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Is it not

“Haunted Ground?”

ARCHAEOLOGICAL, ARCHIVAL

AND ARCHITECTURAL INVESTIGATIONS OF THE

STANFORD FAMiILY’sS PALo ArTo HOME

>’

By Laura Jones, Elena Reese and Jobhn W. Rick

ittle evidence remains of Leland and Jane Stanford’s Palo Alto Farm
residence, remnants of which were torn down in the 1960s. Of the other

structures that once occupied the family compound, only a carriage house

and the small, often-misunderstood memorial to Leland Stanford Jr., with its haunt-

ing poetry, bave survived. Since winter 1994-95, an archaeological team has con-

ducted research and excavations to better understand and document the site, located

between Sand Hill Road and San Francisquito Creek near the Stanford Shopping Cen-

ter. There, as part of the Sand Hill Road corridor project, the university proposes to

build condominium housing and a residential-care facility for senior citizens. It also

hopes to widen and extend Sand Hill Road and expand the shopping center.

Project Background

As a necessary step for approval of the Sand Hill
Road corridor projects, Stanford archaeologists in
1987 and again in 1994-95 investigated the area be-
tween the creek and the road. We were trying to de-
termine if prehistoric Native Americans, known to
have placed their villages on the banks of the creek,
had inhabited the location. Such evidence was dis-
covered, and the proposed housing project subse-
quently was designed to avoid areas that could be im-

portant to future Stanford researchers and the local
Ohlone/Costafioan tribal community. We made other
discoveries as well.

One of the small test pits opened in winter 1994~
95 revealed not prehistoric artifacts, but a brick wall.
For many years, we had contemplated the possibility
that remnants of the Stanford family’s presence on
the land remained in the Children’s Hospital area.
With the brick wall, and a well-finished concrete
floor well below today’s surface, we suspected we
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had indeed found portions of the main structure of
the Stanford family’s Palo Alto home, with historic
materials found in the excavation seeming to match
the likely time period of the Stanfords’ occupation.
The find raised hopes that information could be re-
covered to broaden our knowledge of the nature of
this long-gone structure, as well as the Stanfords’
lifestyle while at their country home. Joined by more
than 50 undergraduate, graduate and Continuing
Studies students during spring quarter 1995, the
team excavated a wider trench around the original
wall, and, concurrently, began researching archival
records concerning the Stanford estate.

We have confirmed that the site is a rubble-filled
half basement with brick walls and a concrete floor.
We believe that the wall section in our trench was a
major structural wall of unreinforced brick masonry
between the central and eastern wings. The wall itself
offers interesting information on the nature of the
house. The main wall discovered in our original

sounding is paired to the southeast with another, nar-

rower brick wall, which runs only a short distance.
Between the two walls lies a mass of gravel, based on
large river boulders at about basement floor level. At
first we assumed this to be a fill between adjacent
walls, but we now believe this is a concrete wall in
advanced state of decay. The brick walls in effect
were sandwiched around the concrete wall, and from
paint on the bricks and cement remnants, it is clear
that the concrete wall is the earliest structure for
which we have evidence. Given the location of our
excavation in relation to known maps, it is likely that
the more substantial brick wall, complete with rein-
forcement pillars, is the southeastern edge of the cen-
tral section of the Stanford home, known to have
been built of brick in 1888. Our best guess at this
time is that the decomposed concrete wall is part of
the foundation of the original Gordon home, the first
structure built at this site. '

Fortunately for the search team, old photographs,
plans, and maps helped authenticate the site and its
findings. Photographs exist of the house before its
central and southeastern wings collapsed during the
1906 earthquake and of the Children’s Convalescent
Home that occupied the surviving western wing from
1920 t0 I96§.

We continue to work on artifacts and building
materials recovered in the trench, comparing those
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finds with written descriptions of the house layout
and contents. The most prevalent materials in the
rubble fill were bricks and crumbling concrete, which
may help us understand how the house was con-
structed and why it collapsed. Other building mate-
rials found in the excavation included ceramic tiles,
three kinds of marble, window and lamp glass, and
an wide array of brightly painted plaster. The types of
materials were different on the two sides of the wall,
suggesting that they represent materials from the dif-
ferent rooms of the house above.

The known black-and-white photographs of this
and other Stanford homes give an impression of or-
nate but quite somber interiors. The decorated plas-
ter strongly contradicts this, however, with many
hues that can be described as bright and colorful. At
least some walls had elaborate designs, possibly ap-
proximating mural-like representations.

