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Historic Resources Board
Staff Report (ID # 12015)

Report Type:

Action Items

Meeting Date: 2/25/2021

Summary Title:

819 Ramona Street (Zion Church)

Title:

PUBLIC HEARING / QUASI-JUDICIAL. 819 Ramona Street
[21PLN-00015]: Request for Historic Resources Board Review
of a Minor Architectural Review Application for Consistency
with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards. The Project
Includes the Installation of a New Ridge Skylight and Four New
Windows at the Rear Elevation at the AME Zion Church,
Classified as a Local Historic Resource Category III, and listed
on the California Register of Historical Resources and deemed
eligible for the National Register of Historic Places. Zone
District: AMF (MUO). Environmental Assessment: Exempt
from the California Environmental Quality Act per Sections
15331 (Historical Resource Rehabilitation).
For More
Information Contact the Project Planner Danielle Condit at
danielle.condit@cityofpaloalto.org.

From:

Jonathan Lait

Recommendation
Staff recommends that the Historic Resources Board (HRB) take the following action(s):
1. Discuss and review the proposed façade rehabilitation for compliance with the Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation (SISR) and applicable Architectural Review
(AR) finding;
2. Provide a recommendation to the Director of Planning and Development Services (PDS)
on whether the proposed building modifications should be approved.

Report Summary
This report is to support the HRB’s discussion of the installation of a new ridge skylight and four
new windows at the rear elevation of the former University AME Zion Church located at 819
City of Palo Alto
Planning & Development Services
250 Hamilton Avenue
Palo Alto, CA 94301
(650) 329-2442
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Ramona Street. The proposed improvements are contingent upon consistency with the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation that safeguard retention of the building’s
integrity, and the building’s consistency with the definition of a Category 3 building in Palo Alto
Municipal Code Section 16.49.020(b).
The HRB’s duties, set forth in Palo Alto Municipal Code (PAMC) Section 2.27.040, include:
x Informing staff (acting on behalf of the Architectural Review Board (ARB) for minor
projects) of the historical and/or architectural significance of buildings designated as
significant outside of Downtown, and
x Providing recommendations regarding proposed exterior alterations of significant
historic structures.
Staff has summarized the project’s compliance with SISR. The standards analysis has been
prepared and submitted by the historic consultant group Page and Turnbull (Attachment A)
who is both the project architect and the preservation consultant for the proposed project.
Staff requests the HRB’s review of the standards analysis for compliance with the SISR. This
minor project will be reviewed by staff for compliance with the Architectural Review findings
(Attachment F) and action following HRB review.

Background
According to the description on the inventory form (Attachment C), 819 Ramona Street was
added to the local inventory as a Category 3 historic resource. The site was also determined
eligible for the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A (Events) (Attachment D)
and is listed on the California Register.
The project scope for Architectural Review is considered a minor project. Palo Alto Municipal
Code Section 16.49.050 (C) allows staff to review and process minor exterior alternations.
Minor exterior alterations are those alterations “which the director … determines will not
adversely affect the exterior architectural characteristics nor the historical or aesthetic value of
the historic structure, its site or surroundings”. Staff can make reasonable architectural review
findings per the proposed project scope; however, staff is not considered qualified in historic
preservation to fully assess the proposed improvements for compatibility with the SISR. The
project applicant provided staff with a Character Defining Features memo (Attachment B) and
building drawings with existing and proposed conditions (Attachment E).
Exterior work includes a new aluminum ridge skylight at the middle of the existing roof. The
work also includes reframing of the rear elevation for new window openings, and new stucco
plaster on the rear elevation to match the existing stucco plaster. The current application does
not include a proposal for changes to the existing floor plan.
Due to its listing on the local inventory and located outside the Downtown Area, the property
would be considered a “Group B” resource and would be subject to historic review at stafflevel. However, since the City does not currently have a historic planner on staff, the Historic
Resources Board (HRB) is requested to provide a recommendation.
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Discussion
The building at 819 Ramona Street was built in 1925 and was the first Black church in Palo Alto.
The congregation operated in this location for 40 years and was known as the A.M.E. Zion
(African Methodist Episcopal) church. The AME Zion Church relocated in 1965 when the
congregation sold the building and constructed a new church at 3549 Middlefield Road. 819
Ramona was constructed by a local builder named W.S. Couter. The architect of this
freestanding, single-story church with steeply pitched gable roof is not known. The historic
building inventory on file with the Palo Alto Historical Association describes the building as
Classical Revival in style that has undergone few architectural changes since its construction.
The building represents the history of Black Palo Altans in the early twentieth century and
signifies the all-embracing values deep-rooted in the community of the City.
The Character Defining Features memo (Attachment B), performed by Barrett Reiter of Page
and Turnbull, describes the timeline of known alterations to the building. Alterations primarily
took place during the 260 Homer Avenue development project that included the rehabilitation
of this building, completed in 2009. Per the CDF memo provided, alterations that are known to
have occurred during this rehabilitation include: “the replacement of the building’s stucco; the
repair of original windows and the replacement of damaged amber glass; changes to the bell
tower including the replacement of an original window with a louvered vent; the addition of
handrails along the primary façade; the installation of a door (replacing an original window) at
the west façade to allow for the installation of a lift and an accessible entrance; the installation
of a new foundation; and the general reconfiguration of the main interior volume. In the
interior, the mezzanine space located along south of the building (directly behind the triangular
leaded glass window) was removed and partitions were erected in the main room. Until
recently both the basement and first floor were used as an exercise studio”.
The National Park Service identifies four distinct approaches to the treatment of historic
properties: Preservation, Rehabilitation, Restoration and Reconstruction. For this project, the
most appropriate treatment would be rehabilitation which “acknowledges the need to alter or
add to a historic property to meet continuing or changing uses while retaining the property's
historic character”. In this case, this means an alteration to the existing gable roof for a new
aluminum ridge skylight. As noted in standard six of the SOI analysis the roof materials removed
are not historic and the character-defining feature of the gable form and massing will not be
impacted. The rear elevation is proposed to be reframed to include four new window openings
where no window or door openings existed prior. As described in standards 2, 5 and 10 the new
window openings will not be visible from the public right-of-way, does not propose to remove
or relocate any of the original or restored character-defining leaded glass windows with amber
glass, and if in the future the new windows and skylight are removed the building would retain
its essential form and historic character. The proposed improvements seem to be appropriate
alterations when considering the roof and rear façade rehabilitation for the propose to allow
more natural light into the building.
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819 Ramona Street was added to the local inventory as a Category 3 resource. A Category 3
resource is defined as a "Contributing building" which means “any building or group of buildings
which are good local examples of architectural styles and which relate to the character of a
neighborhood grouping in scale, materials, proportion or other factors. A contributing building
may have had extensive or permanent changes made to the original design, such as
inappropriate additions, extensive removal of architectural details, or wooden facades
resurfaced in asbestos or stucco.” (PAMC 16.49.020).
The new skylight and new fenestration on the buildings rear elevation, has been indicated to
meet the ten standards for rehabilitation in the analysis below and not diminish the buildings
original character. The new skylight and window openings would still allow the building to
remain as a Category 3 structure, based on definitions found in PAMC 16.49.020.
Any future signage or development at the subject site would be subject to future Architectural
Review and Historic Review applications. The site is located within the South of Forest Area I
Coordinated Area Plan.
The Building Department has approved the project with conditions contingent upon the
procurement of a valid ICC ESR report for installation of the new skylight and submittal of T24
at the time of building permit for new fenestration for the new window openings (Attachment
G). Additional information and study is needed to ensure the improvements are compliant with
the California Building Code.

