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THE SAN LUIS YACHT CLUB 

HABS No. CA-2698 

San Luis Yacht Club 
Base· of Avila Pier, Front Street between San 
Francisco and San Miguel Streets 
Avila Beach 
San Luis Obispo County 
California 
UTM: A: 10/12779533/2317248 
USGS Pismo Beach 

DATE OF CONSTRUCTION: 1939-1941 

PRESENT OWNER: 

PRESENT USE: 

SIGNIFICANCE: 

Port San Luis Harbor District 
P.O. Box249 
Avila Beach, CA 93424 

Leased by the San Luis Yacht Club for meetings and 
functions. 

The Yacht Club has had a historically significant role in the development of the community of Avila 
Beach and during the United States involvement in World War II. Members of the San Luis Yacht 
Club constructed the Yacht Club between 1939 and 1941 to house their organization and host club 
events. Shortly after the first Yacht Club party in the new clubhouse, the bombing of Pearl Harbor 
occurred and immediately after this event the United States Armed Forces took control of the Port 
San Luis piers and wharves and rented the Yacht Club for the duration of the war. The Yacht Club 
was part of the United States military operations on the west coast, and was used to house troops and 
stage training operations. Since the end of World War II the San Luis Yacht Club and the 
community have actively used the Yacht Club building for club and community events. 
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The Yacht Club was built over a period of several years between 1939 and 1941 by a group of boat
owners in Avila known as the San Luis Yacht Club. The Yacht Club members approached the Board 
of Supervisors for the County of San Luis Obispo to lease a beachfront site at the landward end of the 
Avila Pier (see Vicinity Map and Yacht Club Location Map on pages 9 and 10). According to 
several sources including the original construction supervisor (Mr. Gerard Parsons) some of the 
siding came from a hotel in San Luis Obispo that was being demolished. Other building materials 
came from a timber-laden ship named the Elg, which ran aground at Pismo Beach. 

In addition, many of the studs for the Yacht Club and decking for the floor came from three large 
salvaged redwood water tanks. The stays of the tank were all beveled and they had to be .taken to the 
San Luis Obispo Mill to straighten the edges so they could be used for the decking. Finally, the 
exterior siding for the Yacht Club came from the Robert's Hotel, which was demolished to construct 
the Fremont Theater on Monterey Street, in San Luis Obispo. . 

The building may be classified as generally of a New England architectural style because of the 
lapped siding and the small paned windows. The building form is a simple box with a gable roof. 
The ridgeline is perpendicular from Avila's Front Street projecting toward the Pacific Ocean. 

The structure is all wood construction with scissors roof trusses except for the portion over the 
kitchen and restrooms. The building sits on piles five to eight feet above the beach. The piles and 
the connections to the floor girders have been replaced over the years since the original construction. 
The kitchen, restrooms and the deck were made in a series of more recent modifications and are not 
classified as part of the historic fabric ( see building plans and elevations on pages 11-16). 

Description of the Exterior 

The exterior of the building is of milled wood shiplap construction from the eaves to the floor. The 
current paint on the siding is light gray. The windows are wood-framed multi-paned outswinging 
with side hinges. This is also true of the two doors that lead out onto the southern deck. The only 
exceptions are the large central window facing the deck which is fixed, and the northern and western 
windows at the kitchen and restrooms which are contemporary aluminum double hung or sliders in 
manufacture. Both the windows and the trim are painted white (see photographs CA-2698-1 through 
CA-2698-5). Above the eave line at the gable ends of the structure, the siding is vertical tongue and 
groove painted white. On the south face, the Yacht Club has commissioned a more modem 
octagonal window of painted glass with a marine motif. The front door also has a special window of 
sand-blasted glass. The roof surface is a contemporary composition shingle that is not part of the 
historic fabric. 

Description of the Interior 

The interior functions may be divided into five categories as follows: 

1. Entry area 

2. Central gathering and dining space 



3. Kitchen 

4. Restroom/showers and office area. 

5. Loft and storage area 
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The only historical areas are the entry and central space. The other areas have been significantly 
modified over the years in a series of remodels (see photographs CA-2698-6 through CA-2698-10). 
The most prominent feature of the interior space is the high ceiling with expose wood decking over a 
series of three wood scissors trusses which span the entire width of the building. The second major 
feature is that the main room views the beach and Pacific Ocean from all but the north side. The 
interior has a wainscoting of varnished vertical wood siding topped by plaster to the top of the wall. 
The window and door trim is composed of simple Ix 6 material devoid of any ornamentation. The 
character of the interior space may be described as very simple but accented with the many pennants 
and nautical artifacts. The southwest corner has a sheet metal fire place which is of more recent 
manufacture. 

