
Beaumont Building History

Over thirty years ago the owner of this building bought the least expensive site he could Þnd, a 

50Õ by 50Õ lot in downtownÕs Little Italy neighborhood (then called Harborview) .  

Little Italy at the time had been largely abandoned.  Flush with success from their Þshing 

businesses, the Italian and Portuguese community had moved on to more upscale 

neighborhoods and plywood sheets replaced street front glass on many India Street shops.  After 

5 pm, the only activity were kids from the huge shanty town at Cedar and India st. playing soccer 

in the street.  If you wanted coffee in the morning, Saluntos had the only cappuccino machine and 

it didnÕt work much of the time.

The Beaumont building became the Þrst new residence built in the Little Italy neighborhood since 

WW II.  It was also the Þrst legal mixed use building in modern downtown San Diego.  Amazingly, 

it was illegal to live and work in the same building in those years.  A PUD was created for the little 

lot so that both residential and commercial could exist in the same building.

Although the building rented immediately with young creative types, it was controversial from the 

beginning earning the unique honor of receiving an AIA award for design excellence and an 

Onion for being among the worst designed in San Diego in the same month.

The Beaumont was more than a work of architecture.  In the evenings after work the forth ßoor 

conference room quickly became the operation center for community activists from a variety of 

Þelds.   It was announced (or decreed) by MTS that the new trolly being built would be on the 

existing tracks but overhead.  The raised structure would block all street views to the water and 

effectively wall off the neighborhood from the bay, its largest asset.  When the community 

protested, they were told it was too late, the decision had been made and that the MTS chair, 

Senator Mills, never lost a political Þght.  The trolly is now underground.

Buoyed by their success, and envisioning the massive growth that has since occurred in Little 

Italy, the small group continued meeting In the Beaumont conference room to create downtownÕs 

Þrst ÒFocus PlanÓ.  This very concise document was intended to overlay the general existing 

downtown plan and guide the personality of the neighborhood as it grew.  In 1993 the 

Redevelopment Board adapted the grass roots Focus Plan (which included sun envelopes) with 

only minor changes.   It is responsible for the unique scale and character of the neighborhood 

today. 
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In the early eightyÕs some 
architects were concerned 
that urban buildings, 
especially ofÞce buildings, 
did not ÒcommunicateÓ with 
the street and city.  Most 
were opaque and 
architecturally mute. 

Besides using balconies, 
decks and engaging forms, 
the Beaumont went one step 
further. 

 Like Kumeyaay smoke 
signals, the towers are 
capable of emitting ÒsmokeÓ 
or steam via 
(environmentally correct) dry 
ice machines. 

 On special occasions, the 
colored steam celebrates 
the event or telegraphs the 
mood of the inhabitants.


