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DESCRIPTION OF THE HOUSE

The James Johnston "White House" in Half Moon Bay, San Mateo County, 
California, is a survival of the traditional eastern "salt-box" as transplantec 
by early Anglo-American settlers on the West Coast. The name is derived 
from the resemblance to the colonial wooden salt-box, which had a slanting 
lid. Such houses had a two-story rear roof extending down to the first floor 
ceiling level at the back.

Now weathered and graying, the house is on its original site overlooking 
the Pacific Ocean, a short distance east of the Coast Highway (Route 1). 
It is windowless and much of the flooring has fallen through. T'he frame, 
most of the walls and some of the exterior clapboarding remain. According 
to Leslie O. Merrill, curator of the San Miateo County Historical Museum, 
the buildin^Joverall is in "remarkable condition".

/ f I
The house was built sometime between\1853 and 1856.1 The frame is of
coast redwood, probably lumbered nearby. The exterior was clapboarding, 
while the windows were symmetrically placed in the manner of colonial 
and 19th century houses in the East. As the name indicated, it was 
originally painted white. Evidence shows that there were originally brick 
chimneys and fireplaces. A)n the ground floor there was a central hall 
flanked on the south by a single large room and on the north by two rooms, 
each half the size of the larger one. Further on was the lean-to section 
with two large rooms. On the second floor-the plan was similar, except for 
an additional room at the front over the hall. A photograph, probably dating 
from the early part of this century, indicates the lean-to section extended 
about 12 feet further than at present.

onstruction was similar to that of eastern timber-frame houses of earlier 
date. The frame members were hand-hewn and the framework was doweled 
and slotted. The 8x4" corner posts were morticed in a heavy sill frame 
supported on sandstone blocks (there was no cellar). First floor ceiling 
girts and second story plates were morticed in. The ceiling joists were 
split redwood, 10 inches deep by irregular dimensions. The studs were 
also split in one dimension but trimmed to 4 inches in the other. The down 
stairs rooms in the main portion of the house were originally plastered, 
while the upper rooms were instead sheathed with wide, flush surface tongue 
ind groove boards, as were the lean-to rooms.

Writings of visitors indicate that interior appointments were 'elegant and 
opulent, in the Victorian tradition. Some of the furnishings are now in the 
possession of Mrs. Petra Cooper of Redwood Cityy graii'ddaiighter of 
James and Petra Johnston.

j " '*'."'. •'

See Attachment "A"
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The James Johnston house is a very rare, still-existing example of the 
earliest Anglo-American architecture in California. Because most such 
Gold Rush era houses have long-since vanished, it may seem an oddity. 
Yet it typifies the manner in which traditional eastern concepts of design 
and construction were applied in a new land of primarily Hispanic culture.

James Johnston (1813-1879) was born in Scotland but came with his 
family to the United States as a child. A daguerreotype in the family 
papers depicts a house that resembles in many ways the "White House" 
in Half Moon Bay. It is believed that Johnston lived in the house as a 
teen-ager in Gallipolis, Ohio. He came to California in the Gold Rush 
year of 1849, and quickly met with business success. He acquired 1, 162 
acres of the San Benito Ranch from the Miramontes family in 1853, the 
year after he had married Petra Maria de Jara. Nearby was the village 
now called Half Moon Bay, but known to the Spanish as San Benito and to 
Yankee settlers as Spanish Town.,. Johnston built his house sometime 
between 1853 and 1856, and stocked his ranch with dairy cattle driven 
West from Ohio'by three of hi's brothers.

Though Johnston obviously intended to build a house conforming to his 
nostalgic remembrances of the eastern United States, the structure was 
a true California home. T'he original kitchen was a separate structure 
behind the main house, possibly to make large-scale feeding of ranch 
hands easierV A desire to keep the Johnston's Chinese cook separate from 
the family may have been a social factor. The rear section of the lean-to 
was not occupied by a large kitchen and a bedroom, as in New England 
saltbox houses, but was divided into chambers and had an open gallery 
facing a patio. Undoubtedly a result of Spanish influence, the patio was 
bounded by the house and by outbuildings. There was also a fenced garden 
around the house. The house included a Roman Catholic chapel as in 
Spanish-American hordes. The garret of the,.lean-to, reached by a door 
from the stair hall, was used as sleeping quarters for wayfarers, accord 
ing to Western tradition, in the days before public hostelries became common. 
Thus the Johnston house deserves preservation and restoration as a strik 
ing specimen of architecture deriving from the cross-blend of cultures 
during California's Gold Rush.
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Report to California Historical Landmarks Attachment "A" 
Advisory Committee

INTRODUCTION

The National Register application for the James Johnston House in San Mateo 
County was tabled at the October 27 meeting of the California Historical 
Landmarks Committee, as it was felt to contain insufficient information for 
evaluation. It was referred to the Historic Preservation Section staff for 
additional research.