Analysis
Staff refers to the HRB for recommendation and guidance for the installation of a new ridge
skylight and four new windows at the rear elevation and its compliance with the Secretary of
the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation (see below).
The SOI Standards for Rehabilitation

Analysis

1. A property will be used as it was
historically or be given a new use that
requires minimal change to its distinctive
materials, features, spaces and spatial
relationships.

☒CONSISTENT

2. The historic character of a property will
be retained and preserved. The removal
of distinctive materials or alteration of
features, spaces and spatial relationships
that characterize a property will be
avoided.

☒ CONSISTENT

☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: Building will continue to be used as a
retail/ retail “like” use, which is the last recorded use
on the site and supported by the land use table and
protected by the retail preservation ordinance.
☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The proposed project retains the
historic primary façade in its entirety and does not
propose changes to the features or historic materials
of the building. From the public right-of-way, the
building will retain its historic character as the rear
windows will not be visible, and the new roof ridge
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Analysis
skylight will only be partially visible from an oblique
view and will not alter the massing or character of
the building’s gable roofline.

3. Each property will 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 elements from
other historic properties, will not be
undertaken.

☒ CONSISTENT

4. Changes to a property that have acquired
historic significance in their own right will
be retained and preserved.

☒ CONSISTENT

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes
and construction techniques or examples
of craftsmanship that characterize a
property will be preserved.

☒ CONSISTENT

6. Deteriorated historic features will be
repaired rather than replaced. Where the
severity of deterioration requires
replacement of a distinctive feature, the
new feature will match the old in design,
color, texture and, where possible,
materials. Replacement of missing
features will be substantiated by
documentary and physical evidence.

☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: As currently proposed, the project does
not add historic features from other properties or
add conjectural features that would create a false
sense of historical development.

☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The 2009 rehabilitation of the building
made minimal changes to the building’s exterior,
including the construction of exterior access stairs to
the building’s basement along both north and south
facades and the installation of an elevator at the
west corner of the north façade to provide access to
the main floor. None of these exterior features will
be altered by the proposed project.
☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The proposed project will retain all its
character-defining features, which characterize the
historic significance and craftsmanship of the
property. The roof, whose massing and form is a
character-defining feature, will be retained to a high
degree, as only a small portion of the ridgeline will
be altered with an approximately 9”-inch height
increase to accommodate the skylight.
☒ CONSISTENT

☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The project does not propose to repair
or replace any features due to deterioration. Its
scope is limited to areas that do not contain historic
materials and character-defining features. Although
the gable form and massing of the roof is a
character-defining feature, its materials are not
historic and the proposed change will not impact the
form or massing.
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Analysis

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if
appropriate, will be undertaken using the
gentlest means possible. Treatments that
cause damage to historic materials will
not be used.

☒ CONSISTENT

8. Archeological resources will be protected
and preserved in place. If such resources
must be disturbed, mitigation measures
will be undertaken.

☒ CONSISTENT

9. New additions, exterior alterations or
related new construction will not destroy
historic materials, features and spatial
relationships that characterize the
property. The new work will be
differentiated from the old and will be
compatible with the historic materials,
features, size, scale and proportion, and
massing to protect the integrity of the
property and its environment.

