An Initial Visit to Los Altos 
 
In the spring of 1998, several of my research forays led me to the peninsula south of San 
Francisco, where five Neutra projects were recorded as having been built - two in Hillsborough, 
one in Atherton, one in Los Altos and another in nearby Los Altos Hills. Interestingly, there was 
a tantalizing hint (conveyed to me by Raymond Neutra) that in the late 1930s, a “lost” and 
never documented Neutra had been erected in San Jose from stock plans that Neutra’s office 
sold. In spite of a protracted search, I was never able to turn up any concrete evidence of this 
house, which was purportedly a twin of the singular Scioberetti (1939) in Berkeley. 
 
One of my trips took me to Los Altos, where I hoped to locate the “Stafford-Johnson” houses. 
At the time, I hadn’t the slightest inkling of how involved I would become with this Neutra 
project over the subsequent decade. When I arrived at the Marvin Avenue address written on 
Dion’s master sheet, I found myself staring at a non-descript Cape Cod bungalow that 
appeared to have been there for years. I recall driving up and down the street several times, 
looking in vain for a house which even remotely looked like a Neutra, but I could find nothing. I 
stared at the unremarkable bungalow for a long time, trying to gain a sense whether the bones 
of a modernist skeleton somehow lay hidden under a later renovation, a situation that had 
occurred with other Neutra structures. Since I had no idea what the original looked like, that 
was easier said than done, and on this occasion, it proved not to be the case. 
 
After meandering back and forth through the neighborhood, I eventually came upon a well-
camouflaged lane off to the side of the Cape Cod lot. I cautiously walked down the leafy way 
toward a small flat-roofed structure some distance behind the street house, which fronted on 
Marvin. This turned out to be the Johnson residence, though I didn’t know so at the time. I 
made my way up the driveway to the front entry, itself almost invisible amidst the surrounding 
greenery. When I knocked on the door, I was greeted by a sixty-ish man who said he was John 
Gusto, the homeowner. Gusto invited me inside and introduced me to his wife, Val. I handed 
the couple a letter of introduction from Dion, which explained the archival purpose of my visit. 
The Gusto’s gave me a grand tour of the residence, which didn’t take long, as the house was 
so small. Tiny though the cottage was (about 750 sf), it was not difficult to recognize its 
distinguished pedigree. There were the typical Neutra open floor plan, the strong horizontal 
lines, the oft-used steel ribbon windows, a Roman brick fireplace, cantilevered roof overhangs, 
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three doors to the outside, and tremendous views to the lush exterior plantings. All in all, the 
building and the lot had a slightly worn-at-the-elbows air, but appeared to be much as it must 
have been when it was first built. The whole site had a lazy, almost Southern ante-bellum 
languor to it. 
 
When the home tour was complete, Gusto led me to an even smaller guesthouse, which sat 
just to the rear of the larger cottage. As I had known practically nothing about this project, the 
existence of a third building came as a complete surprise. Given the small size of the two 
cottages and the lush presence of the wildly overgrown landscaping - which included a huge 
and wonderful redwood tree looming high over the front yard - I was left with the impression of 
a family living almost as nomads in the middle of an idyllic, Eden-like garden.  
 
 
A Few Comments about Richard Neutra 
 
Over the course of his long and illustrious career, Richard J. Neutra designed close to four 
hundred fifty projects worldwide. Of these, all but one hundred were actually built. Since his 
practice was based in Los Angeles – where he had settled in 1925 after immigrating to 
America two years before – the great majority of his work was concentrated in Southern 
California. Neutra’s reputation was established by the groundbreaking Lovell Health House, 
which was designed and built from 1927 to 1929. This project, one of the first American 
examples of international architecture, had a steel frame and featured key elements which 
were to become the foundation of Neutra’s design vocabulary – jutting planes which extend out 
into the landscape, projecting cantilevers, flat roofs, horizontal bands of silver-colored steel 
windows, and white-painted stucco walls. In the words of Barbara Lamprecht (Neutra, 
Complete Works, Taschen 2000), “Neutra’s work is a methodical search for a supple, organic 
algorithm for living, not a series of one-off solutions. If you have seen one Neutra house, good; 
if you have experienced one, you have witnessed a hypothesis being tested.” 
 
 
Some Background on the Los Altos Project & the Original Owners 
 
In the first half of the 20th century, the peninsula between San Francisco and San Jose was 
largely farmland interspersed with a succession of small villages. One of these was the 
community of Los Altos, an agricultural hamlet of summer cottages and fruit trees established 
shortly after 1900. By the mid to late 1930s, when the town’s population numbered about 3000, 
three friends associated with Stanford University decided to purchase a lot in the middle of a 
local plum orchard. At the time - 1938 – as wonderful historic photos show, only a dusty lane 
ran past the fields. Jacqueline Johnson was a writer & recent Stanford graduate, sound 
engineer, poet & writer Stafford Clayton, the second. The identity of the third person (if he or 
she ever existed in the first place) has never been authenticated. It could have been Stafford’s 
wife Jeannie or a man named Harwood or Arthur L. Johns(t)on(e), who may have been 
Jacqueline’s father. If he was Jacqueline’s father, he likely provided the money for the lot. 
Despite extensive research by myself and others, no definitive evidence has ever turned up 
proving who it was. 
 
Johnson and Clayton were two of a kind, the sort of 1930s progressives attracted to the arts 
and the avant-garde in design, the type of people who would have been aware of Richard 
Neutra’s name and reputation. In spite of having a limited budget, they nonetheless had the 
hubris to approach Neutra about designing separate houses for them on a single lot. It has 
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never been ascertained whether their introduction to Neutra was direct or whether it came 
through his San Francisco-based collaborator Otto Winkler, who (according to Neutra’s 
biographer Thomas Hines) introduced Neutra to many of his future Northern California clients. 
 
In any case, by the mid-1930s, Neutra had won so many Bay Area commissions that he 
opened a branch office on Kearny Street in San Francisco. This office was overseen by 
Winkler, who, with the help of drafters, executed the drawings for at least eight of Neutra’s pre-
war Bay Area residences. According to reminiscences Neutra’s wife Dione recorded in 1978, 
her husband – after working during the day at their Los Angeles office – would take overnight 
bus trips to San Francisco to review the drawings early the following morning. As the night 
busses on this run had sleeping berths, presumably Neutra would have been able to obtain at 
least a modicum of rest.  
 
However the introductions occurred, Neutra eagerly accepted Johnson and Clayton as clients. 
For him, their modest means were not an impediment. In fact, a limited budget was precisely 
the kind of challenge that he found stimulating. The three tiny structures he subsequently 
executed were destined to become the famous & evocative “Three Small Houses in an 
Orchard.” Since Neutra was interested in low-cost housing, the appeal of such a project was 
not such a stretch. For reasons of cost and efficiency of construction, someone – it’s not clear 
who - suggested that the two larger residences be copies - or near copies - of one another. 
The third and smallest cottage eventually became a guesthouse. The erection of three 
separate structures on a single lot turned the project into a sort of semi-communal living 
arrangement, despite the fact that the property was legally subdivided into a front half and a 
rear half shortly after it had been purchased. That early decision to partition the lot had a huge 
impact on what occurred on the two parcels many years later. 
 
Small though these homes were, they incorporated the full range of Neutra’s signature design 
features - horizontal bands of steel casement windows, broad cantilevered overhangs 
projecting from flat roofs, and open floor plans with plenty of built-in cabinets, some of which 
doubled as head-high room dividers. The larger, L-shaped twins (750sf) had an open 
living/dining area, a separate kitchen and a single bedroom. Each had a carport. The tiny guest 
cabin (~350 sf) was little more than a studio apartment. It had the unusual features of an 
exterior slatted wing wall, which curved around a tiny outdoor patio; and Neutra’s trademark 
spider-legs, in which horizontal beams extended out over the patio to meet the posts 
supporting part of the curved wall. The enveloping exterior wall was the sole non-rectangular 
design feature in any of the three buildings. 
 
The exterior siding consisted horizontal tongue-and-groove redwood planks sealed with 
linseed oil. At the time, the use of wood as exterior cladding occurred rarely in Neutra’s 
Southern California work, but he had already experimented with painted wood clapboards in 
his first two Bay Area projects, the Koblick (1933) in Atherton and the Largent (1935) in San 
Francisco. No one knows for certain who came up with the idea of specifying redwood. The 
notion could have been either Neutra’s or Winkler’s. In any case, from then on, Neutra 
frequently called for redwood as the siding on his the Northern California residences. After 
WWII, this material began to show up on his Southern California projects as well. 
 
When Jacqueline’s cottage was finished, Clayton wrote her a poem to commemorate the 
event: 
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               A simple dwelling framed of native wood. 
               Precise and strong in trim of steel and glass, 
               Russet as autumn, clean of line and mass, 
               Modeled with forethought to its time and place. 
 
Jacqueline Johnson lived in her cottage on for only two short years. Love whisked her away. In 
1941 she married the surrealist painter Gordon Onslow Ford and left Los Altos. The newlyweds 
settled in Mexico until after the war, when they returned to the Bay Area. By contrast, Clayton 
remained in his residence until the 1970s. Early on – in 1948 – he and his wife added a second 
bedroom designed by Neutra and had extensive landscaping done by Eckbo, Royston & 
Williams, a firm committed to many of the progressive ideologies that had influenced Neutra. 
Both the house and its garden remained intact until the early 1980s, when the City of Los 
Altos, at a time when municipalities paid no attention to mid-century modernism, with little 
fanfare allowed new purchasers to demolish the front cottage, which afforded them the 
opportunity to erect an undistinguished but more traditional home on their half of the original 
lot.  
 
After passing through a succession of owners, Jacqueline Johnson’s former home once again 
came on the market in 1979. Valera Graham, John Gusto’s then-girlfriend, did the couple’s 
house hunting. Some two decades later, she noted that she had been instructed by John to 
find “the smallest house with the biggest tree.” When a local realtor showed her the odd little 
flag lot with the huge redwood, she liked the fact that it was tucked way back from the street 
and thus afforded great privacy. “It was a neat little house surrounded by vine-covered fences 
with a redwood tree towering over,” she continued. “It was deceiving.... The moment the door 
was opened and I could see across the room out into the garden, the feeling of ‘littleness’ 
left.... I knew it was a jewel that John would want.” John & Val made an offer of $135,000 to 
purchase the property from the estate of Claire Barton Plunkett, and the deal was completed. 
 
When the front twin came up for sale several years afterward, the Gusto’s gave serious 
consideration to buying it, too. In fact, John had negotiated a preliminary agreement with its 
owner. Unfortunately, as the couple who owned it were going through a bitter divorce, the 
proceeds from the sale were to be divided. Because of this, the soon to be ex-wife held out for 
more money, and a higher bidder was eventually found, so the opportunity to reunite all three 
cottages on a single lot was forever lost.  
 
