
 

 

 
 

1523 WILSON AVENUE 
 

SAN MARINO 
 

 
Former Address:  1533 Wilson Avenue (at the time of construction) 
 
Style:  Colonial Revival 
 
Year of Completion:  1930 
 
Original Building Permit:  #1200, issued by the City of San Marino on October 30, 1930 for a 
new two-story dwelling.  The eight-room house would have stucco walls. 
 
A copy of this permit is no longer in City files.  However, the Southwest Builder and Contractor, 
a weekly publication of the construction trade, published a summary in its issue of November 7, 
1930.  A copy is attached on page 20. 
 
Cost to Build:  $7,718—a typical cost for a house of this size during the Great Depression. 
 
Architect:    William Sutherland McCay, a well-known Pasadena architect whose career was 
unfortunately cut short.  Please see the attached biographical materials on pages 11 through 15. 
 
Builder:  Parker & Gamble, Pasadena.   
 
First Owner:  Gaylord J. Martin who shared the house with his wife Mabel Martin.  
 
Gaylord (“Gayl”) Jotham Martin was born on November 12, 1879 in Minonk, Woodford County, 
Illinois.  His parents were Euclid Martin, a hardware dealer, and Luella Martin. By 1900, the 
family was living in Omaha, Nebraska where the elder Mr. Martin was identified as a wholesale 
merchant.  As a boy, Gaylord excelled at tennis, golf, and baseball. 
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In 1909, Gaylord married the former Mabel E. Benson who was a native of Davenport, Iowa, 
born on April 21, 1887.  Her father Erastus was a lawyer.  Around 1910, Mr. and Mrs. Martin 
moved to East Pasadena where Gaylord became a fruit farmer.  During World War I, he 
continued his farming career in Manhattan Beach.   
 
By 1920, Mr. Martin had joined with his older brother George Cushing Martin to establish the 
Martin Iron Works in Los Angeles.  George served as the company’s president.  The firm 
specialized in the manufacture of automobile springs and spring-controlling shock absorbers, 
with Gaylord constantly inventing improvements to what became known as “Martin Shocks.”  
Several Los Angeles Times articles from the 1920s about the firm are attached on pages  
16 through 19.    
 
In 1924, the Martin family built three houses for themselves along Wilson Avenue in San 
Marino.  George and his wife Helen Smith Martin lived on the corner of El Molino at 1505 
Wilson.  (Their home would be demolished around 1963 to make way for the La Cala Place 
subdivision.)  Luella Martin, the widowed mother of Gaylord and George, lived at 1517 Wilson 
with her married daughter Mona and grandson Euclid.  Gaylord and Mabel resided at 1523 
Wilson (what is now 1525 Wilson) in a house that may have been designed for them by famed 
architect Wallace Neff.  In 1930, upon the completion of their new home at the top of the cul-de-
sac, they transferred the 1523 Wilson address to their new home and gave their old home the 
address of 1525 Wilson.  Attached on page 7 is a Sanborn map of 1930 showing the layout of the 
three original Martin houses before the new Gaylord Martin residence was built. 
 
Martin Iron Works appears not to have survived the Great Depression.  George Martin died in 
1935 and the Gaylord Martins moved elsewhere in San Marino and later to Sierra Madre.   At 
that point, 1523 Wilson was rented to Francis F. Quittner, a lawyer, and his wife Laura Quittner.     
 
Gaylord J. Martin passed away at the age of 83 on June 5, 1963 and is interred in Upland.   
Mrs. Martin survived her husband by just a few months.  She died in Sierra Madre on  
January 10, 1964 at age 76. 
 
Other Building Permits:  A permit was issued in April 1935 for the addition of a water closet at 
the northeasterly corner of the house.  The cost was just $50.   
 
In November 1935, a bedroom and bathroom were to be added to the rear of the house at a cost 
of $250.   
 
A new sewer connection was made in August 1961. 
 
The house was re-roofed for $670 in October 1961. 
 
In January 1966, permission was given to remove the old garage and replace it with a new garage 
and shop building.  Clinton J. Brainerd was the contractor for this job, valued at $3,000. 
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A remodeling of the service porch and the addition of doors to a maid’s room were permitted in 
October 1966. A water closet and a lavatory were also to be replaced.  Clinton Brainerd was 
again the contractor.  The cost was estimated at $1,500.   
 