☒ CONSISTENT

10. New additions and adjacent or related
new construction will be undertaken in
such a manner that, if removed in the
future, the essential form and integrity of
the historic property and its environment

☒ CONSISTENT

☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The proposed project does not propose
the use of any chemical or physical treatments on
historic materials.
☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: No subsurface work is proposed.
However, if archaeological resources are
encountered, the project shall be required to comply
with applicable federal and State regulations
regarding the discovery and disposition of
archeological resources, which may include
protection, preservation, and/or other mitigation
measures as appropriate
☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: The proposed project does not propose
any work that would destroy or alter the characterdefining features of 819 Ramona Street. The rear
windows are designed to be a different dimension,
material, and finish to clearly differentiate them
from the building’s original leaded amber glass
windows. The roof ridge skylight is recognizable as a
contemporary design and will be finished in
contemporary materials. The design will be sensitive
and compatible with the building’s roof design as it
follows the pitch and form of the gable roof, and has
a relatively low profile that is set back from the
primary façade to remain unobtrusive. In addition,
the skylight has been sized and placed to remain
referential to the historic resource and not to
overtake the design and form of the existing
roofline.
☐ NOT CONSISTENT

☐ NA

Explanation: If the proposed exterior alterations –
the rear windows and ridge skylight – were removed
in the future, the building would retain its essential
form and integrity. The proposed project will not
remove any character-defining features of the
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Analysis
building, and while the roof will be altered to install
a skylight, its form and massing will remain intact.

would be unimpaired.

Architectural Review Findings
The Architectural Review Findings in the Palo Alto Municipal Code Chapter 18.76 are provided
as Attachment F. The HRB may wish to provide comments with respect to Architectural Review
Finding 2b, which has a focus on historic resources:
“The project has a unified and coherent design…that preserves, respects and integrates
existing natural features that contribute positively to the site and the historic character
including historic resources of the area when relevant.”

Environmental Review
A rehabilitation project is subject to assessment in accordance with the authority and criteria
contained in the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the State CEQA Guidelines, and
the environmental regulations of the City. A rehabilitation project is Exempt from CEQA Section
15331, Historical Resource Rehabilitation. A minor alteration, if proposed, may be exempt
under Section 15301, Existing Facilities.

Public Notification, Outreach & Comments
The Palo Alto Municipal Code requires notice of this public hearing be published in a local paper
and mailed to owners and occupants of property within 600 feet of the subject property at least
ten days in advance. Notice of a public hearing for this project was published in the Palo Alto
Weekly on February 12, 2021, which is 7 days in advance of the meeting. Postcard mailing
occurred on February 11, 2021, which is 10 days in advance of the HRB meeting.

Alternative Actions
In addition to the recommended action, the HRB may:
1. Table the discussion to a later date.

Report Author & Contact Information
Danielle Condit, Associate Planner
(650) 329-2242
danielle.condit@cityofpaloalto.org
Attachments:
x Attachment A: SOIS Memo
x Attachment B: CDF Memo

1

HRB1 Liaison & Contact Information
Amy French, AICP, Chief Planning Official
(650) 329-2336
amy.french@cityofpaloalto.org

(PDF)
(PDF)

Emails may be sent directly to the HRB using the following address: hrb@cityofpaloalto.org
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Attachment C: Local Inventory DPR Form for 819 Ramona St
(PDF)
Attachment D: University AME Zion_NR nomination
(PDF)
Attachment E: C1 Plan
(PDF)
Attachment F: Architectural Review Findings
(PDF)
Attachment G: C1 Plan Building COAs
(PDF)
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MEMORANDUM
DATE

December , 2020

PROJECT

20170

NUMBER
TO

Danielle Condit, Associate Planner

OF

City of Palo Alto

PROJECT
FROM

Planning & Development Services
CC

Elisa Skaggs, Page & Turnbull

819 Ramona Street, Palo Alto
Barrett Reiter, Architectural
Historian, Page & Turnbull

VIA

Email

Carolyn Kiernat, Page & Turnbull
REGARDING

819 Ramona Street – Secretary of the Interior’s Standards Compliance Analysis

INTRODUCTION
The City of Palo Alto has requested this Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation
Compliance Analysis for a proposed project located at 819 Ramona Street in Palo Alto’s University
South neighborhood. 819 Ramona Street was the former University African Methodist Episcopal
(AME) Zion Church from 1925 until 1965. It was constructed as a freestanding, one-story church
building with a rectangular footprint, a gable roof with bell tower, and simple classical detailing with
amber glass windows. The church was constructed by local builder W.S. Couter and was completed
in 1925.
In September 2020, Page & Turnbull prepared a Character-Defining Features Memorandum
(memorandum attached, see below) for the property owner to identify the historic building’s
significant features and to guide Page & Turnbull’s design for the proposed project, as the property
was found eligible via nomination for the National Register of Historic Places (National Register)
under Criterion A (Events) but was not formally listed, was listed on the California Register, and is a
Category 3 (or Contributing) building on Palo Alto’s Historic Resource Inventory. 1 A preliminary
conversation was held between Page & Turnbull staff and Palo Alto Planning & Development
Services staff to discuss the proposed project and provide early feedback on its compliance with the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties, specifically the Standards
for Rehabilitation.

