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PALM HEIGHTS HISTORIC DISTRICT
1.0

INTRODUCTION

While Riverside’s Historic Districts are part of the overall fabric of the city, they are also distinct
places in their own right. This section relates specifically to Palm Heights Historic District. It
includes a background of the district designation, a description of its physical setting, and a
discussion of historic and architectural significance. This is followed by a list of character
defining features for the district as a whole and design considerations relating to the retention of
these features.
The information in this section serves as a tool to enhance the community’s awareness of its
rich historic resources. When used in conjunction with the Citywide Design Guidelines, this
information will help property owners make decisions that will ensure the preservation of
individual historic residences and the overall historic character of the Palm Heights Historic
District.
2.0

BACKGROUND OF THE PALM HEIGHTS HISTORIC DISTRICT

The City Council designated Palm Heights Historic District on July 8, 2008. The district’s
boundaries include the majority of four subdivisions and two complete tracts established
between 1923-1927. Palm Heights Historic District is bounded by the northerly side of Merrill
Avenue to the north, the westerly side of Brockton Avenue to the east, the northerly portion of
Central Avenue to the south, and the east side of Arch Way to the west. Palm Heights Historic
District includes 289 properties, 253 of these are contributors to the district and 36 are noncontributors. The majority of the non-contributing properties have been excluded due to date of
construction.
2.1

Background of Palm Heights Historic District Designation

The area that encompasses Palm Heights Historic District was identified as a potential historic
district in 1998 in conjunction with the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Magnolia
Center Redevelopment Project (GRC Development Consultants). The neighbourhood was
identified again as a potential historic district as a result of the Palm Heights Historic District
Intensive Survey and Context Statement, which was completed in August of 2004. (JM
Research and Consulting) The 2004 survey included 306 properties, 289 of which were
included in the proposed district boundaries of the northerly side of Merrill Avenue to the north,
the westerly side of Brockton Avenue to the east, the northerly portion of Central Avenue to the
south, and the east side of Arch Way to the west. The 17 excluded properties fell outside of the
period of significance, were severely altered, were vacant lots, or were commercial properties
that did not fit the context of the neighborhood.
In August of 2005, meetings with neighbors were initiated to establish a Neighborhood Advisory
Committee and begin the designation process, which had received overwhelming support from
the neighborhood. The Neighborhood Advisory Committee met in September of 2007.
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2.2

Physical Setting

Palm Heights Historic District is bounded by the northerly side of Merrill Avenue to the north, the
westerly side of Brockton Avenue to the east, the northerly portion of Central Avenue to the
south, and the east side of Arch Way to the west. It includes 289 properties, 253 of which are
contributors. The district features primarily one and one and a half story residences with a few
two-story residences dotting the landscape. The majority of properties are single-family
residences; commercial properties and residences converted to commercial uses are prominent
along the eastern boundary. Streets within the district are laid out in a grid according to cardinal
points and are developed with two travel lanes with street parking on both sides. Lots are
typically 55-60 feet in width, with slightly larger lots along Brockton Avenue, with setbacks of
approximately 25 feet. Fencing is not common; the few front yard fences in the district are wood
or wrought iron, giving the streetscape an open feel. Garages are predominantly detached and
located to the rear of the property, most accessed via narrow curb cuts from the street.
Driveways are predominately paved with some well-maintained Hollywood driveways
throughout the district. Turfed front yards with mature landscaping and narrow front walks typify
the residential character of the district. Parkways are turfed throughout the neighborhood with
mature street trees a dominant feature on Palm Avenue. Mature street trees are also evident on
Merrill Avenue and Beatty Drive but are not a prominent feature, as they are not planted
uniformly. Sidewalks characterize the neighborhood, as do historic pedestrian streetlights.
Residences within the district represent a wide variety of residential architectural styles popular
in southern California from the 1880s through the late 1950s, including excellent examples of
Victorian, Tudor Revival, Spanish Colonial Revival, Craftsman, Minimal Traditional, and
California Ranch. While some alterations have impacted the district including window
replacement and non-historic stucco patterns, the majority of the contributing properties display
a high degree of architectural integrity.
2.3

