
The writer Dave Weinstein wrote in a 2003 article, “if we named our towns 
after the architects whose buildings define them, the city of Napa would be 
called Turtonville.” Luther Turton’s range of work covered just about every 

construction need: commercial, banking, civic and residential. One can only imagine 
the demands on his growing firm given his broad abilities and prolific output.

After completing a master’s degree at the Napa Collegiate Institute in 1882 when 
he was 20, he went to San Francisco to apprentice with the McDougall and Son 
architecture firm. Five years later it was back to Napa to establish his own practice. 
At the time, there was plenty of work for a young and talented architect.

Above: 1005 
Jefferson Street, 
1892 Queen Anne

Below, left: 
Semorile Building, 
975 First Street, 
1888 Victorian 
Era commercial
 
Below, right: 
First National 
Bank Building, 
1026 First Street, 
1916 Beaux Arts 

Napa’s 
Preeminent 
Early Architect
by Bob Archibald

Luther Turton was the go-to 
architect in Napa County 
during the last ten years of 
the nineteenth, and the first 
two decades of the twentieth 
centuries.
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Turton’s first commission was a women’s dormitory at the Collegiate Institute around 1888. 
Shortly after he designed the Winship and Semorile buildings downtown, which to this day are 
showpieces of Napa’s Victorian-period commercial architecture. 

At the time Luther Turton began his practice, the City of Napa had a number of architects and 
contractors with quality portfolios of work. San Francisco provided architectural resources as 
well. Two that were notable in town were Ira Gilchrist and William Corlett. Corlett’s stately man-
sion at 1801 First Street and Gilchrest’s Nichols House at 1956 Third Street are examples of the 
fine work being done. A high standard for future architects to meet had been established. 

Note to readers: If you are interested in reading about early architects and contractors get a copy 
of Anthony Kilgallin’s Napa: An Architectural Walking Tour published by Arcadia Press. 

Styles of the Period
Italianate was popular in North America prior to the popularity of Victorian Period designs 
which included Second Empire, Queen Anne, Stick Eastlake, Richardsonian Romanesque, 
and Shingle. From around 1900 with the influence of the Arts and Crafts Movement, the 
Craftsman Bungalow style took root. 

To show his versatility, Turton called upon all of these styles over his career. We do not have an 
historical record covering how he selected specific styles for a commission nor do we know if 
Turton had access to detailed plans sourced from existing work, perhaps from his time as an 

Left: Goodman 
Library, 1219 
First Street, 1902 
Romanesque

Right, top: 1910 
First Street, 1905 
Colonial Revival

Right, bottom: 
1801 Oak Street, 
1905 Shingle 
style
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apprentice in San Francisco. We do know that his 
houses were impeccably executed. One can imagine 
a prospective client specifying a two- or three-story 
Italianate or Queen Anne, perhaps pointing to an 
existing Turton work. Because he was so prolific his 
portfolio of styles grew rapidly. 

Around 1915 Craftsman Bungalows and Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s Prairie style found a niche throughout Napa 
and the county. These styles came to Turton late in 
his career. A major departure from Queen Anne and 
other vertically-oriented styles, bungalows featured 
a low, sloping gabled roof with wide overhangs, a 
modest front porch and an open floor plan with a 
prominent hearth. Turton used a Wrightian Prairie 
design for his own house at 1767 Laurel Street built in 
1915, following up with the Henry J. Manassee House 
in 1917 at 845 Jefferson Street. 

Commissions Outside Napa County 
Luther Turton designed the Santa Rosa City Hall 
 after it was destroyed by the 1906 earthquake. In 1915 
he partnered with William Herbert to design several 
Santa Rosa Schools and at least two houses. Turton 
also had projects in San Francisco, Yolo and Solano Counties.

Summary
Luther Turton’s career spanned 30 plus years. Calling him prolific is almost an understate-
ment. His contributions to Napa County are huge. What is obvious with a Turton effort is his 
overall quality of design and construction. Today, a Turton commercial building, bank, school 
and particularly residential housing speak proudly to his enormous talent and versatility. We 
can say without hesitation that Luther Turton was Napa’s preeminent architect. 

