Public Use Vision for the Crystal Cove Historic District


(Revised October 4, 2001)


Introduction: Development of the Crystal Cove Historic District Public Use Vision and its role in the planning process





The California Department of Parks and Recreation is currently working with the public to complete the Crystal Cove Historic District Preservation and Public Use Plan. This long-range plan will recommend how we restore, preserve, and enjoy the cultural and natural resources of this unique area.  





The following Public Use Vision for the Crystal Cove Historic District is the result of analyzing and integrating public input concerning how to restore, preserve, and enjoy the cultural and natural resources of the historic district. We received this extensive public input at the April 2001 Corona del Mar Planning Workshop, in letters sent to us after the workshop, and during a July 19 meeting with representatives of sixteen stakeholder organizations. 





By reviewing public input from all sources, park planning staff identified almost three-hundred separate comments and twenty different proposals for adaptive use of the historic cottages. Staff applied the same screening and strengths assessment criteria to all proposals in order to identify the best adaptive use ideas. No single proposal was found to be ideal but a complementary and beneficial mix of public use programs emerged from this analysis. The general programmatic uses that best integrate public access, cultural and natural resource preservation, educational, recreational, and operational benefits for the widest public include: 





1) a State Park Operations & Interpretation Program 


2) an Overnight Cottage Rentals Program 


3) a Crystal Cove Culture, Arts, Research, and Environmental Program (CARE Program)


4) a Beach Store/Snack Bar Operation 





These four inter-related and mutually-supporting Public Use Programs all focus on building, maintaining, and making available for public enjoyment a new public use Crystal Cove community and its cultural, natural, and recreational values.   





With this CCHD Public Use Vision we progress past the stage of considering a wide range of potential and contradictory adaptive use ideas for the historic district to presenting a comprehensive and cohesive vision that the public can comment on. This vision aims to strike a workable balance between being flexible and being practical. It must be flexible enough to permit meaningful public dialogue and allow future planning adjustment as we learn more through experience. It must also have enough detail and concrete proposals to permit meaningful public comment and further the planning process. 





While developing the CCHD Public Use Vision, staff has also been identifying and analyzing the many considerations and constraints impacting this planning effort. These include at the minimum: 





State Park Mission and Purpose


State Park mission and mandates 


the Declaration of Purpose for Crystal Cove State Park





Socio-economic considerations


Rapid development of the Irvine Coast and increasing demand for recreation





Sensitive natural and cultural resources


tidal and sub-tidal resource sensitivities


the NCCP status of the Coastal Scrub plan community


existing archeological sites


the small size and fragility of the historic district’s cultural landscape elements and its “spirit of place”





Regulatory considerations


The historic district’s status on the National Register of Historic Places


Secretary of Interior Standards for Historic Preservation


Americans with Disabilities Act mandates 


California Fire Code


California Building Code and the California State Historic Building Code


California Coastal Commission approval or permits





Site and cottage considerations


parking and circulation limitations


geological and hydrological factors such as beach dynamics, slope stability, drainage patterns


cottage condition, historic significance, configuration, access, and location 





Financial considerations


economic feasibility


funding, budgeting, and implementation phasing





Programmatic considerations


Program functions and requirements





Studies and interim protection efforts





Investigations and Interim Protections Plan studies and cottage stabilization efforts


Ongoing studies investigating considerations such as geological stability and wave runup


 a projected Historic Landscape Plan





These considerations and constraints significantly limit the scope of workable alternatives for cottage adaptive uses, site rehabilitation, and development. Nevertheless there is flexibility in how many cottages are recommended for use in the four Public Use Programs, which cottages are dedicated to what use, when these activities are scheduled, and what organizations will operate the non-State Parks programs. There are also alternatives concerning when various improvements are phased in and how these efforts will be funded. 





The following CCHD Public Use Vision contains these elements to guide our future planning efforts at Crystal Cove:





1) the Proposed Historic District Goal and Vision Statement


2) Proposed Historic District Objectives 


3) Crystal Cove's tangible and intangible values


4) Steps to harmonize public enjoyment of the historic district with preservation values





This CCHD Public Use Vision establishes the values, goals, and objectives that will guide the selection and adaptation of cottages to fulfill the functions of the four programs outlined in the public use vision. Please refer to the working document entitled “Preliminary Assessment of Facility Requirements for Implementing the Proposed Crystal Cove Historic District Public Use Programs” for an outline of projected facility requirements needed to implement these programs.