1
California Office of Historic Preservation, Built Environment Resources Database, Santa Clara County, updated March 2020;
City of Palo Alto, Master List of Structures on the Historic Inventory, Revised July 2012.

Imagining change in historic environments through
design, research, and technology
170 MAIDEN LANE, 5TH FLOOR SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94108 TEL 415-362-5154
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The purpose of this memorandum is to review a proposal for an exterior alteration project at 819
Ramona Street with respect to the Standards for Rehabilitation. Page & Turnbull is both the project
architect and the preservation consultant for the proposed project.
This memorandum includes a list of character-defining features that were outlined in the 2020
Character-Defining Features Memorandum prepared by Page & Turnbull, a description of the
proposed project, and a discussion of Standards for Rehabilitation compliance.

HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE
The former University African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Church, located at 819 Ramona Street
in Palo Alto’s University South neighborhood was completed in 1925. The church was the first
purpose-built African American church in Palo Alto and within the larger area of the San Francisco
Bay Area mid-peninsula, stretching from San Mateo to San Jose. As an early location of the AME Zion
church in Palo Alto (founded in 1918), the building represents the history of African American Palo
Altans in the early twentieth century. 2
The building served as the home of the University AME Zion church from its completion in 1925
through its sale in 1965, when University AME Zion constructed a larger church at a new location.
After several years of vandalism and deferred maintenance, the building underwent a rehabilitation
by the current owner as part of the larger 260 Homer Avenue development. 3
Today, 819 Ramona Street remains a significant historic resource for its connection to the area’s
early African American families and its role as the spiritual and social center of the black community
not only in Palo Alto, but also in the larger region, including Los Altos Hills, Mountain View, and San
Mateo County. As described in Herbert G. Ruffin’s Uninvited Neighbors: African Americans in Silicon
Valley, the church also served a broader role in the community:
In the 1920s and 30s, the church played a crucial role in promoting dialogues among
African Americans, European Americans, Chinese Americans, and Japanese
Americans as racial progressives supported the church financially and morally
[particularly during the hardships of the Great Depression]. These supporters
included the Palo Alto Ministerial Association, Japanese American Methodists, the
Chinese American community, Stanford University professors, the American Legion,
the Shriners, the Kiwanis Club, the Rotary Club, the Palo Alto Times, and the local
business and financial community. Their support relieved many working-poor blacks
National Register of Historic Places. University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Palo Alto, Santa Clara County,
California. National Register #96000297_R.
3
Ibid.
2
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from having to fully shoulder the burden of financing the church […]. Ultimately, the
coalition played a huge role in the African American community. 4

Figure 1: University AME Zion Church in 1964. Source: Palo Alto Historical Association.

The building’s period of significance from 1922 to 1965 dates from the early fundraising for the
building to its sale in 1965 (Figure 1). 5 Architecturally, the building retains nearly all its characterdefining features, allowing it to continue to express its significance as a 1925 purpose-built AME Zion
church building.

Herbert G. Ruffin, Uninvited Neighbors: African Americans in Silicon Valley, 1769-1990, (Norman, Oklahoma: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2014).
5
National Register of Historic Places. University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, National Register #96000297_R.
While the period of significance is listed within the National Register nomination as dating from 1922 when fundraising for
the building was started, the period of significance for the building more clearly begins in 1925 as that is the date the building
was completed.
4
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Character-Defining Features
For a property to be eligible for national or state designation under criteria related to type, period,
or method of construction, the essential physical features (or character-defining features) that
enable the property to convey its historic identity must be evident. These distinctive characterdefining features are the physical traits that commonly recur in property types and/or architectural
styles. To be eligible, a property must clearly contain enough of those characteristics to be
considered a true representative of a particular type, period, or method of construction, and these
features must also retain a sufficient degree of integrity. Characteristics can be expressed in terms
such as form, proportion, structure, plan, style, or materials.

Figure 2: Primary (west) façade of the subject building. Looking east.

The character-defining features of 819 Ramona Street were established by Page & Turnbull in a
memorandum to the project applicant dated September 2020 that was based on the documentation
of the building that was assembled for the National Register nomination. The character-defining
features include, but are not limited to:
Exterior features:
x

Freestanding, symmetrical one-and-a-half-story volume (Figure 2)

PAGE & TURNBULL 170 MAIDEN LANE, 5TH FLOOR SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94108 TEL 415-362-5154
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x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Symmetrical massing of the primary (west) façade 6
Stucco cladding
Steeply pitched gable front roof
Triangular leaded glass window within the front gable
Segmental arched openings along primary (west) façade including open entrance portal at
left (north) and leaded amber glass window at the right (south)
Simple molded fascia along roofline with cornice return
Asymmetrically placed bell tower on north-facing side of gable roof
Steeply pitched hipped roof on bell tower
Open front porch
Original and restored leaded glass windows with amber glass
Concrete steps to entry portal

PROPOSED PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The following description of the proposed project is based on the drawing set prepared by Page &
Turnbull, dated December 10, 2020. Orthogonal directions used for this description follow plan
north as shown in the drawing set, where the primary façade is the west elevation, etc. 7
The proposed project includes interior and exterior alterations to 819 Ramona Street. However, only
exterior work, which is under the purview of City of Palo Alto Historic Resources Board review, will
be described.

