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ABSTRACT 

 
Tom Origer & Associates conducted a cultural resources study for the Millbrae Station Area Specific 
Plan Update in Millbrae, San Mateo County. The study was completed in compliance with the 
requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act and the City of Millbrae, at the request of 
Steve Noack of PlaceWorks. 
 
This study included archival research at the Northwest Information Center, Sonoma State University 
(NWIC File No. 14-0205), examination of the library and files of Tom Origer & Associates, contact 
with the Native American Heritage Commission and local Native American groups, and windshield 
inspection of the Specific Plan Area. This study resulted in the identification of no prehistoric cultural 
resources and three historic-period cultural resources within the Millbrae Station Area. Documentation 
pertaining to this study is on file at the offices of Tom Origer & Associates (File No. 2014-046). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Synopsis 

 
Project:  Millbrae Station Area Specific Plan Update 
Location: Millbrae, San Mateo County 
Quadrangles: Montara Mountain 7.5’ series 
Study Type: Archival research and windshield survey 
Scope: 116 acres 
Finds: Three historic-era cultural resources 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
This report describes a cultural resources study conducted for the Millbrae Station Area Specific Plan 
Update, Millbrae, San Mateo County. The study area consists of approximately 116 acres of land 
located in the eastern portion of the city of Millbrae. The Millbrae Station Area is bounded by the 
Bayside Manor Neighborhood  and the San Francisco International Airport on the north,  by the City 
of Burlingame on the east and south, and by Downtown Millbrae and the Mills Estate Neighborhood 
on the west (Figure 1). A Plan was developed and approved in 1998, but recently the City has been 
approached with development proposals that have prompted the City of Millbrae to update the Plan. 
The study was requested by Steve Noack of PlaceWorks. Documentation pertaining to this study is on 
file at Tom Origer & Associates (File No. 2014-046). 
 
 

REGULATORY CONTEXT 
 
The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires that cultural resources be considered 
during the environmental review process. This is accomplished by an inventory of resources within a 
study area and by assessing the potential that cultural resources could be affected by development.  
 
This cultural resources survey was designed to satisfy environmental issues specified in the CEQA 
and its guidelines (Title 14 CCR §15064.5) by: (1) identifying all cultural resources in the project 
area; (2) offering a preliminary significance evaluation of the identified cultural resources; (3) 
assessing resource vulnerability to effects that could arise from project activities; and (4) offering 
suggestions designed to protect resource integrity, as warranted. 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Project vicinity (adapted from the 1980 San Francisco 1:250,000-scale USGS maps). 
 
 



 

  

Resource Definitions 

 
Cultural resources are classified by the State Office of Historic Preservation (OHP) as sites, buildings, 
structures, objects and districts, and each is described by OHP (1995) as follows. 
 

Site. A site is the location of a significant event, a prehistoric or historic occupation 
or activity, or a building or structure, whether standing, ruined, or vanished, where 
the location itself possesses historic, cultural, or archaeological value regardless of 
the value of any existing structure. 

 
Building. A building, such as a house, barn, church, hotel, or similar construction, is 
created principally to shelter any form of human activity. "Building" may also be 
used to refer to a historically and functionally related unit, such as a courthouse and 
jail, or a house and barn. 

 
Structure. The term "structure" is used to distinguish from buildings those functional 
constructions made usually for purposes other than creating human shelter. 

 
Object. The term "object" is used to distinguish from buildings and structures those 
constructions that are primarily artistic in nature or are relatively small in scale and 
simply constructed. Although it may be, by nature or design, movable, an object is 
associated with a specific setting or environment.  

 
District. A district possesses a significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of 
sites, buildings, structures, or objects united historically or aesthetically by plan or 
physical development.  

 
 
Significance Criteria 

 
When a project might affect a cultural resource, the project proponent is required to conduct an 
assessment to determine whether the effect may be one that is significant. Consequently, it is 
necessary to determine the importance of resources that could be affected. The importance of a 
resource is measured in terms of criteria for inclusion on the California Register of Historical 
Resources (Title 14 CCR, §4852) listed below. A resource may be important if it meets any one of the 
criteria below, or if it is already listed on the California Register of Historical Resources or a local 
register of historical resources. 
 
An important historical resource is one which: 
 

1. Is associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the 
broad patterns of California’s history and cultural heritage. 

 
2. Is associated with the lives of persons important in our past. 
 
3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region or method 

of construction, or represents the work of an important creative individual, 
or possesses high artistic values. 

 
4. Has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory 

or history.  



 

  

 
Additionally, the OHP advocates that all historical resources over 45 years old be recorded for 
inclusion in the OHP filing system (OHP 1995:2), although professional judgment is urged in 
determining whether a resource warrants documentation. 
 
 

PROJECT SETTING 

 
Study Area Location and Description 

 
The study area is located in the city of Millbrae, in northern San Mateo County. The Millbrae Station 
Area is located in the eastern portion of Millbrae and is bounded by the Bayside Manor 
Neighborhood  and the San Francisco International Airport on the north, by the City of Burlingame 
on the east and south, and by Downtown Millbrae and the Mills Estate Neighborhood on the west. 
The Millbrae Station Area totals approximately 116 acres of mostly developed land, as shown on the 
Montara Mountain, California 7.5’ USGS topographic quadrangle (Figure 2).  
 
Soils mapped for the Millbrae Station Area are a combination of Orthents and Urban land (Kashiwagi 
and Hokholt 1991; USDA 2014). Orthents soils are very shallow to very deep, well draining soils, 
formed on alluvial fans, costal terraces, and hills and derived from sandstone. Urban land is formed 
when 85% of the soil surface is covered with asphalt, concrete, buildings, and other structures. Most 
locations in San Mateo County containing Orthents soils are used for homesite development, urban 
development, or recreation (Kashiwagi and Hokholt 1991:29, 35, and 36).  
 
