THINGS TO DO > HOME AND GARDEN

Learning on the job: How a
Kensington couple discovered
a passion for historic
preservation

They turned to SOHO's 'Old House' resource
guide, connections for reno-turned-
restoration of 1929 Spanish revival home

Devin and DeLayne Harmon restored a 1929 Spanish revival/eclectic-style home,

By NICOLE SOURS LARSON
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When her Aunt Patty died in 2013 and bequeathed DelLayne and her
husband, Devin Harmon, the 1929 Spanish revival/eclectic-style
Kensington home, they admit they knew little about historic preservation
or about the special considerations involved in restoring a historic house.

The home now has the historically designated name of Enrique and
Esperanza Aldrete/Carl B. Hayes House, after the first owners and master
builder.

But to the Harmons, it was DelLayne’s grandparents’ home, a place with
deep-seated family attachments filled with sentimental memories. There,
DelLayne, who grew up in the neighborhood and was close to her
grandparents and aunt, performed plays with friends on their “stage” of
the elevated dining room with its curtained “proscenium arch,” their
audience watching below in the timbered living room “theater.” There,
high school sweethearts DeLayne and Devin grinned for happy photos
before the Calco Mayan art tile fireplace and hearth.



Entrance hall, stairway and lantern at Harmon residence in Kensington. (David
Harrison)

There was never any doubt they would live in the home that had remained
in the family since 1949. DeLayne’s grandparents, Dr. Anthony and Ella
Mogavero, a physician and registered nurse, bought it when they moved
from Pennsylvania to San Diego to set up his medical practice.



According to the property’s historic nomination — presented by Ron May
and Kiley Wallace of Legacy 106, an archaeology and historic preservation
consultants company — former Tijuana mayor Enrique Aldrete and his
wife, both from prominent Tijuana families, likely commissioned master
builder Carl B. Hayes to build their custom home in the newly developing
Kensington Heights community on what's now a double lot of about .33
acre. The house was sold twice, in 1939 and 1944, before the Mogaveros
purchased the home, raising their three daughters and living there until
their deaths in the 1990s.

The solidly built, two-story stucco house with a red-tiled gabled roof, about
3,600 square feet, was structurally sound but had been modified from its
original design. It was “tired” and suffered from years of long-deferred
maintenance. The couple knew they needed updated electrical and
plumbing systems, new windows and a roof, as well as a modern kitchen
and overall repairs and restoration. They understood that was only the
beginning.

Gradually, the Harmons' planned remodel turned into a painstaking
restoration back to the home’s original 1929 condition. They chose to
remove later alterations while also slightly expanding their updated
kitchen and adding an architecturally compatible, 700-square-foot guest
house. But they struggled over how far to go with historical correctness
and materials.
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“You have to decide if you're willing to accept a Home Depot light or find
someone who can replicate what was there or actually find a historic item.
Where we needed to replace plaster, were we willing to use drywall? We
decided we were not,” Devin said. They instead chose historically accurate
materials whenever possible.

The couple quickly realized they needed a team to help. After many
interviews, they became meticulous in vetting and selecting team
members to find the right skilled professionals and craftsmen who would
both listen to what they wanted and actually follow their instructions,
rather than use more typical modern techniques or slipshod shortcuts.

“You don't know what you're getting into. And you have to learn a lot,”
Devin explained. “You have to do a ton of research, and you have to figure
out where your line (of historic accuracy) is and what your goals are and
what your budget is.

“Then you have to figure out a path to achieve whatever those goals are —
classic project management — but there’s a lot of details to learn. And we
didn't know what we were jumping into in the beginning, but we found
our way into becoming historic preservation advocates,” he said.