Mr. Brainerd was called back in August 1969 to add a family room, remodel the kitchen, and add 
three bedrooms and two bathrooms upstairs.  The cost was to be $30,000.   
 
In October 1969, a new HVAC system was installed.   
 
The construction of a 700-square-foot swimming pool and spa was permitted in August 1979 for 
$10,000.  R. B. Perry & Associates of Arcadia was the contractor.  
 
The following October, a picket fence was to be built to enclose the pool at a cost of $750.  The 
owner would serve as his own contractor. A new lawn sprinkling system was also installed that 
month. 
 
An attic fan was installed in September 1981. 
 
In August 1983, the kitchen was modernized and new plumbing fixtures were installed in one 
bathroom. 
 
A permit issued in November 1990 to build a screened-in porch around a tree was subsequently 
voided.  The Bruce Peterson Construction Company, Inc., of Glendora had been selected as the 
contractor for this project, costing $30,000. 
 
A new shower, water closet, and two lavatories were installed in November 1994. 
 
In July 1996, the master bedroom and bathroom were to be remodeled for $20,000.  Also that 
month, the house was re-roofed with wood shingles at a cost of $7,511. 
 
In February 2001, a 480-square-foot screened porch/patio was to be built on the southerly side of 
the house for $12,240.  The owner was to act as his own contractor.  
 
A partial re-roofing job occurred in May 2008 costing $7,800.  
 
Copies of some of these permits are attached on pages 21 through 28.   
 
(Note: Permits for very minor alterations, such as water heater replacement, are not included.  
Also not included are permits missing from the file or whose microfilmed or digital copies are 
indecipherable and not otherwise recorded or described in Assessor’s records.)    
 
Assessor’s Records:  The Los Angeles County Assessor first visited the property on  
February 24, 1931 and recorded a newly completed single one-and-two-story residence with a 
gabled roof.  Heat was provided by a fireplace and a gas furnace with six registers.   
 
The Assessor estimated the square footage at 1,990.  On the first floor were two living rooms 
(one was probably a dining room), a half-bathroom, a kitchen, and a breakfast room.  The second 
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floor contained two bedrooms and a bathroom with a stall shower.  There was also a basement 
that measured approximately sixteen by eleven feet and was five feet deep. The detached garage 
measured approximately seventeen by twenty feet. In 1964 the Assessor noted that this 
improvement was gone.   
 
On August 6, 1935 the Assessor returned to note the addition of a twenty-square-foot bathroom 
at the rear corner of the house.   It contained one plumbing fixture.    
 
The Assessor revised the building record on January 3, 1936 to show a 150-square-foot addition 
at the rear of the house containing a bedroom and a bathroom.  This addition had a concrete 
foundation, walls of stucco over a wood frame, and a gabled shingled roof.  Interior stucco was 
the primary interior finish.   
 
The Assessor has continued to keep the building record up to date.  In 1966, he added a new 22-
by-34-foot garage that included a shop.  A new swimming pool and spa were noted in 1979.  The 
pool, the largest dimensions of which were 28 by 37 feet, included a heater, a filter, a 6-by-7-foot 
spa, a brick border and decking, a tile splash, and planters.  
 
The Los Angeles County Assessor currently estimates the square footage of the house at 3,858 
with three bedrooms and four bathrooms.  
 
Copies of the Assessor’s building records are attached on pages 29 through 36. 
 
Other Owners and Residents:  By 1935, title to the property had been transferred to Pacific 
Indemnity. Charles W. and Kathleen Getchell were the residents. Mr. Getchell worked as a 
salesman. 
 
Lawrence A. Peters became the owner in November 1939. He shared the house with his wife 
Audrey.  Mr. Peters was employed as an attorney by the Fox West Coast Theaters chain in Los 
Angeles. 
 
In March 1956, Henry J. and Nancy K. Tenaglia were recorded as the owners. Mr. Tenaglia was 
a stockbroker with Shearson Hamill in Los Angeles. 
 
Carlisle C. Crosby, Jr., an attorney, and his wife Virginia M. Crosby gained possession in 
October 1959. 
 
Jill Van Hook Smith took title in May 1963.  She shared the house with her husband Malcolm 
George Smith, an attorney. 
 
Marvin E. and Judith W. Garrett became the owners in May 1975.  The Garrett family has owned 
the property for over forty years. 
 