Project Description
The proposed project will install four windows along the rear (east) façade, which will not be visible
from the public right-of-way. The project also proposes to install a skylight, approximately 7’-6” by
11’-2 ½”, along a central portion of the building’s roof ridge. The proposed project will not alter the
primary street-facing façade of the building, does not propose removing any character-defining
features along any façades, and while the roof will be altered to install a skylight, it will retain its
form and massing as the skylight will be minimally visible from the public right-of-way due to its
relatively low profile and placement at the midpoint of the roof, set back from the primary façade.

Orthogonal directions used in the Character-Defining Features Memorandum of September 2020 referred to the primary
façade as the south façade. These references have been updated for consistency with plan north in the proposed project
drawings.
7
Ibid. See previous footnote.
6
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Rear Façade Windows
The four windows that are proposed to be installed at the east façade will be approximately 2’-6”
wide and 7’-0” high and will be arranged in pairs along the rear wall of the building (Figure 3 and
Figure 4). Unlike the existing historic windows, the proposed windows will be fixed sash with clear
glass to allow more light into the building and to differentiate the new windows from the historic
leaded amber glass windows. As stated earlier, the proposed new windows are located along a rear
façade, facing an adjacent building over a paved areaway, and will not be visible from the public
right-of-way.

Figure 3: Proposed east (rear) elevation.

Figure 4: Proposed project, transverse section,
looking east at interior of east façade.

Roof Ridge Skylight
The roof ridge skylight, sized at approximately 7’-6” by 11’-2 ½”, will be located just east of the
centerline of the roof in order to align with the internal roof bay structure and allow for a setback
from the primary façade (Figure 5 and Figure 6).
While the cladding material of the roof is not original, the form, massing, and pitch of the roof is a
character-defining feature of the building. The proposed skylight will retain these features to a high
degree as it follows the form and massing of the roofline, and it will not change its overall design,
form, or pitch. The skylight itself will cause a height increase of approximately 9” to accommodate its
framing and waterproofing.
This feature will be visible from the public right-of-way when viewed from a strong oblique angle.
Due to the presence of an adjacent building to the north (along Ramona Street), and due to the

PAGE & TURNBULL 170 MAIDEN LANE, 5TH FLOOR SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94108 TEL 415-362-5154
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relatively narrow width of Ramona Street, the skylight is only partially visible when seen from the
north, and somewhat more visible when seen from the south (looking away from Channing Avenue).

Figure 5: Proposed west elevation (primary
façade).

Figure 6: Proposed north elevation.

DISCUSSION OF SOI STANDARDS FOR REHABILITATION COMPLIANCE
Under Palo Alto’s historic preservation ordinance, planning staff may review and approve minor
exterior alterations pursuant to guidelines adopted by the Historic Resources Board. Minor exterior
alterations are “those alterations which the director of planning and community environment or
his/her designee determines will not adversely affect the exterior architectural characteristics nor
the historical or aesthetic value of the historic structure, its site or surroundings.” 8 Projects that are
not considered minor exterior alterations are subject to California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
review and also go to the Historic Resources Board for review. 9
The following discussion considers the proposed project’s potential effects on, and compatibility
with, the historic resource at 819 Ramona Street, and provides comments on whether the project
appears to adhere to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. 10

Section 16.49.050(C), Palo Alto Municipal Code, Chapter 16.49 Historic Preservation.
City of Palo Alto, “Historic Resource Project Review FAQ,” https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/64188
10
Anne E. Grimmer, The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving,
Rehabilitating, Restoring and Reconstructing Historic Buildings, (U.S. Department of the Interior National Park Service Technical
Preservation Services, Washington, D.C.: 2017), accessed July 23, 2020, https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatmentguidelines-2017.pdf.
8
9
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The Standards for Rehabilitation are: 11
Rehabilitation Standard 1: A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that
requires minimal change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces and spatial relationships.
Discussion: The subject building was constructed as a religious property in 1925 and retained that
use until 1965 when it was used for storage. Since the 2009 rehabilitation of the building, it has
served as an office and most recently as an exercise studio. The proposed project does not
anticipate an additional change in use since that approved in 2009 that would precipitate changes to
its historic materials or features. Therefore, the proposed project is consistent with Standard 1.
Rehabilitation Standard 2: The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The
removal of distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces and spatial relationships that
characterize a property will be avoided.
Discussion: The proposed project retains the historic primary façade in its entirety and does not
propose changes to the features or historic materials of the building. From the public right-of-way,
the building will retain its historic character as the rear windows will not be visible, and the new roof
ridge skylight will only be partially visible from an oblique view and will not alter the massing or
character of the building’s gable roofline.
Therefore, the proposed project is in consistent with Standard 2.
Rehabilitation Standard 3: Each property will 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
elements from other historic properties, will not be undertaken.
Discussion: As currently proposed, the project does not add historic features from other properties
or add conjectural features that would create a false sense of historical development. Therefore, the
project is consistent with Standard 3.
Rehabilitation Standard 4: Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own
right will be retained and preserved.

