
Mendocino Woodlands is significant
because of its association with the New Deal, as
one of 46 RDAs established in the United States
just prior to World War II.  At the time, it was
the only RDA in California, the only one in a
Redwood forest, and one of only two group
camp facilities west of the Rockies.1 Today, it is
one of the two best remaining examples of
RDA planning and design in the country.2 It is a
complex site where cultural resources, natural
resources, and recreation resources all come
together. In many ways, this is why the place
resonates with so many people, and provides
such good habitat to its numerous
flora and fauna. However, the
management of these elements today
has caused conflict and is threatening
this important landscape.

Identifying Preservation Issues
In 2011, a cultural landscape

report was developed for the non-
profit Mendocino Woodlands Camp
Association (MWCA) to help them
refine their understanding of the
landscape, identify issues associated
with its long-term care and

Telling the story...every community has
one.  Whether it is about the origins of
settlement in California, an event that shaped a
neighborhood or the work of a master, the
genesis of nearly every plan is understanding
the past in order to plan for the future.  While
future (or long-range) planning may be an
intangible endeavor for many community
members, historic preservation is an effort
that is more tangible as a result of physical
presence, or its ability to be singled out as
already established.   This issue of the Cal-
Planner focuses on the topic of preservation
and its role in community planning.  It mani-
fests itself in many forms, from a California
bungalow or a burger stand to civic plaza or
recreational park. In this issue, we featured the
Golden Gate Bridge, which is part of a
National Recreation Area (NRA), due to the
fact that it is one of the most significant sites
in California and the most visited National
Park in the U.S., according to the National
Park Service. It is an example of how preser-
vation can be a powerful planning tool for
economic development as well as a marker to
our past.  The issue features projects
resources, and perspectives all associated with
preservation.  Also inside, noting that any
association with the topic would be purely
coincidental, is a profile on one of the
profession's stalwart advocates and revered
practitioners, Woodie Tescher.   

This content, along with the California
Legislative Update, Commission and Board
Report and much more, are here for your
reading pleasure.  Our next issue will be all
about history and planning in preparation for
the upcoming state conference.  As usual, your
comments and suggestions 
are welcomed by
contacting me at 
myplanning@live.com.
Happy Reading, MY
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Protecting the Mendocino Woodlands 
Mendocino Woodlands State Park is a 720-acre National Historic Landmark nestled in
a coast redwood forest with steep hillsides and intermittent flatlands in Mendocino
County. It was established as part of the New Deal federal recovery program. Today the
Recreational Demonstration Area (RDA) is divided into three parcels that are owned
by two California state agencies, Department of Parks and Recreation and
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection. 

Laurie R. MatthewsFEATURE | 

management, and learn ways to address those
issues. This effort relied on The Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic
Properties with Guidelines for the Treatment of
Cultural Landscapes and was a partnership with
the University of Oregon, with assistance from
MIG, Inc. 

Through that process, six issues were
identified that are adversely affecting
Mendocino Woodlands by threatening its
historic integrity, its ability to function as a P5
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Golden Gate Bridge. Source: LA Times, E. DaBreo

Dining Lodge that no longer exists (circa 1940).
Source: Mendocino Woodlands Camp Association
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So what is it about our community’s past
that tends to cloud the judgment of a vocal few
when our future footprint is being contem-
plated? I recognize that change can be an
uncomfortable proposition for many, yet I
continue to be baffled by the over-zealous
fervor for all things “vintage.” Buildings deemed
“old” are often embraced with a unjustifiable (or
unsupported) nostalgia, regardless of whether
such sites represent a notable community
pattern, have architectural distinction or
constitute cultural relevance. Is such thinking
prudent for the evolution of our communities?

Through the Lens of Nostalgia
Preserving these structures or sites is

frequently viewed as protecting our heritage.
However, it would be hard to deny that such
advocacy is used all too frequently as a ploy to
serve an individual agenda, and often as a
defensive move to ward off change and against
potential development. Viewing preservation
through the lens of nostalgia ultimately results
in structures and sites that lack historic
significance or meaningful connection to our
community.  