Left: 1767 Laurel 
Street, 1915 
Prairie style

Right, top: 1926 
First Street, 1905 
Shingle style

Right, bottom: 
845 Jefferson 
Street, 1917 
Prairie style
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Longer days and good weather will support 
our bright outlook for preserving Napa’s heri-
tage structures and landscapes.

Napa County Landmarks (NCL), now in its 45th year, 
has revived our quarterly newsletter with our Spring 
2019 publication. This Summer edition focuses on 
various aspects of historic preservation with articles 
covering the Ten +1 Threatened Treasures and the life 
and influence of architect Luther Turton in early Napa.

Our regular articles also include “Karen’s Corner” pro-
vided by Karen Wesson, one of our Board Members, 
focusing on our downtown courthouse this issue, as 
well as our Events Calendar.

As many of you are aware, NCL advocates for threat-
ened structures and landscapes; offers educational 
tours, events and publications; sponsors preserva-
tion workshops; advises technical recommendations 
to homeowners, private developers, city and county 
agencies and departments.

We wish we could say 
that threats to our 
historic resources are 
waning, but increasing 
development pressures, and stressed Planning Agen-
cies short in preservation expertise means that NCL’s 
Mission continues to be as relevant today as it was 
over 40 years ago.

NCL continues to improve our efforts to celebrate, 
educate and advocate for our irreplaceable architec-
tural resources like the National Register eligible 
Infirmary buildings on Old Sonoma Road and other 
sites as listed on our Ten + 1 Threatened Treasures list.

Please enjoy this newsletter and we welcome 
your ideas on what you would like our publication to 
include in future issues. Please submit your recom-
mendations to: info@napacountylandmarks.org.

Thanks for your support.

Summer Greetings 
to our friends and supporters

From the desk of Ernie Schlobohm, NCL Board President

Volunteers—A gift to our community

Napa County Landmarks (NCL), a non-profit organization, greatly depends on it’s volunteers to 
support our mission. This is done in a wide variety of ways – from researching historic proper-
ties and assistance in preparing landmark nominations, to publishing educational materials 

and reviewing new development projects that impact neighborhoods. Other volunteer opportunities 
include: docents for our annual Holiday Candlelight Tours, check in/ticket sales for all our walking tours 
as well as a few hours in our downtown Napa office assisting with preparation for mailings and general 
filing of resources. What talents are you interested in sharing with us? Please reach out to us at: 
info@napacountylandmarks.org or call 707-255-1836. Office hours are 11 AM to 3 PM.

Let us know if you would be interested in contributing more directly by joining our Preservation Action 
Committee (PAC), which is the advocacy arm of NCL. The committee’s role is to provide specific educa-
tion on issues and properties as well as foster liaisons with other organizations both within the County 
and the larger world of preservation (e.g. The National Trust, the California Preservation Foundation). 
The committee seeks to increase understanding of the importance of Historic Preservation to the health 
of Napa County.

Volunteers are the backbone of our organization—we welcome your energy and ideas!
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Ten + 1 Threatened Treasures
by John Sensenbaugh

Recently Napa County Landmarks (NCL) released the 2019 version of the Napa County Ten Threatened 
Treasures list. For those of you who may not have been familiar with this list, for many consecutive 
years running, NCL made an annual compilation of historic structures throughout the Napa Valley 

of that were in danger of being lost. Usually this was due to “demolition by neglect,” but also it could have 
been due to an earthquakes or an owner’s plans to do something else with his/her property. This annual survey 
had not been done since approximately 2013, and, therefore, the Preservation Action Committee (PAC) arm 
of NCL decided this year it was time to do an updated county wide survey. May was chosen as the target date 
to complete this survey, as May has been designated National Preservation Month by the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation. 

       On May 8th an article ran on the front page of the Napa Valley Register which listed the NCL’s  
       Ten Threatened Treasures for 2019. They are: 

1. Three Mission sTyle buildings on the campus 
of Napa County’s former Health & Human Services 
on Old Sonoma Road, as well as the “crescent” drive, 
which dates back to the 1870s.

2. Two large luTher TurTon designed hoMes 
owned by the State of California on the Napa State 
Hospital campus that were severely damaged in the 
2014 Napa earthquake.

3. a privaTe residence aT 2232 oak sTreeT 
in Napa. This home, known as the Daniel Thomas 
house, is an example of Stick Eastlake design and 
appears to be suffering from neglect and major 
maintenance.