Site 

The Yacht Club is the largest of five buildings that are sited to the south of the seawall on the beach. 
The others are either public restrooms or storage buildings for the Harbor District. The location 
facing the ocean on the seaward side of Front Street with access from Avila Pier, is one of the most 
distinguishing characteristics of the Yacht Club contributing to both its visibility and easy 
identification from the Avila community. The public beach runs approximately 1700 feet east and 
1000 feet west of the site essentially dividing the beach in half by useable area (see Yacht Club 
Location Map on page 10). This location is also approximately centered opposite the commercial 
component of Avila's Front Street contributes significantly to its visibility and makes the building, in 
conjunction with the pier, the community focal point. 

IDSTORICAL CONTEXT: 

History of the Community of Avila Beach 

The first wharf in the San Luis Bay was built in the 1850s, and was named Mallagh' s Landing at 
Cave Landing, east of the project site. Another pier, the People's Wharf, was built on Avila Beach in 
1869. By the time the town of Avila was laid out in the 1870s, the San Luis Bay and already become 
a trading center for travelers and goods between San Francisco, San Luis Obispo and Los Angeles. 
In 1873, a third pier was build, known as the Harford Pier, located at the west end of San Luis Bay. 
The Harford Pier was connected to Avila, San Luis Obispo and Santa Maria with a narrow gauge 
railroad. In 1878, a tidal wave destroyed the People's Wharf. It was never rebuilt and left the 
Harford Wharf with a monopoly in the bay. Remnants of the pilings from the People's Wharf can 
sometimes be seen east of the Avila Pier when the tide is extremely low (Best 1964). 

By the late 1800s, San Luis Bay had become an important shipping port for the entire country, and 
served as a locus for both trade and passenger service. In 1893, a total of 397,450 tons of goods were 
shipped through Harford Wharf. However, the arrival of the Southern Pacific Railroad in San Luis 
Obispo in 1894 significantly altered trade development in Avila and San Luis Bay. Once the rail was 
completed over Cuesta Grade connecting San Luis Obispo with San Francisco, the Southern Pacific 
Railroad became the dominant mode for transport of goods and passengers in and out of the County. 
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The completion of the rail connection with Los Angeles in 1901 only strengthened the role of rail in 
transportation. 

In the early 1900s, oil was discovered in the Santa Maria Valley, southwest of San Luis Bay. Oil 
was brought from Santa Maria in tanks mounted on narrow gauge rail tracks to ship from Harford's 
Wharf. The growing use of the Port of San Luis prompted the US Customs Office to declare the Port 
an official Port of Entry in 1906, thereby allowing international shipping out of the Port. In 1907, the 
Avila Pier was constructed to compete with Harford's Wharf as a public wharf and for shipping 
commercial goods. In 1914, the owners of the Harford Pier constructed an oil pier west of the Avila 
Pier. Union Oil, Standard Oil and Phillips all shipped their products form San Luis Bay and Avila 
and between 1914 and 1922, San Luis Bay became the largest crude oil shipping port in the world at 
the time (SAIC 1998). 

Along with being a trading and oil town, Avila was also a tourist attraction from the 1870s and 
continuing through today. Boat passengers and visitors have enjoyed the sheltered beaches and the 
natural beauty of the area. In his 1883 History of San Luis Obispo County, Myron Angel wrote about 
the "bright promise" Avila had as a "bathing and pleasure resort" (Angel 1883). Through the 1930s 
and 1940s, Avila was a popular swimming beach for County residents and visitors. The San Luis 
Yacht Club constructed their clubhouse on the Avila Pier between 1936 and 1940 (Parsons pers. 
comm. 1998). 

During World War II, the United States military took control of the Avila Pier and the Harford Wharf 
and all sea traffic in the port. During the war, the Yacht Club was used first by army troops, and later 
by the Navy until the war ended. After the war, Avila Beach continued primarily as a tourist resort 
with a harbor used for both oil transport and recreation. With Unocal's remediation project in Avila 
Beach, the role of oil in Avila's history is becoming secondary to the potential for tourist 
development. 