Notes: The Southwest Builder and Contractor announced the impending construction of the 
house in its October 31, 1930 issue. It was described as a two-story, six-room frame dwelling 
with “redwood siding; shingle roofing; oak floors; pine trim; beam ceilings; tile bath, shower,  
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and drain-board; double hung windows; gas unit heating system, mantel; etc.”  A copy of this 
announcement can be found on page 8. 
 
In its April 1932 issue, California Arts & Architecture magazine published photographs of the 
exterior and interior of the Martin home to illustrate an article entitled “Some Notes on 
Furnishing the Small House.”  A copy of this article is attached on pages 9 and 10. 
 
Significance:   The Gaylord Martin house received an Honor Award from the American Institute 
of Architects in 1937. 
 
The house may be eligible for listing on a local inventory of significant properties due to its fine 
design by a recognized local architect, its association with a prominent local family (the 
Martins), and its contribution to the architectural and historical context of the Wilson Avenue 
neighborhood. 
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Sources: 
 Los Angeles County Assessor (South El Monte district office and Los Angeles archives) 
 Los Angeles Public Library 

City of Pasadena, Planning and Development Department (Design & Historic 
Preservation Section) 

 Pasadena Public Library 
 Pasadena Museum of History (Research Library and Archives) 
 City of San Marino, Building & Safety Department 

University of Southern California, Architecture and Fine Arts Library     
 
 Gebhard, David and Robert Winter.  An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles. 
  Salt Lake City, Gibbs-Smith, 2003. 
 McAlester, Virginia Savage.  A Field Guide to American Houses.  2nd ed. 
  New York, Knopf, 2013. 
  
 City Directories:  1930- 
 
 California Arts & Architecture:  April 1932 

Los Angeles Times: May 16, 1926; January 2, 1927; February 6, 1927;  
September 23, 1927 

 Southwest Builder and Contractor: October 31, 1930; November 7, 1930 
  
 Internet Resources, including California Index, California Death Index,  

Gale Biography Master Index, Ancestry.com, and Historic Los Angeles Times 
Database. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Tim Gregory 
The Building Biographer 
400 East California Blvd., #3 
Pasadena, CA  91106-3763 
 626-792-7465 
timgregory@sbcglobal.net 
www.buildingbiographer.com   
 
Copyright August 2017 
by Tim Gregory 
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Southwest Builder and Contractor 
October 31, 1930; p. 67 
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California Arts & Architecture 
April 1932; p. 29+ 
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WILLIAM SUTHERLAND McCAY 
Architect 

 
William Sutherland McCay was born on February 16, 1900 in Grand Rapids, Michigan, but 
moved to Pasadena with his parents, William Stewart McCay and Anna Dotelle Bissell McCay, 
in 1901.  The Bissell family, heirs to the founder of the Bissell Carpet Cleaner Company, was 
already well-ensconced in Pasadena by that time. 
 
William had his first year of education at Pasadena’s Polytechnic Elementary School, but 
beginning in 1907, attended the Selig School in Vevey, Switzerland.  He followed this with 
several years at Wiesbaden, Germany and in Partenkirchen in the Bavarian Alps.  His summers 
were spent with his family, wandering over Europe, where William haunted museums and art 
galleries and collections of armor, reading avidly of history and art. 
 
On his return to Pasadena, McCay finished at Polytechnic in 1914, after which he spent four 
years at the Thacher School in the Ojai Valley.  He entered Yale University in 1918 from which 
he graduated with a degree in architecture in 1922.  Early in life he had become deeply interested 
in architecture; it was a natural bent, fostered by his great love of beauty and by education and 
travel.  On leaving Yale, McCay studied for two years at the School of Architecture of the 
University of Pennsylvania under Paul Cret, and had a final year in Paris at the Beaux-Arts in the 
atelier of Charles Gromort.  After some practical experience in Pasadena, he passed his state 
examination, and was licensed to practice architecture in California.  In 1927, McCay formed a 
brief partnership with Pasadena architect Kemper Nomland. 
 
In 1930, McCay married Katharine Tilt Nevins who had four children from a previous marriage.  
The McCays were to add two more daughters to the blended family which resided at 255 State 
Street in Pasadena.   
 
