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Old Santa Fe Association: 
80 years a sus ordenes 

�  t was a rousing start to a movement that saved Santa Fe 
from going the way of so much of the Sun Belt: A Roar-
ing '20s proposal, to put a la-di-da vacation resort in the 
hills above town, met resistance — first from the arts 

community, then with leading businesspeople and profes-
sionals wielding their influence against the project 
 From that effort came the Old Santa Fe Association, 
whose founders constitute a who-was-who when our com-
munity, state capital though it was, amounted to only a few 
thousand sun-baked and highly creative souls. Writer/
historian Mary Austin and Ina Sizer Cassidy, wife of painter 
Gerald Cassidy, were the forces organizing a not-notably-
organizable bunch of people. Grocer Henry Kaune, pharma-
cist John Zook, potter Frank Applegate, painter Gus 
Baumann and poet Witter Bynner, along with doctors J.A. 
Massie and Frank Mera and attorney Francis Wilson, among 
others, celebrated victory against the Texan resort plan. They 
also took steps to keep the burning of Zozobra open to all 
Santa Feans. 
 And having set a tone of preservationism for the City 
Different, the association did hardly anything during the next 
couple of decades. 

 But when the state proposed putting a highway through 
the middle of town, a revived Old Santa Fe Association put 
the kibosh on it — only to see St Francis Drive, years later, 
become a major artery for traffic between Albuquerque and 
Espanola. But that was better than the Guadalupe Street 
alignment the state's ingenieros originally had in mind. 
 The association in 1948 helped draft Santa Fe's first mas-
ter plan, and from then on was a watchdog over attempts to 
bulldoze our community's old structures and replace them 
with Mid-Century Modern structures. 
 Some projects slipped past the association — but when 
the Desert Inn went up as a modern complex across from the 
State Land Office, its walls crowding the river channel, the 
group persuaded the City Council to enact the first of the 
historic-design rules for which Santa Fe became known. 
 During the latter part of the last century, the continually 
growing group got local politicos to expand the historic-
district restrictions on new construction and renovations as 
well, helping Santa Fe become a world-renowned travel des-
tination. From time to time, it and the H-board might over-
step; caution must be part of their work. 
 The role of historic preservation in our city's economy is 
enormous. Tourism is our leading private industry — smoke-
stack-free, and largely painless to the populace, give or take a 
few summer days. And in good winters, our community's 
warm adobe setting has après-ski appeal that helps the Santa 
Fe Ski Area and the renowned Taos SM Valley compete with 
the resorts far-ther north in the Rockies. 
 The respect for our past has turned many visitors into 
active and contributing members of the community, lots of 
them involved in the Old Santa Fe Association's continuing 
efforts at resisting urges to impose Phoenix, Dallas, Denver 
or Los Angeles upon a place people have come to escape 
such, uh, wonderfulness. 
 Through public forums on general topics such as design 
and preservationism, and through scores of specific efforts to 
keep our leaders reasonable in the face of speculators' pitches 
for fancy new projects, this organization has been — and 
continues to be — a priceless asset to its namesake commu-
nity. 

The Old Santa Fe Association is about to celebrate its 80th 
anniversary, tomorrow evening from 5:30 to 7:30 at the Santa 
Fe Room of La Fonda. The event is open to the public — so 
stop by and offer handshakes to your community-volunteer 
neighbors who've given so much talent and effort to a much-
loved community. 
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H ow's this for an alternative, vision of 
Santa Fe? 
 
 

• In the east-side foothills, about where St. 
John's College is located, tall adobe walls sur-
round many acres, on which a charming faux-
Southwestern-style summer colony hosts an ar-
ray of speakers and performers each year, and 
wealthy out-of-towners spend .the season there, 
before going home and leaving the site virtually  
vacant in September. 

• Along the route of Guadalupe Street down-
town, a major six- lane U.S. highway zips tens of 
thousands of cars, SUVs, semitrailers and other 
vehicles through town all day and night! The 
Santuario de Guadalupe and dozens of other o ld 
build ings were knocked down long ago to make 
way for its construction. Several high overhead 
walkways enable pedestrians to get across the 
busy thoroughfare, which is lined on both sides 
by familiar b ig-box chain stores and fast- food res-
taurants. 

• Along East De Vargas Street downtown, in 
the area where the Community P layhouse and 
numerous.old houses now stand, nothing but b ig, 
square, multistory state office build ings rise, sur-
rounded by acres of parking lots. 

• Two or three blocks on all sides of the 
P laza have carefully been preserved to create, a 
tourist-attraction theme park called Santa Fe O ld 
Town, surrounded by high-rise chain-owned lux-
ury hotels and department stores, all brightly illu-
minated by neon signs. S imilarly preserved along 
Canyon Road is a strip officially designated the 
O ld Artistic Zone. But long gone from it are the 
graceful El Zaguan, the old Borrego House and 

several other" build ings, which have been re-
placed “with more modern, efficient and profit-
able structures with adobe facades. 