Green Hills Creek, Millbrae Creek and several unnamed drainages once flowed into and near the 
Millbrae Station Area and would have supplied fresh water to the area. In addition, the edge of San 
Francisco Bay once lay just northeast of where the Southern Pacific Railway runs through the 
Millbrae Station Area (Helley and LaJoie 1979).  
 
Based on analysis of the environmental setting, the southwestern half of the Millbrae Station Area 
would have been well situated for prehistoric occupants of the region to live or gather resources. Its 
surroundings include nearby fresh water sources and well-drained soils that would have supported a 
variety of plants that in turn could have served as food and cover for animals. Research has shown 
that prehistoric sites tend to be found in locations such as this where these and other natural attributes 
aggregate. The northeastern half would have been marshland and subject to tidal flooding, therefore 
would be unlikely to contain prehistoric sites. 
 
 
Cultural Setting 

 
Archaeological evidence indicates that human occupation of California began at least 11,000 years 
ago (Erlandson et al. 2007). Early occupants appear to have had an economy based largely on 
hunting, with limited exchange, and social structures based on the extended family unit. In the greater 
San Francisco Bay Area, earliest sites can date to 7,000-8,000 B.C., though sites dating to this time 
period have not yet been found in the west Bay Area (Fitzgerald 1993; Hylkema 2002; Meyer and 
Rosenthal 1997; Moratto 2004:264-268; Schwaderer 1992). Typically sites on the west side of the 
Bay do not predate 5,000 years ago. Moratto hypothesized that bay shore sites that date to this time 
would have not been found due to the rise in sea level and the likelihood that these older sites would 
be buried under five meters or more of sediments (Moratto 2004:266). 
 



 

  

 

 
Figure 2. Study Area (adapted from the 1980 Montara Mountain and San Mateo 7.5’ USGS maps). 



 

  

Linguistic evidence shows that between 8,000 and 6,000 B.C. inhabitants in the area were Pre-Hokan 
speakers but by 4,000 B.C. Hokan languages had developed in the Millbrae area (Moratto 2004:543-
551). 
 
Between 2000 B.C. and A.D. 1 Penutian speakers began to migrate into the area from the lower 
Sacramento Valley (Moratto 2004:552-557). These Penutian speakers were the ancestors of the 
Costanoans who inhabited the San Francisco Peninsula when it was first visited by Europeans Levy 
1978:485). 
 
The Costanoans were hunter-gatherers who lived in rich environments that allowed for dense 
populations with complex social structures (Kroeber 1925; Levy 1978). They settled in large, 
permanent villages about which were distributed seasonal camps and task-specific sites. Primary 
village sites were occupied throughout the year, and other sites were visited in order to procure 
particular resources that were especially abundant or available only during certain seasons. Sites often 
were situated near fresh water sources and in ecotones where plant life and animal life were diverse 
and abundant. 
 
Spanish settlers began arriving in the late 1760s, though the land containing Millbrae was under the 
jurisdiction of Mission San Francisco de Asis or Mission Dolores. In 1835, under Mexican domain, 
the land containing Millbrae was granted to Jose Antonio Sanchez. This land grant was known as the 
Buri Buri land grant (Alexander and Hamm 1916:31). After Jose Antonio Sanchez's death, the family 
divided the land grant equally into portions for each of his ten children (Harris 1972).  
 
Darius Ogden Mills, a California Gold Rush pioneer, bought a portion of the Rancho Buri Buri land 
from Sherriff James Wilson in 1860 for $20,000 and then built his estate on a portion of the land, 
which he named "Mill's brae," or "Mills' rolling hills" (Millbrae Historical Society 2007:33). In 
Darius Ogden Mill's honor, the city later adopted the name of his estate because he greatly influenced 
the development of the area. During its early growth the region containing and surrounding Millbrae 
became occupied predominantly by farmers and other agriculturalists. In line with its founder Darius 
Ogden Mills' business ventures, Millbrae soon came to embrace and encourage small business life 
(Millbrae Historical Society 2007:85). As the town became more industrialized and business-
centered, transportation systems played a key role in its future. 
  
The location of Millbrae in the middle of the San Francisco peninsula allowed the city to become well 
connected with neighboring areas. The Southern Pacific Railroad line built through Millbrae around 
the 1860s and Millbrae received its own depot, the Millbrae Station, in 1890. The Millbrae depot is 
currently the Millbrae Train Museum. Another popularly used transportation system built in 1890 was 
the #40 interurban streetcar line that ran between San Francisco and San Mateo. The powerhouse for 
the #40 streetcar was located just off of Millbrae Avenue in the same location as the modern day 
Millbrae BART station. The streetcars' efficiency are considered almost equivalent to the modern day 
BART system (Millbrae Historical Society 2007:57). After San Francisco outlawed gambling, people 
came in on the streetcars to Millbrae, making it a center for gambling until its incorporation in the late 
1940s. Even after incorporation gambling was still not eradicated until the 1950s (City of 
Millbrae).The streetcar lines were dismantled after Millbrae's incorporation, cutting off a source of 
public transportation for city.  
 
From the late 1930s until Millbrae's incorporation, the neighbor city of Burlingame attempted to 
annex the town of Millbrae, but the decision was overturned (Chun 2013). The city was successfully 
incorporated with the approval of Sacramento in 1948 (Millbrae Historical Society 2007:36). A 
municipal election in 1946 elected W.F. Leutenegger to be the first mayor of Millbrae, but the seating 
of the council was delayed due to Burlingame's lawsuit until 1948 (Millbrae Historical Society 2014). 