A little over a decade later, the Gusto’s sought and received permission to renovate and 
slightly enlarge the tiny guest house tucked back in the far corner of the lot. Because the City 
of Los Altos – which in the meantime had enacted a local historic property register – had 
incorrectly listed this small building as not having been designed by Neutra, they allowed it to 
be significantly altered. The Gusto’s hired local architect Sandra Paim to draw up plans for the 
renovation. In 1995, after the building permit was approved, the little house was gutted. The 
existing building footprint remained intact, but the open porch was covered over and enclosed. 
The original interior was completely reworked. Shortly after construction was completed, the 
Gusto’s asked Paim to now sketch alterations for their main residence. These involved new 
room configurations in the existing structure, a slight bump-out on its west side, and a new 
bedroom and two-car garage to be added on the eastern (flag lot) edge of the 1/4-acre 
property. Several different schemes were considered, but this time, the Gusto’s were not so 
captivated by their architect’s proposals. The expansion plans were set aside. 
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Yours Truly Enters the Picture 
 
Four years passed. Then I showed up at the Gusto’s front door. My initial appearance 
rekindled their still-simmering interest in more living space. At the time of a follow-up visit I 
made to photograph the site, John informed me of their desire to enlarge the house and asked 
whether I’d be interested in taking on the project. My initial reaction was one of astonishment, 
as the idea – at least initially - of altering the work of one of my architectural idols was 
practically unthinkable. Instead, I urged that Dion Neutra be approached. Gusto, however, did 
not warm to my suggestion, principally because he didn’t know who Dion was and because, at 
the time, he was also basically unfamiliar with the extent of Neutra’s reputation. I, on the other 
hand, seemed like someone he could work with. Because I had previously run up against an 
almost identical situation with the owners of Neutra’s Miller House (1952) in Berkeley - and still 
wanting Dion to have a role in whatever design commission I was able to obtain - I tried to 
broker a deal involving Dion where I would perform the design work, but Dion would be hired 
as a consultant.  
 
Neither the Miller owners nor the Gusto’s thought much of such an arrangement. Be that as it 
may, near the end of 1998 and continuing into the following summer, Gusto and I discussed 
what services I could offer and how we might proceed. In July 1999, at his urging, I contacted 
the Los Altos Planning Department to familiarize myself with their zoning guidelines regarding 
additions. I also discussed the current resale value of the property with John’s real estate 
agent, Robert Morton. Morton advised me as to what the increase in value of the property 
would be were a second-story addition built and the existing downstairs remodeled. In his 
estimation, the property would have then been worth a minimum of $1.2M. He hinted that the 
Los Altos building department could be difficult to deal with, news that did not surprise me in 
the least. 
 
The following month I sent Gusto a proposal that outlined my design philosophy. A provision in 
that proposal would have made Dion a consultant, but my wording constituted a major 
stumbling block for John. Dion was not pleased with this development, so in deference to him, I 
persisted in pushing this line of thought. Gusto was not in the least receptive, especially since 
Dion’s professional fee was over three times my own. John then requested a framework for 
(and a cap on) design fees and brought up ancillary issues, which I attempted to address. 
Negotiations dragged on into the early autumn, but I used that time to become familiar with 
Neutra’s original 1939 drawings, document existing site conditions, and consult with the 
building department and research local codes. For good measure, I contacted area building 
contractors to get an idea of potential construction costs for such a project. All the while, Dion 
continued to insist that he be hired as a consultant, but the prospect of his participation was 
already off the table. The cost of Dion’s services and John’s distrust of paying someone he did 
not know were the deciding factors. 
 
That autumn, Valera Gusto showed me rough sketches she had drawn as well as photographs 
and other materials, which indicated how, she wanted the interior appointed. She was adamant 
that the terrific indoor/outdoor connection be maintained and requested covered or semi-
covered outdoor seating with attached trellises. To move the project forward, I met with a local 
landscaper I knew to obtain information on possible planting schemes. 
 
Though a contract had yet not been signed, I pressed ahead. I met with David Kornfield – the 
variance officer in the Los Altos the planning department – to obtain an assessment of how the 
city might view an addition to the cottage. His take was in principle positive, his caveat being 
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that the local historic commission would have to sign off on the application since the cottage 
had received a rating on the city’s new Historic Resources Inventory elevated enough to make 
it a local historic resource. Moreover, three zoning variances would have to be granted. The 
first would be building into the front yard setback, the second mandating that any second story 
itself be held back 7.5' from ground floor construction (an impossibility for this small house), the 
third being a waiver of sun angle limitations. At this point I was cautiously optimistic, so I 
prepared myself for a pre-design meeting with the commission, put together a presentation 
package and scheduled a board appearance for Thanksgiving week of 1999.  
 
 
Initial Negotiations with the Los Altos Historic Commission 
 
As it turned out, my optimism was misguided. The Historic Commission decided that they 
wished to preserve the cottage as it stood and would look favorably on a two-story addition 
only if it were detached from the main structure or were connected to it via a “knuckle”, which 
implied some sort of glazed atrium between the old house and any new construction. At the 
outset of my presentation, several commissioners originally stood in favor of the proposal with 
several uncommitted. However, one commissioner – local architect Mark Sandoval – spoke out 
strongly against the project. Unfortunately – as often happens in these kinds of situations – 
Sandoval’s vehement stand convinced the more uncommitted to accede to his views, so 
Sandoval won the day. Any final chance for an attached addition to the cottage went down in 
flames. 
 
Much disappointed, I reported the evening’s events to Gusto. Given the Historic Commission’s 
position, I informed him that he had several options available. They were: 
 
1.  Have me execute concept drawings along the lines the commission suggested, that is, a 
separate structure connected to the existing cottage by means of a glass arcade or similar 
device. 
2.  Have me design plans in accordance with his wishes, which were an attached two-story 
scheme that respected Neutra’s work. If the Historic Commission rejected this proposal, he 
would then have the option of suing the city. 
3.  Have me design a second-story addition which floated above the old house and which had 
an entirely separate structural system. 
4.  Sell the property as is. 
5.  Move the house. 
6.  Demolish the house without a demolition permit, then pay whatever fine the city levied. 
7.  Do nothing at all. 
 
Surprisingly, when I apprised Dion of the Historic Commission’s position, he offered to write a 
letter to the City of Los Altos stating that the cottages represented his father’s most minor work, 
in effect an example which perhaps did not warrant saving. 
 
 
The Project Stalls 
 
Given the approaching holidays, and as John wanted time to make a decision how to proceed, 
further progress remained on hold. I did not hear back from him for over two months. Finally, in 
February of 2000, John called to say that he wanted me to continue with the design phase of 
the project. I mailed him a contract, but for whatever reasons he again did not sign it. 
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Eventually, I sent him a letter to ask whether my services had been in any manner 
unsatisfactory and told him that it was hard to remain committed to the work with such long 
delays in his responses. After another month had passed with no reply, I told him that given his 
failure to respond in a timely manner and his unwillingness to sign a contract, I would have to 
separate myself from the project. I sent him a final invoice and believed that to be the end of 
that. 
 
To my great surprise, in late April I received a call from his wife Val requesting that I recount 
what information I had gleaned from the city during my negotiations with them the preceding 
autumn. In a follow-up letter, I did just that, repeating that if she and John were interested in 
having me develop concept plans, I would still do so were a contract signed. As before, 
however, I heard nothing in return while summer came and went, so as before, the project 
once again languished. It remained in limbo for some time. 
 
Over the next two years, I had nothing more to do with the project. The Gusto’s felt the city’s 
decision had backed into a corner, leaving them unable to enlarge the cottage in a manner 
which worked for them, while at the same time being prohibited from demolishing the structure. 
A buyer for their highly desirable lot came forward but backed away after he became aware of 
the restrictions the city had set on it. Since the property had been valued in excess of $1M, the 
financial stakes were exceedingly high. Quite rightly, the Gusto’s were angry at this turn of 
events. 
 
 
The Historic Commission Is Back in the Picture/ Looking For a Preservationist Buyer 
 
In March of 2003, Justin Drewes, a staff member on the Historic Commission of Los Altos, 
telephoned me to ask if I would assist in the preservation of the cottages in place or alternately 
through their relocation. Drewes had been given my name by Dion, to whom he had written 
requesting information about the cottages. 
 
Meanwhile, Gusto and realtor Morton appeared before the Historic Commission to oppose the 
city’s inclusion of the larger cottage on its Historic Resources Inventory. John contended that 
the elevated rating accorded the house was capricious and inflated, the result of which was to 
compromise his ability to sell his property or otherwise dispose of it as he saw fit. From my 
perspective, John’s rationale was valid, but there was a wide divergence in sentiment among 
the board’s six commissioners. Three believed historic preservation to be paramount, while the 
same number felt the rights of property owners to manage their assets should prevail. Because 
of the 3-3 split, the commission voted to advise the Planning Commission that it would allow 
Gusto to demolish the house(s) under the condition that an effort be made in a two month 
period to locate a donor willing to accept the house(s) and move them off the lot. 
Commissioner Drewes volunteered to work with Vice-Chairman Randall Hull to support this 
effort. 
 
Soon thereafter, through my association with Laura Culberson of docomomo (an organization 
dedicated to the preservation of modern architecture), a couple from Mill Valley contacted me 
to say that they were big Neutra fans who were greatly interested in purchasing the cottages 
and the lot. In spite of what first appeared to be a highly promising lead, nothing concrete 
developed with from this pair. 
 
Before Memorial Day, Gusto & Morton made another appearance before the Historic 
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Commission. Based on my research, they reported that they had contacted several house-
moving companies about the feasibility of relocating the cottage(s). Cost estimates ranged 
from $20K to $90K, depending on structure, size and the distances involved. The Commission 
then discussed whether a foundation might accept title to the building(s). Gusto said that he 
would agree to a donation so long as he would incur no costs related to it. 
 
At John’s request, I agreed to appear before the Historic Commission to tell them of my 
connection to Neutra and of my continuing (but unsuccessful) efforts to find a buyer for the 
houses and/or property. I expressed my opinion regarding the existing character of the two 
houses, informing them that the smaller of the two had been completely altered on its interior, 
a circumstance which significantly affected its historic character, but that the larger was fairly 
close to intact and could certainly be restored where it stood or at another site. They discussed 
moving the two cottages to various open areas of Los Altos – Redwood Grove, Lincoln Park or 
a section of the Civic Center orchard. Astonishingly (to me at least), the committee’s Vice-chair 
Randall Hull expressed a desire to move the smaller cabin to his own property so it could serve 
as his studio. He guessed that relocation costs might range from $10K to $30K. I spoke out in 
favor of preserving at least the larger cottage on its present site or in relocating it onto public 
property. Gusto stated that he would give away the larger cottage but wanted the small studio 
to remain, since he felt that it had value as a legal accessory structure, in spite of its non-
conformance within the rear yard setback. At the end of this session, the Commission passed a 
resolution, which would allow the big cottage to be demolished (!) if no one could be found to 
move it. For the first time, the Historic Commission entertained the notion of itself relocating the 
cottage to public property if private funding could be found to underwrite the cost. 
 