 I could go on word painting this strik ing 
image of a different Santa Fe, but you get the 
idea. And my point is this: Without the efforts of 
one local organization, Santa Fe likely would have 
turned out that way. That organization is the O ld 
Santa Fe Association (OSFA), and it turns 80 this 
year. 

For the sake of fu ll d isclos ure, let me note 
that I a m a me mber of the O SFA board and  
have been for two or three years. I a m proud to 
serve, to tap into OSFA's heritage, fo llowing the 
trail b lazed by many estee med Santa Feans. 

O ne of the m was fa med architect John 
Gaw Mee m, who was present at the creation of 
OSFA in 1926. In that year the C ity Counc il of-
fered to give or sell cit y-owned la nd east of 
the old Sunmo unt Sanatorium to a group of 
3,000 ric h Texas wo men w ho wa nted to estab-
lish a Chauta uqua-sty le resort. Santa Fe had a 
populat ion of just 11,000 the n, and this project 
would ha ve profo und ly altered its character. 

At a packed meeting called to oppose the 
plan, O SFA was formed and its purpose was 
spelled out: "To preserve and maintain the ancient 
landmarks, historical structures and tra-ditions of Old 
Santa Fe, to guide its growth and development in 
such ways as to sacrifice as little as possible of that 
unique charm, born of age, tradition and environment, 
which are the priceless assets and heritage of Old 
Santa Fe. " In other words, it sought to keep 
Santa Fe authe ntic—a nd real. Presented with a 
petit ion fro m OSFA, the counc il w ithdrew its 
offer to the Texas women. 

In 1946 the state H ighway Department pro-
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posed a major route through downto wn Santa 
Fe. A larmed that the road would cut the city in 
half, OSFA opposed it and enlisted the Catholic 
archb ishop in the cause. The plan was dropped. 

In 1948 OSFA helped draft the city's first 
master p lan, and in 1957 OSFA was instru-
me ntal in establis hing the H istorical Styles Or-
dinance, which defined a large and old part of the 
city in which visib le architecture had to conform 
to traditional guidelines. It was the second such 
law in the country. The first was in Santa Barbara, 
California. 

S ince its inception, the Historical Sty les O r-
dinance has been controversial, with some devel-
opers and homeowners protesting that it infringes 
on the rights of private property, and other critics 
saying it stifles creativity. But it has w ithstood 
court tests, and it has w itho ut a doubt b locked 
wholesale change in muc h of Santa Fe. The ordi-
nance has been extended to parts of the city be-
yond its original downtown and east-side origin, 
but even now it covers just a fifth of tow n, leav-
ing 80 percent open for apartme nt co mplexes, 
Cerrillos Road commercialization, whatever. 
And yet this ordinance has preserved Santa Fe's 
heart and soul and essence. 

When in the mid-1950s the state wanted to 
raze the old Ho uses and other structures along 
East De Vargas Street and extend the big, boxy 
governme nt co mple x onto the property, th ings  
looked bad for OSFA because the state was 
not bound by any of Santa Fe's local historic 
rules. But in the end, OSFA trumped the state by 
getting the Barrio de Analco, as the area is called, 
p laced on the National Registry of Historic P laces. 
Then the state could no longer touch it. 

The list of OSFA victories goes on, but also in 

the mix are some notable defeats. Despite 
OSFA's efforts, for exa mple;, the elegant o ld 
Nusbaum House on Washington Avenue was 
knocked down in 1961, at the urging of P laza 
merchants, to make room for a parking lot. 
OSFA lost its fight to make the big, institutional 
downtown post office reflect Santa Fe style. The 
massive Eldorado Hotel was built over OSFA 
objections. The so-called "Ugly Build ing" at 
Washington and Marcy wiped out an old string 
of one-story shops. 

By no means does OSFA win every struggle it  
enters. N or should it. N either th is nor any other 
interest group deserves absolute say over the ar-
chitectural course of the city. But time and time  
again, now for 80 years, OSFA has worked dili-
gently to preserve Santa Fe's historical integrity. 
Even when it loses, OSFA often wins a partial vic-
tory, by causing projects to be altered or scaled 
back to a version more in keeping with the city's 
character. 

And although after eight decades OSFA is 
perhaps taken for granted in some quarters, it  
is still very much on, the job, as de monstrated 
by so me quite recent headlines. In one case, 
the Catholic Archdiocese of Santa Fe withdrew 
its p lans to erect build ings taller than Historical 
Sty les O rdinance height restrictio ns on six 
acres it owns behind the downtown cathedral. 
In another, expansion plans for the Inn at Lo-
retto were downsized and changed in order to 
be more compatib le with traditional considera-
tions. OSFA helped influence both outco mes. 

So if you love Santa Fe the way it has turned 
out, flaws and all, pause and give thanks to 
OSFA. Without it, we'd surely be living in a dif-
ferent town. (October 2006) 
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“Focusing on the future with pride in our past” 
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Our Mission 
 
“To promote the prosperity and welfare of the City and County of Santa Fe and their inhabitants, to preserve 
and maintain the ancient landmarks, historical structures and traditions of Old Santa Fe and to guide their 

growth and development in such a way as to promote that unique charm and distinction, born of age, culture, 
tradition and environment, which are the priceless assets and heritage of Santa Fe.” 