 

  

STUDY PROCEDURES 

 

Archival Study Procedures 

 
Archival research included examination of the library and project files at Tom Origer & Associates. A 
review (NWIC File No. 14-0205) was completed of the archaeological site base maps and records, 
survey reports, and other materials on file at the Northwest Information Center (NWIC), Sonoma 
State University, Rohnert Park. Sources of information included but were not limited to the current 
listings of properties on the National Register of Historic Places (National Register), California 
Historical Landmarks, California Register of Historical Resources (California Register), and 
California Points of Historical Interest as listed in the Office of Historic Preservation’s Historic 

Property Directory (OHP 2012). 
 
The Office of Historic Preservation has determined that structures in excess of 45 years of age should 
be considered potentially important historical resources, and former building and structure locations 
could be potentially important historic archaeological sites. Archival research included an 
examination of historical maps to gain insight into the nature and extent of historical development in 
the general vicinity, and especially within the study area. Maps ranged from hand-drawn maps of the 
1800s (e.g., GLO) to topographic maps issued by the United States Geological Survey (USGS). 
 

In addition, ethnographic literature that describes appropriate Native American groups, county 
histories, and other primary and secondary sources were reviewed. Sources reviewed are listed in the 
"Materials Consulted" section of this report. 
 
Native American Consultation  

 
Information regarding the presence of sacred sites or other cultural use sites was sought from the 
Native American Heritage Commission. A response was received from the Native American Heritage 
Commission indicating that they had no knowledge of any cultural resources within or immediately 
adjacent to the study location.  
 
The Amah Mutsun Tribal Band of Mission San Juan Bautista, the Costanoan Rumsen Carmel Tribe, 
the Indian Canyon Mutsun Band of Costanoan, the Muwekma Ohlone Indian Tribe of the San 
Francisco Bay Area, the Ohlone Indian Tribe, the Trina Marine Ruano Family, Jakki Kehl, and Linda 
G. Yamane were also contacted.  
 
On July 10, 2014, Anne Marie Sayers of the Indian Canyon Mutsun Band of Costanoan called to ask 
about the Millbrae Station Area Specific Plan. We told her at the moment there are no proposed 
project activities planned within the area. Ms. Sayers stated that the tribe would like to be notified if 
projects within the Specific Plan Area are proposed because they have knowledge of archaeological 
sensitive areas within and adjacent to the Specific Plan Area. A communication log and copies of 
correspondence are appended to this report. 
 
 
Field Survey Procedures 

 
No archaeological survey was completed during this study. 
 
On September 18, 2014 a survey was made of buildings within the Millbrae Station Area.  This 
survey was conducted to look at previously documented resources, and to look at the built 



 

  

environment to see if there were any distinctive individual buildings, or groups of buildings that could 
represent a district, within the Millbrae Station Area. 
 
 

STUDY FINDINGS 

 
 
Archival Study Findings 

 
The 17 Mile House and the Lauer & Lovegreen grocery store (which also served as the post office 
after 1906) both once stood near the intersection of  Millbrae Avenue and El Camino Real (Harris 
1972). These were two buildings of the oldest buildings representing Millbrae's early history; 
however they are no longer present. The original Southern Pacific Depot burnt down and was rebuilt 
twice. The second time in 1906. This building still stands today and is used as the Millbrae Train 
Museum. It is located within the Millbrae Station Area at the intersection South Irwin Place and 
California Drive. This building has been listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 
 
Archival research indicated that there are three recorded cultural resources within the Millbrae Station 
Area. However, only portions of the Millbrae Station area have been subject to a cultural resources 
study. These three cultural resources include the Southern Pacific Depot and two sections of the 
Southern Pacific Railroad (originally known as the Peninsula Commute Service or the San Francisco 
and San Jose Railway). The majority of the studies that have been conducted within the Millbrae 
Station Area were linear surveys for utilities, road projects, or trails (Archaeological Consulting and 
Research Services, Inc. 1978; Ballard and Holson 1997; Basin Research Associates, Inc. 2002a, 
2002b; BioSystems Analysis, Inc. 1989; Brown et al. 2003; Chavez 1977; Hatoff et al. 1995; Holson 
et al. 2002; Loveland-Anastasio and Garaventa 1988; Nelson 2002; Science Applications 
International Corporation 2000; SWCA Environmental Consultants 2006). Some areas have been 
surveyed within the Millbrae Station Area. These are primarily at the northeast end of the Millbrae 
Station Area. One of the studies involved the Millbrae Avenue/Highway 101 on-ramps, and two 
studies involved an undeveloped lot on Aviador Avenue, and one study included the portion of the 
Millbrae Station Area northeast of Highway 101 (Chavez and Hupman 1991; Rice 1994a, 1994b; 
Scott 1974; Thomas and Baker 2012). One additional study was conducted on the intersection of El 
Camino Real and Millbrae Avenue (Byrd et al. 2012). 
 
The Southern Pacific Depot is listed in the National Register of Historic Places (Baxter 1977). There 
are three properties listed on the Office of Historic Preservation's Historic Property Directory (2012). 
These properties are located at 100 El Camino Real, 190 El Camino Real, and 150 Serra Avenue. 
These properties all have a status code of 6Y which means that they have been, "Determined 
ineligible for National Register by consensus through Section 106 process – Not evaluated for 
California Register or Local Listing." There are no other local, state, or federally recognized historic 
properties within or near the study area (OHP 2012; State of California Department of Parks and 
Recreation 1976). 
 
No ethnographic villages or camps are reported within or near the study area (Levy 1978:485).  
 
The intersection of what is now know as Millbrae Avenue and El Camino Real served as a hub for the 
early beginnings of Millbrae and there have been buildings within the Millbrae Station Area since 
1835 when Jose Antonio Sanchez constructed two adobe buildings  (Bromfield 1894; GLO 1858; 
Harris 1972; USACE 1939; USGS 1896, 1899, 1915, 1949).  
 
 



 

  

Study Findings 

 
Archaeology 

No archaeological resources have been discovered within the Millbrae Station Area. 
 