This and the following Standards are listed in Grimmer (2007) and also at National Park Service, U.S. Department of the
Interior, “Technical Preservation Services: Rehabilitation as a Treatment,” accessed July 23, 2020,
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/four-treatments/treatment-rehabilitation.htm.
11
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Discussion: The historic resource’s period of significance is 1922-1965, dating to the period that the
property was developed and used by the University AME Zion Church. Alterations that have taken
place since the building’s construction – namely the rehabilitation of the building in 2009 – have not
gained significance in their own right, are not considered historically significant, and therefore do
not need to be retained or preserved. The 2009 rehabilitation of the building made minimal changes
to the building’s exterior, including the construction of exterior access stairs to the building’s
basement along both north and south facades and the installation of an elevator at the west corner
of the north façade to provide access to the main floor. None of these exterior features will be
altered by the proposed project. Therefore, the project is consistent with Standard 4.
Rehabilitation Standard 5: Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or
examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved.
Discussion: The proposed project will retain all of its character-defining features, which characterize
the historic significance and craftsmanship of the property. The roof, whose massing and form is a
character-defining feature, will be retained to a high degree, as only a small portion of the ridgeline
will be altered with an approximately 9”-inch height increase to accommodate the skylight. As all
character-defining features will be retained, the proposed project is consistent with Standard 5.
Rehabilitation Standard 6: Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where
the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the
old in design, color, texture and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features will be
substantiated by documentary and physical evidence.
Discussion: As designed, the proposed project does not specify removal or replacement of
deteriorated historic features, as its scope is limited to areas that do not contain historic materials
and character-defining features. Although the gable form and massing of the roof is a characterdefining feature, its materials are not historic and the proposed change will not impact the form or
massing. In the event that any deteriorated features are encountered during the course of the
project, the Standards for Rehabilitation recommends repair rather than replacement. Any features
that may require replacement due to a degree of severe deterioration beyond repair should be
replaced in-kind based upon physical evidence. Therefore, the project is consistent with Standard 6.
Rehabilitation Standard 7: Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the
gentlest means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used.
Discussion: The proposed project does not propose the use of any chemical or physical treatments
on historic materials. The material of the roof has been replaced and is not historic. If any
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treatments become necessary, as long as they are undertaken using the gentlest means possible
and follow the guidance of the Standards and the National Park Service’s Technical Preservation
Briefs, the project will be consistent with Standard 7.
Rehabilitation Standard 8: Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such
resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.
Discussion: The proposed project will not involve excavation. If in the unlikely event that any
archaeological material is discovered during construction, provided that standard discovery
procedures for the City of Palo Alto are followed, the proposed project will be consistent with
Standard 8.
Rehabilitation Standard 9: New additions, exterior alterations or related new construction will not
destroy historic materials, features and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work
will be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale
and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment.
Discussion: The proposed project does not propose any work that would destroy or alter the
character-defining features of 819 Ramona Street. In areas where work is undertaken – to install
new windows at the east façade and a roof ridge skylight – the alterations are differentiated in
design, finish, and materials from the historic resource. The rear windows are designed to be a
different dimension, material, and finish to clearly differentiate them from the building’s original
leaded amber glass windows. The roof ridge skylight is recognizable as a contemporary design and
will be finished in contemporary materials. The design will be sensitive and compatible with the
building’s roof design as it follows the pitch and form of the gable roof, and has a relatively low
profile that is set back from the primary façade to remain unobtrusive. In addition, the skylight has
been sized and placed to remain referential to the historic resource and not to overtake the design
and form of the existing roofline.
Therefore, the project is consistent with Standard 9.
Rehabilitation Standard 10: New additions and adjacent or related new construction will 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.
Discussion: If the proposed exterior alterations – the rear windows and ridge skylight – were
removed in the future, the building would retain its essential form and integrity. The proposed
project will not remove any character-defining features of the building, and while the roof will be

PAGE & TURNBULL 170 MAIDEN LANE, 5TH FLOOR SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94108 TEL 415-362-5154

Packet Pg. 26

3.a

819 Ramona Street, SOI Compliance Memorandum [20170]
Page 11 of 11

altered to install a skylight, its form and massing will remain intact. The proposed project retains all
character-defining features of the building, and while the roof is altered its form and massing is
retained to a high degree. Therefore, the building will to continue to express its historic significance.
Therefore, the project is consistent with Standard 10.

FINDING
The proposed project is consistent with all ten of the Standards. Therefore, the project is compliant
with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.

QUALIFICATIONS
Page & Turnbull was established in 1973 as Charles Hall Page & Associates to provide architectural
and conservation services for historic buildings, resources, and civic areas. The company was one of
the first architecture firms in California to dedicate its practice to historic preservation and is among
the longest practicing such firms in the country. Offices are located in San Francisco, Los Angeles,
and Sacramento, and staff includes planners, architectural historians, licensed architects, designers,
and conservators. All of Page & Turnbull’s professional staff members meet or exceed the Secretary
of the Interior’s Professional Qualifications Standards as published in the Code of Federal
Regulations, 36 CFR Part 61.
As an architectural historian and cultural resources planner within Page & Turnbull’s Cultural
Resources Studio, Barrett Reiter meets the Secretary of the Interior’s Professional Qualifications
Standards for Architectural History. She has extensive experience researching and evaluating
historic properties, as well as analyzing proposed projects that impact historic resources using the
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.

ATTACHMENTS
Page & Turnbull, 819 Ramona Street: Character-Defining Features Memorandum, September 2020.
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819 Ramona Street – Character-Defining Feature Memorandum

The following Character-Defining Feature Memorandum has been assembled to guide a future
project at the former church building at 819 Ramona Street in Palo Alto.