Additionally, the Commission considered formulating a recommendation to the City Council 
that it take action to assist in the relocation of the Johnson home. They suggested that city 
might offer funding to purchase the house. Volunteers might be located who would organize a 
group that would raise money to purchase and move the cottage. The commissioners then 
approved a motion asking the city to come up with a list of municipal properties that the cottage 
could sit on, with the proviso that the city would not be responsible for any costs related to 
moving, installing, and restoration. Potential future uses for the building were for the first time 
brought up. 
 
At John’s behest, over the course of the summer I investigated another option he was 
considering, which was to truck the cottage to his country property in the Sierra foothills. I 
spoke with a number of house movers, one in Sacramento, Kelly Movers in San Jose, and a 
third from the Los Angeles area. The LA guy - Dan Bernier – estimated the moving cost to be 
$30K, based on prior work they had done in Pasadena. The biggest unknown to them revolved 
around whether the house would have to be cut in half (it would). If cut into two pieces, the L-
shaped house could have been trucked on interstate highways were certain oversize vehicle 
restrictions in place. Based on my research, I figured that the cost of relocation to his land east 
of Placerville to approach $75K. There could be additional expenses related to re-landscaping 
on public property and on adjoining neighbors’ properties if greenery were damaged during 
transport off the site. Moving both cottages would almost double the costs. Some of the 
estimates I got included laying a new foundation for the building a distance away from their 
principal residence. In addition to contemplating these options, John considered having me 
design a small, custom house or even a modular structure. In the end, for various reasons, he 
followed up on none of these alternatives. 
 
Around the same time, upon my request, Christine Madrid French of the Recent Past 
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Preservation Network published an “urgent” red alert about the impending demolition of the two 
remaining cottages in the hope of attracting a preservationist buyer for the property. 
 
As the year wore on, I continued to explore all likely possibilities for help. I telephoned the 
Getty Grants Program in LA regarding their Architectural Conservation Implementation Grants, 
which provide up to $250K for the conservation of historic structures. Their grant restrictions 
were exceedingly stringent and our project did not meet their requirements. I also reached out 
to the National Parks Service regarding their National Historic Landmarks Program. Their 
regional office was located in Oakland. I called them but did not receive a favorable response. 
In a continuing effort to learn as much about the history of the cottages as was possible, I 
made a number of trips to the architecture library at Cal Berkeley in search of old magazine 
references to the project. My efforts paid off, as I was able to track down a number of period 
articles and photographs. 
 
In January 2004, John asked me to compose an ad so he could list the property on eBay. Then 
realtor Bob Morton informed me that John had received a $950K offer on the lot. This offer was 
contingent on an immediate sale, but John was unwilling to agree to that stipulation because 
his granddaughter and his son-in-law occupied the larger cottage, while he himself still lived 
part-time in the guest house. Consequently, he rejected the offer. Be that as it may, since the 
buyer was interested solely in the value of the land itself, both he and John could have 
disposed of the cottages in whatever manner either of them wished. 
 
 
Barbara Lamprecht’s Contributions 
 
The following month, I reached out to my friend and Neutra expert Barbara Lamprecht in Los 
Angeles to inquire whether she knew of anyone who might be interested in purchasing the lot 
and thus preserve the two extant cottages in place. An alternative was to find a “Neutra-nut” 
who would purchase the larger cottage and relocate it with the aim of preservation. Barbara 
spoke to a friend and client of hers, Chuck DeVore, owner of Neutra’s famous steel-framed, 
steel-clad Beard House (1934) in Altadena. DeVore wanted additional living and working space 
on his lot, so he gave serious thought to moving the cottage onto his property. He and Barbara 
drove to Los Altos from LA get a first-hand look at the situation. DeVore liked what he saw but 
wanted cost projections on what it might take to effect a move down I-5 to Los Angeles. From 
estimates I had previously received from house movers when John considered shipping the 
larger cottage to his Placerville property, I told Chuck that it would likely cost around $65K or 
so to slice the building in two, truck it to Altadena and then place it on a new foundation.  
 
On her own, Barbara contacted a Southern California house mover, who ultimately proved not 
so sanguine about the long distance haul required. These people claimed that a trip down I-5 
or 101 would require a highway patrol escort, which by itself would cost $100K-$150K. 
Moreover, the company felt the two sections of the house would not fare well over such a long 
trip. True or not, none of the movers I spoke with had brought up such issues, so I believe 
these guys were simply not that interested in the job. 
 
Ultimately, DeVore dropped out of the picture, though at the time I never learned what had 
dampened his initial enthusiasm. Some eight years later - in 2012 - I was able to ask him. In an 
exchange of emails, he stated that the layout of the house wouldn’t have worked well in the 
rear yard of the Beard House. The costs of transporting the cottage aside, he stated that the 
Johnson floor plan was the mirror image of the one he really needed. Although he considered 
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the prospect of owning two Neutra’s – on the same lot, no less – to be quite exciting, he had in 
the end demurred. 
 
 
Dion Neutra’s Letter 
 
Concurrently – most probably at my request – Dion completely reversed his prior position and 
sent a letter to the Historic Commission attesting to the value of all of his father’s projects - 
even the most modest - as the smallest houses he stated were among his best work. Dion 
urged the city to take whatever steps it could to preserve the two cottages, even proposing that 
the non-profit Neutra Institute take temporary title to the cottage in order for John might to 
receive a tax write-off for the value of the donation. In this scenario, the property would have 
ultimately been transferred to a future private owner. Dion beseeched Los Altos not to place 
itself in the position of allowing the structures to be destroyed, an outcome he said would result 
in terrible press for the city. In an earlier draft, which he had submitted to me for review, he 
pressed the city to hire him as a consultant, but I suggested that his request would not go over 
well, so he fortunately removed that clause from the final version of the letter he submitted. 
 
Although Dion was gracious in penning this letter, for him to write that “he” had been working 
for five years to avoid demolition was patently untrue. Outside this request, he had proffered 
little real support. The truth be told, he had amazingly declined to allow the property to be listed 
on the Neutra website “for sale” section. His refusal dismayed me, particularly since I had 
spent so much of my own time assisting the Neutra Institute in the Northern California research 
project.  
 
 
Appraising Historic Property 
 
Even though I had so far failed to turn up a buyer for the property, I continued to pursue every 
course of action. Christine Madrid French was kind enough to provide me with the name of a 
highly respected house broker (www.architectureforsale.com), which had offices in Los 
Angeles. My goal in calling them was to obtain a realistic appraisal of the house from 
professionals who specialized in the sale of modernist residences. I also hoped to be able to 
list the property on that firm’s website. Unfortunately, the problem with the LA-based appraisers 
was that they had little or no knowledge of real estate conditions in the Bay Area, so they 
weren’t a viable resource. A colleague of mine at the San Francisco Chapter of the AIA 
suggested a couple of Bay Area brokers who frequently dealt with historic houses. One of 
those I contacted was quite perplexed at the very notion that a mid-century modernist home 
might be considered “historic.” Not so surprisingly, I quickly crossed his name off my list of 
potential resources. Other colleagues of mine from the same magazine, Kenneth Caldwell & 
Tim Culvahouse, provided me with the names of certified appraisers who might be helpful. One 
appraiser stated that he could offer an “opinion of value” but cautioned that his area of 
knowledge was specific only to San Francisco and wouldn’t necessarily carry sufficient weight 
in Los Altos. In the end, I learned that only a local appraiser would suffice, and I had none at 
my disposal. 
 
[Note: At this point I was still insufficiently knowledgeable about the history of the cottages and 
their original owners, so I knew I needed learn much more, so I re-read what Thomas Hines 
had to say about the project in Richard Neutra & the Search for Modern Architecture and 
Barbara Lamprecht’s oeuvre, Neutra, Complete Works. I asked Barbara to provide me with 
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further background information and reviewed copies of the original blueprints and 
specifications, which John Gusto was in possession of. Additionally, I scoured online journals 
to read whatever I could find on the subject.] 
 
 
The Historic Commission Presses On 
 
At their March 2004 meeting, the Chair of the Historic Commission, Valerie Carpenter, 
distributed the draft of a letter she wrote for the Commission’s approval. This letter, addressed 
to the mayor and the City Council, requested that the city accept Gusto’s offer of the larger, 
more intact cottage. To take advantage of the donation, the city would have to identify a new 
location and verify private sources of funds to pay for the move and the restoration. If the City 
Council were to support this, the Historic Commission would work with the city’s Parks and 
Recreation Department to help both with the site search and with a way to obtain financial 
backing. 
 
[Note: Excluding the 1935 Plywood Model House, as of this current year (2004) no Neutra 
house had ever been moved, though in 2008 the 1941 Maxwell House was sliced into three 
pieces and relocated from the Brentwood section of Los Angeles to a vacant lot near the 
downtown Angelino Heights neighborhood. That house was purchased by a local real estate 
developer, who intended to restore and sell the building.] 
 
In April, the Historic Commission, with Justin Drewes now the Vice-Chair, finalized its draft 
letter to the City Council. The issues relevant to the city’s acceptance of Gusto’s offer were 
summarized as follows: 
 
1.  What sites are potentially available? 
2. What funding sources would be available to underwrite the move and the new site 
preparation costs? 
3. What possible future uses of the relocated building should be considered? 
4. What would annual maintenance expenses be? 
5. Do possible alternative solutions for preserving the cottage exist? 
 
Were the City Council to be interested in pursuing John’s donation offer, the Commission 
requested that the Council set up a committee to investigate the above-cited issues. The 
committee-to-be would consist of representatives from the Historic Commission, Park, Arts, & 
Recreation and members of the community. 
 
 
Will the Property Be Saved? 
 
Since it was still far from certain what direction the project would take, it became clear that 
publicity would prove helpful in getting the word out so I telephoned the Los Altos weekly 
newspaper – the Town Crier – and the San Jose Mercury News, whose architecture critic I was 
acquainted with. Subsequently, two articles that appeared in the Town Crier alluded to the 
possibility of the town acquiring the larger cottage.  While the publicity helped to foster public 
awareness, both pieces were hurt by factual errors, a characteristic which continued to mar 
much future journalistic writing on the subject. 
 
By late May, Madeline Crawford, the local History Museum Director & liaison to the Historic 
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Commission, forwarded the final draft of the commission’s letter to the City Council. A week 
later the City Council voted to set up its own group to discuss the potential donation. 
Commissioners from the Historic Commission, Parks & Recreation, and Public Art would be 
the municipal committee members, as well as architect Mark Sandoval as the community 
representative. Over the following six weeks, the exact composition of the Neutra Relocation 
Sub-Committee, as it was called, was finalized. The group first met in late July. The following 
month, Sandoval was sent an estimate from Kelley Movers in San Jose to uproot and relocate 
the house (to a yet to be determined local site) for $48.9K. The move would require that the 
house be cut into two pieces. At the same time, the Neutra Relocation Committee continued to 
discuss and evaluate possible future sites. 
 