History of the San Luis Yacht Club 

The Yacht Club building was built over a period of several years between 1939 and 1941 by a group 
of boat-owners in Avila known as the San Luis Yacht Club. The San Luis Yacht Club first formed in 
1937 and in 1939 they determined to build a Yacht Club to house their organization and host club 
events (Farris 1992). Mr. Harold Puffer approached the County Board of Supervisors to lease a 
beachfront site at the end of the Avila Pier. Mr. Leonard Lenger (former City engineer) supervised 
construction and hardworking club members such as Gerald Parsons worked together to build the 
club with very little money (Farris 1992). 

Mr. Parsons, one of the original builders of the Yacht Club, described the construction of the Yacht 
Club. Mr. Parsons remembers how not much money was available to build the club and so most of 
the materials were salvaged from many sources. These materials didn't always fit together easily and 
consequently the club building took several years to finish. 

According to Mr. Parsons, the original pilings under the Yacht Club were from eucalyptus trees cut 
on a Japanese landowner's property on Los Osos Valley Road (Parsons pers. Comm. 1998). After 
the eucalyptus logs were cut down, the landowner used his tractor to pull the logs out of the woods to 
be taken to Avila for the piers under the clubhouse. At that time, the County had a skidless steam
driven pile driver that moved by pouring oil on the ground and sliding the pile driver on the oil. On 
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weekends the club construction crew would borrow the County's pile driver, use eucalyptus scraps 
form the pier logs to fuel the steam boiler and drive the pilings that would eventually support the 
clubhouse. 

Other building materials came from a timber-laden ship named the Elg, which ran aground at Pismo 
Beach (Parsons pers. Comm. 1998). To free the ship from the shallows, much of the timber cargo 
was thrown overboard and tugboats were used to pull the lightened ship off the shallows. The 
lumber then floated ashore where many residents tried to salvage the material. According to some 
accounts, two or three people even died trying to retrieve the larger timbers corning in through the 
surf. The Elg's owners tried to regain some of the value of the lost lumber but much of the salvaged 
lumber ended up hidden in different places around the County. The Elg's timber was cut in metric 
sizes for the European market, which made the timbers difficult to work with. The crew building the 
Yacht Club used some of the Elg's lumber for trusses in the Yacht Club and stringers for the pier. 

In addition, many of the studs for the Yacht Club and decking for the floor came from three large 
salvaged redwood water tanks. The stays of the tanks were all beveled and they had to be taken to 
the San Luis Obispo Mill to straighten the edges so they could be used for the decking. Finally, 
exterior siding for the Yacht Club came from the Robert's Hotel, which was demolished to construct 
the Fremont Theater on Monterey Street in San Luis Obispo. 

The Yacht Club held their first meeting in the new club building in July 1941 (Farris 1992). The 
Yacht Club had only one party before the attack at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Immediately 
after this event, the US Army, Navy and Coast Guard took over control of the Port San Luis piers and 
wharves and rented the Yacht Club for the duration of the war. The flooring and interior siding were 
not completed and the kitchen and bathrooms remained unfinished (Parsons pers. Comm. 1998). 
During the Army's and Navy's tenure, the interior flooring, plasterboard walls, kitchen and 
bathrooms were completed. 

Since the end of World War II, the San Luis Yacht Club members and the community have actively 
used the Yacht Club for club and community activities. Minor repairs to the roof and exterior have 
been made as part of the normal maintenance of the builµing, but no major alterations have been 
made to the structure. The Yacht Club meets the criteria for historical significance and has retained 
its integrity as a historic structure. 

SOURCES: 

Historical research was conducted for the San Luis Yacht Club building in April and May 1998 and 
utilized various facilities, agency databases and files, and historical materials. Members of the Yacht 
Club were also interviewed for details of the materials and methods used in construction of the Yacht 
Club building, along with historical events associated with the Yacht Club. Specific research was 
conducted to prepare the overview of development in Avila Beach and to investigate the specific 
history of the San Luis Yacht Club in relation to the areas' development. This section summarizes 
the facilities consulted, persons contacted, and studies reviewed during the pre-field research. 

Architectural Drawings 

No architectural drawings were found during the research. 



Historic Views 

No historic photographs were located during the research. 

Interviews 
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Mr. Gerard Parsons. April 28, 1998. Telephone interview. Mr. Parsons has been a member of the 
Yacht Club since its inception and helped construct the Yacht Club. 