Methodology
On July 15, 2020, Page & Turnbull staff conducted a site visit to document the subject building’s
existing design and extant features. A review of relevant material was undertaken, including review
of the building’s National Register of Historic Places nomination from 1995, the historic building
inventory file at the Palo Alto Historical Association, relevant publications on the history of Palo Alto
and African American history in Santa Clara County, and various online sources including Palo Alto
Stanford Heritage. Photographs of the building prior to its rehabilitation in 2009 were supplied by
the property owner.

Historic Status and Significance
The former University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, located at 819 Ramona Street in
Palo Alto was determined eligible for the National Register of Historic Places (National Register)
under Criterion A (Events), was listed on the California Register, and is a Category 3 (or Contributing)
building on Palo Alto’s Historic Resource Inventory. 1 The building, which was constructed in 1925,
was the first purpose-built African American church in Palo Alto and within the larger area of the San
1
California Office of Historic Preservation, Built Environment Resources Database, Santa Clara County, updated March 2020;
City of Palo Alto, Master List of Structures on the Historic Inventory, Revised July 2012.
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Francisco Bay Area mid-peninsula, stretching from San Mateo to San Jose. As an early location of the
African Methodist Episcopal Zion church in Palo Alto (founded in 1918), the building represents the
history of African American Palo Altans in the early twentieth century. 2
The building served as the home of the University AME Zion church from its completion in 1925
through its sale in 1965, when University AME Zion constructed a larger church at a new location.
The building was used for medical equipment storage by Palo Alto Medical Research Foundation and
then largely left vacant until it underwent a rehabilitation by the current owner as part of the larger
260 Homer Avenue development. 3
The building remains a significant historic resource for its connection to the area’s early African
American families and its role as the spiritual and social center of the black community not only in
Palo Alto, but also in the larger region, including Los Altos Hills, Mountain View, and San Mateo
County. As described in Herbert G. Ruffin’s Uninvited Neighbors: African Americans in Silicon Valley, the
church also served a broader role in the community:
In the 1920s and 30s, the church played a crucial role in promoting dialogues among
African Americans, European Americans, Chinese Americans, and Japanese
Americans as racial progressives supported the church financially and morally
[particularly during the hardships of the Great Depression]. These supporters
included the Palo Alto Ministerial Association, Japanese American Methodists, the
Chinese American community, Stanford University professors, the American Legion,
the Shriners, the Kiwanis Club, the Rotary Club, the Palo Alto Times, and the local
business and financial community. Their support relieved many working-poor blacks
from having to fully shoulder the burden of financing the church […]. Ultimately, the
coalition played a huge role in the African American community. 4
The building’s period of significance from 1922 to 1965, dates to the early fundraising for the
building to its sale in 1965. 5 Architecturally, the building retains nearly all its character-defining
features, allowing it to continue to express its significance as a 1925 purpose-built AME Zion church
building.

2
National Register of Historic Places. University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Palo Alto, Santa Clara County,
California. National Register #96000297_R.
3
Ibid.
4
Herbert G. Ruffin, Uninvited Neighbors: African Americans in Silicon Valley, 1769-1990, (Norman, Oklahoma: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2014).
5
National Register of Historic Places. University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, National Register #96000297_R.
While the period of significance is listed within the National Register nomination as dating from 1922 when fundraising for
the building was started, the period of significance for the building more clearly begins in 1925 as that is the date the building
was completed.
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Brief Building Description
The subject building is a freestanding, one-story-over-basement, wood frame building with stucco
cladding and features a gable roof clad in composite shingles. It is located along Ramona Street
between Homer and Channing avenues in the University South neighborhood of Palo Alto (Figure
1). The building is rectangular in plan and it presents a largely symmetrical design apart from a small
bell tower with a hipped roof on the west-facing side of the gable roof.
Typical windows for the building consist of leaded glass windows with amber glass, both in a fixed
configuration, as on the primary façade, or as double-hung windows on the side façades.

Figure 1: Subject building with approximate building footprint in red. North is up. Source: Google Maps, 2020.
Edited by Page & Turnbull.
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Primary Façade
The primary (south) façade, facing Ramona Street, features a smooth stucco façade, a slightly
projecting molded cornice with a cornice return, and symmetrically placed openings that include a
triangle-shaped, fixed, leaded glass window within the gable peak, a segmental arched window with
multi-lite fixed leaded glass at the east side of the first floor, and a segmental arched entrance at the
west side of the first floor. 6 This entrance leads to an open porch with double doors leading to the
interior space. The entrance is reached by a series of low concrete steps with metal handrails. A
metal plaque containing information about the building’s history is located to the west of the
entrance.

Figure 2: Primary façade of the subject building. Looking north.

The subject building is not aligned exactly on a north-south axis, however, for clarity within this report the primary façade is
listed as the south façade, the rear façade is the north façade, etc.

6
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East Façade
The east façade features four double-hung leaded glass windows. A small typical window is located
on the south side of the façade (towards Ramona Street), while the other three typical windows are
larger in size (Figure 3 and Figure 4). A flight of concrete stairs with metal handrails leads to a
below-grade basement entrance with a single-leaf fully glazed door with transom and a fixed
window (Figure 5).

Figure 3: East façade of the subject building. Looking west.
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Figure 4: Detail of east façade. Looking northwest.

Figure 5: Detail of below-grade basement along east
façade. Looking northwest.