My own efforts to save the houses went on unabated. In June I called the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) to solicit whatever help they could provide to help stave off 
demolition. I asked whether they would consider accepting a donation of the larger cottage, but 
their reply was that the museum did not do such things. (Actually, I think my proposal stunned 
them.) They added that they would be unable to host a fundraising event but would be willing 
to spread the word to their membership if I were to write them a letter describing the situation in 
Los Altos emphasizing the significance of the cottages. This I did. My exchanges with Joe 
Rosa, the curator of architecture at SFMOMA, led to an email exchange with John Loomis of 
the San Francisco Chronicle, who expressed an interest in writing a piece about my attempts 
to save the house. The article would be published in either the Chronicle or Architectural 
Record, though I’m uncertain whether this occurred. 
 
Around this time I heard scuttlebutt that an area real estate developer had purchased the lot. 
The rumor proved to be untrue. However, the lot’s suitor turned out to be local broker Abby 
Ahrens, who some time later did in fact buy the property from John, the sale price being 
$1,050,000. 
 
My unceasing push to locate a preservationist-minded buyer for the property or for the 
cottage(s) continued to generate significant interest from aficionados of modern architecture in 
Southern California and in the Bay Area. Barbara Lamprecht wrote me that a movie production 
couple from Los Angeles thought they might relocate the cottage to their rural property in Palm 
Desert. A San Francisco architect said that a client of his had inquired about the costs 
associated with moving the Johnson cottage to Palm Springs. Whether they were the very 
same couple noted above I never discovered. Two other Bay Area architects reached out to 
me as well, particularly noted San Francisco practitioner Peter Pfau, who gave careful 
consideration to relocating it onto property he owned in Marin County. In the end, Pfau 
concluded that it would be too problematic to truck the building up the steep access road to 
their home. Other people who had heard about the project contacted me, but in the end, for a 
variety of reasons, none of the nibbles panned out. 
 
 
The Los Altos Historic Commission & its Neutra Relocation Committee 

 
Throughout August and September, the Neutra Relocation Committee was busy evaluating a 
number of municipal sites. By October, Commissioner Justine Drewes informed me that the 
NRC intended to ask the City Council for permission to move the cottage to the History House 
Grounds near the orchard in the Civic Center. The Los Altos Community Foundation, which a 
few years before had relocated another historic building, was ready to raise the funds 
necessary to underwrite the move. I told Justin that the house-moving estimates Mark 



 
 

-14- 

Sandoval had obtained were significantly higher than those I had received when I was 
exploring relocation costs for the Gusto’s to truck the larger cottage onto his country property in 
the Sierras. I also let Drewes know that my services were available to the city regarding the 
restoration of the cottage should it in fact be moved. In reality, I fully expected to play a part in 
the process. I praised Justin for his efforts and told him that he deserved public recognition for 
his ongoing work. 
 
 
The City Council Weighs In 
 
In late October, the NRC wrote an interim report, which it submitted to the Historic 
Commission. Mark Sandoval had recruited a Stanford student to perform a deed search at the 
County Recorder’s office. This research uncovered the fact that Jacqueline Johnson, who had 
purchased the orchard property, had then sold the front half of the long lot to Clayton Stafford. 
The transfer occurred within a month of the purchase of the original parcel. From their work I 
learned that archives for Stafford resided in the special collections section of Stanford’s Greene 
Library, which I promptly visited to do further research of my own. For their part, the Historic 
Commission deliberated whether to approach the City Council for permission to begin raising 
money. Soon thereafter, the Neutra Relocation Sub-committee developed a policy paper that 
recommended to the City Council that the City: 
 
1) Accept Gusto’s donation contingent upon the raising of the necessary funds 
2) Approve the site located between the police station & the History House water tower 
3) Allow the Historic Commission to grant permission to the Relocation Committee to begin 
efforts to find sponsors, fund-raising & support for the relocation. The NRC reported that the 
cottage would: 

• Add an additional landmark to the city 
• Add an additional facility for community functions & meetings 
• Add additional space for exhibits & gallery displays 
• Add additional space for educational use 
• Be a visible connection to the history of the area 
• Be another facility available to the City & community organizations 

 
The NRC expected that all the required funds would come from donations and private grants. 
They noted that the Los Altos Community Foundations had agreed to serve as the sponsor for 
the collection & distribution of funds, but the NRC sought City Council approval to act as a go-
between. As for overall cost projections, the committee now figured that relocation, placement 
and site prep would now total $100K. Annual upkeep and maintenance were estimated to be in 
the range of $3K.  
 
Regarding sites for the cottage, twenty possible locations were considered. The criteria for 
selecting suitable sites were as follows (verbatim): 
 

• The site should enhance the cottage & maintain its original context...in an orchard 
setting 

• The site & the cottage need to be in a protected area 
• There should be easy access to the cottage 
• There should be available parking 
• There should be minimal interference in residential areas 



 
 

-15- 

• The site should become an important & useful addition to a civic area 
• The impact should be similar to both aesthetics and traffic to that of adding a single 

family residence to the area 
 
After evaluating the various options, the NRC unanimously selected a site between the local 
police station and the History House Water Tower, which was a part of the Civic Center 
Complex. Directly across from the chosen site was a landmarked city orchard. An orchard 
setting would have been in keeping with the spirit of the plum orchard that surrounded the 
original lot. This setting would also have served as a reminder of Los Altos’ agricultural past. 
The committee expected that new fruit trees planted near this site would strengthen the 
arboreal character of the area. They recommended removing a nearby park to strengthen the 
orchard concept. The intent was to make this locale an “outdoor history museum.” Fortuitously, 
at the time the city had no other plans to develop the site. 
 
The NRC considered other viable locations to be Lincoln Park, Heritage Oaks Park and a small 
parcel between the Hillview Community Center and the Community House, itself a restored 
building moved to that spot. The remaining sixteen possibilities were for a variety of reasons 
deemed unsuitable. Nonetheless, the committee obviously did a thorough job of considering 
the various sites. Of the four final choices, none appeared to present parking or traffic 
problems. 
 
In summing up their work, the Neutra Relocation Committee suggested the following as 
possible courses of action for the city: 
 
1) Accept the donation of the cottage and approve one of the sites deemed viable 
2) Recommend that Gusto donate the cottage to another civic entity 
3) Abandon the project entirely and allow Gusto to demolish all the buildings on his property 
 
Beyond these steps, the NRC asked the City Council to extend the committee’s life beyond its 
original mandate and to invite a variety of local organizations to help make the donation a 
success. They realized that it would be critical to identify potential donors and to create a 
system for reaching out to them. Because of the impending holidays and other pressing City 
Council business, it was expected that a final presentation to the City Council would be made 
at their January 2005 monthly meeting. 

 
As a part of my attempts to dig up a preservationist buyer for the site, in late 2004 I had placed 
an ad on the Recent Past Preservation Network website (www.recentpast.org). When the ad 
came out, it generated several leads, all of them from Southern California or in the Bay Area. 
Unfortunately, once again, nothing fruitful resulted. 
 
Meanwhile, the Neutra Relocation Committee used its time at the end of the year to fine tune 
its proposal before presenting it to the City Council the following January. Dave Brees - the city 
Recreation Director - wrote a memorandum to the City Council outlining what would be the 
NRC’s recommendations while enumerating the complications which might arise - such as the 
optimal use of public space and the location of underground sewer lines - which might pose 
problems at certain locations. This memo caused consternation among some members of the 
NRC, as it brought up issues that had never previously been thought of. One staffer felt that 
Brees’ report undermined the hard work that the NRC had put in.  
 



 
 

-16- 

The eight-point outline included the following: 
 

• Getting more information on the house, including its layout & its applicability for a 
museum & as a facility for meetings 

• Developing a capital budget for moving, setting up, refurbishing, furnishing & 
landscaping the house 

• Setting up an operating budget for maintenance, utilities, staffing 
• Preparing a draft concept for the marketable uses of the house, the need for funds, & a 

donor pitch 
• Meeting w/ the city attorney as to siting & potential municipal liability 
• Setting up a 501 c3 non-profit with the LACF 
• Find a local non-profit to manage & maintain the cottage  
• Developing a donor plan, that is, who asks, how much, how to honor, et cetera. What 

would be the funding goal? How & when would gifts be requested? 
 
 
At the January of 2005 Historic Commission monthly meeting, the NRC – led by Justin Drewes 
– discussed how raising $100,000 in donations by mid-May might be accomplished, given that 
the City Council had conditionally accepted the donation of the cottage pending a staff report 
on potential locations, costs, annual maintenance, & administrative issues. The city staff would 
be the ones making the final recommendation of the best site for the house.  
 
 
The Blind Leading the Blind: The Project Veers off Course 
 
The following month I learned from John Gusto that architect Robert Sandoval & and a crew of 
local contractors had come to his property to go over the city’s plans for “renovating” the 
cottage once it had been moved. Included in their comments was the disturbing statement that 
the movers intended to eliminate the original brick fireplace and to demolish the wall between 
the kitchen and the dining room. I was shocked at hearing this news and wrote to Justin 
Drewes expressing my dismay at such talk. Wholesale changes of any sort were not at all what 
I had envisioned when I first urged the city to accept a donation of the building. In fact, this kind 
of thinking completely subverted the rationale for the gift in the first place, which was that the 
house be faithfully restored to its original condition to serve both as an example of period 
modernist architecture and as an example of Richard Neutra’s small project design. 
 
I wrote Justin that I felt there was no reason whatsoever for John to consider the donation 
under such circumstances. In no uncertain terms I said the same thing to John. Most 
objectionable to me was the fact that Mark Sandoval, when previously a member of the Historic 
Commission, had been the driving force behind the Commission’s rejection of John’s plan to 
erect an addition onto the house. Sandoval’s prior intervention had swayed the Committee to 
vote not to permit the cottage to be touched, yet now, some two years later, the city and 
Sandoval were considering doing precisely that. To me, this was an outrageous development – 
and the height of hypocrisy on Sandoval’s part. Moreover, such considerations – if allowed – 
would have run contrary to the city’s own written requirements as had been set forth by the 
Historic Commission. 
 
To my great chagrin, I realized that Los Altos was no longer deserving of the cottage. From my 
perspective, historic preservation means just that. In no way does it imply or allow for 
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evisceration of a piece of historic architecture. The mere consideration of gutting the house 
meant that the city could and would not be a suitable caretaker for any portion of Richard 
Neutra’s legacy.  
 
 
The State Historic Building Code, which the project was supposed to follow (but did not), is 
slanted heavily against allowing insensitive alterations, both exterior and interior, and though 
the cottages were not listed on the national or the state historic registers, since they were now 
recognized locally as being architecturally significant, one could reasonably argue that 
adherence to the state historic guidelines was the correct course of action. Moreover, self-
appointed individuals (well-intentioned though they may have been) who hadn’t the knowledge 
or expertise regarding matters of historic preservation should never have been allowed to be in 
a position of dictating what would and would not remain of the cottage.  
 