Community is an important and evolving cultural value at Crystal Cove 





Community values combine with Crystal Cove’s historic, natural, and recreational values to create a truly unique and treasured place that people want to enjoy and protect. Crystal Cove has experienced at least five different kinds of community across the years: Native American hunter gatherers, Japanese truck farmers, automobile tent campers, summer cottage vacationers, and year-round tenants. Native American peoples hunted, gathered, and built villages in this area for at least 2,500 years until they were relocated to nearby Spanish missions two centuries ago. Japanese truck farmers leased Crystal Cove bluff land near today’s historic district from the Irvine Company as early as 1927. The Japanese farms evolved into a small hard-working and close-knit community that included a one-room public school and a Japanese Language School. The 1942 wartime evacuation program abruptly ended Crystal Cove’s Japanese farming community.





Crystal Cove’s evolving beach recreation community is an expression of the 1920s nationwide invention of the family automobile-oriented vacation. At that time many Southern California urban dwellers first discovered they had both the leisure time and the desire to temporarily escape the routine pressures and grinding industrialization of city life. Ironically, the very means used to escape industrialized urban life were two of the chief products of 1920s industrial society— the automobile and the modern highway. 





People were turning to nature and camping as an antidote to the modern workaday world. City dwellers were looking for a return to nature, self-sufficiency, and a sense of village community, if even for a short period. Many Southern California urbanites from many walks of life discovered Crystal Cove as an attractive and inexpensive beach vacation destination. At that time coastal properties were not considered valuable so ordinary people had access to camping on Southern California beaches as soon as roads were built to them. Beginning with the opening of the Pacific Coast Highway in 1926, autocampers arrived in large numbers to pitch tents on Crystal Cove’s beach. The camping experience at Crystal Cove has been described as a democratic and cooperative village community. Reflecting its status as a family-oriented camping and vacation cottage destination, Crystal Cove was once referred to as “Family Cove.” 





Seeking more comfort, returning autocampers improved their tent sites with each passing summer. Tent pads became foundations for semi-permanent thatched huts and then rustic cottages. By around 1936 there were 47 cottages at Crystal Cove and in 1938, the Irvine Company began formalizing cottage leases with individuals. Under these leases the tenants had little incentive to invest in expensive improvements because the Irvine Company retained ownership of both the land and the cottages. This situation is largely responsible for preserving the original flavor and appearance of this early beach recreation community. Former Crystal Cove resident Christine Shirley wrote in 1979, “We have literally been locked in the past here since we have not been allowed to change or add to our cottages by the short term leases with the Irvine Company.” 





After the war, more and more cottages were occupied year-round until Crystal Cove became a community of part-time and full-time tenants. This was the situation when California State Parks purchased the property from the Irvine Company in 1979 to form Crystal Cove State Park. The 1982 Development and Public Use Plan identified 21 of the 46 cottages as being used for “weekend or summer use” only and 25 cottages being used “all year.”


The 1979 purchase of Crystal Cove as part of a new state park began a new community transition for Crystal Cove 





The 1982 Crystal Cove State Park General Plan and the 1982 Development and Public Use Plan are important planning foundations for this vision. These documents proposed terminating the private cottage leases in order to adapt the cottages to public uses such as overnight rentals, interpretive and educational uses, park operational support, and visitor concessions. State Parks has recognized for nearly twenty years that the public access and uses envisioned for the cottages required terminating the private cottage leases that excluded most of the public from most of the historic district. Now that the cottages are vacated, the current planning process is involving the greater Orange County community and park visitors in building a new public-oriented community at Crystal Cove that promotes and harmonizes enjoyment and protection of this special place. 