The concrete floor of the structure is far enough
below current ground surface that it is not likely to
have been a first floor at the time of Stanford occu-
pation. An examination of exterior photographs of
the home strongly suggests that there was a basement
with windows near ground level, indicating not a
full-depth basement but a partially counter-sunk
level. We suspect from the presence of a full range of
higher-floor construction materials and from one
tantalizing but distant post-1906 earthquake photo-
graph, that much of the severely damaged home was
simply collapsed into its own basement. Our archival
research thus far is mute about what happened to the
house’s contents after Jane Stanford’s death in 1905,
but the excavations revealing contents from higher
floors eloquently indicate that a large number of val-
ued possessions were still in the house at the time of
the devastating 1906 temblor.

Based on two photographs of the house interior
preserved in the Stanford University Archives, we
jokingly promised our undergraduates that they
would find beer steins in the ruins. To our delight,
fragments of steins were recovered in the dig. Many
pieces of fine porcelain china, white with hand-
painted rose and gold decoration, also were found.
The Stanford Museum possesses intact examples of
the Stanford china and stein collection, and we look
forward to comparing our china and stein shards
when we have pieced them together.

A number of small artifacts recovered may have
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A black-and-white photograph of the Stanford residence dining room, above, its walls lined with beer steins, suggests

that the bouse’s intevior walls were dark. Bui chips of brightly painted plaster found at the excavation site indicate

otherwise. Fragments of beer steins broken in the 1906 earthquake were unearthed in the dig, below.

belonged to members of the family or their servants.
These include a cameo pin, a die {with two sixes!), a
lead toy soldier and a handful of marbles. By con-
sulting collectors’ guides, we may be able to date the
toy soldier and some of the marbles.

We expect to spend several field seasons excavat-
ing the remaining portions of the house basement,
beginning again this spring. Laboratory work on the
artifacts, archival research into the house contents
and layout, and preparation of a report on the find-
ings will extend over the next two to three years.

History of the Stanford residence

The Stanford house was originally a modest coun-
try home built by San Francisco merchant and land
developer George Gordon around 1863. He acquired
the land, once part of Rancho San Francisquito, from
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William J. Little. Little, one of several Americans
who squatted on the rancho following the death of
owner Antonio Buelna in 1853, claimed a triangular
parcel bounded on two sides by San Francisquito
Creek and the County Road (El Camino Real).*

Gordon built a house on the property, which he
named Mayfield Grange. The Gordon family lived
there from 1864 to about 1866, when they began an
extensive tour of Europe due to Gordon’s ill health.
In 1869, after George Gordon died, his wife, Eliza-
beth, and his daughter and son-in-law lived at May-
field Grange. In 1874, Elizabeth died, leaving the es-
tate to her brother, J.J. Clark. Two years later, Clark
died and Leland Stanford bought the property from
Clark’s widow.*

Stanford began acquiring the 8,800 acres that
would make up his stock farm and later the univer-
sity in an effort to escape the turmoil of city life and
to expand his work in horse breeding and training.
His initial purchases were the Gordon estate and the
Hoag ranch, together covering land roughly from El
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Camino Real to Junipero Serra Blvd., between San
Francisquitc Creek and the area near the current
Galvez St. The Stanfords renamed the farm Palo
Alto. Although they had extensive land holdings in
Northern California and an elegant mansion on San
Francisco’s Nob Hill, Palo Alto was the family’s fa-
vorite retreat. They received important visitors there,
including U.S. President Rutherford B. Hayes. Their
son, Leland Jr, had his own miniature railroad on
the grounds.

Plans for a large country mansion on the property
were set aside following the death of Leland Jr in
1884. With the establishment of Leland Stanford Ju-
nior University the following vear, the Stanfords put
their entire land holdings into trust for the university
and spent much of their time overseeing its design and
construction. Meanwhile, in 1888 they extensively re-
modeled the Gordon house.® It was here that Stan-
ford, now U.S. Senator from California, died in June
18913. Mrs. Stanford continued to spend much of her
time at the Palo Alto home until her death in 1905.

The house probably was unoccupied when the
great San Francisco earthquake hit in r906. The
damaged portions were razed, leaving only the orig-
inal servants’ wing standing. In 1920, the newly
formed Stanford Home for Convalescent Children
ieased the parcel and house.* In 1966, the last part of
the Stanford residence was demolished to make way
for the Children’s Hospital complex.