Further, in regard to the disposition of his property, John Gusto had delayed acting in his own 
interest in order to support the preservation of his longtime home. In my letter to Drewes I 
added that Gusto should simply allow the property to be sold “as is”, a circumstance that would 
have allowed both cottages to be demolished. I informed Justin that I had been communicating 
with Dion Neutra about the latest unsettling developments and passed along Dion’s opposition 
to any non-restorative alterations. I ended by warning Justin that I would vociferously oppose 
any municipal effort aimed at wholesale changes to the almost intact residence. 
 
Justin responded that he was in complete agreement with my sentiments but allowed that his 
hands were now tied because “more powerful forces” had joined the preservation effort. He 
wrote that the History Museum had little or no interest in the house because they “were not 
fans of modern architecture.” He stated that the City had no program to require the interiors of 
historic properties be kept in original condition, most likely both from lack of interest and from 
pressure from wealthy homeowners. He assured me that Paul Foerster, Ling Lear and Mark 
Sandoval, who were leading the “restoration” effort, were definite friends of the project. 
Foerster, I was not acquainted with, but from my experience, Sandoval was less than forthright, 
and Lear – the former mayor – while a big dollar contributor and an effective promoter, would 
eventually prove to be no champion of preservation – to the great detriment of the little 
structures. 
 
Momentarily putting aside my doubts about the men’s motives and actions, I wrote each a 
letter, reiterating the same points I had made to Drewes. Only architect Sandoval responded, 
stating that the cottage had undergone many renovations over the years, changes which would 
cost significant dollars to reverse. [Note: This is a highly debatable point, particularly so in 
comparison to the outrageous amount of money ultimately spent.] To emphasize the thrust of 
his argument, he cited the replacement windows, the exterior and the interior paint jobs. To 
me, the matter of the paint was exceedingly minor, and while respecifying period steel 
casement windows wouldn’t necessarily have been inexpensive, historically accurate 
replacements were available (and certainly far less costly than the new ones which were 
eventually installed). Moreover, the kitchen addition he referred to never existed, so mentioning 
it was meaningless. Sandoval ended his note by stating that the restoration work would 
unequivocally follow the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards Guidelines for Rehabilitating 
Historic Buildings as well as the preservation regulations of the State Office of Historic 
Preservation. “It would be pointless,” he wrote, “to save this structure if we didn’t observe these 
important preservation standards.” In the end, his warning proved to be sadly and prophetically 
accurate. 
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Dion, whom I had consulted about this troubling development, then weighed in on the subject. I 
had previously told him that I expected to serve in an advisory capacity in the restoration but 
that I now strongly doubted that I would be allowed to participate. I added that I had asked 
John Gusto to have me appointed the house’s “preservationist protector.” Since John never 
proved to be an effective or persistent advocate for the preservation of the cottage, I was not 
confident he would be listened to. For certain, at least one reason for my exclusion was my 
insistence on being paid for my design work, but those who got their hands on the project 
wanted no outsiders involved, nor in fact anyone who didn’t adhere to the emerging “party 
line.” 
 
 
The Drive for Funding Takes Precedent 
 
On March 1st of 2005, the Neutra Relocation Committee met at City Councilman King Lear’s 
house to discuss funding possibilities and to develop a strategy for attracting potential donors. 
Lear noted that from the city’s point of view, the NRCs preferred location for the house - close 
to the Police Station in the Civic Center – was not viable. Siting the cottage next to the 
Community House (its ultimate location) was proposed as an alternative. 
 
At that month’s meeting of the Historic Commission, Justin Drewes became its chair, which 
was a positive development from the perspective that he was the staunchest public advocate 
for the preservation of Gusto’s cottage. As a representative of the NRC, Drewes now reported 
that the Hillview Center was the preferred place for the house once it was moved. Around the 
same time, the City Council voted to accept Gusto’s donation if a sponsoring organization 
would step up to commit to the operation and maintenance of the building. The Council also 
examined legal issues relating to the Hillview site, especially whether the Board of Adjustments 
would have to approve a zoning variance for non-compliance with side yard setback 
requirements. 
 
In a last-ditch bid to find a preservationist buyer for the cottage, I determined to do my utmost 
to explore every possible avenue. Near the end of March, I was contacted by a man in Hawaii 
who appeared to be intrigued by the prospect of purchasing the larger cottage, dismantling it 
and shipping it in pieces to Oahu, where it would be reassembled on a forty-acre protected 
refuge he owned. I told the man’s agent that time was short and that the house would have to 
be donated to a non-profit organization. Since Dion was a party to these email exchanges, he 
suggested that the cottage be temporarily donated to the Neutra Institute as an interim 
measure. Dion could then make his Conservation Easement a condition of a subsequent 
donation (or sale) to the suitor. I did eventually speak with Mr. Hawaii, but as it was so late in 
the game at this point, I wasn’t convinced there would be sufficient time to put together a 
workable deal. This proved to be the case. 
 
Near the end of April, Lear informed advocates of the donation that to date he had secured 
$85K in donations and was confident that the remaining $15K would be raised by the 
upcoming May 15 deadline mandated by the City Council. He stated that relocation, renovation 
& outfitting of the cottage with high-tech display equipment would now cost about $275,000. 
Justin updated me with this information. In response, I told him that I still (naively) expected to 
play a role in the restoration, though I acknowledged that Sandoval might oppose any 
participation on my part. 
 



 
 

-19- 

King Lear Grabs Control of the Reins 
 
In May, the NRC reported to the Historic Committee that the $100K funding plateau had been 
reached, with $50K in services donated by a construction company & the other $50K in cash. 
Justin reported that the house relocation might occur in July, with Gusto granting a one-month 
extension of his previous June deadline for moving the cottage. Justin went on to say that a 
project manager had been appointed from one of the companies donating their time to the 
salvage effort. He also let on that he was no longer being kept up to date on the progress of 
the project nor informed of the dates of future meetings. He wrote that King Lear had “taken 
the lead in the project,” to the exclusion of those who did not agree with him. I conveyed my 
belief that it was patently unfair for those most responsible for initiating the project – he and I – 
to have been unceremoniously shunted out of the picture.  
 
Soon thereafter, Justin reported to the Historic Committee that $120K in donations had been 
collected and that they expected more funding to come in over the summer. By the following 
month the Los Altos Community Foundation (LACF), the non-profit appointed to direct the 
operations of the cottage once it had been restored, became a player in the back and forth 
negotiations between the several agencies which were weighing in on the project. One of 
LACF’s first demands was for the project to be allocated additional outdoor space behind the 
Neutra House so that a useful back yard could be made available for future public functions at 
the building. 
 
 
Just Who Has Contributed What? 
  
Local and area newspaper coverage in Los Altos and San Jose soon reported that the 
donation was a done deal and that the cottage would be relocated onto city property before the 
end of the summer. At this news Dion offered me sincere congratulations but wondered if it 
were really true that “we” had saved the building. Of course, it wasn’t at all true that “we” had 
done any such thing, as Dion had contributed little. On his own, Dion attempted to contact the 
City to find out who was in charge of the project so that he could prod them into hiring him as a 
consultant for the restoration. He spoke to a colleague of his, Devin Colman, seeking advice on 
what might be the most effective strategy in dealing with the Los Altos town fathers. Colman’s 
advice was that Dion take an understated approach, offering to be more of a “mentor” than 
someone who was demanding to be placed in charge of the project. Though this was an 
excellent suggestion, it had no chance at being successful, as King Lear and his associates 
were intent on complete control of the process from beginning to end – which was precisely the 
greatest danger. Quite properly, Dion was furious at the idea that these freelancers would 
come to their own conclusions as to “what Neutra would have wanted,” as had been stated. I 
expressed my disappointment to Dion that Justin and I had been pushed out. In the minds of 
the local power brokers, neither of us was actually in the picture in the first place. Justin 
received scant praise for his tireless work and I none at all. So while the King Lear and the 
other major players were hard at work, not everyone in the know was so charitably disposed 
about their tack (and tact). 
 
 
In August, I wrote a short piece on the subject for arcCA, the quarterly journal of the California 
AIA. That same month I gave a talk about the project before the Small Firm Forum of the East 
Bay AIA. The presentation was title “Preserving Historic Houses.” Justin Drewes continued to 
keep me abreast of developments with the project. He wrote that the move of the cottage had 
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been pushed back to at least September (ultimately to late November) and that local contractor 
Dave Knudsen had been put in charge of the cottage relocation. Since I was out of the loop at 
this point, without Justin’s updates, I would have had no idea at all what was going on. Even 
John Gusto, who now lived only part-time in Los Altos, had little idea of how things were 
progressing. 
 
By the end of the summer, Lear reported that $135K in donations had been raised. While an 
impressive amount of money, this sum was only half of what the completed “restoration” was 
expected to total. Nonetheless, Lear expressed confidence that getting the additional 
donations would pose no problem whatsoever.  Be that as it may, those in the city and on the 
City Council vehemently unsympathetic to the cottage mounted ongoing counterattacks. 
According to Justin, the City Attorney was concerned that the council might be “stuck with the 
building” should the shortfall in costs not be covered. She was concerned that “transients” 
might take up residences in the uncompleted building were it left vacant or that the unfinished 
house would be a “detraction from the neighborhood.” Justin was astonished at such 
statements, since in the fifteen years that he had lived in Los Altos, he had never seen a 
solitary transient – one near exception being a Vietnam vet who owned his own house but who 
preferred to live outdoors. 
 
 
The Project Has Enemies & So Does Lear 
 
The City Attorney’s comments highlighted the harsh reality that many residents in this wealthy 
and very conservative community were not enthralled with the notion that the city was going to 
acquire the Neutra cottage. There was little modern architecture in Los Altos, with few people 
even aware of the famous architect’s name. When he purchased the property in 1979, even 
Gusto himself had no clue who Neutra was. He and his wife simply liked the house and its 
surroundings. Further, certain individuals both inside and outside the municipal government 
were outraged that the city would spend the first red cent on a structure they considered to be 
little more than a decrepit eyesore. From the moment the City Council began to seriously 
consider accepting Gusto’s donation offer, opponents were not reticent about expressing their 
views, both privately and publicly. Given the vehemence of the verbal onslaught, which lasted 
from the inception of the project until well after the “restoration” was complete, it is amazing - 
architectural integrity aside – that the affair came to fruition. 
 
As will soon become clear, the voices of opposition were as personal and political as they were 
aesthetic and financial. Some champions of the project had political enemies who were not in 
the least shy about making their feelings known, at times in rather nasty and petty ways. There 
were those who hadn’t the first good thing to say about modern design in general, let alone the 
smallest residences of an architect whose name was virtually unknown to them and which the 
majority of them could not even pronounce. There were also the financial conservatives such 
as the City Attorney who, though the whole restoration was to be underwritten by private gifts 
and in-kind donations, were concerned that the city was somehow going to get pigeonholed 
into spending precious municipal funds on what to them was a totally worthless undertaking. 
 