To further bolster this nostalgic position,
such advocacy often quotes an emotional
connection to the past, thereby allowing
hyperbole to usurp a rational approach to an
objective analysis in determining historic merit.
And therein lies the obstacle to meaningful
preservation efforts; the inability to study a site
objectively as a result of interference or
personal bias. In the City of West Hollywood,
where its preservation efforts continued to be
recognized as some of the best in Los Angeles
County, this debate seems to be surprisingly
intense.  At the time of the 2012 article, which
was purely by coincidence, the community was
engaged in a spirited discussion over the
merits of Great Hall & Long Hall in Plummer
Park.

Emotion-based Designation
Is there a case for using nostalgia as a

primary basis for designating a site? The
National Trust for Historic preservation
(NTHP) attempted to address such a question.
In an article, written by a San Francisco field
representative for the NTHP, titled, If Nostalgia
is Wrong, I Don't Want to be Right (A. Verrkamp;

Designating Nostalgia:
Keeping Sentimenality in Check
The evolution of our built environment is largely centered on a gaze towards the
future with an eye on the past.  It is this history that offers a community narrative in
the present while providing cues to a story yet to be told. It frames our sense of place
and grounds our relationship with the physical and bridges our collective emotions to a
community’s soul.  Without a doubt, preservation, when implemented in a rational
manner, can contribute significantly to local identity, economic development, and
community building. 

Marc Yeber,  ASLAPERSPECTIVE | 
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Dec 13, 2013), it countered by criticizing the
more analytic approach and non-sentimental
view in the assessment of aged buildings. 

As a planning and design professional with
training in preservation and a former Historic
Preservation Commissioner, I have learned to
approach preservation with a broad
perspective that has one eye on conservation
and the other on evolution.  As a former
review authority, I have come to understand
that preservation is, for the most part, a
subjectively objective endeavor.

The NTHP article took a dissenting
position, and inferred that the original 2012
WEHOville article represents a view, which
implied…“that a deep, emotional connection to
the past is one step from mental illness.”
Setting aside this highly-charged remark, it is
important to acknowledge that within the field
of planning, it is widely accepted that we
preserve as a result of a community's
emotional connection. But we also protect our
past to highlight our origins, create a narrative
and bolster our identity, all of which are
embedded in our emotion of place.

Objectivity Hijacked
What was central to the original

argument was not the presence of an
emotional connection, but rather the frequency
in which sentimentality hijacks a process that
should be largely objective. To be clear, when a
building is being proposed to replace an older
structure, should we be swayed solely based on
a neighbor's personal attachment or should we
be convinced based on broader community
context as determined by professionals? In
other words, should we study the subject
structure in a vacuum or view it comprehen-
sively from the perspective of the larger
community?

To further support its position, the NTHP
uses a Gallup study called, "Soul of the
Community,” by extrapolating the two authors’
intent to support this notion of more emotion
over metrics.  Again pitting emotion against
metrics was not, and should not,be a part of
this debate.  Instead, the point should be to
make a distinction between preservation
conducted using rational analysis versus efforts
rendered by sentimentality. It is the latter
where the process tends to fall prey to political
pressure as emotion obstructs a reasoned
discourse.
Mutually Inclusive 

Preservation remains largely a misunder-
stood undertaking and elusive concept often

Great Hall Long Hall, West Hollywood. Source: J. Marks

The following is based on a [local specific] version previously published online for WEHOville.com in 2012.  It has been adapted here to
reach the broader California community and address points raised by the National Trust for Historic Preservation in 2013 via a counter-
argument essay, which was only recently discovered.