An early challenge was finding a compatible architect and general
contractor. After interviewing numerous architects who didn't listen, the
Harmons hired John Eisenhart and Eva Thorn of Union Architecture, a

small company specializing in historic preservation and adaptive reuse,
whom they definitely recommend. They worked closely with their general
contractor, Drew Johnson, since retired and still a friend, while retaining
approval and supervision over subcontractors.
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View through arched doorway into kitchen at Harmon residence in Kensington,
showing the soapstone table, cabinets and sink. (David Harrison)

Early in the design process, Eisenhart presented them with a copy of
SOHO's Old House Resource Directory, a guide from the Save Our
Heritage Organisation, which proved their lifeline, DeLayne said. The
nonprofit organization works to preserve and protect historic properties
with architectural and cultural significance in the San Diego region.
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“SOHO is about the best resource available to people,” she said of the
group’s help in providing connections between homeowners and capable
craftsmen. The couple discovered many craftsmen through SOHO
recommendations and social connections.

After briefly flirting with reconfiguring the home's interior — which doesn’t
disqualify homeowners from Mills Act historic preservation tax breaks,
since these protections apply only to the exterior — they realized that
modifying the interior design felt wrong, an insult to the house.

“We tried to go as original as we could, with look, feel, colors, textures,”
Devin said.

Kitchen detail at Harmon residence in Kensington, showing the modern
appliances, reproduced cabinets and sink. (David Harrison).

Restoring the original plaster, the Harmons discovered, was extremely
important to them. To find craftsmen willing to work to their
specifications, they interviewed seven plasterers.

“We had very specific texture requirements,” Devin said. “We wanted
(distinct) texture where it needed to be replaced. We wanted the texture to
match the older plaster, because this house has four or five specific
textures in different rooms.”

With the house filled with colorful tile from least five different prominent
early 20th century potteries, vintage tile became another passion.



Devin, a now-retired electrical engineer with strong project management
experience, spent countless hours researching the house’s history and
architectural and ornamental features throughout the project. He
immersed himself searching the internet, the San Diego History Center’s
photo archive and old newspapers through Ancestry.com, finding relevant
old photos documenting their home's social events along with original
interior features and fixtures.

He located contemporary lighting and hardware catalogs on eBay, and
later he and DelLayne tracked down vintage wrought-iron chandeliers,
sconces, hinges and assorted other fixtures and items matching the old
photos. Most they found through architectural salvage companies located
in Los Angeles and Pasadena that are listed in SOHO's resource directory.
When they couldn't find the right vintage lighting, hardware and fixtures
they wanted, they had them fabricated, working with Jim Gibson of Gibson
and Gibson Lighting of Chula Vista from photos and Devin’s drawings. He

also tracked down essential specialized materials, staying one step ahead
of the contractors’' needs.

Devin documented everything relating to their home’s restoration on
spreadsheets, including their architects, general contractor and historical
researchers as well as artisans, tile manufacturers, flooring, roofing,
faucets and hardware.

Living room, showing the Mayan tile fireplace and view toward the dining room,
at Harmon residence in Kensington. (David Harrison)
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They took on projects themselves, such as uncovering the original plaster
texture in the entryway and stairwell.

“My grandmother didn't like the plaster work in the entry hall and put
another coat of paint on it every year, lessening the texture over time,”
DelLayne said.

“DelLayne and I spent a couple hundred hours using a special application
to remove the paint without harming the plaster and then using dental
tools to pick out paint to regain the original texture and look,” Devin
added.

For the kitchen, they went for a historically accurate “feel” to a modern
functional kitchen rather than historical accuracy. They pushed out the
rear wall a few feet to add more space and light while reproducing the
original cabinets her grandparents had stored in the garage and adding
modern appliances, along with a soapstone-topped island with wooden
legs, suggesting the feel of an old kitchen table.

For furnishings, they kept the early 20th century mix-and-match approach,
retaining the timeless styles of her grandmother’s furniture,
reupholstering her chairs and adding vintage pieces as needed. For art,
they chose local San Diego artists’ work typical of the period.