4. The cenTer building aT 810–814 brown 
sTreeT in Napa. These office buildings were also se-
verely damaged in the 2014 earthquake, they remain 
empty, and the owner, local attorney and real estate 
mogul Brian Silver, appears not to have done any-
thing to repair and rebuild these structures. 

5. aeTna springs in Pope Valley. This is a former 
resort and “playground” for generations of Bay area 
residents and is comprised of around thirty-two 
buildings on over one hundred acres. It was named 
on the National Register of Historic Places in 1987, 
but, unfortunately, the entire site has fallen into an 
advanced state of deterioration due to disuse, 
neglect, and the elements. 

6. The Jacob Meily winery on Pope Street, in St. 
Helena. This city owned property has been decaying 
for years. Unfortunately, many cars have crashed into 
it over the years and, at this time, there are no 
 known plans for rehabilitation or reuse.

7. The pelleT winery, on Vallejo Street in St. 
Helena. Henry Pellet, who was St. Helena’s first 
mayor, built this winery in the 1870s. Records are 
available showing it still being used into the 1940s. 
Currently, however, the winery is in a bad state of 
decay. Its future remains unclear, as, reportedly, 
family members who own it have not agreed as to 
what course of action to take next.

8. Franco-swiss winery, on Conn Valley Road, 
St. Helena. Here is another crumbling and historic 
winery. However, this one is comprised of locally 
quarried stone, and not wood siding. There 
are records dated 1876 for this facility that show 
20,000 gallons of wine being produced. 
Unfortunately, over this past winter, a portion 
of its roof has caved in.
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9. Three silos aT The old ceMenT planT complex 
in American Canyon. Once again, the 2014 earth-
quake further weakened these landmark structures, 
which are visible from a long distance away. They 
are currently part of a large proposed development 
project known as Watson Ranch. The developer has 
not yet made a commitment whether or not to incor-
porate them in a rehabilitated state into the project 
or not.

10. The brannan sTables on Grant Street in 
Calistoga. This structure is reportedly the oldest still 
standing building within Calistoga and is framed 
with irreplaceable old growth redwood lumber. How-
ever, the City of Calistoga has granted the owner the 
right to demolish this building to make way for a new 
townhouse project to be christened “Calistoga Vista.” 

and +1 .  The ruTherFord depoT in Rutherford. 
This structure was not on the original list of Ten 
Threatened, however, subsequent to the compila-
tion of the original list, compelling arguments were 
presented to add it to the 2019 list and make it the 
Eleven Threatened Treasures.

The Rutherford Depot had been on several NCL Ten 
Threatened Treasures lists in prior years, and, indeed, 
has fallen into a further worsening condition over 
this past winter.

The current owners of the Rutherford Depot are also 
the owners of the Napa Valley Wine Train, which 
is under a larger business development enterprise 
called “Brook Street.” They have, in their words, 
“submitted a use permit application and are working 
with the county to gain approval for a reuse of the 
building but (we) have a long way to go. The process 
is not an easy path and will take some time and is a 
discretionary action.”

In other words, there lies ahead an arduous process 
to, perhaps, turn the Rutherford Depot into its for-
mer glory with the uncertain approvals of the county 
approval and permitting process looming. If Brook 

UPDATE: Franklin Station Post Office 

Like many of our friends and neighbors, 
members of NCL’s board of directors 
and PAC committee have been waiting 

anxiously to see specific plans for the rehabili-
tation of our beloved post office. Designed by 
William Corlett, one of Napa’s premiere archi-
tects, the Art Deco gem is one of Napa County’s 
most architecturally distinguished buildings. 
Prominently located in the heart of historic 
Downtown, it features three highly ornamented 
facades on major thoroughfares, and was added 
to the National Register of Historic Places in 
1984 when it was barely 50 years old. After it was 
damaged in the 2014 earthquake, NCL was a 
leader in advocating for its rehabilitation. We 
were joined by many Napa County residents, 
our local elected leaders, and even Congress-
man Mike Thompson. The US Postal Service 
agreed to sell the building to a private party for 
rehabilitation. One of the terms of the sale was 
the creation of a conservation easement—a 
deed restriction requiring NCL to approve any 
future project involving the post office. This 
easement requires that the building be restored 
according to the Secretary of Interior’s Stan-
dards—a set of guidelines to ensure that a new 
addition is compatible with and subordinate to 
a historic building. NCL is currently working 
with the property owner’s team as well as the 
City of Napa to enforce compliance with this 
easement as required by the contract.