The new public use Crystal Cove Community will be founded on the values that originally drew people to this beach in the 1920s and 30s, namely Crystal Cove’s value as a democratic and temporary refuge from the pressures of modern life. More than ever Californians are seeking relief from the impersonal pressures of modern life. More than ever Crystal Cove represents an island of quiet retreat in a sea of commercial development. Crystal Cove State Park’s open spaces and ocean views and the historic district’s cultural resources become more valuable as the Orange County coast is developed. 





We should provide the simple beach vacation opportunity and sense of community for people “of all ages, income levels, interests, and life styles” that former Crystal Cove resident Christine Shirley described in a December 7, 1979 letter to Assemblyman John Vasconcellos:





The simplicity of our life style contrasts sharply with that of adjacent developments with their expensive amenities. We are truly a neighborhood, and here you will find persons of all ages, income levels, interests, and life styles. Our one common denominator is love for Crystal Cove. 





Creating a Crystal Cove Preservation and Public Use Community: Answering Why?, Who?, What?, Where?, and How?





Our planning process follows a logical sequence of questions and answers that will result in a comprehensive yet flexible plan that can be successfully implemented. We must first answer the question why? What is our purpose and goal in building a Crystal Cove Preservation and Public Use Community? The second question is who? Who are we serving and who will be involved in making this community thrive and serve the public? The third question is what? What activities and programs do we want? The fourth question is where? Where do we want to locate support facilities and access? The final questions are how? and when? How and when do we budget and implement the plan? When all of these questions are answered and the plan is implemented, this cycle of benefits, beneficiaries, servers, activities, facilities, and management should function like a reciprocating engine with each function supporting and being supported by the others. This interdependence and communication is emphasized in our unifying theme for this public use vision, “Exploring Crystal Cove’s Ever-changing Natural and Cultural Communities.” 





As with all successful natural and human communities, the evolving Crystal Cove public use community must exhibit both structure and flexibility. Therefore, the Crystal Cove Preservation and Public Use Plan that will guide this community’s future evolution must provide both definition and flexibility. We must give direction to what we think should happen given the circumstances and trends we think we can rely on or anticipate but we must also realize that we have no way of knowing how conditions will change in the future. To harmonize these conflicting needs for structure and adaptability, all of the adaptive use proposals (as opposed to natural and cultural preservation policies) should be interpreted as recommendations and not as absolute mandates. 





There is much that we can learn only during the implementation phases of the Preservation and Public Use Plan so we don’t want to unduly tie the hands of those who will be encountering these unpredictable realities later. The Preservation and Public Use Plan will provide the direction of general policies, goals, objectives, audiences, activities, and desired facilities and functions but will not specifically dictate how long-term objectives will be accomplished and managed. The Preservation and Public Use Plan’s short-term objectives will be given definition in the form of initial (Phase 1) implementation recommendations. The details of cooperating and concessions agreements, participating organizations, budgeting, and management will be left to the future implementation process. 


Why: Historic District Goal and Proposed Vision Statement


Historic District Goal 


The 1982 Crystal Cove Historic District Development and Public Use Plan established the still-valid two-part public goal for Crystal Cove’s Historic District:





First, to preserve and protect the special quality of this unique example of a Southern California beach community; and 





Second, to provide full public use and enjoyment of the historic district in a manner consistent with the preservation purpose.


Proposed Historic District Vision Statement


The purpose of the Crystal Cove Historic District is to renovate, preserve, and manage the district’s unique cultural, natural, and recreational resources and to make these values available for the enjoyment and education of all. 





This purpose will be achieved by:


Providing protection for the historic district’s natural, cultural, and recreational resources.


State Park rangers, lifeguards, interpreters, maintenance personnel, ecologists, cultural resource specialists, volunteers, and administrators will be adequately supported in their commitment to protecting, restoring, and maintaining the historic district’s natural, cultural, and recreational resources. Sensitive resources such as the tidepools, the underwater park, and marine mammals and shorebirds must be carefully monitored and protected from disturbance. 


Providing appropriate, safe, and varied recreational opportunities 


State Park staff and volunteers will be adequately supported in their commitment to providing appropriate and safe quality recreational opportunities.


Providing the broadest public opportunity to enjoy the historic district by limiting the duration of an individual’s overnight stay in the historic district. 


