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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Jose Castro House is a two-storey adobe with tile-covered gable roof and 
plaster-covered adobe walls. An important feature of the house, and that 
which enables it to rise to two-storeys, is its New England-type timber 
frame. The combination of Eastern and Western building methods was first 
done in Monterey, at the Thomas Larkin House. That was the prototype for 
this style which we call the Monterey-colonial, so handsomely exemplified 
in the Castro House.

The second floor cantilevered veranda on the North and South sides of the 
Castro adobe is a variation on the prototype which used a two-storey Porch. 
The water solubility of the mud bricks (adobe) was always a problem, and 
the extended roof line plus the shelter of the porches or veranda, helped 
to protect the walls somewhat.

The use of a heavy timber frame not only allowed the construction of the 
building up to that second floor, but it also allowed a lighter adobe shell 
to be used. Since much of the load of the building is carried through the 
frame, the walls can be opened up a great deal more to the windows and 
doors. In addition to this more liberal fenestration, evident in the 
Castro adobe, the cantilevered veranda also helps to convey a sense of 
lightness, which one then finds abruptly contradicted on the interior, for 
the heavy timber frame is therein frankly exposed.

The use of panes of glass beside the entrance door is certainly exceptional, 
and a deviation from the Monterey prototype. It may instead be seen as an 
attempt to inject a bit of Greek-Revival vocabulary (so fashionable during 
this period, in the East) into the Castro House.

The Castro House faces North onto the San Juan Bautista Plaza, and South 
into its own half-acre garden and orchard.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The much-altered Castro House in San Juan Bautista, is an excellent example 
of the Monterey-colonial style of architecture, as used outside the capital. 
Having its own special architectural elaborations and a strikingly-revealed 
mud-block construction, the house nevertheless conforms in all basic 
respects to the prototype presented in the Larkin House in Monterey in its 
horizontal massing, two-storey structure combining timber-frame and adobe 
shell, and upper-storey full length porch (here on two sides) providing 
for circulation between the rooms on that level.

HISTORY

Jose Castro was Commandant General of Northern California, and built this 
house facing the plaza for the residential use of his secretary, and for 
administrative use by himself. In 1848, just seven years after Castro 
had completed it, the building was sold to one of the members of the 
famous Donner Party, ̂ one Patrick Breen. The property was acquired by the 
state of California in 1935, and has since been open to the public as a part 
of the San Juan Buatista State Historical Park. Many historic personages 
have visited the Castro adobe, including William Tecumseh Serman, John C. 
Fremont, and Ulysses S. Grant. Helen Hunt Jackson, a novelist and poetess, 
began the writing of her popular novel "Ramona" (1884) at the Castro 
adobe.
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The Castro House is located at the Southwest corner of Second and Washington 
Streets, facing the San Juan Bautista Plaza, and comprises all of the block 
bounded by Second, Third, Washington, and Mariposa, except for the lot 
occupied by The Plaza Hotel. That lot occupies approximately one-fifth of 
the block.

In addition to the Castro House itself, the lot covers a large orchard, 
extending west and south to Mariposa, and to Third Streets. The only struc 
tures on the site are the Castro House and a 19th century well immediately 
south of the house. The whole of the block is owned by th_e State of 
California, and administered by the Division of Parks and Recreation as 
part of the San Juan Bautista State Historic Park. The area of the site is 
approximately one acre.