“Window to the past, foundation of the future”
Established by John Whitridge in 1974 we are celebrating 45 years 
of preserving and protecting the past for future generations. 

Street is not successful in all the required steps to 
gain the ability to repurpose this old rail station, the 
building’s future is tenuous at best. 

It was for this reason the NCL board thought it 
important and imperative to add the Rutherford 
Depot to the 2019 list. It is more than likely it will be 
years of time plus monetary investment before the 
outcome of this historic county site can be known.
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The current Napa Court House, built in 1879, originally had a large 
bell tower or belfry. The bell in the tower would be rung on occasions 
such as when the jury was ready to announce a verdict. The previous 

Court House also had a bell. That 322 pound bell was auctioned off for $78 
and a replacement bell, at a cost of $258, was ordered for the new Court 
House. Bell towers were often part of a municipal building or an educational 

establishment. They were used, especially by 
churches for multiple purposes—announcing 
local time, alerting firefighters, celebrating events, 
announcing deaths, and, of course, assembling 
religious congregations. One can only imagine 
the frequent ringing of bells throughout the day. 
Eventually people began to complain publicly 
about bells that rang or tolled too loudly or for 
excessive durations. Just think today how often 
you hear the sound of a bell, especially a real bell 
and not a recorded bell sound. It just doesn’t 
happen too often.

In the early 1930s there was debate about what 
to do with the Court House. Some people 
thought that replacing the Court House would 
be a solution but agreed it would cost too much 
money. The Napa Board of Supervisors decided 
to have the belfry removed from the Court House 

and just touching up the appearance of the present structure was the best 
solution. It was agreed that, with slight alterations at very little expense, it 
could be a highly attractive building. Contractor E. W. Doughty was awarded 
the contract to remove the old bell and belfry. The work started immediately 
upon approval as part of the improvements to the Court House for a cost 
of not more than $5,000 for just removing the belfry. It was hoped that the 
Court House would then last a quarter century longer. And so the belfry 
was removed and some improvements were made but the Court House still 
stands today and continues to survive even natural disasters for all to enjoy. 
And that’s the way it was.

Karen C. Wesson

The Napa Court House Belfry

Postcard of 
Napa Court House, 

c. 1910
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Join Napa County Landmarks
Support Napa County Landmarks by becoming a member, making a donation, or by becoming a 

volunteer. As a non-profit organization, we rely on donations and annual membership dues to fulfill our 
mission. Join today and start enjoying the benefits of membership, including our quarterly newsletter, 

invites to members-only events and discounted advance tickets to public events and tours. 

Select a tax-deductible annual membership at one of the following levels:

Porchfest
Sunday, July 28th

NCL Member Appreciation Day
Saturday, August 10th

Fuller Park Walking Tour
Saturday, September 7th

5th Annual Golf Tournament
Tuesday, September 10th  

Legacies of Long-Ago Napans: Treasures from the Past
5 weeks, Mondays, September 23rd–October 21st

Awards of Merit & Annual Meeting
October (TBA)

A Haunting We Will Go!
Saturday, October 19th, Calistoga 

Saturday, October 26th, Napa

The Art & Architecture of Tulocay Cemetery
Saturday, November 2nd

Holiday Candlelight Tour
Saturday, December 14th

Stayed tuned as our calendar updates throughout the year!

EVENTS CALENDAR

$36 Individual          $50 Family                   $100 Supporter
$250 Sponsor           $500 Corporate           $1,000 Benefactor

Name____________________________________________________________________

Address___________________________________________________________________

City_______________________________State___________Zip_____________________

Phone_____________________________Email__________________________________
Please make checks payable to Napa County Landmarks and mail to:
Napa County Landmarks, 1754 Second Street, Suite E, Napa, California 94559

Your membership is vital in preserving our architectural heritage. Thank you for your support.
For more information contact us at info@napacountylandmarks.org, call 707-255-1836 or go to www.napacountylandmarks.org
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