Only a few state park employees will live in this community full time (for twenty-four hour security). All other community members will be visitors, staying just for the day or using a cottage for a few days for recreation, education, artistic endeavors, or research (specific limits will be established later as management needs are understood).





Involving local and non-local visitors in building a new Crystal Cove community. 


This community will be based on public preservation partnerships and broad public access to enjoy this area’s unique values. We must involve local community interests, energy, and resources to realize the full public use and preservation potential of the historic district. The new public Crystal Cove community will consist of a creative and evolving interaction of volunteer docents and gardeners, beach goers, visiting teachers and researchers, students, overnight guests, youth groups, artists, rangers, interpreters, lifeguards, maintenance people, and environmental educators.


Providing opportunities for interaction and learning among visitors, educators, and “community facilitators.” 


The richness of this community will lie in the close interaction of new visitors with each other, with visiting artist-instructors and naturalists, and with a core community of resident and non-resident park staff and non-resident volunteer “community facilitators” who provide consistent visitor services and resource protection. Visitors and community facilitators primarily interact through the district’s carefully-planned and integrated mix of public programs and facilities. These programs and facilities will directly involve people in preserving, learning about, and enjoying Crystal Cove’s unique mix of tangible and intangible values.


Providing a variety of appropriately-scaled and carefully-located and coordinated educational programs. 


These environmental, cultural-historical, and arts education programs will support the preservation, understanding, and enjoyment of the historic district’s resources. We will create opportunities for local community-based programs by offering meeting and workshop spaces for intermittent use by a variety of community groups in the area. 





As mentioned above, the theme of the Crystal Cove Historic District’s programs is “Exploring Crystal Cove’s Ever-changing Natural and Cultural Communities.” As we’ve seen, there were five historic communities that existed here before the current evolving public-use community. Cultural history education programs will interpret these five communities and how they experienced and changed Crystal Cove. Environmental Education and Research Programs will focus on Crystal Cove State Park’s ever-shifting ecological communities.


Who: Historic District Access Guidelines





The General Plan also guides us in planning the general access to the historic district. On page 25 the General Plan states: 





The department will provide as much safe access as possible for public enjoyment of the recreational, cultural, and natural values of the Historic District. 





In an article published in the December 13, 1981 Los Angeles Times, Jerry Payne described the early sense of community at Crystal Cove:





The atmosphere was such that it was almost as if all the houses were just rooms belonging to one great house. There were scientists, teachers, merchants, and just plain working people. What a person had or did didn’t matter. 





People from all backgrounds, ages, and abilities will be welcome participants and contributors to this evolving and creative community. Proposed facilities that could serve as meeting places for experiencing and building the Crystal Cove Community include:


An Orientation Center


An Outdoor Commons Area


Indoor and Outdoor Classrooms


House Museums


An Underwater Park Research and Educational Facility


An Environmental Education Center


A Cultural History and Arts and Education Center 


A Community Exhibits and Art Demonstration Area


Family-style and Dorm-style Overnight Cottage Rentals


A Beach Store/Snack Bar 





Many people and organizations would like to have a permanent home in Crystal Cove. We have heard clearly that the public does not want to be excluded from the historic district in any way, whether by private tenancy or high overnight cottage rental fees. This property was purchased over two decades ago to preserve these natural and cultural resources for the benefit of the general public. Toward this end this plan recommends a general policy of limiting the duration of an individual’s overnight stay in the historic district. Public lodging use of the cottages could be limited to a few days in order to provide maximum public opportunity to experience staying in a Crystal Cove cottage. 





What and Where: Guidelines for Adaptive Use of Cottages





The 1982 Public Use Plan directs adaptive use of the cottages in two ways. First, it states that the original use of the cottages as vacation accommodations and the use of the site for beach recreation should continue, but for general public benefit rather than for a few: 





In evaluating the potentials for public use and enjoyment of this important area of the park, it was concluded that this historic pattern of use [beach vacation cottages and beach recreation] should be maintained for general public benefit. 





Secondly, the plan recognizes the potential for accommodating a number of varied activities: 





Close examination of the structures, individually and as a total group, revealed that the buildings form natural, separate subgroups that allow a variety of adaptive uses to take place.