Historical Significance and Patterns of Development

Palm Heights Historic District is significant locally as it reflects the significant geographical
patterns associated with early 20th century suburban development and conveys a sense of
architectural and historic cohesiveness in its design. The district lies within what was originally
known as the Government Tract. The Colony of Riverside was established in 1870 by the
Southern California Colony Association on land purchased from the California Silk Center
Association. In the same year, Benjamin Hartshorn purchased a 13 square mile parcel of land to
the southwest of Riverside. This area was sold in 1874 the New England Colony Association.
This area became known as Arlington, which remained a separate community into the 20th
century. Between the lands of the Southern California Colony and the Riverside Land and
Irrigating Company was a mile wide strip of land that came to be known as the Government
Tract, as it was owned by the federal government. Jurupa Avenue bound the area to the north
and Arlington Avenue to the south. Early settlers were drawn to the Government Tract as
squatters could occupy it and water could be purchased for agriculture from the surrounding
colony water associations. Residents of this period included the Tibbets, Wheelocks, Magees,
Covers, and McCoys. Residents in the area raised primarily citrus and livestock with other crops
such as alfalfa and walnuts. The Parent Navel Orange tree, so significant to the future of
Riverside’s prosperous citrus industry, was cultivated by the Tibbets in the Government Tract.
Residences contructed in this period from 1880 to 1900 were predominately Victorian in style.
Only two such residences remain in the Palm Heights Historic District at 4529 Sunnyside Drive
and 4537 Merrill Avenue.
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The Tequesquite Arroyo, the largest of the arroyos crossing the Riverside Plain, separated the
Government Tract from Riverside’s Mile Square and the city’s booming development. Following
the fill of the arroyo in 1913 residents from Riverside began to escape the booming
development of the downtown core and move into newly developing subdivisions in the
Government Tract. The area of Palm Heights Historic District was not subdivided in this period,
and as such, no examples of residential properties of the period 1901-1919 are represented in
the district.
Palm Heights Historic District began large-scale development in the 1920s. The post-World War
I period brought a statewide boom in population. Riverside was no exception. In the
Government Tract large agricultural properties were subdivided to make way for residential
development on smaller lots with smaller scale homes. New streets were established set at
cardinal points to accommodate the new subdivisions. The two remaining Victorian homes at
4529 Sunnyside Drive and 4537 Merrill Avenue were turned and reoriented to fit in the new
streetscapes. The district’s boundaries include the majority of four subdivisions and two
complete tracts established between 1923-1927. The rapid subdivisions of the area by a small
number of developers lead to the continuity evident in the district’s physical setting. Residents
during this period were a combination of blue and white-collar workers working in a variety of
jobs from municipal and county government to service work. Residences constructed in this
period represent the Period Revival styles popular during this period in southern California
including Spanish Colonial, Tudor, French Norman, Pueblo, and Classical Revival styles.
Residential development across the nation stalled during the depression. Only six residences
were constructed in Palm Heights Historic District from 1932 to 1935. While development
increased toward the end of the 1930s, the onset of World War II stalled development again.
Residences constructed during this period are Minimal Traditional in style.
Palm Heights Historic District represents suburban residential development in the former
Government Tract. This portion of land, early agricultural property inhabited by squatters and
separated from the rest of Riverside by the Tequesquite Arroyo, experienced tremendous
change over a 50-year period. In its period of significance, 1923-1941, Palm Heights Historic
District developed from agricultural land to a model of Southern California suburban
development.
3.0

CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES

Each Historic District in Riverside is characterized by a combination of features generally shared
by the majority of the district’s improvements. An understanding of these character-defining
features is important when designing alterations or additions to existing residences or new
constriction that will complement the neighborhood. Palm Heights Historic District is
characterized by the following:
•
•
•
•