 

80 YEARS OF COMMITMENT TO THE COMMUNITY 
 

1926 OSFA FOUNDED:  New group successfully fights City Council to save 3,000 acres around the present-
day location of St. John's College from becoming an elitist seasonal colony 

 OSFA ensures that Zozobra festivities at Fiesta be open to all the citizens of Santa Fe 
1945 OSFA successfully fights proposed highway through the heart of downtown, thereby helping protect the 

Santuario de Guadalupe and other historic buildings 
1948 OSFA helps draft the city’s first Master P lan 
1956 OSFA and National Park Service save Barrio de Analco from destruction by the State by ensuring it would 

be placed on the National Registry of Historic P laces 
1957 OSFA members author Historic Styles Ordinance, which defines a large and old part of the city in which 

visible architecture has to conform to traditional guidelines. 
1960 OSFA creates the Historic Santa Fe Foundation 
1966 OSFA saves 19th-century Padre Gallegos House 
1970 OSFA gets the Acequia Madre on the State and National Registry of Historic P laces 
1972  OSFA gets Historical Zone extended to the museum area 
1973 OSFA aids the Historic Santa Fe Foundation in purchase of Tully House 
1974 OSFA forms Santa Fe Federation of twenty-two neighborhood organizations to intervene in planning issues 
1980 OSFA advocates for a city bus service 
1983 OSFA initiates extension of historic regulations to five additional areas 
 OSFA instrumental in obtaining General P lan recognition of neighborhood organizations 
1984 OSFA receives two permanent seats on the city’s seven-member Historical Styles Review Board; review 

body becomes independent of the Planning Commission 
 OSFA hosts first community forum on the Railyard 
  Eldorado Hotel plan is approved by Council; sole dissenting vote is cast by OSFA representative on 

the Historic Design Review Board, Richard Hubbell 
1986 OSFA celebrates 60th anniversary at La Fonda 
  Honors the builder of Zozobra, Gustave Baumann; fire dancer Jacques Cartier, the voice of Zozo-

bra, Harold Gans; and pyrotechnician John Conron 
  Gives awards to leaders in historic preservation: the Paloheimos, Myrtle Stedman and Jack Watson 
 OSFA lobbies for plan to get water back in the downtown Santa Fe River 
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1992 OSFA hosts forums and lobbies for human-scale downtown buildings and coherent streetscapes 
1994 OSFA supports City acquisition of the Railyard for development for the community 
1997 OSFA lobbies for: professional staff for the Historic Design Review Board, public transportation, and ap-

propriate right of way for the Westside Relief Route 
 OSFA hosts in Santa Fe the annual convention of the National Trust for Historic Preservation 
1999 OSFA holds a Community Forum with national experts on the need and economics of a new community, 

conference and convention center 
2001 OSFA joins community discussions on water and growth 
2003 OSFA mounts public forum with Charleston, S.C., Mayor Joseph Riley on need for Downtown Master P lan 
 OSFA contributes to Historic Design Review Ordinance update 
2004 OSFA sponsors Historic Preservation Week with the Historic Santa Fe Foundation and the City of Santa Fe 
 OSFA petitions City Council in support of the Historic Design Review Board decision to preserve the his-

toric fabric of P laza Chamisal 
 OSFA board members encourage City Council to purchase rather than lease water rights for the city 
 OSFA prevents "hotel" intrusions in city residential and historic districts 
 OSFA supports modification of the Historical Museum to better reflect Santa Fe’s historic standards 
 OSFA helps save portion of John Gaw Meem’s Villagra Building  
2005 OSFA  initiates Santa Fe’s first-ever Downtown Master P lan 
 OSFA hosts forum on archaeology at the proposed civic center; evidence of an 800-year old prehistoric 

village near Sweeney Center 
 OSFA continues to support a living Santa Fe River 
 OSFA contests the city’s interpretation of the Ridgetop Ordinance 
 OSFA protects the Borrego House with a written agreement 
 OSFA promotes landmark status for St. Catherine’s Indian School, the New Mexico School for the Deaf 
2006 OSFA lobbies the mayor, City Council, staff and steering committee members to maintain historic zoning 

and streetscape ordinances in the Downtown Master Plan 
 OSFA joins South Capitol neighbors in supporting ordinance prohibiting intrusion of second-story addition 

on West Houghton Street 
 OSFA supports denial of East Buena Vista Street lot-split appeal to the City Planning Commission 
 OSFA opposes the Old Taos Highway General Plan Amendment and Rezoning request that would change 

the plan from “very low density” to “residential high density" and would directly contravene the 
City’s stated goal and policy of preserving the character and integrity of its neighborhoods 

 OSFA requests that the City enforce the standard approval process for projects in the historic area, includ-
ing the proposed Cathedral Project 

 OSFA promotes an alternative to the St. Francis overpass 
 OSFA promotes adoption of Historic Building Codes and Earthen Building Codes 
 
 OSFA hosts 80th Anniversary Celebration at La Fonda! 
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“Focusing on the future with pride in our past” 
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