Built Environment 

 
Several buildings within the Millbrae Station Area date to the mid-20th century with a few older 
individuals, and substantial more modern infill. The older buildings within the Millbrae Station Area 
do not reflect any type of district; however, as individuals these buildings have the potential to meet 
criteria for inclusion on the CRHR. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Archaeology 

The NWIC has no record of prehistoric or historical archaeological sites with the study area, however, 
only approximately 35% of the Millbrae Station Area has been surveyed for the presence of archaeo-
logical resources. As specific projects are proposed in the future, each should be reviewed for its 
archaeological potential and a pedestrian survey conducted by an archaeologist who meets the 
Secretary of the Interior's Professional Qualification Standards if it is deemed necessary.  
 
Built Environment 

Based on their age, there are individual building within the Millbrae Station Area that have the 
potential to meet criteria for inclusion on the California Register of Historic Resources. As specific 
projects are proposed in the future, each should be reviewed for its potential to affect historical 
buildings. Buildings that appear eligible for inclusion on the California Register of Historic Resources 
should be subjected to a formal evaluation by an architectural historian who meets the Secretary of 

the Interior's Professional Qualification Standards. 
 
 
Accidental Discovery 

 
There is the possibility that buried archaeological materials could be found. If buried materials are 
encountered, all soil disturbing work should be halted at the location of any discovery until a qualified 
archaeologist completes a significance evaluation of the find(s) pursuant to Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (36CFR60.4). Prehistoric archaeological site indicators expected 
within the general area include: chipped chert and obsidian tools and tool manufacture waste flakes; 
grinding and hammering implements that look like fist-size, river-tumbled stones; and for some rare 
sites, locally darkened soil that generally contains abundant archaeological specimens. Historic 
remains expected in the general area commonly include items of ceramic, glass, and metal. Features 
that might be present include structure remains (e.g., cabins or their foundations) and pits containing 
historic artifacts. 
 
The following actions are promulgated in Public Resources Code 5097.98 and Health and Human 
Safety Code 7050.5, and pertain to the discovery of human remains. If human remains are 
encountered, excavation or disturbance of the location must be halted in the vicinity of the find, and 
the county coroner contacted. If the coroner determines the remains are Native American, the coroner 
will contact the Native American Heritage Commission. The Native American Heritage Commission 
will identify the person or persons believed to be most likely descended from the deceased Native 



 

  

American. The most likely descendent makes recommendations regarding the treatment of the 
remains with appropriate dignity.  
 
 

SUMMARY 

 
Tom Origer & Associates completed a cultural resources study for the Millbrae Station Area Specific 
Plan Update, Millbrae, San Mateo County. The study was requested by Steve Noack of PlaceWorks. 
Three cultural resources were found within the study area. Recommendations have been provided for 
future projects within the Millbrae Station Area. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Native American Contact Efforts 

 
  



 

  

 

Native American Contact Log 

Millbrae Station Area Specific Plan Update 

Millbrae, San Mateo County 

Organization/Contact Person Contact Letters Results 

Native American Heritage 
Commission  

Debbie Pilas-Treadway 4/1/2014 Response received via fax on 4/4/2014 
indicating that a search of the sacred 
land files did not result in the finding of 
any resources in the immediate area. A 
list of additional contacts was provided. 
 

Amah Mutsun Tribal Band of 
Mission San Juan Bautista 

Michelle Zimmer 
Irene Zwierlein 

7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

Costanoan Rumsen Carmel Tribe Tony Cerda 7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

Indian Canyon Mutsun Band of 
Costanoan 

Ann Marie Sayers 7/3/14 On July 10, 2014, Anne Marie Sayers 
of the Indian Canyon Mutsun Band of 
Costanoan called to ask about the 
Millbrae Station Area Specific Plan. 
We told her at the moment there are no 
proposed project activities planned 
within the area. Ms. Sayers stated that 
the tribe would like to be notified if 
projects within the Specific Plan Area 
are proposed because they have 
knowledge of archaeological sensitive 
areas within and adjacent to the 
Specific Plan Area. 
 

Muwekma Ohlone Indian Tribe of 
the San Francisco Bay Area 

Rosemary Cambra 7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

The Ohlone Indian Tribe Andrew Galvin 7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

Trina Marine Ruano Family Ramona Garibay 7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

 Jakki Kehl 
 

7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
 

 Linda G. Yamane 7/3/14 No response received as of the date of 
this report. 
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Overview 
The City of Millbrae, like much of the San Francisco Bay Area, has adopted the modern 

planning  paradigms,  including  “transit‐oriented  development,”  which  places  higher 

density, mixed  commercial and  residential buildings near public  transit  lines.   On  the 

San  Francisco  Peninsula  this  trend  is  concentrated  in  the  Caltrain  and  El  Camino 

Real/Highway  82  corridor.   Millbrae  has  the  further  intensifying  effect  of  being  the 

transit hub  that  links regional bus  transit  (Samtrans), Caltrain, Bay Area Rapid Transit 

(BART) and the San Francisco International Airport.   

The  two properties  considered  in  this  report  are  located  adjacent  to  the major  transit 

hub,  and  between Caltrain  and  El Camino Real  in  a  neighborhood with  small  scale, 

mixed light industrial, residential and commercial buildings.   Neither building is listed 

as a historic resource on any national, state or  local  inventory.   Both were constructed 

during the 1930s and were operated as family‐owned businesses until quite recently.   

Following professional practice for historic resource evaluations, a context  is presented 

for understanding the development of Millbrae during the mid‐20th Century that serves 

as a framework for understanding the potential significance of these buildings.   
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The Development of Commerce in the City of Millbrae 1920‐1950 
The City of Millbrae, incorporated in 1948, was a small settlement largely dependent on 

market farming, the Mills Estate and Dairy, West Coast Porcelain Works (later the Royal 

Container Company), and vegetable and  flower  farming until World War 2. Southern 

Pacific  Railroad,  the  40‐line  streetcar  line,  El  Camino  Real  and  Skyline  Road  (in  the 

approximate location of I‐280) linked the settlement to nearby towns and San Francisco.   