A predominance of single-family residential properties with some commercial
properties;
A variety of architectural styles including Tudor, Spanish Colonial, Craftsman,
Classical Revival, and Minimal Traditional;
Houses built at grade;
Lot size typically 55-60 feet in width;
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•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
4.0

Setbacks typically 25 feet;
Open streetscape with little front yard fencing. Front yard fences typically of
wood, wrought iron and stuccoed block wall;
Front yards predominantly planted with lawns or low native ground cover that is
drought tolerant and accented by trees and shrubs;
Detached garages with access from main street;
Narrow driveway cuts with historic curb returns;
Paving materials may also consist of: colored stamped concrete that match
historic design styles and construction methods, pavers and quarry tiles for
Spanish style homes, and brick for Tudor style homes. Asphalt is not
appropriate;
Turfed or low native ground cover that is drought tolerant in parkways.
Historic concrete sidewalks with consistent scoring patterns and contractor’s
stamps;
Historic Streetlights;
Mature street trees prominent on Palm Avenue; and,
Mature street trees typical on Merrill Avenue and Beatty Drive.

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

The following design considerations are intended to supplement, not replace, Chapters 8
through 11 of the Citywide Residential Historic District Design Guidelines. They are organized to
follow the format established in the Citywide guidelines and include only those topics that
warrant further consideration to address the unique character of Palm Heights Historic District.
These design considerations apply to residential properties only.
4.1

Site Design
•

4.2

New construction and additions in Palm Heights Historic District should respect
the existing setback of 25 feet.

Infill Construction

New development should continue the functional, on-site relationships of the surrounding
neighborhood. Common patterns that need to be continued are entries facing the street and
garages and/or parking located at the rear of the lot.
•

Front yard setbacks for new residences should follow existing setbacks on the
block. As mentioned above, 25 feet is typical.

•

Building heights should respect the typical height on the blockface. Building
height means the vertical distance measured from the highest point of the roof or
parapet wall of the uppermost story, to the average elevation of the highest and
lowest point of the ground covered by the foundation of the building.

•

Side yard setbacks in the neighborhood create a certain rhythm along the street.
New residential projects should be respectful of the open space patterns crated
by these setbacks and should provide side yards that repeat the existing pattern.
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4.3

•

Garages should be detached and placed at the rear of the property with access
from the main street.

•

Driveways should be narrow and approaches should be compatible with those
existing in the district.

•

Front yard fencing should be avoided where possible. If necessary, fencing
should be simple and open in wood or wrought iron. Walls are not appropriate.

Landscape Design

•

While a variety of treatments are acceptable, the overall pattern of the landscape design
should be the use of turf and low growing native ground cover that is drought tolerant.
Living groundcover at the ground plane with trees and shrubs used as accents may also be
utilized.

•

The traditional character of the district’s front and side yards are largely covered with lawn
and should not be covered with paving or rocks to turn the front and/or side yard into
additional parking for residents.

•

The streetscape of Palm Heights Historic District is open with few front yard fences
disrupting the residential landscape. If front yard fencing is desired, fences should be simple
and open in wrought iron or wood picket. Fences should be designed in a manner consistent
with extant fencing in compliance with the regulations stipulated in these guidelines. Walls,
which conceal a significant portion of the home from the street view, are not permitted.
Cinder block is not acceptable as a fencing material.

4.4

Public Features

•

Curb cuts are common in Palm Heights. Many historic driveway approaches do not meet
current City standards, however, they are part of the area’s character and should be
maintained in all street improvement projects with minimal changes in dimensions to
accommodate today’s larger vehicles. It is preferred for Hollywood driveways to be
maintained as such and not filled in with concrete or pavers.

•

Sidewalks are generally natural concrete with scoring in a historic pattern. Replacement
sidewalks should match the existing historic materials and patterns.
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Appendix A
Resolution # 21669
Adopting the Palm Heights Historic District