PRESERVATION

Viewing preservation through the lens of nostalgia ultimately results in
structures and sites that lack historic significance or meaningful connection
to our community.  
”

”



C
A

L
P
la
nn
er
  
V
o
l 
1
7 
• 
Is
su
e 
0
2

P6

used as a community planning strategy
intended to strengthen the fabric of a
neighborhood while preserving its past—two
concepts that are not mutually exclusive. For
example, with old and new side by side, the
fabric of many communities and neighbor-
hoods illustrate the foundation of its past
while allowing the footprint we create today
to be our legacy for the future. Our heritage
should not only represent the early 19th or
20th century, but also the early 21st century.
This means allowing our community to evolve
without sacrificing the significance of the past,
but also NOT letting our present day
relevance be forfeited by it.

Some community advocates, however, miss
that point by focusing only on preserving the
past without considering the present or future.
Nostalgia and fear distracts us from the real
purpose of conservation and diminishes
legitimate preservation efforts. Our buildings
and parks are used as pawns in an effort to halt
change and stymie further evolution of our
com-munity. The unbridled passion for
preservation sometimes stems from the
sentimental (and sometimes embellished)
yearning of a neighborhood’s few, yet rarely
represents the community’s many.

Nostalgia should not be a consideration
since it is rooted in sentimentality and often
framed by personal bias. Ideally, a historic
designation should be a collective gesture
steeped in community wide significance and
agreement.

Designating Nostalgia: Keeping Sentimentality in CheckP2

Great Hall, Long Hall. Source: H. Kerhart, LA Conservancy

Fundamental Preservation Questions 

In considering preservation, several
factors are at play.  What is the context in
which a particular structure or site was built
or gained distinction? Identifying the set of
circumstances that led to an existing condition
is key and the basis for starting a thoughtful
and reasoned debate on the merits of any
particular preservation proposal. What is its
connection to the community in the past as
well as today? A designation of a Cape Cod
house surrounded by California bungalows on
the basis that it is the “last remaining spec-
imen,” only serves to achieve an architectural
petting zoo. Finally, one must ask if the subject

PRESERVATION

The continuum of our history, not just the past, is what makes our communities
special places, and ones that provide an authentic human experience where
residential neighborhoods and business districts are always relevant. 
”

”site benefits the public more as it is than if it
were redeveloped. This is one of the most
difficult questions because public benefit is
highly subjective and inherently intangible.

It would be a false expression to allow for
an artificial sense of history in our community
and therefore such gestures should not
influence our discussions on preservation or
development. To that point, I have witnessed
community members stubbornly reject a
contemporary design strategy by making a
request “to design something historical.”
Designing or building in a “historical” fashion is
a hollow gesture that is not only irrelevant to
our time, but also lacks any authenticity and
meaning.

Cities Grow Past Present Future

It is this authenticity that is at the core to
any preservation effort. To be fair, comments

made here regarding historic preservation
aren't meant to be a critique on the efforts of
NTHP, or any preservation professional or
organization for that matter.  In fact, it is
because of the NTHP (et al) that preservation
is as robust as it is in the United States.
However the modus operandi of using
nostalgia as a first line of defense shrouds an
objectivity about which community elements
need preserving, thus preventing us from
including a legacy of the present. 

The cynic might have the perspective
that communities, more specifically the city
planners who are charged with analyzing data
across a broad spectrum that includes
community input, might be more concerned
with economic development.  The truth is that
their role is to understand all facets of a
particular community analyze data and make
recommendations that support that data
where historic preservation plays a significant
role.

The continuum of our history, not just
the past, is what makes our communities
special places, and ones that provide an
authentic human experience where residential
neighborhoods and business districts are
always relevant. Cities are an amalgamation of
our past accomplishments, our present
capacity and our future aspirations. We need
to be mindful of the unbridled nostalgia that
often creeps into our psyche and an objective
process in order to ultimately influence the
outcome…and thereby obscuring a
community's true heritage and relevant
narrative.

Marc Yeber, ASLA is a contract Sr. Urban Designer/
Project Manager at Sargent Town Planning, a
design-based planning firm located in Los Angeles.