By the beginning of November 2005, the City of Los Altos had hammered out an agreement 
with the Los Altos Community Foundation (LACF) - a local non-profit organization - that would 
allow the city to acquire title to the cottage and mandate that the LACF operate and maintain 
the “restored” building for a range of public purposes. At this juncture more than $150,000 had 
been raised for the refurbishing, and architectural drawings by Mark Sandoval’s office were 
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well underway.  
 
Though the larger cottage was soon to be sliced in half and trucked onto city property at the 
Hillview Community Center site (the guest cabin had already been flattened), the drumbeats of 
opposition did not lessen one iota. Ron Packard, then head of the City Council - and one of 
King Lear’s most vociferous political enemies - spearheaded the assault. He questioned Lear’s 
assurance that all the funds necessary to complete the restoration would actually be collected, 
noting that Lear had recently assured the council that it would be 100% reimbursed for 
expenses related to a local gay parade, when in fact it was not. The city was left with a tab of 
$8000.00, a development that infuriated Packard. He was not reticent about using this as a 
cudgel against Lear. On aesthetic grounds, Packard objected to the fact that Neutra’s original 
design concept included a trio of structures, and yet only one was being preserved. One single 
structure would not “have the charm or ambiance that Neutra intended.” For this reason, he 
doubted that people would be willing to contribute further to the restoration fund. Packard’s 
distrust of Lear’s assurances about the gay pride parade was reportedly more than financial, 
however. He and others in the city simply did not think that municipal support of any kind for a 
gay-themed event was appropriate.  
 
Pressing on with his offensive, Packard questioned the propriety of “allocating rent-free Los 
Altos city land with a value of over $500,000 to [the] LACF....” He noted that the adjoining 
Hillview Community Center was in desperate need of repair, suggesting that donated funds 
should go to the center instead. He demanded that the LACF provide the City Council with a 
complete accounting of monies donated, monies spent, monies owed, and monies expected. 
He asked for the same information regarding in-kind contribution. Clearly, he was gearing up 
for a protracted battle, though he rather disingenuously stated that he was requesting this 
material not as a member of the City Council but merely as a private citizen. 
 
Some six months later, when the LACF, through a bookkeeping oversight, neglected to provide 
the city with the covenant which deeded the house to the city by a certain date – a failure 
which on paperwork negated the entire agreement signed on November 1st, 2005 – City 
Council President Packard and his allies pounced on this error and used it as a tool in an 
attempt of abrogate the entire agreement. He wanted the whole matter of the donation 
reconsidered and urged the LACF not to spend any further funds on its reconstruction until the 
deed question was decided. Had this effort been successful, it could have resulted in the 
cottage still being demolished, by this time sitting on its new site on at the Hillview Center. 
 
 
The Jacqueline Johnson Cottage Gets Its New Home 
 
The move itself occurred on a glorious Sunday morning just before Thanksgiving. A generous 
and festive crowd was on hand to watch the flatbed trucks’ short trek from Marvin Avenue 
along Pepper to the new site on Hillview. For over two weeks, a construction crew had been 
readying the house for transport. They had sawn the house in half and had found it necessary 
to temporarily strengthen the two parts so they could survive the short move down the street to 
where they were to be temporarily placed atop wooden blocks. Unfortunately, trouble plagued 
the movers from the get-go. Foremost was the fact that not a soul thought to save original 
Roman fireplace bricks. Moreover, no one even considered preserving the original 1939 
cabinetry. These early oversights would come to define an effort that increasingly steered the 
direction of the reconstruction increasingly away from any sense of being a true restoration, 
though those in charge would and did deny this truth. 
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There was plenty of local - and national - press coverage of the event. Below is the text of an 
article that appeared in the Los Altos Town Crier a few days prior to the gala. 
 
After years of deliberation and planning, the small cottage designed by acclaimed modern 
architect Richard Neutra will have a new home.  
 
The historic 1939 building will be cut in half on Sunday and moved down the street to city-
owned land between the Hillview Community Center and the Community House, where it will 
be reassembled and restored. 
 
For decades the cottage, the smallest building Neutra is known to have designed, sat forgotten 
on a heavily wooded property on Marvin Avenue. It was originally one of three studio-size 
houses built on the site as an experiment in semi-communal, affordable housing. More than a 
year ago, the property’s owner, John Gusto, after learning of the cottage’s unusual past, 
offered to donate it to the city on the condition that the city pay to relocate it. 
 
Enter members of the Los Altos Community Foundation, who thus far have raised nearly 
$200,000, about two-thirds of their $329,000 fund-raising goal for the mover and restoration. 
Foundation volunteers have also worked on logistics and preparations for the relocation of the 
cottage, which will be converted into an architectural museum. 
 
The 980-square foot building could prove challenging to restore. Much of its interior was 
remodeled, so original cabinetry, fixtures and other key design elements have been lost and 
will need to be reconstructed. Restoration plans include recreating orchard and patio setting 
that surrounded the cottage, rebuilding its carport and reviving its deep brown redwood 
exterior. 
 
Volunteer Dave Knudsen, who serves as project leader for the relocation, said preparing the 
house for the move has already been a challenge. Its ‘floating’ floor, a floor not connected to 
the cottage’s walls, meant additional steps were needed to ensure the house wouldn’t collapse 
during the move. It has taken about two weeks to dig out the foundation, brace the walls, insert 
steel support beams underneath and construct cribbing inside the cottage. 
 
“It’s more complicated to pick up,” Knudsen said, “but easier to move. It’s a nice clean shot 
straight down the street.” 
 
Despite the initial extra effort involved in moving the small structure, it’s an easier task than that 
required for the Community House’s relocation and restoration. 
 
That house was damaged during the move because it was too wide for the street and tree 
branches poked holes in its roof, Knudsen said. The six weeks of rain that followed, combined 
with a leaky roof, meant the house’s interior had to be completely gutted and revamped.  
 
The Neutra cottage is listed on the city’s Historical Resource Inventory and is eligible for 
landmark status. 
 
As positive as it seemed for the project to have gotten this far and as wonderful as the press 
attention was, the article above was riddled with factual errors. First of all, the cottage never 
“sat forgotten” by anyone. It was occupied since it was built, the last twenty-six years prior to 
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2005 by John Gusto and his wife – who fully enjoyed their home. Further, the small 1/4 acre 
site close to the downtown was not “heavily wooded” at all. Heavily landscaped – yes, but 
wooded – no. 
 
Moreover, John Gusto did not first learn of his home’s “unusual past” in the previous year. 
Because I first met the Gusto’s (in 1998) as a part of my research into the Northern California 
Neutra projects, I can personally attest to the fact that he learned a lot about the cottages from 
me. Furthermore, however unknown the Neutra name was to John and Valera when they first 
bought the property, over the years they were subject to a slow but steady stream of visitors – 
mostly young architecture students – seeking to see for themselves a work by one of the icons 
they had studied in school. Thus, by 2004, the Gusto’s were sufficiently aware of the pedigree 
of their houses. Moreover, John and his wife were the last to have lived among the trio of 
cottages in their full splendor, as their two were in original condition when they purchased 
them, as was the forward twin on Marvin. Even now, John rues the fact that he didn’t purchase 
the front cottage when it became available in 1982. Had he become the owner of both halves 
of the original lot, he would have been in the position to have preserved all three. Finally, the 
house actually occupied about 750 square feet, not the 980 sf as reported. More to the point, it 
was definitely not true that much of the interior had been remodeled. Quite the opposite was 
the case. Key design elements had in fact NOT been lost. Though many of the original steel 
casement windows had been replaced with new vinyl-clad thermopane units and the kitchen 
remodeled, John Gusto had kept the original cabinetry in a small onsite storage enclosure. 
 
After the hoopla of moving day, the excitement the event generated cooled down somewhat. 
By mid-December, forms for the new foundation were in place, then concrete poured and left 
to cure. Near the end of that month I was contacted by freelance writer Fred Bernstein, who 
wanted to do a piece on the preservation of modernist houses for the New York Times. He 
interviewed me, and I gave him my frank views. Right after New Year’s, his article did appear 
in the Home & Garden section of the Times. It discussed the positive and negative outcomes 
of several instances where mid-century modernist residences were no longer wanted and were 
thus in peril of being demolished. Based partly on my then still sunny take on the Los Altos 
situation, Mr. Bernstein called the moving of the Neutra house a success story. Unfortunately, 
his conclusion was premature, at least from a preservationist perspective. 
 
 
2006: Remodeling Begins as Funding Success Continues 
 
As 2006 began, the house lay atop blocks waiting for the recently poured footings to cure, but 
by the end of the January, it had been lowered and bolted to the new foundation. When the 
weather eased during the spring, the exterior redwood siding was stripped of its accumulated 
layers of paint. King Lear continued to solicit further contributions for the “restoration” fund. 
Meanwhile, the project team made a series of decisions which shifted the project further and 
further away from preservation more toward something which is fashionably called 
“repurposing” or “adaptive re-use.” In effect, the whole interior was to be gutted and the 
existing rooms reconfigured so that absolutely nothing original inside the exterior framing 
remained. Such developments were nothing like what I had envisioned when I had approached 
the city with the idea of preserving a rare example of its mid-century architectural heritage. Nor 
was it what Justin Drewes fought for when he took up the cause on behalf of the Historic 
Commission. By this time, however, neither he nor I was being consulted in any fashion 
whatsoever. 
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The Cottage Suffers Greatly from Ill-advised Decisions 
 
The California Historic Building Code has strict guidelines regarding what is allowed and what 
is not when historic structures are renovated. The code’s basic intent is not to permit any 
original feature to be changed or destroyed if it remains in a reusable or repairable condition. 
Once adherence to the code restrictions was not made a condition of the Neutra donation - 
something I had urged John Gusto to write into whatever contract he signed when he turned 
over the cottage to the city - the floodgates were open to a generally well-meaning group with 
precious little appreciation for architectural integrity and even less knowledge of what true 
historical preservation meant in terms of the Neutra cottage. In effect, the project team had a 
carte blanche to do whatever they pleased, and that’s precisely what they did. Not a single one 
of them was conversant of what preservation implied - legally or historically. Neither did it occur 
to any of them to hire a professional preservationist as an advisory consultant. Nor were they 
interested in any shape or form in bringing a Neutra expert on board as a guide. On the 
contrary, they had their own agenda, which they intended to defend against any “outside” 
intrusion. The result, in my view, was to doom the “repurposed” building to being a mere 
pastiche of what it should have been: a faithfully restored example of 1930s residential 
modernism. Consequently, a great opportunity was squandered. The loss was both to the 
community and to the preservation movement in general. 
 