How: Meeting Historic District Objectives 





The general recreation and preservation goal stated above will be accomplished by meeting these preservation, accessibility/recreational opportunity, cottage adaptive use, and community-building objectives: 


Natural Resources Preservation Objectives


Preserve and protect from overuse the natural values and processes of bluff, tidepools, beach, and ocean.


No major site modifications (such as bluff buttressing or seawalls) will be used to preserve cottages.





Cultural Resources Preservation Objectives


Preserve the historic landscape, the scenic views, and significant historic buildings. 


Rehabilitate as many cottages as practical for appropriate adaptive uses. 


Some overnight rental cottages may be adapted as “rustic” accommodations that lack indoor plumbing if this option could substantially reduce the cost of rehabilitating the historic district or if installing indoor plumbing is found to be impractical or too great of an impact on natural or historic resources. 


Prepare a Historic Landscape Management Plan.


Some cottages deemed impractical to rehabilitate (due to geologic or flooding hazards or due to an unusually high cost of rehabilitation) may be stabilized and maintained in a state of “arrested decay” (without indoor public use) or by another appropriate preservation treatment in order to preserve the district’s historic landscape, ambiance, and scenic values.


Maintain structures in the Crystal Cove Historic District in accordance with federal and state standards and mandates for such historic properties. 


Rehabilitate cottages to preserve their “flow of history” changes through time.  


Where possible, new visitor support requirements will be met by rehabilitating and adapting existing structures. If existing structures cannot meet such needs, new visitor support development shall be sensitive to and compatible with the historic integrity of the district.


Reconstruct the historic footbridge near the mouth of the creek and other historic landscape structures and features.


If possible, use income generated from cottage overnight, classroom rentals, and concessions to maintain the cottages and landscape features.


Accessibility/Recreational Opportunity Objective


Provide general and varied access to park recreational opportunities and to as many cottages as feasible for both local and non-local visitors and for visitors with diverse backgrounds, interests, ages, and abilities.


Cottage Adaptive Use Objectives


Select cottage adaptive uses that are consistent with the Declaration of Purpose for Crystal Cove State Park and where possible replicate the historical use of the structure (e.g., Old Japanese School/Cottage #34 could be a classroom facility and any cottage could be a vacation accommodation).


Use indoor and outdoor cottage spaces to promote education, interpretation, and research of the park’s cultural, natural, and recreational resources.


Accommodate necessary park visitor support facilities, including lifeguard operations, visitor restrooms, park staff housing, interpretation, and maintenance.


Provide a range of affordable overnight accommodation types (possibly ranging from dorm-style for as little as $20 to family accommodations ranging from about $60 for a small rustic cottage to around $150 for a larger multi-bedroom cottage with deck views).


Provide a beach store/snack bar visitor service concession.


Community-building Objective


Involve local community interests, energy, and resources to fulfill park mission and to build a public Crystal Cove community.


Create opportunities for community programs and partnerships.


Crystal Cove’s tangible and intangible values





The structures at Crystal Cove are collectively placed on the National Register as the Crystal Cove Historic District. The National Register of Historic Places nomination describes Crystal Cove as: 





A place of exceptional significance as a …natural evolving early 20th century California beach community which survives intact from California’s early automobile era. 





Crystal Cove’s unique value has much to do with the combination of individual elements and its sense of history and seclusion. Preservation must address not only the individual architectural and landscaping elements and the overall relationship of elements but also the intangible “sense of place” and its overall atmosphere of being a refuge. 


The tangible individual and collective elements include: 


Its 1924-1936 rustic summer cottages that elicit a romantic image of carefree relaxation and “roughing it.” 


Cultural landscape features and elements dating from the 1920s, including footpaths, stairs, boardwalks, fences, bridges, streets, cottage yards and gardens, and exotic plantings.


The long row of 1930s garages.


Its diverse but compatible patterns of single-wall wood-framed buildings.


Its attractive and comfortable small scale.


The concentrated yet secluded layout in a natural coastal setting.


Its unique physical and visual isolation from other shoreline development.


The intangible emotional values include the sense of: 


Stepping back in time to a quieter, simpler, less-mechanized period.


Being on vacation at a secluded beach hideaway.