Mr. Pat Farris. May 15, 1998. Telephone interview. Mr. Farris is a long-time member of the San 
Luis Yacht Club and remembers events during the construction of the Yacht Club. 
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PROJECT INFORMATION: 

Project Need 

In September 1998, Unocal undertook a remediation project to remove and treat substrates 
contaminated with hydrocarbon petroleum products in the town of Avila Beach, located in San Luis 
Obispo County. The area of contamination includes portions of the town and portions of Avila State 
Beach located adjacent to the town. In order to accomplish the remediation of the substrates on Avila 
Beach, it will be necessary to temporarily remove some of the Avila Pier and the San Luis Yacht 
Club structure. A small portion of the existing Avila Pier will be removed and a new section of the 
pier will be reconstructed in its original location after the remediation work on the beach is complete. 
The San Luis Yacht Club will be temporarily relocated to another site during the remediation work at 
the beach and then replaced to its original site after the remediation work is complete. 

Regulatory Background 

Because portions of the project lie within the waters of the United States, the beach portions of the 
remediation project requires a Clean Water Act (CWA), Section 404 permit, administered by the US 
Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE). As required by the ACOE regulations (33 CFR 325, Appendix 
C), a review of historic resources on the beach pursuant to the National Historic Preservation Act 
(NHPA), Section 106 has been completed prior to ACOE approval of the proposed project and 
issuance of a CW A Section 404 permit. 

An Historic Survey Record was completed in May 1998 to review the structures on the beach and 
determine if any of the structures are eligible for listing in the National and State Registers of 
Historic Places (Cannon Associates 1998). As a result of the NHPA Section 106 review, the San 
Luis Yacht Club was determined to be historically significant under the National Park Service 
criteria as detailed in the National Register Bulletin 15 - How to Apply the National Register Criteria 
for Evaluation (USDI, NPS 1995). Specifically, the San Luis Yacht Club was found to be 
historically significant under Criteria A - an association with significant events or pattern of events. 
The Yacht Club has minor alterations and repairs from the original structure, but has retained its 
integrity as a historical structure and was determined to be eligible for listing in the National and 
State Registers of Historic Places as a historic structure. 
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Once the San Luis Yacht Club was determined to be eligible for listing as a historic structure, the 
ACOE prepared a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) to address the treatment of the Yacht Club 
during Unocal's remediation project. The MOA is currently being circulated for signature by the 
ACOE, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP), the State Historic Preservation 
Office (SHPO) and the concurring parties which include the San Luis Yacht Club and the Port of San 
Luis Harbor District. · 

Stipulation 3 of the MOA requires that a Historic American Building Survey/Historic American 
Engineering Record (HABS/HAER) be prepared to document the San Luis Yacht Club building prior 
to the temporary relocation of the building. The documentation is to be completed to meet the level 
of recordation specified by the HABS/HAER Division of the Pacific Great Basin office of the 
National Park Service for the San Luis Yacht Club. In their letter of January 11, 1999, the National 
Park Service detailed the requirements for the HABS/HAER documentation for the San Luis Yacht 
Club building. 

This HABS/HAER document is prepared to meet the requirements of the MOA and to present a 
detailed record of the San Luis Yacht Club to documel'.lt the structure prior to temporarily relocation 
of the San Luis Yacht Club during the Unocal remediation project on the beach at Avila. The San 
Luis Yacht Club will be replaced in· its original location on the reconstructed Avila Pier after the 
completion of the remediation work at Avila Beach. The National Park Service has reviewed the 
project and in their letter, dated January 11, 1999 has specified the level of detail to be included in 
the HABS/HAER document. This HABS/HAER document was prepared to meet the project-specific 
criteria outlined by the National Park Service criteria for the Yacht Club HABS/HAER 
documentation. 

Historian 

Historical research and analysis was conducted by Andrew G. Merriam, AICP, of Cannon 
Associates. Mr. Merriam has practiced architecture for over 35 years. Mr. Merriam served as 
chairman of the San Luis Obispo Cultural Heritage Committee when the. City's historic resources 
survey and preservation program was adopted. He is a graduate of Columbia University with 
degrees in architecture, urban planning and completed graduate work in history and restoration 
programs. Mr. Merriam is a member of the National Trust for Historic Preservation. 

Mr. Merriam's restoration experience includes working on such historic structures as the Port San 
Luis Harford Pier, San Luis Obispo Lightstation in Avila, the Jack House in San Luis Obispo, the 
IOOF Hall in Arroyo Grande, the Carnegie Library in Paso Robles, and the Price Anniversary House 
in Pismo Beach. Mr. Merriam has prepared and contributed to the architectural component of 
historic structure reports for the Harford Pier, the San Luis Obispo Lighthouse, the IOOF Hall and 
the Higuera Street Bridge. He is familiar with CEQA and NEPA requirements for evaluating and 
documenting historic structures. 
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