As I noted, the contractor gutted the interior. Since the original Roman fire bricks had been 
unceremoniously thrown away, rebuilding the fireplace was now basically out of the question, 
as they had no specs to work from. Per the new plans, the wall between the kitchen and the 
dining room was demolished, as was the wall between the dining room and the original bath. 
The only interior partition left standing was the one between the lavatory and the bedroom, 
which was turned into the new kitchen. Even the exterior suffered greatly. New steel casement 
windows similar to the 1939 originals, though still available in single pane or in thermopane, 
were not ordered. The newly stripped redwood siding was coated with a shiny polyurethane 
varnish, which looked nothing like the lustrous oiled redwood finish that Neutra had specified. (I 
was familiar with all of this, because I possessed the original spec book for the cottages, a 
copy of which I had provided to the city.) Even the carport came off badly. The two outboard 
support posts were clunky oversized versions of Neutra’s detail, and retained none of the 
graceful, delicate proportions of the originals 
 
Worse yet was the siting of the building. The spot that the Neutra Relocation Committee had 
first recommended – In the orchard near the police station – was far superior. There it would 
have had more open space surrounding it, and there was room for many more plum trees to be 
planted. It would have been a much more appropriate setting for the little building. Now, the 
cottage was shoehorned into a narrow corner between the Hillview Community Center and the 
Community House. Scrunched as it was between two buildings with which it had little in 
common, it looked to be little more than the poor stepsister of either. 
 
Moreover, the building was not oriented optimally to the street. Although on the original lot the 
front entry and the open side of the carport faced Marvin Avenue, Jacqueline Johnson’s house 
sat at the very rear of the property, accessed by a lane which turned ninety degrees to the right 
as it neared the rear unit. Neutra’s typically adept siting allowed a car entering the driveway to 
slide effortlessly right into the carport. Because of the above, it could be reasonably argued 
that the relocated structure should have been rotated ninety degrees at its new location so that 
the entry to the carport faced Hillview Street. 
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Sadly, not a single member of the project team was cognizant of such subtleties. As poor as 
any single design decision was, the cumulative total turned the house into a far different animal 
from what it should have become. Based on what I witnessed on the cottage’s moving day and 
at the grand opening, the project team basked in the “glory” of their so-called accomplishment. 
To preservationists or any competent architect, the result was mind-numbingly misdirected.  
 
This sentiment notwithstanding, throughout the spring of 2006, the project team continued to 
meet, making more of the same kind of wrongheaded decisions. The design work for the 
house was largely finished in March and a landscape architect hired to come up with an 
appropriate scheme for both planting and built elements in the yard. In my opinion, on the 
whole she succeeded quite nicely. The rest of the interior demolition was completed in May. 
The stripped and now empty shell awaited its fate. 
 
All appeared to be going well. Then – unfortunately – May turned into June… 
 
 
 
Tempest in a Teapot 
 
One of the conditions of John Gusto’s donations of the larger building to the City of Los Altos 
was that it be given to a non-profit organization so he could receive a tax write-off for the value 
of the structure. When, in the spring of 2005 the City Council voted to accept the donation, the 
Los Altos Community Foundation (LACF), the local non-profit which had a decade earlier 
accepted and restored an another historic structure for the city, stepped in to assume 
temporary ownership of the Neutra cottage. The LACF contracted to accept donations, take 
charge of the “restoration” and to run and maintain the relocated structure as a community 
resource suitable for a variety of public purposes. It so happened that one of the clauses in the 
agreement between the LACF and the city required the LACF to provide the city with a deeded 
bill of sale by June the first of 2006. Busy with fundraising, design planning, and actual 
construction, the LACF neglected to do so by that precise date. Though, all things considered, 
this was an exceedingly minor oversight, the terms of the LACF/LA contract stated that the 
contract would be declared null and void were this condition not met - for any reason. For its 
part, the LACF stated that winter weather and administrative delays caused the delay in 
completing the construction. In any case, they added, they were contractually granted a ninety- 
day extension, so the actual deed transfer was a moot issue. Be that as it may, a huge 
brouhaha ensued. 
 
Though the Foundation corrected its oversight by providing the bill of sale to the Council within 
two weeks, Packard and his allies on the City Council felt that they had precisely the opening 
they needed to force a re-vote on the issue of the city’s acceptance of the cottage, a vote 
Packard felt his side would now win. So the matter was placed on the City Council’s agenda for 
its June meeting, when both parties would have the opportunity to go at one another. 
 
The question itself was of some concern to the LACF because the previous year, when the 
Council had voted 4-0 to accept Gusto’s donation, Packard had recused himself from the vote, 
as his elderly parents lived directly across the street from the Hillview site, and he was a 
trustee of his parents’ home. In the intervening year, Packard had removed himself as trustee, 
which ostensibly eliminated his conflict of interest. Mounting a counterattack and with a new 
council sworn in, Packard was convinced that he had the necessary support to overturn the 
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donation, which, if successful, would have forced the building he detested so much to be 
razed. Moreover, were he able to prevail, he would have exacted revenge on his bitterest 
personal and political enemy – King Lear. It was an no secret that Packard was still incensed 
about Lear’s public accusation that Packard and other council members had violated the 
state’s Brown Act (which guarantees the public’s right to attend and to participate in meetings 
of local legislative bodies) by secretly agreeing to deny a student gay pride proclamation the 
previous summer. At the time, civil rights groups protested vociferously, and the District 
Attorney of Santa Clara County was called in to investigate the matter, though the DA’s office 
later concluded that no laws had been breached. Be that as it may, faced with the ensuing 
uproar, the City Council backtracked, but neither Mayor Packard nor Councilmen Casas and 
Colehower, the alleged offenders, were pleased. The pride parade was eventually allowed to 
take place, leading to the $8000.00 tab the city had to pay to host the event, another 
unmitigated source of rancor for Packard and his conservative cohorts.  
 
Before the City Council met to revisit the donation matter, Packard tipped his hand by issuing a 
veiled warning to the LACF, suggesting that they might want to suspend the outlay of any 
further donated dollars on the renovation, since a council vote rescinding the LACF/City 
Council agreement would result only in a further waste of donors’ money. 
 
Once Packard had gone this far, he generated intense opposition. In reaction to the Packard’s 
saber rattling, Lear’s side mounted a fierce counterattack. He and others wrote papers that 
detailed how successful the project had been. They outlined what had been accomplished to 
date – that the house had been moved, that a new foundation had been laid and the house 
bolted to it, that the old paint had been stripped off, that the old roof had been removed and a 
new one laid, that the interior partitions had been demolished, and so on. They put together a 
financial spreadsheet, enumerated what monies and in-kind donations had been received and 
spent, and what funds and service credits remained available for future use. The Neutra 
Renovation Project Team expressed total confidence that the original donation goal of $329K 
was reachable and could even be exceeded were the final construction tally to rise. 
 
Moreover, Lear questioned the rationale for even considering a potential demolition of the 
Neutra House (as it was now known) when doing so would mean that all those who had so 
generously contributed monies and in-kind services for the project would lose out. He allowed 
that backtracking at this juncture would convince those asked to donate toward future 
municipal projects to reconsider whether they’d ever contribute anything at all. Further, the city 
would be required to pay the costs associated with demolishing the building and a restoration 
of the site to its original configuration. They also argued that a future demolition might be 
subject to a California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review, since actions by public 
agencies affecting historic structures would have to undergo an environmental assessment. As 
a capper, the LACF raised the possibility that were the city council to follow through on its 
threat to abrogate the original agreement, the project’s donors would in all likelihood sue. The 
tempest in the local teapot became ever more heated, with the concept of historic preservation 
or even the idea of providing a public resource for the community forgotten. What the whole 
matter had come down to was a war between two unrelenting factions. 
 
Faced with this unexpected push-back from Lear and his supporters both in the LACF and in 
the community at large, the Council backtracked – somewhat. They decided to review and 
renegotiate the terms of the previous contract but proposed changes that were unacceptable to 
the LACF. Though I had no direct source of information as to the precise nature of the pitched 
battles raging inside City Hall, both John Gusto and Justine Drewes kept me apprised of the 
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amazing goings-on, which were more suited to a daytime television soap opera than they were 
to adult behavior in a small, wealthy community. 
 
After all the inflammatory attacks of June, less heated exchanges between the City Council, 
the City Attorney and the LACF took place over the duration of the summer, though bitterness 
remained and bruised feelings evident. In the end, a new agreement acceptable to everyone 
was worked out. The principal change concerned an extension of the time allowed for the 
completion of the reconstruction. From reports I read, the basic structure of the original paper 
was kept intact. When the new version was brought up before the City Council in October, it 
was approved by a 5-0 vote. At the same time, Lear reported that all but $40,000 of the original 
$329,000 budget had been procured. 
 
 
The Infighting Subsides: Construction Work Continues 
 
At the beginning of 2007 -with the internecine warfare apparently (but not really) having faded 
into the past - the principal task was to for the project leaders to make progress on the long-
delayed interior construction and completion of the landscaping plan. By February, a LACF 
report noted that the capital budget had risen to an astounding $580K for site preparation, the 
house move, reconstruction, landscaping, interior appointments, furnishings, and an 
architectural history exhibit. Of the current budget, $337K had already been raised, with King 
Lear being the primary cheerleader and fund-raiser. Besides contributions from individuals and 
in-kind service gifts, the LACF broadened its efforts to include corporate donations and public 
and private grants. Its members also promoted local political lobbying and planting parties to 
bring in interested members of the community on board to give them a chance to contribute to 
the public good. 
 
Photographs I took during the summer show the new roof on, new interior framing in place, the 
original redwood siding stripped of its old finish and with some new planks added, the new 
carport under construction and the landscaping plan underway. The February LACF paper 
enumerated what work had been completed and outlined what else was to be done, but as the 
interior had been gutted, there was simply no way for anyone to see and therefore appreciate 
the design decisions that Neutra made which afforded him such renown. Likewise, the 
changes made to the exterior of the building and to the carport as well as the decision to rotate 
the building’s orientation 90° to the street diluted the richness of Neutra’s original concept. 
Moreover, the narrow confines of the space allotted the structure deprived it of the ease with 
which it sat on its former lot. 
 
Given the manner in which the house was pigeonholed between the neighboring community 
buildings on either side of it, my own perspective is that the way the landscape architect’s plan 
provided for a variety of outdoor seating and uses was one of the few successful design 
decisions made. Moreover, however aggressive King Lear had been in pushing opponents or 
undervalued persons out of his way, he was amazingly successful in convincing people to 
donate money and in-kind services, all the more because of how the budget kept swelling over 
the life of the project. 
 
In spite of how little the reconstruction had to do with preserving Neutra’s architectural legacy 
and given the fact that what the direction they took constituted an affront to the very notion of 
historical preservation, the project’s promoters did in fact arrive at a definite consensus of what 
they wanted to accomplish, which was a building that in their own words would “pay for its own 



 
 

-28- 

upkeep by attracting rental use for meetings, receptions, small offsite conferences and small 
dining events.” By shifting the kitchen to where the rear bedroom had been, they expanded the 
central space to a size of 18'x29', which was large enough to handle an audience of up to 35 
people. Of course, by law, the whole structure had to be made ADA-compliant, and it was. 
 