 

Thomas Brother’s Map, 1938.  Millbrae near lower right corner. 
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Map Detail 

Residential  development  was  largely  confined  to  a  small  grid  of  streets  west  of  El 

Camino Real.  Two commercial areas emerged: 1) downtown Millbrae along Broadway 

Avenue,  and  2)  a  commercial  strip  along  the  length  of  El Camino  Real.    These  two 

commercial  districts  developed  with  distinctively  different  character.    Downtown 

Millbrae  developed  as  storefronts  for  small  businesses,  the  Post Office,  Fire  Station, 

banks.  El Camino Real developed as more modest storefronts and roadside commercial 

enterprises along  this major  regional highway  (paved as a  four‐lane  road  in 1912).   El 

Camino Real, as State Highway 82, was the major route along the peninsula before the 

completion of US‐101 (paved from San Francisco to San Mateo in 1929; San Jose in 1937). 
i   

In Millbrae El Camino Real/State Highway 82 is only a short distance from the parallel 

alignments of  the Southern Pacific Railroad  (Caltrain) and  the former alignment of  the 

Line 40  Interurban Streetcar  that operated between San Francisco and San Mateo  from 

1903‐1949.ii  
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Millbrae has  long been  the home of  the region’s most  important airport along  the bay 

shore:   originally Mills Field,  then Mills Field Municipal Airport of San Francisco, San 

Francisco Airport and  since  the close of World War 2,  the San Francisco  International 

Airport.   Many airport and airline employees made  their homes  in Millbrae and after 

completion of the first modern airport terminal in 1954, businesses developed to cater to 

the airport and the many travelers it drew to the region. The airport surpassed 2 million 

annual passengers in 1954 and hosts more than 10 million passengers a year today.iii 

 

 

Aerial view of Millbrae, circa 1930s.  Streetcar visible near lower right; El Camino Real/Highway 82 

above.iv   

During the early 20th century, Millbrae was unincorporated (incorporation 1948) and its 

local economy dominated by small vegetable and flower farms, the Mills Dairy and the 

only  factory  in  the area:  the West Coast Porcelain Works  (later converted  to  the Royal 

Container Company).   Another  important commercial  feature  in  this small village was 

entertainment:    restaurants  and  nightclubs  that  promised  a  lively  evening  at  a  short 

streetcar ride from San Francisco.v  The San Francisco Water Department also had a large 



6 | P a g e  
 

yard  on  El  Camino  Real  that  supported  operations  at  the  large  water  reservoirs  at 

Crystal Springs in the foothills above the city.   

Architectural Themes Connected to Transportation Networks 

Millbrae  in  the period  1920‐1950 was beginning  its  transformation  from  its  roots  as  a 

farming  village  supplying  the  produce markets  of  San  Francisco  to  a  small  town.vi  

Development of the town was largely governed by transportation features:  the railway, 

streetcar line, highways and airport.   In this context, historic properties that illustrate a 

connection between commerce and transportation could be significant.  This connection 

could be direct and obvious, as  in  the  case of  the Southern Pacific Railway Station at 

Millbrae (1907, National Register).   

Properties might also reflect the importance of modern transportation networks in their 

architectural  style.   For  example, properties  that  show  the  influence  of new,  speedier 

forms  of  transportation  emerged  in  a  variant  of Art Deco  style  known  as  Streamline 

Moderne.    Streamline  Moderne  buildings  borrowed  curves,  shiny  metal,  circular 

windows  from newly modernized cars,  train and ships.vii Smooth surfaces and “speed 

lines” are also characteristics of the style.   

 

The Southern Pacific Railroad Depot at Palo Alto (1941, National Register) is an excellent local 

example of Streamline Moderne style.   

Because  of  the  greater  speed  of  travel  on  the  newly  paved  highways,  business  signs 

became  larger  and  more  eye‐catching.    This  phenomenon  produced  “roadside 

commercial” architecture with eye‐catching roof forms and large signs (often in neon).viii  

Millbrae had its share of eye catching commercial buildings along El Camino Real, many 

of which have been lost,  for example the conical roof and streamline curved sign of the 
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Smith’s Drive‐In restaurant, renamed Niki’s Drive‐In with a new neon sign in 1948.  The 

Millbrae Theatre sign on El Camino Real  is another example of this  important trend  in 

American commercial architecture. 

 

 

Roadside commercial architecture in Millbrae:  Niki’s Drive‐In (demolished), Millbrae Theater 

(building demolished, sign remains).ix 

 

Central Millbrae Today 

Millbrae’s  development  continues  to  be  shaped  by  the  transportation  network  that 

surrounds it.   As a major hub on the networks that connect rail (Caltrain), mass transit 

(BART  and  SAMTRANS)  and  air  travel  (SFO),  the  city  has  attracted  higher  density 

commercial  and  residential development  along  the  rail  line  and  State Highway  82/El 

Camino Real. The downtown area on Broadway and  the west  side of El Camino Real 

north  of Victorian  Street  still  display  some  of  the  small  town  feeling  of  the mid  20th 

Century.   
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Traditional  storefronts  on  the  west  side  of  El  Camino  Real  and  Victoria  Streets,  looking  north 

(2015) 

 

New high density development at El Camino Real and Victoria Streets, looking south (2015) 
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Central Millbrae 2015, looking towards the Santa Cruz Mountains (Google Earth) 

 

 

Central Millbrae 2015, SFO visible at upper left (Google Earth) 
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The character of these new developments – which represent a new era in transit‐oriented 

development  ‐‐  is  different  from  the  small‐town  commercial  feeling,  and  limits  the 

potential  for  a  roadside  commercial  architectural  historic  district  along  El  Camino 

Real/Highway  82  in Millbrae.    Thus  the  two  buildings  under  consideration  will  be 

evaluated individually, not as potential contributors to a historic district. 
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Millbrae Serra Convalescent Hospital, 150 Serra Street, Millbrae, 

San Mateo County, California 

Overview 

The Millbrae Serra Convalescent Hospital was  founded  in about 1930 by Dominic and 

Emma Muzzi in the former Dunphy Mansion on what was then called Hemlock Street.  