DESCRIPTION

'/
The Johnston House was built in 1853 using mortice and tenon redwood frame
construction. It is solidly built using 8" x 4" corner posts morticed in a 
heavy sill frame supported on sandstone blocks. Ceiling joists are split 
redwood, 10" deep. The house is structurally "over-built", reflecting New 
England colonial building traditions. The exterior is sheathed with clapboards.

The two-story structure with its symmetrical facade and lean-to section at the 
rear is a salt-box type, similar to those constructed earlier in New England. 
The detailing is of a simple classic nature with a suggestion of Greek Revival 
origins in the cornice returns and fascia board. Originally, the lean-to section 
extended an additional 12 feet, but was removed sometime after the 1906 
Earthquake. The building has lost most of the interior partitioning through 
vandalism and weathering, but the studs are still standing.

The house is prominently sited on a rise overlooking the coastal plain and town 
of Half Moon Bay. At present time the land is undeveloped, but development 
interests have purchased the parcel to the north of the property.

METHOD v

It was determined that an on-site investigation would be needed to determine the 
exact condition of the structure. The building was visited on January 5 by 
Aaron Gallup of the History Preservation Section, accompanied by Mr. Walter 
Sontheimer, AIA Northern California Chapter Preservation Officer. It was 
inspected for deterioration and evaluated with regard to its potential for 
restoration. Photographs were taken of the interior and exterior of the building.

RESULTS OF INSPECTION

Condition and integrity - The interior of the structure is badly deteriorated. 
Most of the wall partitioning has been destroyed, although the studs are still 
standing to mark the division into the original interior spaces. Large sections 
of the flooring have been destroyed, especially in the southern end of the 
building. The stairway has been largely destroyed, so no evaluations of the 
second story were made. Although the interior has been gutted by vandalism, 
the framing is still intact. The mortise and tenon construction can be clearly 
seen in a number of places. The ceiling joists appear solid. The southern 
section of the framing rests directly upon the ground and the architect 
this section should be investigated for dry rot, but otherwise found th
structure members intact. / -->y
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The exterior of the house is in poor condition. Original clapboarding still 
remains on the facade and the north side, and would require restoration and 
some replacement where boards are missing or damaged. The entire south wall 
was reconstructed at an unknown date, as evidenced by the difference in siding 
material. The lower portion of this wall has been largely destroyed and has 
now been boarded up. The rear of the building was covered with shingles 
following the removal of a 12 foot section of the lean-to. The architect 
felt the roof was still covered with original shingles, but would probably 
need replacing due to weathering.

As the building appears structurally sound, the architect felt that restoration would 
be feasible, at a fairly high cost. The amount of actual reconstruction necessary 
could not be determined, although interior walls, stairway, portions of the floor, 
and the south exterior wall would require reconstruction, in addition to the 
reconstruction of 12 feet of the lean-to to bring the building back to its 
original appearance. The architect was impressed by the solid construction of 
the building and noted there was no sagging along the roof line and that the 
walls were still perfectly plumb.

The integrity of the site is fairly high, being situated in an area of open 
space on a rise above the coastal plain. The view of the building from a 
distance is impressive. Development pressures appear to exist with nearby 
townhouse developments clearly visible from the Johnston House. Adjacent 
property is owned by a developer. At this time, the site still retains its 
rural character and has high integrity, surrounded by open space with an 
unbroken view of the coastal plain and ocean.

Significance - The building is one of the few remaining examples of a salt-box 
type of structure from the early Anglo period in California.^Although 
deteriorated, it still retains the basic elements of the style as it was 
brought to California in the 1850 f s, and shows the strong East Coast influences 
in early architectural diffusion to the Pacific Coast.

Several architectural historians were contacted in attempting to determine the 
significance of the structure. Professor Joseph Baird of the University of 
California at Davis felt the building was a rare survivor of its type. 
Although he felt others of the type might exist elsewhere, he knew of no 
other specific examples.

Professor Kenneth Cardwell of the University of California at Berkeley also felt 
other structures of this type may exist but knew of no specific locations other 
than an unverified report of a salt-box near San Jose.

Professor David Gebhard of the University of California at Santa Barbara is 
preparing a book on Northern California architecture, and reported two salt-boxes 
in Benicia, possibly constructed earlier than the Johnston House, although one 
was recently demolished. He, too, felt that other examples of the salt-box 
were in existance, but felt that those surviving are rare examples of the type.

During the discussions with the architectural historians it was pointed 
that salt-box types once existed along the coast north of San Francisco 
and in the vicinity of Vallejo, and that other survivors could possibly 
in these locations.

Submitted by Aaron A. Gallup, History Preservation Section
California Deparrmtne <u>f Parks and Recreation 

January 26, 1973