The House Layout

The original layout of the house is known through
George and Elizabeth Gordon’s probate inventories.
The downstairs consisted of a parlor, a library, and a
lower hallway. From the lower hallway, a staircase

led upstairs to an upper hallway, the dining rcom, the
northeast bedroom, the east bedroom, the south bed-
room, the southwest bedroom, the “small” bedroom,
the bathroom, and an attic with a bedroom. The ser-
vants’ wing included one to three bedrooms, the but-
ler’s pantry, the kitchen, and the milk room.>

The layout was not changed substantially by the
Stanfords until 1888. One account describes a por-
tion of the house two years before. In 1886, Ariel
Lathrop, then general manager of the Pale Altwo
Farm, received a letter from the farm foreman about
a recent fire:

A fire occurred in the Private residenice on last Sai-
urday night which burnt up a steel-engraving hang-
ing on the wall and scorched the wall considerably.
Ab Charley, the boy in charge, built an exiremely
bot fire in the stove located in the main hall off the
sitting room during the evening and unquestionably
left it still burning when be went out or went to bed.
At all events, “Hans” yesterday reported to me that
on Sunday morning be smelt smoke and something

STANFORD UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES

The west wing of the bouse survived the earthquake
and was used as the Children’s Convalescent Howme
from 1920 to 1965, when the building was razed io
make way for the Children’s Hospital complex.
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Leland Stanford purchased the Gordon home along with its estate in 1876 as the first of a series of land acquisi-
_tions that would make up the Palo Alto Stock Farm and later house the university.

burning in the bouse, and upon investigating, found
in the hall mentioned, the picture all burnt except-
ing a portion of the frame that portion having fallen
down and caught on the top of the stove, and the
wall burnt quite through and scorched within a ra-
dius of 2 or 3 feet.®

Thus, in 1886 one of the two rooms off the down-
stairs main hall was still used as a sitting room, as it
had been in the Gordon era. Interestingly, the letter
also suggests that at least one Chinese servant, Ah
Charley, lived in the house instead of at “China
Camp” with the Chinese groundskeepers and field
hands.”

In 1888, the Stanfords added a new brick wing
between the original house and the servants’ wing.
The library and dining room were moved to the new
wing, leaving more private family space upstairs in
the old wing and a downstairs sitting room for Le-
land Stanford adjacent to the new library. A suite of
guest bedrooms was added upstairs in the new wing,
separate from family bedrooms in the old wing.

Bertha Berner, Mrs. Stanford’s secretary and com-

panion, gave a general description of the remodeling
in her memoir of Jane Stanford:

The Stanfords were fond of the cottage in which
they bad lived for ten years and did not want that
changed, but had approved plans to move the
kitchen ell and place the new addition between the
main cottage and this ell. . . . The addition was a
three story structure containing large and magnifi-
cent rooms. On the first floor were the large library
and a music room between the library and a large
dining room. Upstairs were guest chambers around
an open well and on the floor above them a large
skylight.$

The new addition rearranged the use of several of
the rooms in the original portion of the house. The
Gordons’ “upstairs dining room” was now in the
new wing, as was the downstairs library. Presumably,
the upstairs dining room became another bedroom
or a sitting room for the family’s private use.

A more detailed account of the new wing comes
from the 1920s, when Jesse Knight Jordan, wife of
retired university president David Starr jordan, re-



In 1888, the Stanfords added a cemtral wing to the
bouse. The brick addition included new quarters

for the library and dining room on the ground floor
and a suite of guest bedrooms upstairs. The photo
at vight shows the addition in process. Above is the
remodelled bouse viewed from the back.

counted her memories of the house from the 18go0s:

You entered the bouse through the ball of the origi-
nal cotiage, built by a former owner. On the righs
were iwo small parlors furnished in the French man-
ner in gorgeous gold and rose. To the left of the en-
trance bhall, Mr. Stanford’s sanctuem — a tiny cozy sit-
ting room warmed by an English grate fire in in-
clement weaihber — adwmitted one to three buge
modern rooms. In front came the library, fitted with
bookcases on two long sides. From that one passed
into an intermediate apariment where the men who
smoked enjoyed their nicotine after eating. And bere
stoad the fine auromatic organ which the butler
sometimes operated during and after a jormal
evening meal, The spacious dining room, the third
of the series, overlocked the garden at the vear. To
the left of the middle and modern portion of the
bouse came the ample, sunny, servant’s wing, now
the remodeled first unit of the Convalescent Home.”
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The Gordon parlor and library had become two
small parlors and Senator Stanford’s sitiing room af-

ter the 1888 renovation. Comparing the Berner and
Jordan accounts, the new wing had a library at one
end, a dining room at the other end, and a central al-
cove that was used both as a music room and as a
smoking room after meals.

One final detail of the renovation concerned the
servants’ quarters. In 1889, Jane Stanford wrote to
Mr. A. Brown, who was in charge of the renovation:




