Detail of entrance hall lantern at Harmon residence in Kensington. (David
Harrison)



Though both Harmons enjoy gardening, DelLayne, a retired educator, is a
Master Gardener, with the garden displaying her influence. They kept one
surviving scarlet bougainvillea, a few palms and several of her
grandmother’s roses, going for the feel of the original period garden while
shrinking the lawn and introducing more drought-tolerant plants. They
grow seasonal vegetables and herbs in raised beds and indulge their
fondness for exotic or rare fruit varieties. Among the unusual fruits they
grow are atemoya, Surinam cherry, Alano sapodilla, ‘Sweetheart’ lychee,
wax jambu, mango, and Australian finger limes, as well as several guavas,
bananas and macadamia nuts.

Ultimately the restoration of their Spanish revival classic took 3 1/2 years
to complete. They finally moved into their home with their now-grown
sons in early 2016 and enjoy sharing their home and practical historic
preservation knowledge with others.

“When people come in and they immerse themselves in it, it's the colors,
the textures, the feel of the detail. They can feel it, but they can't put their
finger on what it is. It's all of the elements together. It's the wood versus
the tiles. It's the colors. You have to put all of that together as layers, and
that becomes what they did so well years ago. This is our realm, and we
try to protect it. We know how blessed we are,” DeLayne said.

Courtyard, house, new guest house and koi pond at Harmon residence in
Kensington. Shows both the main house and guest house with a view toward
the street garden gate. (David Harrison)



So you want to buy and restore a historic
home?

If you're contemplating buying and restoring a historic or old home, you
need to decide how far you want to go in restoring it, how far you want to
go in using only original materials, parts and techniques and how much
you're willing to spend, Devin Harmon explained.

He advised talking to people who have restored historic homes in your
community of interest to get an idea of what you're getting into.

“My piece of advice is don't try to do it alone. It's not something you can do
in isolation,” he said.



Courtyard door with bougainvillea at the Harmon house in Kensington (David
Harrison)

The Harmons enjoy meeting with people and regularly share their hard-
won knowledge. They often recommend resources to others following
similar paths and help them find clues to their home’s past. You can
connect with them through SOHO at SOHOsandiego@aol.com.
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Start with the many resources offered on the SOHO or Save Our Heritage
Organisation website, sohosandiego.org, he recommended. The Old

House Resource Directory contains listings of skilled professionals
experienced in working on old and historic houses, sources for parts and
materials as well as researchers and historians to support your work.

“You need a team to help you,” Harmon said.

On SOHO's website, you'll find information about applying for historic
designation and Mills Act property tax reductions, researching your home,
plus links to a wide range of historic preservation organizations, relevant
government agency programs, research archives, local historical societies
and restoration and technology resources.

After you've explored SOHO's website resources and want more
information about buying or restoring a historic home, David Goldberg,
president of the SOHO board and himself the owner of a 1913 historically
designated home, suggests emailing the SOHO office at
SOHOsandiego@aol.com or calling (619) 297-9327 for assistance.

“The people in the office would be able to point you to people to talk to,
depending on your situation,” Goldberg said.

Although Goldberg researched and prepared the historic designation
application himself, he, like Harmon, recommended hiring an experienced
professional who understand the intricacies of the designation process
and packaging a successful nomination.

The photo archives of the San Diego History Center (sandiegohistory.org),

which holds over 2.5 million images of San Diego, include many photos of
San Diego homes.

“One of the first things we did together was go through (History Center)
albums. We found one album of unidentified homes in San Diego and we
could identify one. This was our home,” DeLayne Harmon said.
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The San Diego Public Library’s Central Library Special Collections Center
(sandiego.gov/public-library/central-library/special-collections) houses
extensive research materials helpful in documenting old homes, including
the California Collection focusing on Southern California, historic local and
state newspapers, city directories and genealogical research materials.

The library also offers access to Ancestry.com and its historic newspaper
database.

— Nicole Sours Larson
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