In 1933, in the depths of the Great Depression, when architecture was at a standstill, McCay 
became involved in the Block Aid Society in Pasadena, with the famous architect Myron Hunt 
and his wife.  He later became deeply interested in the cooperative movement.  Before he knew 
it, McCay was the president of the Pasadena Civic Relief Association, carrying on an enormous 
and complex business, based on bartering the labor of unemployed men for goods, which 
managed to feed 3,000 families at its peak.  To secure stores, warehouses, automobiles and 
trucks to bring in the food, and gasoline with which to continue the work, was no small task.  
The group spirit was developed by group activities, dramatic and musical productions in the 
gardens, and families gathered for cards, dancing and movies in the evenings in the clubhouse, 
which was used for the collection and distribution of clothing in the daytime.  The turning point, 
financially, was the generous gift of the use of the famous Busch Gardens.  All gate receipts 
went to the organization, in return for the maintenance of the grounds by the men.  There were 
thousands of visitors, so the fees were considerable. 
 
The Pasadena Association was one of the most successful of its kind, and a model for others.  
One cogent reason for its success was that McCay, as president, was not dependent on the 
Association for support, and so created no jealousy or suspicion.  He was also able to interest 
people of substance in the movement and enlist their active sympathy.  The federal government 
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later took over all such projects, at which point McCay resigned.  He was given a citation from 
the American Legion in 1933 for his charitable work.   
 
In October 1936, McCay assisted Dr. John J. F. Carruthers in forming the Pasadena Boys’ Club 
and became its first Vice-Chairman.  He held this post until he entered the Navy in 1942.  
Having been a member of the Naval Reserve since 1938, McCay served in Boston, New 
Bedford, and Port Hueneme during World War II. 
 
An illness cut short his life on November 30, 1948 when he was only 48 years old.  A simple 
memorial service was held in the garden of his mother’s home.  He was eulogized as follows: 
“His was a brave, joyous and loving spirit.  He loved life and people and all beautiful things.  He 
had integrity in his work and impeccable taste.  He loved the sea and sailing and his antique 
weapons.  He read well, found his music in poetry and had a fine turn of wit.  His memory will 
be warmly cherished in the hearts of those who knew him, for he made the world a happier place 
by his presence here.” 
 
McCay’s architectural work was mainly residential, with a few notable exceptions.  In 1935 he 
designed the Pasadena Chapter House of the American Red Cross at 48 North El Molino 
Avenue, now unfortunately demolished.  For this modern interpretation of Colonial Revival 
design he received an Honor Award from the California Chapter of the American Institute of 
Architects, of which he was a member and officer.  He almost never had a client who did not 
become a friend, and his houses have been a source of pleasure to their owners and subsequent 
buyers.  McCay seemed to understand their “sentimentalities, quirks and peculiar tastes” at the 
same time he made his own professional judgments on design and detail.  Although he attempted 
a number of styles, McCay’s main interest was in variations on the Colonial Revival, be it 
Monterey, Georgian, or New Orleans French.  The majority of his work was in Pasadena, but he 
did design several houses in Santa Barbara, San Malo and in the Balboa Bay area.  He belonged 
to the Valley Hunt Club and the Los Angeles Yacht Club.  He also served as a director of the 
First Trust and Savings Bank.   
 
Some of McCay’s Pasadena-area designs include: 
 
   W. S. McCay residence (366 Allendale Road--1928) 
   Perin’s, Ltd. Store (2966 East Colorado Blvd.--1929) 
   Charles F. Claudon residence (1125 Wotkyns Drive–1929) 
   Gaylord Martin residence (1523 Wilson, San Marino--1930)  
              Henry Fisher, Jr., residence (474 South Arroyo Blvd.–1930) 
   Pickwick Antique Shop (West Colorado Blvd.--1931) 
   James Lloyd residence (2257 Homet Road, San Marino--1936) 
   Anthony Hoagland residence (400 California Terrace--1937) 
   Emerson Spear residence (1155 South Grand Avenue--1937) 
   Van Wyck/Rossiter residence (271 California Terrace--1937) 
 
Note: Much of the above discussion was based on biographical material found in a memorial 
booklet published at the time of Mr. McCay’s death in 1948.  It is on file at the Pasadena Public 
Library. 
 



13 
 

 
 

WILLIAM S. McCAY 
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Pasadena Star-News 
December 1, 1948 
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Southwest Builder and Contractor 

November 7, 1930; p. 77 
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