Being welcomed as a visitor and contributor to a unique community.  


Harmonizing public enjoyment of the historic district with preservation values


Though none of us want to be excluded from Crystal Cove, it is only human nature to fear that unlimited access by others may diminish our experience. Since the 1979 purchase by State Parks, many local visitors have come to value the slow pace and relatively low public use of Crystal Cove that resulted in part from the cottages being occupied by tenants and the general public being unsure that the beach was fully open to public use. Many people expressed concern at the April 2001 public planning meeting that any future public use not diminish the sense of refuge and retreat that they have experienced. Artists have also expressed concern about losing the rustic character of Crystal Cove’s well-worn, homegrown, and slightly overgrown ambiance. Local people understandably want to protect the charm and seclusion of this “bit of paradise.” 





State Parks shares these values and concerns and recognizes that it will take careful planning and management and a great deal of community involvement to maintain and restore the tangible and intangible qualities that make this place special. Clearly these values are the result of local individual creativity and expression of love for this place. State Parks is committed to rehabilitating and preserving more than just the historic fabric of the buildings. We want to preserve the oral histories, artifacts, documents, and photographs that personalize the history of this place. We are particularly committed to working with the nearby Orange County communities to build a new public-oriented Crystal Cove community that maintains and enhances the intangible values of this place for the enjoyment of all visitors for now and the future. 





Visitors to the Crystal Cove Historic District should experience a sense of going back in time as a visitor to a 1920s to 1940s Southern California beach community. Crystal Cove will continue to provide a unique alternative coastal experience to the modern, upscale, urban activity and development found in the surrounding region. 





Harmonizing public use with preservation of the resources we value is particularly challenging in the historic district because of the fragility of the cottages and cultural landscape features and elements; the sensitivity of the bluff, tidepool, beach, and ocean environments; and the relatively small enclosed area of the district. Our planning must be careful not to overwhelm the site with too many people and too many activities. Our planning and management will use the following guidelines to harmonize public use with the preservation of Crystal Cove’s tangible and intangible values. 


Guidelines for preserving Crystal Cove’s “Spirit of Place”





Crystal Cove’s most valuable intangible resource is its “spirit of place” which is comprised of qualities like its isolation, quietness, natural sounds and smells, historic ambiance, natural and exotic vegetation, textures, quaint personal touches, the open sea views, and its landforms. To preserve these qualities State Parks will work to:





Preserve and protect from overuse the natural values and processes of bluff, tidepools, beach, and ocean.


Preserve cottages without major or intrusive site modifications (such as visible bluff buttressing or seawalls).


Identify, preserve, restore, and reconstruct significant historic cultural landscape elements and features.


Monitor the quality of visitor experience to prevent degradation of Crystal Cove’s tangible and intangible values as a refuge and retreat. State Parks will continue to work with local groups to ensure preservation of Crystal Cove’s “spirit of place.”


Isolate potentially conflicting uses by establishing use zones and separate circulation routes.


Use the size limitations of structures and outdoor areas and historic district parking limitations to limit group size.


Schedule programs and activities to avoid heavy use times and to minimize the need for extensive night lighting.


Night lighting will be kept to a minimum and planned to avoid negative impacts to Crystal Cove’s historic ambiance, its wildlife, and its human neighbors. 


Plan cottage adaptive uses to be flexible in who they serve, when they are used, and how they are used. This will allow management adjustment of cottage use to meet changing circumstances.


Limit private boat launching to paddlecraft (dropped off at a yet to be determined location) and to vessels granted State Park special use or research permits. 


Emphasize pedestrian activity within the historic district as a primary form of circulation (limit vehicular traffic).


Minimize evidence of modern technology (newer than 1940) in exterior areas.


Maintain the sense of physical and cultural isolation from the surrounding modern regional communities while also maintaining ocean views from the highway. Adjacent coastal terrace areas should remain as natural open space. Screening trees should be retained and appropriate vegetation added to preserve or restore this sense of isolation.


Preserve the natural marine and terrestrial environments and the open ocean views from the cottages and from the highway. Mooring buoys or markers in offshore areas within view of the district should be avoided because they would significantly alter the natural open expansive views of the ocean.
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