William Dunphy built the large house in 1883.x  The Muzzi’s care facility began with six 

patient beds in the Dunphy Mansion and expanded to include a larger facility in the late 

1930s.   The facility expanded again  in 1952 and 1967 and the former Dunphy Mansion 

was demolished in 1967. The Muzzi family operated the facility until its recent closure. 

 

Excerpt, 1921 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing Dunphy Mansion and outbuildings. 

 

 

Dunphy Mansion (http://www.millbraehs.org/files/43530391.jpg) 
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Excerpt, 1949 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing former Dunphy house to the right 

(“Sanitarium”), expanded facility in center and nurse’s dormitory to the left. 

 

 

Aerial view 2015 showing current facility (Google Earth). 

The original Dunphy house wing was removed in 1967; the nurses’ dormitory moved in 

1950  for expansion of  the patient wing  in 1952 and  later demolished. Numerous small 

accessory structures have come and gone on the site. 

Description 

The main  building  is  a modern  style  flat  roofed  structure  in  an  L‐shape.    The main 

entrance sits at the corner of the L.   The building is finished in concrete and displays a 

series of double‐hung and fixed windows; nearly all of which have been replaced with 

vinyl windows.   The architect of the 1930s wing is unknown.   The architect of the 1952 

addition was Albert W. Kahl.xi   The  facility housed  approximately  120 patients when 

fully completed. 
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The primary  façade  faces Serra Street.   The 1930s building sits at  the south end of  the 

complex and  is a  single  story concrete building with a  flat  roof.   The building plan  is 

characterized by a series of regular “steps” towards the street and then back again.  The 

forward sections have four double hung windows (divided into two sets of two) and the 

recessed sections have six double hung windows (divided  into two sets of three).   The 

massing is low and horizontal.   

 

Entry to facility 

 

 

1930s wing with stepped facade (Millbrae Bart Station canopy visible above) 
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The 1952 addition is a simple modern concrete rectangle with ribbon windows.  Rather 

than  stepping  forwards  and  back,  rhythm  is  achieved  by  stepping  the  size  of  the 

windows  across  the  façade.    Six  sets  of  windows  on  each  floor:    two  double‐hung 

windows  flank a central  fixed pane  in each set, with a smaller window  (likely serving 

bathrooms) separating each set.   

 

The 1952 addition by Albert W. Kahl 

The windows have been replaced with vinyl windows and a number of mechanical and 

plumbing fixtures have been attached to the façade. 

 

Oblique view of 1952 addition 
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Side of 1952 addition 

 

The  rear  of  the  facility  is  characterized  by  a  simple  landscape  of  lawn  panels  and 

walkways  with  shading  from  trees  along  the  periphery.    An  extensive  complex  of 

additions can be seen on the south side which appears to include a caretaker residence. 

 

Rear view of facility 
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Evaluation 

The property is evaluated using the criteria for listing on the California Register: 

1. Associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 

patterns of local or regional history or the cultural heritage of California or the 

United States (Criterion 1).  

 

2. Associated with the lives of persons important to local, California or national 

history (Criterion 2). 

 

3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region or method of 

construction or represents the work of a master or possesses high artistic values 

(Criterion 3). 

 

4. Has yielded, or has the potential to yield, information important to the 

prehistory or history of the local area, California or the nation (Criterion 4). 

If  the  property meets  at  least  one  of  the  eligibility  criteria  and maintains  sufficient 

integrity to convey its significance, then it must be considered a historic resource.   

Criterion 1: Association with significant events or patterns of local history 

As  discussed  in  the  general  context  statement,  development  patterns  in  this  area  of 

Millbrae were  structured by  the  regional  transportation  lines  that border  the site:    the 

streetcar line, the Southern Pacific Railroad and El Camino Real/State Highway 82.   

The  Millbrae  Serra  Convalescent  Hospital,  originally  known  as  the  Millbrae  Serra 

Sanitarium, was  founded  in  the  1930s  along  the Line  40  Interurban  streetcar  line  and 

only a short walk from the Southern Pacific Railway Station.  While it seems likely that 

family and friends may have used these modes of transportation to visit patients at the 

facility, there is no evidence that the Sanitarium/Convalescent Hospital used the train or 

streetcar in its business.  Line 40 had a significant sideline in funeral cars – transporting 

coffins and funeral parties on branch  lines  into the major regional cemeteries  in Colma 

and  Southern  Pacific  Railway  also  shipped  coffins  along  its  line.    While  local 

newspapers  regularly  reported  deaths  of  elderly  patients  at  the Millbrae  Sanitarium, 

there was no apparent pattern of use of the streetcar or railway line in association with 

the  funeral arrangements.    It  seems  likely  that  funeral homes picked up  the deceased 

from the Sanitarium in hearses.  Thus the Millbrae Serra facility does not appear to have 

been strongly connected to the transit system features on its doorstep.   