West Façade
The west façade features a single, non-original entrance door at the south side of the façade
(towards Ramona Street), three double-hung leaded glass typical windows, and a flight of concrete
stairs with metal handrails that lead to the below-grade basement entrance with a single-leaf fully
glazed door with transom and a fixed window. The non-original entrance provides barrier-free
access to the main floor of the building. The bell tower is visible from the west façade and along its
west-facing wall the tower features a large fixed louvered vent at its base (where it meets the
roofline) and an additional small louvered vent under its hipped roof (Figure 8).

Figure 6: West façade, looking northeast.

Figure 7: Detail of below-grade basement along west
façade. Looking northeast.

PAGE & TURNBULL 170 MAIDEN LANE, 5TH FLOOR SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94108 TEL 415-362-5154

Packet Pg. 33

3.b

Character-Defining Feature Memorandum – 819 Ramona Street [20170]
Page 7 of 11

Figure 8: Oblique view of primary and west façades, showing
bell tower. Looking northeast.

Figure 9: Rear (north) façade of the subject
building. Looking southeast.

Rear (South) Façade
The rear (south) façade of the subject building consists of a plain stucco wall with no openings and
several utility boxes and utility connections, including air conditioning, are located along this façade
(Figure 9).
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Historic Development
The following is a brief overview of the construction chronology of the subject building.
The subject building was constructed by a local builder, W.S. Couter, and was completed in 1925. 7
The building remained the home of the University AME Zion church until the congregation
constructed a new church and sold this building in 1965. Photographs of the building in 1964, during
its time as the University AME Zion church show that few changes have been made to the building
since its erection (Figure 10 and Figure 11).

Figure 10: University AME Zion Church in 1964. Source: Palo Alto Historical Association.

From 1965 until its rehabilitation in 2009, the building was used as a storage facility for the Palo Alto
Medical Research Foundation and then largely left vacant, leading to damage through vandalism
and neglect. In 1995, the National Register nomination was written and submitted to the California
7

Information on file at the Palo Alto Historical Association, Historic Building Inventory files. No architect is known.
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Office of Historic Preservation as a means of raising awareness of the importance of this building to
Palo Alto’s history and to help prevent the demolition of the building. 8 The completed development
project at 260 Homer Avenue included the rehabilitation of this building in 2009.

Figure 11: Oblique view of west and primary façade of church, 1964. Source: Palo Alto Times.

Alterations that are known to have occurred during this rehabilitation include: the replacement of
the building’s stucco; 9 the repair of original windows and the replacement of damaged amber glass;
changes to the bell tower including the replacement of an original window with a louvered vent; the

National Register of Historic Places. University African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Palo Alto, Santa Clara County,
California. National Register #96000297_R.
9
Of note is the removal of the slightly projecting stucco surround around the primary entrance opening and first-floor
window along the primary façade.
8
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addition of handrails along the primary façade; the installation of a door (replacing an original
window) at the west façade to allow for the installation of a lift and an accessible entrance; the
installation of a new foundation; and the general reconfiguration of the main interior volume. In the
interior, the mezzanine space located along south of the building (directly behind the triangular
leaded glass window) was removed and partitions were erected in the main room. Until recently
both the basement and first floor were used as an exercise studio.

Character-Defining Features
For a property to be eligible for national or state designation under criteria related to type, period,
or method of construction, the essential physical features (or character-defining features) that
enable the property to convey its historic identity must be evident. These distinctive characterdefining features are the physical traits that commonly recur in property types and/or architectural
styles. To be eligible, a property must clearly contain enough of those characteristics to be
considered a true representative of a particular type, period, or method of construction, and these
features must also retain a sufficient degree of integrity. Characteristics can be expressed in terms
such as form, proportion, structure, plan, style, or materials.
The features of the building that date to its period of significance and convey the historic character
of the building include:
Exterior features:
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Freestanding, symmetrical one-and-a-half-story volume
Symmetrical massing of the primary (south) façade
Stucco cladding
Steeply pitched gable front roof
Triangular leaded glass window within the front gable
Segmental arched openings along primary (south) façade including open entrance portal at
left (west) and leaded amber glass window at the right (east)
Simple molded fascia along roofline with cornice return
Asymmetrically placed bell tower on west-facing side of gable roof
Steeply pitched hipped roof on bell tower
Open front porch
Original and restored leaded glass windows with amber glass
Concrete steps to entry portal
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Qualifications
Page & Turnbull was established in 1973 as Charles Hall Page & Associates to provide architectural
and conservation services for historic buildings, resources, and civic areas. The company was one of
the first architecture firms in California to dedicate its practice to historic preservation and is among
the longest practicing such firms in the country. Offices are located in Los Angeles, Sacramento, and
San Francisco, and staff includes licensed architects, designers, architectural historians,
conservators, and planners. All of Page & Turnbull’s professional staff members meet or exceed the
Secretary of the Interior’s Historic Preservation Professional Qualification Standards.
As an architectural historian within Page & Turnbull’s Cultural Resources Planning Studio, Barrett
Reiter meets the Secretary of the Interior’s Professional Qualification Standards for Architectural
History. She is experienced in surveying, researching, and evaluating historic properties, as well as
analyzing proposed projects for potential impacts to historic resources.
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Attachment E

Project Plans
During the ongoing Shelter-in-Place, project plans are only available online.

Directions to review Project plans online:
1. Go to: http://bit.ly/819RamonaAME
2. On this project specific webpage you will find a link to the project plans and
other important information
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