As construction continued – evenly if slowly – the most critical issue facing the LACF was to 
find a way to raise 100% of the funding required to complete the project. Over the life of the 
entire process, the budget had ballooned dramatically, first from around $150K to over four 
times that. One might reasonably wonder why. One cause was an incomplete understanding of 
the challenges that lay in front of those in charge of the endeavor. Another is that no 
professional cost estimator had ever been brought in to make a realistic assessment of 
potential expenses. A third is that bona-fide estimates for various labor and materials weren’t 
sought until well after the building had been moved. I am (in general) conjecturing on the 
following point, but it could be that some subcontracts were let without competitive bids, so that 
friends of those in charge were rewarded for their support of the project. Finally, it is possible 
that the values of some in-kind contributions were inflated so that larger tax write-offs could be 
claimed. Again, this is merely supposition, but I am not the first person to raise these issues. 
One thing I am clear about is that the final cost to move the cottage from Marvin to Hillview was 
far, far in excess of the figures I had obtained from several Northern California house movers 
when John Gusto directed me to determine costs associated with shipping the cottage to his 
country property. 
 
Throughout the fall of 2007, intense fund-raising efforts continued unabated. In a September 
2007 update, the LACF reported that the project budget had more than doubled its 2005 
estimate of $329K. They also stated that they were about $400K from reaching their target 
funding goal (!), which begs the question at this point of what the final construction cost was 
going to end up being. The LACF did in fact have to take out a construction loan to allow the 
rebuilding to proceed. On the plus side, they felt they were mere months away from finishing 
the “restoration” and began planning an event to celebrate the official opening of the relocated 
building. 
 
In November, Dion wrote me to ask what was going on with the project. Since by that time I 
had been long out of the picture, I replied that I didn’t know where the reconstruction stood, but 
as I had strong misgivings about the direction the project had taken, I relayed my feelings to 
him. For the most part, he commiserated with me.  
 
 
The Matter of the Window Trim 
 
Around this time, the construction team was trying to figure out how to deal with the exterior 
window trim. Basically, they were uncertain how to proceed. They reached out to Raymond 
Neutra, who had shown himself to be generally sympathetic to the “restoration.” They also 
asked whether original construction documents existed (!), which was a rather curious question 
since I had provided them to the Historic Commission years earlier. Raymond allowed that he 
couldn’t be very helpful, but that in 1940 a similar house had been erected in Berkeley – the 
Hauswirth – and that they should contact me, because I knew the current owner. 
 
In reply, I made several responses to Raymond’s inquiry. First, I told him that the elderly owner 
of the Hauswirth would never allow any strangers into her home; Raymond himself, I 
suggested, should be the one to approach her. Second, I expressed astonishment that a 
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question about window trim design was being asked so late in the game. To me, matters like 
this should have been worked out when the plans were being drawn. Next, I expressed dismay 
that no one associated with the construction thought to preserve the original window trim, if 
only to serve as templates for new mouldings to be milled. Finally, in a long essay, I informed 
Raymond how flawed the whole process had been from the time the city got involved up to the 
present. I finished by telling that had I in the beginning had the slightest inkling how poorly the 
project would fare from a preservationist perspective, I never would have in the first place 
approached the city about taking title to the cottage. At one time, I actually had the power to 
allow both cottages to be demolished, and I wished that I had done precisely that. Having 
witnessed the process from beginning to end, I still feel the same way. I also rue the fact that I 
myself did not have the resources to take possession of the cottage. Had I had deeper 
pockets, I would have moved the cottage onto my own property and would myself have done a 
proper restoration. Since John had at one time talked about giving me the house, save for my 
own lack of finances, the idea was not at all farfetched. 
 
In the middle of December, spurred on by an exchange of emails seeking direction for how to 
deal with the window trim matter, Barbara Lamprecht, Raymond Neutra, King Lear, and I 
engaged in an ongoing dialogue regarding the value of the effort being made. Unsurprisingly, 
Lear defended what they had accomplished, stating that there had been little initial support for 
the project in Los Altos, and significant opposition to boot. He said that had he been required to 
preserve the original architecture, the project never would have happened. He also defended 
the compromises made, writing, “Life is full of compromises.” Raymond more or less sided with 
Lear and wrote that perhaps once I had “vented,” I might feel more inclined to pitch in and help 
them. Well, there was scant chance of that occurring, and even had I relented, there’s no way 
that anyone on the project team would have listened to anything I might have suggested. 
 
 
Real Historic Preservation: How the Project Should Have Developed 
 
As should be abundantly clear by now, their thinking and their decision-making regarding the 
house were an anathema to me, and I expressed my frank views about the woefully misguided 
manner in which the project had been handled. To me, the donations sought were done so 
under false pretenses. From my perspective, Lear and the other fund-raisers were selling 
snake oil, the pretext of which was that donations were going towards “preservation” when in 
reality they were going towards pastiche. I felt Lear had engaged and was continuing to 
engage in an historical sleight-of-hand, as it were. Nothing I observed or read about the project 
contained enough substance to dissuade me from that thinking. In fact, my review of 
documents while writing this paper has significantly strengthened my belief in the plausibility of 
this view. From the exchanges I’ve had with Barbara Lamprecht, I can attest to the fact that 
she largely agrees with my thinking, only perhaps not so intently as I. 
 
Concerning the preservation standards which should have been adhered to, I have included 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, which were provided to me by 
Barbara Lamprecht: 
 
The Standards (Department of the 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. 
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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 form 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 taken 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 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. 
 
As an adjunct to the above, note that “rehabilitation” is defined as “the process of returning a 
property to a state of utility, through repair or alteration, which makes possible an efficient 
contemporary use while preserving those portions and features of the property which are 
significant to its historic, architectural, and cultural values.” While the Los Altos movers and 
shakers might question my opinions, in no sense of the word did a “rehabilitation” of the Neutra 
cottage occur. From a preservationist perspective, this is a damning conclusion, one that 
questions the entire validity of the enterprise. 
 
 
So far, I’ve not reported on what happened to the original orchard site once the little 
guesthouse was flattened and the larger residence spirited away. The property was bought by 
a local real estate investor who was interested in the lot solely for the value of the land. As is 
so often the case in these instances, what was subsequently erected there was a stucco box 
that was far too large for the small lot. The overscaled structure sat in the middle of the site like 
a stuffed pig. It had not a whit of the grace of Neutra’s design and related to the property only 
by dominating it, not by co-existing with it. I found this to be an ignominious outcome for a once 
so evocative and meaningful site. 
 
2008 dawned, and work continued at the cottage. The malevolent infighting of the previous 
December was over. In the spring, I noted that a piece in the March issue of AIArchitect failed 
to mention that Gusto, Drewes and I were significant contributors to the project. My friend and 
former colleague at the AIASF – Tim Culvahouse, an architect, writer and editor of arcCA – 
learned of this and volunteered to write a letter to the AIA to address this oversight. It felt 
appropriate that the record was set straight. 
 
The Improbable Fence Imbroglio 
 
As building completion neared, another astonishing drama took place. It turned out that some 
members of the City Council with long memories – in particular Ron Packard and David Casas 



 
 

-31- 

– still bitterly resented the fact that they had been unable to halt the project in the first place 
and now – in true Nixonian fashion – wished to exact whatever pound of flesh that they could 
from the their “enemies.” This time the matter revolved around the matter of “the fence.” For 
reasons never fully made clear, they apparently felt the relocated little modernist building was 
in some fashion “infecting” the more traditional Community House immediately to its east. Plain 
and simply, their latest roiling of the waters was an expression of their political power, no 
matter how petty the present issue. To that end, they demanded that a fence be erected 
between the Neutra house and the Community House. In reality, there was not the slightest 
need for this fence. In fact, the barrier would prevent circulation between the two buildings, but 
those driving the fence idea were not to be denied. They insisted on it, going so far as to once 
again threaten to disband the Historic Commission if it opposed them and to bulldoze the 
almost completed structure. Not content with this abject silliness, one city councilman made 
hurtful personal attacks on two members of the Historic Commission, causing the couple to 
resign. Of course, he shed no tears over that development. 
 
In spite of the Council’s threats, the Historical Commission weighed in on the matter, agreeing 
with the Community Foundation that the fence was an intrusive element and an unnecessary 
expense to boot. Several on the City Council, however, were so incensed at the Historic 
Commission that they forced the LACF to sign a new agreement stipulating that they would no 
longer consult with the Historic Commission on any matters regarding the cottage. Thus, the 
municipal agency that had fostered and fought for the project from the very beginning was 
pushed completely to the wayside. 
 
 
The Neutra House Opens Its Doors & But What Has Been Accomplished? 
 
On July 17, 2008, the completed structure held its first public function, the regular meeting of 
the AIA South Bay, which I attended. It was a festive event at a building well suited for its 
purpose. Here is an excerpt of what I wrote to friends and some interested parties the following 
day: 
 

“The larger issue - one most relevant to preservationist, mid-century modernist devotees in 
general and Neutra aficionados in particular - is whether a structure removed from its context 
(the last of a grouping of three), moved from its site, had its purpose altered (residence to public 
building), and not faithfully restored - deserves to be called a Neutra and whether it should still be 
cited in the official list of extant Neutra works. I confess to be torn about this. On one hand, the 
structure was saved from impending demise (to a fate worse than death?), but a heavy price has 
been paid. As most of you know, the preservation was my idea from the get-go, and once the 
effort gained some allies in the restoration… I had no role in it. I’ve vented about being pushed 
out of the picture on a number of occasions, so I won’t bore you to tears about my bruised ego.... 
What is true is had I played a meaningful role in the later process, I would have pushed hard for 
a faithful restoration, which is what the city had promised. Alas, that did not occur. While the 
exterior looks quite good (something now I question), in my opinion - helped immensely by the 
felicitous landscaping - the interior was gutted. There is now a central space, a kitchen where a 
bedroom was, and an ADA bathroom.” 

 
Over time, my views on this matter have solidified. The building – removed from its site, 
pressed in between two unsympathetic neighbors, its purpose changed, its interior eviscerated, 
with only some of its original framing and exterior siding remaining (but with a different finish) - 
has lost all claims to authenticity and legitimacy. It is what it is, but it is no longer a Neutra. 
Raymond Neutra asked me to consider whether the “restoration” was the worst of all possible 
options. I have concluded that it is. 
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Coda 
 
In September of 2008, the grand opening of the Neutra House was held. A panel of notables 
was invited to speak, including Barbara Lamprecht, Dion Neutra, Pierluigi Serraino and others. 
Of that illustrious group, only Barbara in any way contributed meaningfully to the effort to save 
the building. In my mind, Dion was there solely as window-dressing, and I was disappointed 
that he chose to associate himself with such a “restoration” that I considered a travesty. King 
Lear was in his glory that day, reveling in what for him was a hugely successful outcome. 
However, the real people who initiated the project and got it moving – Justin Drewes, John 
Gusto and I – were neither invited nor acknowledged for our work. In fact, during one of Lear’s 
pronouncements, I had to forcefully interrupt him to state that Drewes’ great contributions had 
been wrongly overlooked. Lear was not pleased with my interjection and quickly returned to his 
pat-on-the-back speech.  To me, that single moment summed up both the man and the wholly 
misguided and misdirected effort.  
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