Sanitariums  (also  spelled  sanitorium)  emerged  as medical  facilities  in  the  nineteenth 

century primarily  for  the  isolation  and  treatment  of  tuberculosis.xii    Sanitariums were 

also  popular  institutions  for  the  treatment  of mental  illness  and  alcohol  abuse.    The 
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Millbrae  Serra  Sanitarium  advertised  itself  as  a  “rest  home  for  the  aged  and 

convalescents,”  what  is  sometimes  known  as  a  “nursing  home.”  These  institutions 

appeared  in  the nineteenth century as well, primarily as charitable  institutions  for  the 

poor.   More affluent  families cared  for  their aged and sick  in  their homes. This was a 

practice  that depended on  the  labor of women.        In  the  twentieth  century as women 

entered the workforce outside their homes, birth rates fell, and the US population grew 

more mobile geographically, the likelihood of an aged or sick person having someone at 

home  to care  for  them declined.   The  industry of nursing homes emerged  to serve  the 

need.  The Millbrae Serra facility does not appear to have been a particularly important 

example of this trend – it was not the first nursing facility in the county, nor the largest.  

Medical  care was not  a major  focus of  the Millbrae  economy.   The  facility was not  a 

major employer  in the region.   It does not appear that the Millbrae Serra Convalescent 

Hospital was  associated with  events  that made  a major  contribution  to  state  or  local 

history.   

Criterion 2: Association with significant persons 

The  facility was  founded  and operated by  the Muzzi  family.   Founders Dominic  and 

Emma Muzzi made  their  fortune  in  real  estate  and  profits  from  the Millbrae  Serra 

Convalescent Hospital.  Immigrants  from  Italy,  they used  the profits  from  the nursing 

home  to  buy  large  swaths  of  undeveloped  land  in Marin  and  San Mateo  counties.xiii  

Bruno Muzzi and Vincent Muzzi operated  the  facility after  their  father’s  retirement  in 

the late 1960s and the property remains in the Muzzi family. 

Examples of significant associations with people include: 

 The home of an important merchant or labor leader. 

 The studio of a significant artist. 

 The business headquarters of an important industrialist.xiv 

The Muzzi family has been a long standing business presence in Millbrae and San Mateo 

County.  While their properties brought them financial success, there is little evidence to 

suggest  that  the  Millbrae  Serra  nursing  home  is  a  historically  important  business 

enterprise  or  that  the Muzzi  family  had  a  significant  role  in  shaping  local  or  state 

history.  Sufficient time may not have passed to assess their contributions.  The property 

does not appear to be eligible for listing under criterion 2. 

Criterion 3: Design and workmanship 

The Millbrae Serra Convalescent Hospital  is modern but utilitarian  in style.    It has  the 

flat  roof  and  horizontal  banding  of  windows  typical  of  modern  commercial  or 

institutional buildings.  There is a considerable literature on modern architecture in the 

San  Francisco  Bay  area;  this  facility  is  not  noted  as  a  distinguished  example  of 

architecture.  
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The  architect  of  the  1952  addition, Albert W. Kahl, was however  a  locally  significant 

architect whose projects  included Millbrae’s City Hall, Calaveras County Courthouse, 

and  a  number  of medical  facilities  including  Corning Memorial Hospital  in  Tehama 

County.   

 

 

Calaveras County Courthouse 

 

Millbrae City Hall 

The wide eaves, attenuated steel columns and decorative wall textures of the courthouse 

and city hall buildings are associated with Formalism, a type of modern architecture that 

aspired to create classical beauty in the arrangement of building forms.  Typical features 
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include  flat  roofs,  narrow  metal  columns,  accentuated  corners  and  decorative  wall 

textures.  

The Millbrae  Serra Convalescent Hospital  lacks most  of  the  characteristic  features  of 

Formalism: it has a low horizontal mass, without columns, eaves, or surface texture.  It is 

a simple and efficient expression of its function and provided natural light to the patient 

rooms  through  its  extensive windows.    Its  “stepped”  profile  is  perhaps  unusual  but 

prevents the structure from achieving the Spartan elegance of more minimalistic types of 

modernism.   

While Albert W. Kahl may  be  found  to  be  a master  architect,  there  is  little  scholarly 

literature on his career.   Certainly he did design some attractive and  important public 

buildings.    The Millbrae  Serra  Convalescent  Hospital’s  1952  addition  would  not  be 

counted  as  one  of  his  important  works,  nor  is  it  an  important  example  of modern 

architecture.  The property does not appear to be eligible under Criterion 3. 

Criterion 4: Potential to Yield Scientific Information 

The property was not surveyed for archaeological resources.  

Summary 

The Millbrae Serra Convalescent Hospital provided care to thousands of people over the 

years, and was a successful business enterprise for the Muzzi family. This was in essence 

a private service facility.  It does not appear to have been the scene of important public 

events nor was  it architecturally significant.   The building does not appear to meet the 

criteria for listing on the California Register and is thus not a historic resource. 
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Millbrae Cabinet Shop, 190 El Camino Real, Millbrae, California 

Overview 

The Millbrae Cabinet Shop was founded by Emil Hemig in 1936.  The building at 190 El 

Camino  may  have  been  its  first  home.    However,  San  Mateo  County  telephone 

directories have the business at 250 El Camino Real in 1940 and at 304 El Camino Real in 

1948.   Both  of  those properties  are  shown  as  cabinet  shops  on  the  1949  Sanborn Fire 

Insurance map. (The building now known as 190 El Camino Real is 300 El Camino Real 

on  the map.) Originally  the property  included a  small  shop building with a detached 

cottage at the rear.  The Hemigs occupied the cottage for a few years but eventually the 

entire lot was filled in with carpentry shop buildings. 

 

Sanborn Fire Insurance Map excerpt, Millbrae, Oct. 1949, Sheet 3 

Emil Helmig retired  in 1971;  the shop was  taken over by his son Bob Helmig until his 

retirement in 2003, and was managed by grandson Kevin Helmig until its recent closure.   

The property is not listed on any local, state or national registers or inventories and has 

not previously been evaluated. 
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Description 

 

 

Front facade on El Camino Real 2015. 

The Millbrae Cabinet Shop property consists of a storefront display room  (the original 

shop) on El Camino Real, and an abutting shop building just behind it.   

 

Aerial view 2015, Millbrae Cabinet Shop at center (Google Earth). 

The original building  is  concrete with  a  flat  roof.   The  front  is dominated by display 

windows and  the entry doors.   Two  tall windows and glass door  to  the  left, a central 

solid wall section, and the glass shop entry door and an additional tall glass window to 

the right.  There is a concrete curb attached to the base of the building.  The shop’s sign 

is painted  above  the main  entrance  just below  the  roofline,  and  lit by  six modern up 

lights attached to the wall above the door. 
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Front façade detail 2015 

The central workshop section is wood frame with stucco finish and a flat roof, however 

there is a front‐gabled monitor with clerestory windows running the length of the shop, 

most visible from the rear loading area.  This structure is finished with horizontal wood 

lap siding.   

 

Side of building showing shop addition with clerestory windows. 
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Side of shop addition. 

The back of  the  shop building has  two  large doors: a  large  loading door at  truck bed 

height on the  left and a second double door up a small stair to the right.   Five double‐

hung  windows  light  on  the  ground  floor  and  four  fixed  windows  are  seen  at  the 

clerestory level.  A corrugated metal roof supported by steel columns shades the loading 

area. 

 

Rear loading area. 

There is no landscaping on the site which is entirely surrounded by pavement.   
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Evaluation 

The property is evaluated using the criteria for listing on the California Register: 

1. Associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 

patterns of local or regional history or the cultural heritage of California or the 

United States (Criterion 1).  

 

2. Associated with the lives of persons important to local, California or national 

history (Criterion 2). 

 

3. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region or method of 

construction or represents the work of a master or possesses high artistic values 

(Criterion 3). 

 

4. Has yielded, or has the potential to yield, information important to the 

prehistory or history of the local area, California or the nation (Criterion 4). 

If  the  property meets  at  least  one  of  the  eligibility  criteria  and maintains  sufficient 

integrity to convey its significance, then it must be considered a historic resource.   

Criterion 1: Association with significant events or patterns of local history 

As  discussed  in  the  general  context  statement,  development  patterns  in  this  area  of 

Millbrae were  structured by  the  regional  transportation  lines  that border  the site:    the 

streetcar  line, the Southern Pacific Railroad and El Camino Real/State Highway 82.   At 

the time that the Millbrae Cabinet Shop opened in 1936, El Camino Real was a four‐lane 

state highway and Millbrae was a rural unincorporated hamlet.   

The Millbrae Cabinet Shop was not a particularly  large or visually prominent business 

on El Camino Real.  No notable events took place at the small shop.   The property does 

not appear to be eligible under Criterion 1. 

Criterion 2: Association with significant persons 

The founder of the cabinet shop, Emil Helmig, operated his business at this location for 

35 years.   A search of  local newspaper archives yielded a number of stories about his 

successes in competition bowling, and his participation in the Lion’s Club.   There is no 

indication  of  wider  involvement  in  business,  civic  or  community  affairs.    Lacking 

additional factors to distinguish Mr. Helmig from the hundreds of small family business 

owners in the area, the property does not appear to be eligible under Criterion 2. 

Criterion 3: Design and workmanship 

The Millbrae Cabinet Shop’s primary  façade  is a storefront on El Camino Real.   While 

fairly  simple  in  composition  it  displays  characteristics  of  historic  storefronts  across 

America:   a signboard area above the entrance, transom windows, display glass, and a 

“bulkhead” feature that protects the front of the building.xv 
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In the 1930s, storefronts became more streamlined and glass panel storefronts and, neon 

signs became widespread.xvi   The Millbrae Cabinet Shop’s original  storefront  reflected 

this era with its art deco style sign and geometric feeling created by the square window 

grid.    In  the  1940s,  nationwide  the  use  of  glass  expanded  to  fill  nearly  the  entire 

storefront.  While the Millbrae Cabinet Shop infilled it’s loading door with glass during 

this period, and painted a new  sign,  the windows were  largely  filled with blinds and 

covered by a shallow awning.  The art deco feeling was lost.  At a more recent date the 

storefront was modified again to its present condition.   

1938 

1940s 

2015 

Evolution of storefront  
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The Millbrae  Cabinet  Shop’s  original  storefront  was  a modest  example  of  art  deco 

storefront design.    Its  second  and  third  storefronts  removed  these  elements  and new 

replacement  features  lacked any of  the distinguishing  features of  later era commercial 

storefront design.  The property does not appear eligible under Criterion 3. 

Criterion  4  is  generally  reserved  for  archaeological  deposits.  No  archaeological 

investigation was conducted. 

Summary  

While  it  was  the  longstanding  location  of  a  family‐owned  business,  The  Millbrae 

Cabinet Shop property at 190 El Camino Real does not meet the criteria for listing on the 

California Register of Historic Properties.  It does not appear to be a historic resource. 
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Conclusion 
 

The two subject properties, evaluated within a context of transport‐oriented commercial 

development, do not appear to be historic resources.  These are utilitarian structures and 

neither exhibits  the eye‐catching elements of 20th Century commercial architecture,  the 

key characteristic of commercial buildings along transportation corridors in this period. 

Each  property  was  operated  by  members  of  a  single  family  over  more  than  eight 

decades.   While  the  Muzzi  and  Helmig  families  experienced  personal  success  and 

participated in local community affairs, no specific important contribution to local, state 

or national history could be identified in connection with these individuals. 

A brief review of the local context along the east side of El Camino Real in Millbrae, and 

along  Serra  Street,  suggests  that  there  is  no  potential  historic  district  in  this  area,  to 

which  these  properties  could  contribute.    Thus,  in  addition  to  lacking  sufficient 

distinction  to be  individually eligible  for  listing on  the California Register,  they do not 

appear to be contributors to a historic district.     
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